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ABSrnC-r 

To date, research suggests that the demands and pressures of elite sport can result 

in a variety of psychological difficulties. We are bombarded by the media with stories of 

athletes that further validate this pattern. However, there are examples of athletes who 

seem to transcend these challenges and maintain positive relationships with their families. 

friends. and community. They conduct themselves with humility and grace. and perform 

admirably both in and out of their sport arenas. This study is an investigation into the 

lives of some of these exemplars. Through a series of interviews, I arrempted to shed 

some light on the process through which these arhletes live and perform. 

Lrsing a grounded theory approach, a model of perspective was developed. The 

ins~ghts of eleven elite athletes fit into three main categories: defining the self. living 

authentically, and experiencing fully. Interview quotations lend powerfui testimony to 

the notion that an elite athlete can excel in h e  sport environment while maintaining a 

healthy view of self. staying true to self and key others. and finding meaning and 

fulfillment in the journey. These findings reinforce other ideas in psychology and sport 

psychology while providing a holistic model of healthy living to the elire performer. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

tntroducing Perspective 

Through an ongoing dialogue with sport psychology professionals and elite 

athletes, I became sensitized to the imponance of a concept that has been termed 

perspective, Many of the issues faced by our sport psychology team related not to 

specific performance challenges, but rather to difficulties of a more basic nature. In 

counselIing athletes, much effort was focused on helping individuals relate better to 

coaches and teammates as people, not just as athletes. Others were helped to stay 

connected and intimate with significant others, friends. and family who were not 

immersed in the same performance environment. Many teams and individual athletes 

were engaged in a dialogue about the personal meanings that they draw from their 

experiences in sport. helping them to stay motivated, deal with fern. and process the 

powerful emotions associated with success and failure. Still others were asked to place 

sport within he broader context of their whole lives, in an effort to avoid reliance upon 

their identities as athletes. It is through attention to this basic human foundation (that 

we've termed persrpective) that athletes seemed best able to survive and thrive in the 

demanding and often brutal environment of elite sport. It is these consulting experiences 

that fostered my curiosity about the nature of this foundation. 

However. to date, perspective in this sense has not been clearly defined. This 

study was designed to paint a dearer picture of perspective, its components, and its 

implications. I also hoped to document the conditions which 'make or break' 

perspective. as well as the strategies and phiiosophies that allow athletes to develop. 



regain, and enhance it. Therefore, I was not seeking to describe perspective as a 

construct, but rather as a process of considerable complexity. 

One definition wonhy of attention here relates to the selection of the word 

perspective. Websrer's Dictionary defines perspective (partly) as "the relation of aspects 

of a subject to each other and to the whole" and "subjective evaluation of relative 

significance". This definition sheds some light on the rationale for choosing the word. 

Arguably, perspective suggests some awareness of the self in relation to others as well as 

certain aspects of the self in relation to other parts and the whole person. The use of the 

term implies a respect for d l  aspects of life, without focusing solely on one. The 

subjective component of the definition indicates relevance of personal values, and the 

meaning attached to different aspects of one's life. It was thought that perspective might 

be a process of keeping the most basic and valuable aspects of one's life front and center. 

placing other pieces in a secondary position. It seemed to be a process of managing one's 

world in order to stay meaningfully engaged with one's sport, the important people in 

one's life, and one's seIf as a whole. 

A related concept is 'balance' as examined by knirault and Orlick (1998). 

Athletes either defined balance as having a vision or goal and striving towards it or as 

respecting different parts of their lives. The study identified some conditions necessary 

for achieving balance, including making a conscious decision to have balance, having 

strong self-discipline. enjoying what you are doing, having a suppon network, having 

leisure time, and being in the moment. While the focus of the study was on fitting one's 

sport and other aspects into one's life, there were data that hinted at a more primary 

process of finding meaning in one's sport, identity, and relationships, and assigning value 



to these different aspects. The current study explored the process of this meaning- 

making. 

My own experiences in sport reinforce the importance of this topic. In my second 

year as a university football player, I suffered a broken neck, effectively ending my 

football career. My world was turned upside-down. I struggled for years to redefine 

myself as a person, even though all I had lost was my sport, I experienced first hand the 

extent to which an individual's identity could be wrapped up in a single dimension. This 

single event may be most responsible for my fascination with the psychologicd world of 

the athlete. 

My interest grew as I went on to compete a the national level in the decathlon. 

During my years of training, I encountered andlor observed many instances where the 

world of the athlete collided with the other aspects of life. Examples include relationship 

conflict and transience. stunted career development. depression and anxiety associated 

with failure and injury, and existential anxiety at various times when sport failed to 

provide sufficient satisfaction and meaning in life while alternatives seemed limited. 

While I trained and competed. I completed a psychology degree and increasingly held the 

conviction that athletes could benefit from psychology professionais familiar with the life 

challenges of the athlete's world. 

Amidst the examples of life difficulties, I was dso aware of certain individuals 

who were able to cope effectively with these same challenges. Furthermore, I and many 

with whom I trained coped differently at different times. In retrospect, I had ample 

opportunities to explore the process of perspective as an athlete but lacked the presence 

of mind to do so in a systematic and purposeful manner. 



Were my experiences and observations typical? The next chapter provides some 

evidence fmm the literature supporting the challenges that the elite sport environment 

presents to those within it. 

The Good News 

However, despite literature that may paint an unflattering picture of the sport 

world, one should be reminded that these challenges affect different athletes in different 

ways and in varying degrees. There are numerous examples of individuals who excel in 

sport and stiIi maintain positive relationships with family, significant others, and the 

community (such as Wayne Gretzky or Catriona Lemay-Doan). Some individuals are 

we11 rounded athletically, intellectually, professionally. and personally. Many are able to 

maintain healthy conceptions of self, independent of success or failure in sport. 

Using the term perspective was intended to provide a positive focus. directing the 

investigation towards enriching. purposeful, meaningful living by the individual. 

contended that athletes could have a basic foundation that bolsters their coping ability 

and aIlows them to embrace their experiences as athletes fully, while concomitantly 

enjoying other aspects of their lives. Investigation to date points primarily at what can go 

wrong. This focus dlowed exploration of how things can go right. 



CHAPTERTWO 

An Abbreviated Review of Relevant Literature 

In contrast to the tnditional empirical approach, the proponents of grounded 

theory advocate a delay of the literature review until after the data collection and analysis 

are complete. The researcher then weaves the literature into the findings in order to draw 

connections and to couch the findings within an existing body of research (Charmaz, 

1993). Literature can also be used to illustrate the findings further. This is a necessary 

step in a grounded theory study, since it serves to reduce the likelihood that the data will 

be manipulated to support existing theory and findings (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Suauss 

& Corbin, 1990). The intent is to generate theory inductively directly from the data, not 

from a priori assumptions. As such, the theory is then 'grounded' in the phenomenon it is 

intended to reflect. 

You will notice that, in the l i t e n t ~ i  reviewed in this chapter, the notion of 

perspective, what it is, and what contributes to it is not addressed. The review will 

simply paint the context in which elite athletes are required to function and provide some 

evidence of the challenges and difficulties that many athletes face. A more extensive 

review of literature, focused on the process of perspective followed the data collection 

and analysis, and is found in the discussion. 

The Chailenge of the Elite Athlete 

Stress & Burnout 

The presence of significant levels of stress and anxiety in elite sport is well- 

documented (Lopiano & Zotos, 1992). Both external pressures to perform (e.g., coaches, 

owners. sponsors, peers. fans. family) and internal pressures (e-g., personal standards and 



expectations) can become overwhelming for athletes. Concomitantly, physical stress of 

high volume, high intensity training and competitions over an extended period of time 

contribute to a stress load that may exceed the physical, mental, and emotiona1 resources 

of the athlete. Response to this overload can, at times, be problematic and warrant 

clinical intervention (Heyman, 1986). 

Impending threats to one's status are also a reality for the athlete. The possibility 

of injury is always present, as is the knowledge that a dip in performance could cost a 

starting role, roster spot. or qualification for an important competition (Heyman, 1986). 

X look at the reality of competitive sport reveals that these athletes cannot afford the 

luxury of an 'off day'. 

Further complicating this stress can be the perceived lack of control over one's 

fate because of the ultimate authority of coaches or even the dependence on a 

spouse/parmer or parents for support (in the case of many amateur athletes). This lack of 

autonomy can contribute to feelings of heIpIessness and a pronounced stress reaction 

(Heyman. 1986; Parham. 1993). While some athletes are able to manage this stress. 

others may experience overload in &e form of burnout. 

Burnout is defined as a condition produced by working too hard for too long in a 

high-pressure situation. and is accompanied by a progressive loss of idealism, energy, 

and purpose. The individual displays a pattern of physical and emotional exhaustion 

involving the development of negative self-concepts and negative values towards work, 

life and other people (Feigley, 1984). %s condition may be accompanied by feelings of 

emptiness and isolation, since much of hisher Life has revolved around sport. 

Behavioural manifestations may include reduced athletic accomplishment, and 



sometimes withdrawal. Key factors in resolving burnout are thought to include attention 

to the significance of the activity in the athlete's life as well as the make-up of the 

support system (how much is tied to sport) (Heyman, 1986; Raedeke, 1997). 

Identitv Issues 

Due to the demands of high level sports, the activities of athletes are dominated 

by spon related behaviours. Research indicates that more time spent engaged with such 

behaviours is associated with stronger identification with the athletic role (Curry & 

Weaner. 1987). In late adolescence, individuals are faced with the til~k of shaping their 

identity. This task coincides with a period in which most athletes are maximally engazed 

in their sports (one exception being gymnastics, when competition may coincide with an 

even earlier phase of identity construction). One study demonstrated the significant 

relationship between identity foreclosure, athletic identity. and career maturity (Murphy. 

Petitpas, & Brewer, 1996). It was shown that individuals identifying more closely with 

the athletic role did so at the expense of behaviours exploring other options and were 

found to have spent less time considering career possibilities at the conclusion of their 

athletic careers. 

Athletic ability is reinforced from a very young age. In cases where individuals 

receive positive reinforcement in sport that exceeds all other forms of encouragement, 

athletic ability may come to be the only attribute that they value in themselves (Heyman. 

1986). In a society that values spon performance on multiple levels (i.eJ parents, peers, 

media, economic rewards), it is not difficult to see how such rewards could outweigh 

others. When a single role becomes dominant, individuals are likely to detach 



themselves from other role options and their associated developmental tasks (Goldberg & 

Chandler. 1995). 

This lopsided identity can compound pressure to perform. Athletes are aware hat 

failure to maintain a high level of performance will lead to self-doubt, self-criticism, and 

withdrawal of acceptance by the people that hold them in highest esteem (Parham, 1993). 

As a result, one's perceived value as a person may be at stake every time helshe 

competes, leading to high levels of fear and anxiety. With a strong and exclusive athletic 

identity, athletes may have as much difficulty maintaining their self-esteem in the face of 

failure as they do maintaining humility in the face of success. Furthermore, Deci (1980) 

demonstrated that rewards contingent upon athletic performance do not foster enduring 

feelings of self-worth. Instead, an external orientation may be developed, including such 

patterns as poor coping skills, indecisiveness, susceptibility to control by others, 

atrribution of outcomes to chance rather than personal initiative, and reliance on external 

reinforcement to feel competent. 

Relationship Issues 

The stubborn. obsessive mindset required to excel in sport can represent an 

obstacle to healthy intimate relationships (Heyman, 1986). Arguably, most elite athletes 

likely have people in their lives whose esteem for them is unconditional. However, the 

time commitment required to exceI makes regular contact with those people difficult. 

Furthermore, athletes may feel that these people cannot possibly understand the pressure, 

pain. and focus that is their world, thus isolating them further (Goldberg & Chandler. 

1995). Relationships with family and significant others can be strained by virtue of the 

mount of time required for training and competition (Heyman, 1986). Athletes with 



busy uavel requirements experience further strain. Infidelity is also a common theme in 

counselling athletes and couples, in part due to the time strain, but also complicated by 

the presence of '_mupies' and subculture expectations associated with certain sport 

environments (Brustad & Ritter-Taylor, 1997). 

Another challenge to couples may come in the form of lack of maturity and 

responsibility by the athlete in the relationship. Some athletes come to live in a 'play 

world' where other relationships and activities are secondary, and an aimless day-to-day 

approach is acceptable. Although such adolescent views and behaviom may have been 

part of the original attraction for the pamer, they may represent a significant hindrance to 

a mature adult relationship (Heyrnan, 1986). 

Retirement 

The athletic identity can also make uansition out of elite sport difficult. 

Successful transition depends in large part on a sufficient support system. When one's 

whole support system contributed to the development of this narrow identity, the athlete 

may have tremendous difficulty moving forward (Heyman, 1986). Exit from sport may 

also require that the individual redefine himherself with respect to personal competence. 

affiliation and friendship, physical self and experience, conception of fulfillment, and the 

passion or challenge that drives himher (Brown, 1998). Survival of a sense of self and 

subsequent life satisfaction has been shown to suffer following unanticipated exit from 

elite sport (Sparkes, 1998: Kleiber et. al.. 1987). 

Grove, hvdlee. and Gordon (1997) conducted a study highlighting the role of 

athletic identity in transitions out of competitive sport. They found that those athletes 

with strong and exclusive identification with the athletic role tended to engage in less 



post-athletic career exploratiodplanning and had more anxiety associated with this 

process than those athletes with 2 weaker athletic identity. 

This body of fiterature identifies many of the psychological pitfdls that athletes 

may be prone to. The nexr chapter outlines a study designed to capture the process 

through which some athletes are abIe to transcend some of these difficulties. It was 

intended to shift the focus from 'what is wrong' to 'how things can go right'. 



CHAPTER THREE 

Methodology 

This chapter will provide a rationale for the methodology chosen and an 

explanation of some imponant epistemological assumptions that were held going into the 

study, then a description of the study and the protocol it followed. The description of the 

procedure is organized into sections explaining the grounded theory method. for those 

unfamiliar with its conventions. 

b s e  of the Studv 

The purpose of this study was to explore elite athletes' experiences with respect to 

perspective. Those factors that contribute to or detract From a stare of perspective were 

examined and a model of the process was developed. It is hoped that the insights from 

the current study will provide guidance for athletes, coaches, friends, famiIy. and 

professionals working in this environment. 

The Questions 

What does the process of perspective look like? Does perspective have different 

forms and components? What conmbutes to it and takes away from it? How can it be 

developed, regained and enhanced by athIetes who are immersed in the multiple 

challenges of a time and energy intensive, highly competitive environment and lifestyle? 

Considering the nature of the rerearch questions. it was clear that qualitative 

methodology was we11 suited to this investigation. Specifically, the _munded theory 

approach was chosen. Let me first explain the suitability of qualitative methods 

general 1 y. 



Why Oualitative Methodolo~v? 

A qualitative approach was employed for the following reasons (Creswell, 1990): 

1. Qualitative research is concerned with process. Perspective was not viewed 

as a static state, bur rather as an ongoing process. 

2. The study was exploratory. Little had been done in this area. 

3. Qualitative research is concerned with meaning. I suspected that the 

challenge of perspecrive depends greatly on how one perceives oneself. 

others. and hisher environment. 

4. Qualitative research is inductive. The god of this study was to create a model 

that describes/explains perspective* not to test an existing theory. 

Whv Grounded Theorv? 

The preferability of "munded heory Iay in its design for mode[ constnrction. it is 

rr stepwise method for organizing and synthesizing patterns and relationships within a set 

of experiences (Stmuss & Corbin. 1990). While a phenomenological approach 

(Polkrnghome. 1989) would have painted a vivid picture of the athlete's qerience.  the 

purpose of this study was to commence a line of research that wouId exuact a model from 

the experiences of athletes, not just describe them. By assembling rhe concepts relevant 

ro perspective into a model, arhleres will evenmally be able to draw insightsfor 

rl~emselves. while coacites, support groups. and professionals will have a basis for 

designing educational programs, as well as remedial ones. M y  intentions for these 

finding were applied and 1 chose my methodology accordingly. 

,4 _munded theory approach seemed to offer certain other advantages in 

examining the process of perspective. First. considering the invariable breadth of 



information that would come out of such a study, the grounded theory approach provided 

a systematic, organized framework for synthesizing information. Secondly, E contended 

that perspective is highly subjective and depends largely upon the perception of the 

individual. By constructing a theory that was carefully grounded in the experience of 

elite athletes, this process would be respecting the very nature of the process it sought to 

explain. Finaily, I had to create, modify, and alter several different models before settling 

upon one that is most reflective of this process. The grounded theory approach lent itself 

to this intermediate development of theory (Glaser & Suauss, 1967). 

The Desim 

Before describing the steps taken to complete this study, it is important to outline 

the assumptions that were drawn upon in using a grounded theory approach. 

EutstemoIoeicaI Assum~tions 

It should be stated in advance that the existential counselling approach has been a 

significant p a n  of my professional development that I had hoped to tie into my 

dissertation. It is the counselling approach that I am most comfortable with, and I see 

certain principIes as being intricately tied to the nature of the questions asked in this 

study. For instance, the notion that individuals actively construct meaning in their lives is 

a basic existential assumption (Norcross, 1987). This was of considerable importance 

when examining how athletes view their sports, themselves, their friends and family, and 

their lives as a whole. However, in order to conduct a grounded theory study properly, it 

was necessary for me to first be aware of my theoretical biases and then attempt to quiet 

them while conducting my analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967: Strauss & Corbin. 1990). 



It is important to note that grounded theory can fall into one of two camps. The 

original conception by Glaser and Strauss (1967) is closer to the positivist research 

tradition (Annells. 1996). probably due to Glaser's Columbia University influence 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990). This classic version of the method is thought to remove bias 

through systematic steps and techniques (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). It is suggested that, by 

following the prescribed techniques, the categories and patterned relationships would 

emerge from the data and represent a close representation of objective 'reality' (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967). 

By contrast, the newer conception of the approach, taken by Strauss and Corbin 

(1990) and others (Charmaz, 1995) accepts the subjective nature of social science 

research, maintaining that the researcher actively interacts with the data to produce the 

theory (Charmaz. 1995). The theory is said to be an interpretation of a reality that can 

never be 'objectively' known (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). It is therefore essential that 

researcher biases be stated explicitly so that the reader has an appreciation of the 'glasses' 

through which the data has been interpreted (Ahem, 1999). This approach is less 

concerned with the 'truth' of the research product than with the pragmatic applicability of 

the results (Annells. 1996). 

I feel it is important to state my belief in the latter, more phenomenological 

assumptions (not accidentally compatible with my existential bias). My awareness and 

active acknowledgement of my biases were therefore critical in communicating the 

process and findings of my research. I took steps to account for my beliefs and 

assumptions and how they influence my perceptions and to attempt to see around them. 

or reflexively bracket (Ahern, 1999). One of these steps was memo writing throughout 



the research process (Charmaz, 1995). By recording one's thoughts and insights 

throughout the research process, one has a body of writing that can be examined for 

researcher biases. In addition, the process of articulating thoughts relevant to the study 

raises those thoughts to consciousness, forcing the researcher to clarify the logic directing 

them. Another was to periodically ask myself how my background may have been 

directing and shaping the manner in which I interpreted the data. 

Theoretical Sensitivity 

Strauss and Corbin (1990) define theoretical sensitivity as the ability to give 

meaning to data, the capacity to understand and capability to separate out the pertinent 

information. This concept highlights the researcher's active role in the research process. 

Such sensitivity is said to balance professional and personal experience with the 

aounded theory research process itself (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). A basic understanding " 

of the people and the environment one wishes to study can provide efficiency in 

accessing the categories and relationships of pertinence to the participants. Adherence to 

the rigors of grounded theory method provides sufficient opportunities to view the data in 

different ways. thus allowing the researcher to make explicit the 'obvious' patterns and 

concepts that might not be addressed by someone who is immersed in that social context. 

I had to put a certain amount of faith in this research process, since the world of sport has 

long been a part of my personal and professional experience. 

Simultaneous Data Collection and Analysis 

Arguably the most defining characteristic of grounded theory method is the 

simultaneous data collection and analysis. In order to ground the emergent theory in the 

data, it is necessary to continually test hypotheses and emerging patterns against the 



perceptions of h e  participants (Charmaz, 1995; Srnuss & Corbin, 1990; Glaser & 

Strams. 1967). 

As the researcher in this study, I conducted initid interviews. transcribed and 

analyzed the interviews, then created a tentative model. After some refining of the model 

with guidance h m  my supervisors, I then went back to the participants with the results 

of the analysis in order to clarify and test the patterns that were generated- 

As the second interviews were analyzed they informed a new model (which was 

creared about half way through the participants). This model was then taken to the rest of 

the participants for a third set of interviews. Following these interviews, the model was 

again refined with the guidance of my supervisors. 

It was through this ongoing checking of the finding that the trsrworrhiness of 

the data was achieved. That is. rather than asking whether the finding represent an 

objective reality, I attempted to ensure that the model was reflective of the experiences of 

the participants as they perceived them (Guba, 198 1). The a-ereement across ill[ 

participants about the fit of the model led me to conclude that funher interviews were not 

necessary. 

The initial interview was as non-directive as possible in order to reduce the 

likelihood that I would direct the participants towards the assumptions that I have about 

the nature of perspective. Each participant was asked the following questiow "'As a 

researcher in this area, I'm aware of the incredible demands and challenges thar the elite 

athlere faces. l'd like you to tell me how !ou have mmtaged ro cope and thrive while 

you've been involved in high level sport. Please feel free ro discuss anything that you 

M'm as relevanr to you and your life as an athlete. " All other questions asked in the first 



interview were intended to clarify points being made or help participants to articulate 

them further. I relied on such counselling skills as probing, reflecting, and summarizing 

to ensure that I understood the points being made (Egan, 1990). Subsequent interviews 

were more directive as emergent categories and panems were being tested. 

The analysis itself followed the coding protocol as outlined by Stnuss and Corbin 

(1990). Analysis consisted of three levels of coding. Open coding was used to identify 

key concepts, along with their properties and dimensions. This step briefly paraphrased 

main concepts, providing a slightly more manageable data set. Axial coding allowed for 

the identification of links and reiationships between concepts. A coding paradigm placed 

ideas within four utegories: context. conditions. action/interactional strategies, and 

consequences. Of primary importance here was identifying key factors or conditions 

associated with perspective and linking them with the varying consequences (as 

perceived by the athlete). For example, handling oneself humbly was associated with 

stronger connections to the people in one's environment. Finally, selective coding 

provided me with the freedom to piece together the relationships in a meaningful, 

coherent way. 

Theoretical Samplinq 

Yet another defining feature of grounded theory is the use of theoreticd sampling 

(Charmaz, 1995; Strauss & Corbin, 1990; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). No attempt is made 

to select a sample that is representative of a given population. Instead* participants are 

selected in order to check and define emerging conceptual categories (Charmaz, 19951. It 

is therefore inappropriate to define the characteristics of the whole sample prior to the 

study, as these will depend on the ongoing andysis. The one parameter that was used 



pertained to how elite arhleres were defined. AIt participants had to have competed at the 

amateur national or international level or in the professional or semi-professional ranks. 

Collectively having competed in multiple Olympic Games, WorId Championships, Pan- 

American Games, Junior World Championships, Francophone Games, and the National 

Hockey League procured the label of 'elite' for this group of athletes. 

A first group of eleven athletes (six mde, five female) was chosen by the 

researcher with the help of other professionals working in elite sport. These professionals 

were asked to identify athletes who were top performers and seemed to 'have it all 

togetherhave gotten it all together'. Seven of the participants had worked with spon 

psychology consuItants before. I acknowledge the subjective nature of this criterion. 

However. I was willing to accept the 'gut impressions' of other sport psychology 

professionals as a valid srarringpoinr in this exploration. After aII, these individuds 

were critically involved in the coining of the term perspective and genesis of this research 

question. The criterion was intentiondly vague so as to minimize the influence of my 

own norion of how perspective functions. 

According to G13ser & Smuss, {L967). as categories emerge, different ,gounds 

for comparison become apparent. These grounds direct h e  selection of funher 

participants. Saturation of data surrounding the emergent model determines whether the 

sample is sufficient (Stnuss & Carbin, 1990: GIaser & Strauss, 1967). In other words. 

when no new caregories or relationships are generated in the analysis. no more 

participants need to be recruited. 

The group of participants in this study was not expanded for two reasons. First. 

the categories that emerged from the analysis were relevant to all of the participants. 



There appeared to be a 'universality' to the categories with little splintering of categories 

from participant to participant. Secondly, the many small variations in subcategories 

would require dozens of additional participants to be recruited. Full elaboration of this 

process would require several years to complete in order to be thorough. In the spirit of 

grounded theory, I am willing to concede that my model is provisional. 

Seauence of Methodology 

The sample of eleven elite athletes was accessed through sport psychology 

professionals from the National Sport Centre -Calgary, using a letter of introduction 

(Appendix A) that was sent on email. Those athletes who wished to participate were 

asked to sign m informed consent form (Appendix B). Initial interviews were hen 

conducted with those participants prior to the first round of analysis. All interviews werc 

taped on audio-cassette and transcribed. Analysis was not conducted between each of 

these initid interviews so that the experiences of one athlete would not influence the 

perceptions of the next. This pool of data provided a rich starting point for preliminary 

model construction. The entire pool was analyzed using the three levels of coding (open, 

axial, & selective). 

Next, based on the first analysis, questions were designed to develop the emergent 

categories further, to test hypotheses about relationships between categories, and to test 

the trustworthiness of the initial model against the perceptions of the participants. 

Interviews became more directive after the first set in order to test the tentative findings 

generated through the anaiysis. A11 interviews were transcribed and analyzed usins the 

same sequence of coding. As mentioned earlier, second and third rounds of interviews 

led to the eventual model described in the results. 



Once the model was complete, the quotations that best illustrated the categories 

and subcategories were organized into their respective sections. A running narrative is 

used in the results to articulate the categories and to draw links between them. The next 

chapter provides a description of these findings, organized according to the model and its 

categories. Each participant was given a pseudonym for the purpose of confidentiality. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

The Process of Perspective 

The model of perspective has three primary categories: defining the self, living 

authentically, and experiencing fully (see Figure 1). Each of these categories is 

influenced by the other two, as is indicated by the two-way arrows. Each category has a 

set of subcategories that further elaborate on the main category. The subcategories are 

described in terms of their defining patterns. Each pattern is expressed in t e n s  of two 

polarities: positive (+) and negative (-). The overriding category of perspective can be 

thought of as an overall tendencylmovement towards the positive polarities of the 

subcategory patterns. 

The dialogue identified a theoretical state of perspective with few drawbacks and 

considerable benefits. The participants felt better connected with themselves and the 

people closest to them. They felt more engaged in their activities, and felt that their lives 

were well aligned with their values and passions. They found meaning and purpose in 

their experiences. both good and bad. 

Conversely, the loss of perspective is associated with high anxiety, isolation, and 

preoccupation with people and outcomes outside of the self. For this reason, it is 

intuitively difficult to see why anyone would move away from perspective. However, 

certain conditions, by virtue of their prevalence and emotional impact, can lure 

individuals away from perspective. These conditions include high performance 

incentives (personal. social, and material) as well as aversive treatment in response to 

poor performance. They are acknowledged wherever the negative polarities are 

described. 



Perspective, as a category of its own, has a polarity or valence. The ongoing 

interplay of the positive and negative polarities within the subcategories shifts individuals 

back and forth along the continuum. The individuals in this study appeared to evolve 

towards more consistent living at the 'perspective' end of the continuum (versus 

'perspective lost'). However. it is important to note that these participants were selected 

s 'exemplars', and it should not be assumed that all athletes will experience this shift 

towards perspective over the course of their careers. The process is represented in Figure 

I. Elaboration of the subcategories (including the polarity of patterns within them) is 

illustrated in figures and explained at the beginning of each section. 

Defining the Self 

How one defines the self is of primary importance to the process. Individuals 

who are able to see themselves as having enduring attributes that cut across activities are 

able to find value in the self more consistently than those whose self-definitions hinge on 

sport involvement and outcomes. A sense of being multifaceted provides a buffer for 

setbacks in any given relationship or pursuit, in contrast to simplistic, unidimensional 

views of the self. These distinctions help to alleviate pressure and preserve a sense of 

self and personal vdue in the face of setbacks and transitions. 

Participants viewed the self as distinct from any given activity in which they 

engaged. The subcategory used to describe this distinction is rhe endurir~g self. 



Firmre I .  The process of perspective. 
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The Enduring - Self 

It was important to the athletes to separate their value as a person from their 

results in the competitive arena (see Figure 2). Rather than being defined by their sports, 

individuals valued attributes in themselves that would endure independent of sport. 

CASSIE: I think, in tenns of my worth, I think I look at my attributes as a person. 
What I have. And I try to look at it, not necessarily based on successes, I mean. I 
think that's part of it, in terms of what I gained, but I think more so qualities are 
rvltar determine my worth. And I think my qualities will compute to whether I get 
a job, or whether I can make the team. or whatever. And so that will reflect back 
on my qrralities. Bur I think I try to maintain, in tenns of where I am, the qualities 
rhat I have. 

The self is seen as distinct from any given role that the individual takes on. 

CASSIE: I have a number of roles, like thz athlete. or the strident. or the fiend. or 
whatever, but I don 't see myselfas being defined by those things, I think I bring 
anribtires to those things. So for example, in sport, when yori're taking aborir 
r-rpressing emotion. I don 't think I have a problem with that one. I think that is 
the problem (laughs). Bur everything I do, I bring the energy and the raw 'let's 
go get it done' type of emotion. And sometimes it can be aggressive in some 
people's eves. And so I think I bring diferent uttribt~tes to eveqthing I do that 
are consistent. And so that's where my selfcomes out in everything I do. Versus 
it's me as the athlete. Like when I'm introduced, I don't really announce rvhar I 
do. Bur I define myself more by my personality characteristics and rhe 
consistencies within. 
I: So you wear a lot of different hats but always on the same head. 
CASSIE: Yeah. e-ractly. 

This view of the self brings with it an implied resilience. 

IMEAGH~W.. I ahrqs think of it as, fall of a sudden, on the way home. I got hit 
by a car and my legs were broken, or something happened. mv world doesn 't fall 
apart. You know, maybe I think of things in a drastic way, but I could go on. I 
still have everything rhat makes me rip. 

Another athlete alludes to an intrinsic value that each of us has, simple by being human. 

SCOTT.. I've said this a fav  times; a person's idenriq isn't what they do. or where 
t h e  live. or what their educarion level is. or whatever it may be. ntar 's  nor you. 
I think people are much more valuable than what they accomplish. And people 
are intrinsically much more valuable than that. And I think you're created for 
mrich more than being a good athlete, or being a good srudent, or being the head 



Fipm 2. The enduring seIf. 

Defined m u g h  
attributes & value 
to others (+) 

Find value in 
self consistently 

I 
4 

+ Resilience with setbacks 
* Smoother in transition 

(Self is preserved) 
* Greater fulfillment 

Defined through 
accomplishments & 

Value inconsistent 
& contingent 

I + 
* Fragile with setbacks 
* Transitions turbulent 

(Self is lost) 
* Fulfillment compromised 



of a major company, or whatever it is. You have much more value rhan that. It's 
nor about things. It's about who you are inside. 

The temptation in athletes to attach their vdue to their accomplishments is acknowledged 

but overcome. 

SCOTT: I think there's a level of insecurity that's associated with athletes. 771ey 
see who they are as what they do. You 're only as good as your last game then. 
But ifyou see who yoti are as who you actually are, and that 's  reinforced by the 
people rhar yoti associate yourself with, the people thar you're intimate with, the 
people rhar you're close with. Reinforced, bur those relationships do nor alone 
tell yon, you know that internally, they just reinforce that, I think you have a much 
better balance. You 're not worried aboiir what other people think outside oJ-that 
circle of influence. 

Greater emphasis was also placed on the vdue that people add to the lives of 

those around them. rather than value by virtue of athletic achievement. Reference is 

made to some athletes that achieve as athletes, but not as people. 

COURTNEY: And I don't care how talented you are physically, if you don ' r  have 
the other parts. I don 't want lo be a part of it, and you '11 never be great in my 
eyes. I'm very clear on that. Because for myseE I'm a gifled, talented athlete, 
bur I'm not pl~ysically in the 9dh percentile of elite players, bur I think I have all 
the other parts pretty much in place, and that's wly I've gone where I've gone. 
Wzile I've played with people thar have incredible physical talent bur they go on 
to do nothing in their lift?, and if it is in rhe sporting world and they try to make it 
u cureer, it's very short-lived because they're awfitl to be around. 

X tie is made between positive attributes and the vdue one adds to the lives of others. 

RACHEL: I admire ecellence in people, but I admire strength in character more. 
Like we talked aboiit before, success or faililre magnifies the person vou are, and 
$you 're not happy before some great achievement. you 're nor going to be happy 
afienvards. And to me it 'sfar more important that I have strong morals, that I'm 
a good person, a kind person, encouraging towards others. than that I'm a great 
athlete, that I produce results. ilnd that's more important to me rhan anything. 
And I think that is what my parents are most proud of too. That's what they've 
told me is that as I've gotten older. I've developed strong character, and I think 
that's who I am. 

RILEY: I think what makes a grear person is just someone who enjoys being alive, 
enjoys living everyday and rakes advantage of the things around him, the people 
arozrnd him, and really cares for people in his communiry, and his fiends. And 



I've always been a person who depends a lot onfiends and I've also tried to be a 
good fiend 

This value distinction appears to be closely linked to a separation of one's identity 

from athletic results. In other words, the way individuals defined themselves far 

exceeded any event or accomplishment. In addition, events in the athletic realm do not 

dictate change in the essence of the individual. 

MEAGHAN: You know, people said "oh, you must be going through a post- 
Olympic depression " but obviously some people go through that, but I think they 
only go through that ifrlzey have the perspective that the Olympics are everytl~ing 
in their life. Because if you prit everything on it, and it's over, what else do you 
have? Where I don 't look at the Olympics as that. Yeah, you know, people get to 
know your name. they get to know your face. Whether rliat means going inro 
broadcasting, whether that rxeans sponsors, those things, I mean golf 
tournaments. people you get to meet. mere are things thar you can do with an 
Olympic gold nredal, brir I think when you look at it, that doesn't change the 
person. It changes the opportunities, bur it has ro be something else that motcldc 
your life. 

Once the conditional value is let go, il celebration of the seif can occur. 

MIKAELA: Now I accept who I am. and kind ofirst revel in it. Yori h o w ,  1 
ahvays tlroughr that when I did somerlring, or when I accomplished tl~is or rhat, 
[hen I'd be this really incredible person. And now it's like "no, I'm alreadv an 
incredible person, regardless of what I accomplish". You know, the way that 1 
look at my life, tlre way thar I treat other people. the way thar I intcracr wirlr 
people. and the way that I do the things thar I like doing, and the love that I have 
for everything that I do, that 's whar makes me who I a m  

Reference is made to the kind of panic response that can occur when athletes start to 

struggle in their sports. 

SCOiT: I think thar when people get caught up in seeing themselves only as wliar 
they've done. what tlzey 've accomplished, then when they start to have bud results 
I think it leads them to make nasty choices. I think that that's where there's a lor 
of danger in spon or in work or in anything else in life. Ifyou see yourseifas a 
lawyer, and that's whar defines you. and you're nothing outside of being a Iuwyer. 
you get your self-worth fiom it, what happens ifyou're sued for something and it 
is actually your fault and you cost a corporation a huge amount of money and you 
get fired? Where does that put you? You know? Your world is destroyed And 



that's a pretty dangerous place to be, I think. I think, ultimately, everyone is 
unique and mulrgaceted 

This separation was viewed as critical to the full enjoyment of one's sport and life 

and the ability to cope with setbacks. 

MIAXELA: When Ifirsr got started. even when I went to my first Olympics, 
everyrhing was so serious, and you equate everything you do with how good o ta  
person that you are. And afier a while I jrrst figured that 's  all bunk. I mean. you 
are who yorc are and nobody's perfect, and yet when you get into the public eye or 
you get around other individuals, rhey feel that you should be put up on this 
pedestal or that you should be more than who you are. And when I was rhar way, 
I found rhar I had this really negative drive, like everything had to be done and it 
was a must, and I drove myselfand I worked hard and you couldn't take a day off 
because if you did you 'dfall behind and stufl And then. when I didn't make 96, it 
was like "wait a minute, that's nor the way I want to live my life". I don't want to 
end up in an early grave or end up really jaded roo soon because I found that 
afier 96 1 lost the drive for sport. And so I found that I kind of had to change or 
learn a little bit more about me and separate me from the athlete. And once I did 
rhar. 1 started kind of jris ee.rploring and going through the things thar made me 
me. like the things tlzar I liked to do, the things rhar 1 liked to do ortrside of sport, 
mny other interests and things. 

Adversity can actually help individuals to revisit their holistic value, rather than breaking 

them down completely. 

'MIkXELA: I know afier Sydney, after nor qualifjring. telling people, and having to 
walk throrigh that whole interaction. And not just doing it once but having to do 
it maybe a hundred rimes. And the first time is hard, but then kind of looking at 
different people's reactions and how they respond to it. Some people go "oh, 
that's too bad" and some people go "well, we're really prortd of yori an+ywqv". 
Bur again. it's about being able to separate yourself orct from being jrtst the 
otltlete. So thar when you're telling the story or when you're asking the qrcesrions, 
you can still be who you are. You can still hold your head high. And you can 
keep it in perspective; I still have all my arms and legs and everything like that. 
and I'm still here, and it doesn't mean thar any part of me has been lost, or thar it 
was all for naught or anything like that. Being able to answer those questions 
gives a hrige sense of what you have outside of your athletic world. Being able to 
sir there and honestly evaluate and convey those thoughts to people is huge. And 
a lot of people don't do it. They just drop our of sight, or they never explain ir or 
rhey never talk about it. It's more than they can deal with in the moment or even 
years later. 

A peacefulness can develop in individuals who are accepting of the self. 



RACHEL: Arhleas that are very gracefir1 in defenr and victory, in everyday 
training, in their lives, I think they 're just happier people, happier with 
themselves, more at peace with everything thar's going on around them, more at 
peace with where they're at in their relariomhips, in their sport. And I believe 
this for myself; you just really have to take a step outside of your little bubble and 
put everything into perspective. ! say 'perspective' lots because our spon 
psychologist really engrained it in our brain (laughs). I don't know if everybody 
picked up on it but for me it's just so vitally important and I really feel that once 
you have that. it kind of makes everything not such a big deal, you know, and you 
can just kind of go with the flow. You know, if you're happy with yourself, I think 
that doing well is like a bonus in everything you do. And doing poorly is jusr 
anorher life lesson. And that's why I think people are a lot more gracejiil. 
They're just happier people. They're a lor more content with themseives and 
where they're at in life. 

.And this philosophy can feed one's passion for the spon, enjoying it in and of itself. 

SCOTT: I think the artrletes that need to be successful never find true enjoyment in 
sport. That's my personal opinion on  hat. I think that when yoti realize that 
what you do on the track or do on thejield or whatever doesn 't really determine 
tvho you are, or doesn't really affect who you are, and you're doing it because 
you enjoy it, yo11 may be good at it, those are the reasons you're doing it. Yo~i're 
not doing it to get money or ro get feedback or whatever else. 

This philosophy allows the individud to face transition (or the idea thereof) with less 

apprehension, since the core self is not threatened. 

COURTNEY: And I'm right there, acnrally. That 's  probably where I am, in 
transition right now. But I don't feel ... well, and I've had some of my good 
fiends retire in past years, and the)rlve had a really dificult time, and I've 
listened and I tried to learn from their experiences how I'm going ro be. So chis 
whole transition period is mange for me bur I've always felt rhat I can take wlrar 
I know and I've learned from my spon and that's made me who I am. and move 
on to something else. So I've always said thar I'm not going to have dificulry. 
And I have a couple offnenak that cm't leave the spotr. That's who they are. I 
don 'r believe tlzar's who I am. But it's a big part of me. 

The importance of accomplishment in the face of transition is conspicuously absent from 

this athletes reflection. 

I: When you leave the sport. what do you want the people around you to 
remember about you? 
SCOTT.. Probably that "there's a guy who jw did his best in evecthing. He just 
tried to do his best. Wherher he wasjixing the wrongs that he did whatever he 



could do t o f i  thar, or as a competitor, or as a person. " Nor thar I was whatever 
champion or whatever else you accomplish 1 think that's nice but 1 don 't think 
that's what it's about. I think it's ... "here 3 a guy you could approach who was 
giving his best all the time". 

The transferability of core attributes is also recognized by this athlete. 

RICHARD: I'm disciplined. I have a lor ofdesire. I'm hungry to achieve what I 
set my mind to. To me titis is something rhur Ifiel in my hean. and so even with 
my own self-doubts 1 still persevere to achieve this, knowing thar the rest of your 
life is always going to be there wailing for you. And so what if1 don't have a 
hllrime job by the time I'm 26? I'm doing something that 99% of the people in 
this world will never get the opportunity to do. And when I'm done, I'll be ready 
to focus all of that desire, perseverance, and discipline to a career in marketing 
and management which is what I wanr ro do, und I will have no regrets. 

In summary, the self is seen as having value independent of athletic performance. 

[nhviduds recognized personal attributes that they possess regardless of their 

involvement in sport. as well as a quality of interaction with others that added to their 

sense of value. 

Multifaceted 

Multifaceted is the second subcategory in defining the self (see Figure 3). 

Individuals viewed themselves as having multiple dimensions. This broadened idea of 

rhe self provides balance in response to success and failure in any given facet of one's 

life. 

.4thletes could recall times when they defined themselves unidimensionally and 

contrasted this with the stability of multiple dimensions. 

C ' S I E :  E'e went to the (Olympic) qual@er and we were one team awayfram 
making it. I came home and that was probably the worst point in my life ever, 
because I put everything towards this goal. You how,  make the Olympics. then I 
was just gonna train and then I'd decide what I wanted to do with my life. So I 
got back in November and was completely empry. Sofiom November to ... it tcok 
a good three or four months, and even that was scrambling to try and find what it 
war thar I could do to make me feel like a person, to feel like I'm wonhy, or those 
kinds of things. So thnr took a while- 
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Evidence of a lifestyle change to counteract the distress of faiIure with 'dl the eggs in 

one basket' is seen, supporting the notion that individuals navigate the perspective 

process with the help of experiential learning. 

CASSIE: So 96, I saw rhar as "I'll go ro school this year. but then the ned quad ", 
I thoughr, "can 1 go to school, get that down? ". because I identified afer  the lasr 
one thar I needed more balance in my life. And ir's great ro have this dream. and 
somerimes you do need to jtcsr focus on thar, bur 1 think you need to have a backup 
plan. Tlrat's kind ofone of the things rhar [ learned Or anorher area where I had 
some passion. you know, 1 realized that this wasn't something thar was going to 
lasr forever. 

The common belief that success can only resuIt from totd immersion in one's sport was 

evident early in this athlete's career. 

CASSIE: Everghing abour me \vas about going to the Olympics and aboltt being 
involved in spon. and "no. I can 'r  work because I've gor ro focus my anenrion on 
. . . ". you know, and I wasn ' r  even ready ro look outside rhar b0.r. And I rlrinlc. witit 
that, that was awfiil in terms of my selfbecause what 1 valued in myselfwas 
related to that. Whereas now, this ncrf Olympics rhar we didn 'r  quizlififor 
(lauglrr), it was still hugely disappointing, bur it was like when a door shuts, 
another one opens. I lad set myself up because I never wanted to feel that r v q  
again. So I'd worked to maintain a balance. ro make sure that "yeah, this is pun 
ofme, bur ir's not the only pan of me". And so I think it was really important to 
me to make sure. almost ro rhe Rrrent rhar it might have been too much, tlut I 
achieved that balance. Bur I rhink thar was based on experience and my evolution 
as an athlete. Thar was when I was still quite young as a high performance 
athlete. 

It was thought that a multi-dimensionality was critical for Iiving fully and 

providing emotional balance. 

MEAGHAhr: I heard Reggie White suy this and I rotally agree . .. It should never 
be who you are instead of whar you do. And you how that's ... I rhink ultimately 
that would be she one thing I would say about sport is thar is's great for now and 
yer vou b e  to be able ro move outside of spon and do other things and have 
anorher life really. 

This athlete. world class in his sport, placed value in a broader sense of self. 



JORDAN: I was never an 'A' snidenr in school because I think if you're an 'A' 
srudent. you're spending roo much time in school. And I always wanred to be a 
linle bit more broad 

JORDAN: It's like when you're investing; you're going to buy a balanced 
portfolio thar S going to hold up the best. You're not going to ger maybe the besr 
performance, but some are going to go up and some are going to go down. If you 
have more rhar are going up thun going down, then yoiiBre going to have 
perspective. 

Another maintains that attention to other pursuits and ~Iationships is vital to the pursuit 

of persona1 excellence. 

RILEY: Well I think you come to a cerrain level and I think the way my whole life 
has been structured, I've always made sacrifices for the game, bur it hasn 'r been 
the end all thing. I've always wanted to improve my hockey, bur I always wanted 
to have my education too to fall back on. I've always wanted to go to the besr 
place to be to improve my game of hockey. bur I've always kept in touch of my 
relationships with my parents and myfiends back home to make sure thar those 
relationships conrinue to grow, and thar hockey doesn't shur them right off: And I 
rhink we dedicare a lor of our lives ro improving as individuals, as a pro athlete, 
but the bonom line is you work ar this game, on a game day you'll probably play 
the game of hockey for 2 $5 hours in the evening and maybe an hour in the 
morning. And then on your off doys, you 're practicing for an hour and maybe 
nreightsfor an hour, so there's two hours. Well rhereS a lor more rime in the day 
for other things, and it needs to b e f l e d  up with other things. And ifyou don 'r 
have those relationships andfiendships. what are you going to turn to? 

A philosophy of holistic development procures spaces for multiple dimensions in one's 

life. 

RILEY: 1 think you still need zo be a well-rounded person, maybe nor in your 
athletic endeavours, bur in Four life endeavours. And whether it's through 
education or just through reading, some type of education, whether it's going to 
school and taking classes or reading books, or jusr like picking up a newspaper 
every day, have a life outside of the game. I think whin helped me out so much at 
college is rhar when education wasn't going well, I corrld fall back on hockey. and 
say "look rhings are going well m the rink, I'm hauing a lot o f f in  there and 
doing well there". Ifthings weren't going so well at the rink, maybe we lost a 
couple of games, I could say "well look at my GPA. I feel like I'm developing a 
good rapport with my reachers and I'm enjoying my classes". and t h e  balanced 
each other out. And then you add mother diinem'on of rhe relarionship with your 
fnends and fmily. They were dways rhere to be mpponive and to help you 
through rhings. 



This same athlete made observations about the potential consequences of midimensional 

living by others in his sport, and a simple solution to the problem. 

RILEY: A lot of people ntrn to alcohol in pro sport, or major juniors wi~o don't 
have success, or they don 't have strong relationships once they get out of major 
junior because they haven 't kept them up ar all, and rhe main thing is: work as 
hard as you can for the couple of hours each day on the game oflrockey and don 't 
be stupid abour things awayfiom the arena. but you still I m e  to have a life mvcq 
from the rink and you still have ro develop relationships and rry to become a 
more well-rounded individual. 

The importance of experiences outside of sport to foster a sense of being 

multifaceted and having depth is highlighted. 

MEAGHAN: When I moved ro (nume ofciry). it was hard because I rvas 17 and 
I'd just finished high school and I was p r e y  timid when I came here. and so I 
thought i f f  know some speedshters, I'll live with them. And my mom really 
wanted me ro live in residence, because for her it was very important thar I had 
friends outside ofskaring. And I mean that just comes back to she didn 'r want ntv 
life to be skating. Because to her that was scary. And I think that was rlze best 
thing she did. Because within a week I knew so many people outside of sport, and 
I rvould say my closest friends don ' r  do sports jrrst because it S what you do but . . . 
f mean if's sort of an escape when you can get awayfrom your sport, and I guess 
have a view from another perspective. 

These out of sport experiences are seen as important buffers for setback, allowing athletes 

to step out of their spon worlds when the frustrations and disappointments are 

overwheIming. Observations about athletes without such buffers reinforce their 

importance. 

JORDAN: But nor qualifiing for the Olympics rhis time. I've been to two 
previous Olympic qrialfiers but this time I wouldn't say we e-rpected it bur there 
was the potential to. .4fier we losr to Poland, you know, I was very upset. (Close 
fiend and teammate) came up to me and said "it's been a pleasure playing with 
you " and as soon as he said thar. it was just toral wareworks. And thar was vey.  
ven dificulr for me. But I know a lor ofguys on the ream are really messed up 
ab&t it still. And I think ir 'x because they didn't really have a whole lot else 
going on. And I think thar 's  kind ofwhnt we're speaking about here. And I know 
people that, for that reason aren't doing that well with ir. 



These additional pursuits can even serve to refresh the individual following frustration in 

sport. 

JORDAN: I even found when I started to work at (name of organization), I would 
have a tem3le practice, and then as soon as I got to work. there were new people 
there and a fiesh sran, SO I was able to forget about the bad practice and 
continue on with my day in a good mood 

Alternative pursuits and activities seem to alleviate a 'heaviness' associated with taking 

one's spon home. 

RACHEL: I think 1 used to take all those rhings so seriously. I'd get so caught up 
in it. If I did badly. I was so upset. And you know, i f  I did well I was happy. But 
it was such a huge, huge focus, like tunnel vision, that was it. And I think in the 
iasr nvo or three years especially, I've really tried to. when I'm done my work at 
school, I kind of t c  ro leave it rhere. Especially ifit 's a bad day. You jusr leave it 
there, go home, enjoy my fiends, enjoy my fmily,  you know, my fiance, it's 
something fresh to look fonvard to, gemng marnmed Like those are son of the 
things that I icse outside of diving to keep myself distracted and you know. some 
kind of stimitlarion that's nor sporr, 

CHRIS: "So once we 're outside the rink we have lots of other people to do stuff 
roitlz, to kind of ger the focus off the rink, so that makes it a lor easier roo." 

Again. implications for transition are implied. Retirement is a loss, but not a loss of 

one's entire experiential spectrum. 

MEAGHAN: Of course, you know, people say it's hard to retire, and I think it is. 
You'll miss it bur you'll miss it probably until the &y you die. But jusr because 
yo~c'll miss it doesn't mean that there aren't other things that .you can do in liJe. 
M y  theon, of life (laughs). 

The possibility that constant focus on one's sport may be an escape from considering life 

outside and after sport is also suggested 

MIKAELA: When I was training for Sydney. f was able to shut myself our and say 
I was focusing, so I didn't have to &d with the people I didn't want to deal with. 
So it was easy. And then when 1 didn't make it, or things weren't going the way 
that I'd hoped for, aN of a sudden it was like "okay, don't shut things out 
anymore". You can't just use your hopes and gods and aspirarions as an excuse 
to keep you away from the rest of the wodd I think thar's why a lor of athletes 
have problems when they finish sport. It's because they have closed themselves 



off and "I can't do this or I can't socialize because I'm training, and I've gona 
train, and I've gona be focused". and then, all of a sudden, when training's gone. 
they're like afish out of water. You know. everything's always been about "my 
sport, my sport, my sport". You know, they never rook the time to try and explore 
other avenues of themselves outside of spon while they were doing their sport. 
Then they leave their spon and they have no idea what to do. 

In contrast, there is considerable comfort in recognizing one's multifaceted nature and 

versatility. 

MIKAELA: Being in sport for over twenty years. sport's been a huge pan of me. 
bur as I've started to think in the last linle while, i f1 lost thar part, there's still so 
much more of me. Ir would be like rh piece would go away and then 1 would 
evolve and the other pieces of me would start coming out and fill whatever spor 
thar would be. So i J I  walked a w e  porn sport, either my interest in coaching or 
something like that would take over, but probably my interest in a n  or music or 
something else would take over and I would jusr evolve into the ne-rt level of 
whoever I am Whereas when Ifirsr sraned. I was like "well i f1 can 'r  do rhis 
anymore, then what would I do?" And now it's like "I've got 101s of things that I 
could do. There's lots of things I could be. I'm not jusr strick in this one spor." 

.An underlying philosophy of being multifaceted and a celebration of that characteristic 

was expressed. 

MIKAELA: I think the whole thing is the idea of self-discovery and realizing that 
you 're more than one d i m e m b ~  You know, realizing thar being an athlete is a 
huge part of wit0 you are in rhe moment. bur it's not all of who you are. I've 
learned that I'm nor jusr an athlete. I'm an amst and a singer and a poet and a 
business person, and all these things, and also I'm a person who can go out with 
h e n &  or be a reclu~e, and I can respond to all sons of different situations. All 
the piecesfill the p ~ - l e  ofsel/-discovery. And I think sport should be more of a 
way of developing, and o way of growing, and a way of discovering what your 
overall talents are. You know, discovering that you're really detennined, or yoti 
are able to fight back from adversiry. That's what competitive athletics is for. 

I: " l f l  asked you to define yourselfi whm would you say? " 
SCOTT.- " I  couldn't do it. I'm roo complex And I rhink anybody who tried to 
would be shoning themselves. I think human beings are just roo comple-r to be 
defined " 

One of the main ways in which this multifaceted nature was evident was in a 

dichotomy of the self that most of h e  athletes had established and p w n  comfortable 



with. They perceived two distinct parts of the self, each allowing them to experience an 

imponant mode of living. While this may seem antithetical to the concept of an 

'enduring self. arguably the self can be enduring but multi-modal. 

IMIKAELA: I've been in sport for such a long time that I've just kind of developed 
rhe way I am; when I'm out wifh myfnencis, and I'm out doing things in rite 
outside world, I'm probably a torally different person from how I am in my 
sporting clothes. They inter-link and interconnect. but yet they're still nvo 
separate parts of my life so to speak. And so when people say "you were 
laughing and partying and were bubbly and telling jokes", it's like "well. yeah. 
because rhat's my social time. and in my social time, [hat's who I am. When 1 
come ro rrain. or I come to compere, rhar's whar I've come to do." Yeah. I'll joke 
around a bit with the people I rrain with, bur I don't make a point of coming to 
practice and trying to make everyone laugh or make everyone happy. That's nor 
whar I'm there for. 

JORDAN: Outside of sport. I'm a lor more laid back. 1 can see things a linle bir 
more objectively, I think Like. in sport, I'm fiery and competitive, outside of 
sport I'm more casual and laid back. Inside of sport. there are fireball 
relarionships. Outside of sport, there probably are some where you're able lo 
step back because you're nor as involved like in a physical, emotional way, as 
much. 

JORDAN.. 1 have, it's almost like. a Ieckyl& Hyde kind of personality. In flze 
water, I'm one of the most competitive people you'll ever meet. You've seen it in 
me, like I will do everything in my power ro win. within the realm of the rules ro a 
certain degree. And then there's the relared. like I have no problem simng on rhe 
couch and watching some CFL., or watching a movie or whatever. just relaring, 
going our wirh some fiends and just laughing, like I'm not a competirive person 
outside the sporting realm. not a rem3ly competitive person. like ro the poinr 
where everything /tar to be a competition. In the water, in the athlelic realm, I'm 
very competitive. I don't like to lose. I never have been a big fan of losing. But 
I'm cenainly more laid back outside the spom-ng realm. 

One cannot help but be reminded of the Yin and the Yang of Chinese dualistic 

philosophy. 

RILEY: I rhink I'd say that I'm an individual who's v e y  goal oriented who when 
Ifocus in on something that I want to achieve then I'll work extremely hard to 
achieve rhar. I'm a person who is well-rounded, who knows what's going on in 
the world around him He's focused on his goals but is also educated in things 
rhar are happening all over this world, and especially that are fleering the people 
around him And a person who. when he's not srriving for those goals is very 



humourous. I guess, or light-hearted, doesn 't take things as seriously, enjoys just 
relaring, enjoys the simple things like T.V. and just hanging out with his friends 
and enjoying relaxing time. So I think he 's  preny much two different people: He ' s  
an intense, goal-driven individual at times. and he's extremely relared and at 
ease with the rvorld ar other times. Vtere's sometimes not the in-between stage. 
There's one or the other. 

The challenge may come in msition from one mode to the other. 

CHRIS: Once you get back home, seeing ... I've got a little 18-month old boy and 
right there, that's enough to get you away porn the whole game think back to 
family. And our house, unfortunately is sometimes like the big hotel where 
everybody comes to stay, so we 've always got lots of people around, always doing 
lots of stus', so it's not that hard of a transition. The tougher one is probably 
going to the rink trying to ger yourselfback into that frame of mind where you 
have to be ritat nrtltless kind ofguy, where you have to compete as hard as you 
can und do that style for the game. Coming home it's almost more of a relief 
where you throw it our the window and don't have to worry about it anymore and 
just get back to living a normal life. 

One athlete admits that rhe emphasis of outcomes can exacerbate this transition. 

CHRIS: Driring the season, there 's  rhar magical winning and losing, and if you 're 
winning, everyrhing 's great and everything 's roses, and you walk around and 
everybody's saying "good job" and paning you on the back. So when yoti 're 
winning, it's easy ro get our ofthat whole being at rhe rink and having to be rhar 
'on edge' kind of guy. Bur when you stan to lose. you think abour it more away 

from h e  rink You stan to think abour things that you could change and do more 
of or try to get better and the whole deal. 

Public and social influences can make this transition challenging, necessitating conscious 

efforts to maintain the sport-seIWnon-sport-self distinction. 

CHRIS: Actuallv. when I get awayfium rhe rink I try to pretend rhat I'm not a 
hockey player. I just try to go abour my business and be normal. I think the more 
you put yourselfin the position of being special, the more you want to believe ir. 1 
don't want to be in those situutions when I'm away fiom the rink When I'm at 
the nnk, thar'sfie, people want to be around But when I'm away fram the rink, 
I jusr try to get myse~uway md come home and do stuff with my son and with my 
wfe. and go out and do normal things. just go out and walk around the mall. jusr 
little things thar make me feel like I'm more titan hockey. And that way I don't 
have to w o ~  roo much abour the game. Ir kind of stays ar the rink. 

JORDAN.. For the Iongesr time, I thought my identity was my sport, and any rime 
someone introduced me it was with thm label. And it gets ingrained in you and 



all ofa s d e n  you don 't separate yourserffrom your sport. whether you wanted 
it that way or not. But now I make a conscious effort to keep those things 
separate. "Ifyou want attach something to my name, how about 'nice guy'". 

To summarize, the athletes in this study defined the 'self in cenain distinct ways. 

One's personal value is seen as a product of one's attributes and the value that one 

adds to the experiences of others, rather than being contingent upon sport outcomes. 

This implies an experience of self that transcends any given pursuit, whereby the 

essential elements of each individual stay intact regardless of outcomes. 

r The individual is seen as multifaceted. One can experience two (or more) distinct 

sides of the self, in and out of sport. Different relationships, pursuits, interests. and 

activities provide emotional balance in spite of the disruption of any one component 

of the self. 

These perceptions of the self allow the athlete to experience failure, frustration, and 

innsition without threatening the enduring 'self. 

By contnst, perspective can be lost through the tendency to define oneself and 

one's value through sport and pet.formance outcomes, and to view oneself 

unidimensionally and in oversimplified terms. 

The 'perspective end' view of the self frees the individual to experience the self 

rl~roicgh one's acriviries. rather than being defined by them and drawing personal value 

from them. This philosophy of the self cuts across subsequent sections and is a central 

piece of the perspective process. 

Living Authentically 

The second of the primary categories in the model is living authentically (see 

Figure 1 ) .  When individuals define themseives in enduring ways and noncontingent 



terms, acceptance of the self for what it really is becomes easier. A recurring priority in 

the lives of these athletes involves the freedom to be themselves. The interviews reflect 

an importance of being able to project a seIf that is congruent with the 'real self, not just 

outwardly but inwardly as well. This basic notion provides the foundation for the second 

main category: Living authentically. The basic idea of authentic living was captured more 

explicitly in a small set of quotes. The subcategories of intimacy, emotional expression, 

humility, and support & sharing complete the category. 

CASSIE: For me to@lly experience the world 1 have to be as authentic as I can. 
And I hate not being who I am. And Ifind that a lot of the rime up to rhis poinr, I 
have been who 1 am. And now I'mfinding that's getting me into trouble because 1 
wear my emotion on my sleeve and people have issues with rhar. But I titink I'm 
being real; it's just a matter of how l'm doing it. 1 think (laugturs). 

Authenticity carries with it a sensation of freedom, as described by this athlete. 

I: You said yourfamily allows you to be free. W ~ a r  do you mean by free? 
COURTNEY.. Well, as I said earlier, I'm kind of rhis person where you get whar 
you get witit me. Somerimes I'm too direcr maybe, but I'd rather be like that and 
speak my mind, and to me that's being free. lr ' s  just being who I am. and as I 
said. if I'm in a good mood you see it, if I'm in a bad mood you can see it, and 
tirat 's  what I mean bybee. You get 1%-hat you get with me, and that's how it is. 
You know. that group of mine ,mi ly  a n d f i e n h  and my husband, they let me 
'be' in good and bad times. 

This freedom is enhanced when one is able to focus on the obligation of being true to 

oneself, rather than how others are responding. 

M I M U :  And people around me can accept me or they can choose to be afraid 
of it or envious or jealous. you know. And it's no longer my duty or my obligarion 
to make people feel better around me. My obligation is ro stay true to myself: and 
be honest, uphold my integrity. keep my boundaries, and say "this is who 1 am". 

SCOTT: "When you're comfortable with yourself and what you're doing, and you 
realize that who you are isn't whai you're doing, I think you can be azcthentic with 
people. " 



Authenticity involves the removal of false representations of the self, or "no illusions" as 

one participant succinctly put it. 

CHRIS: 1 try to be the same person throughout any situarion, whether it's at the 
rink or awayfrom the rink I don't think I'm too much o fa  different person when 
I get inro different situations. I don't want to riy to fool anybody inro thinking I'm 
something different than I am. The way [feel about myseuis probably the rvay 1 
want other people ro feel about me also. Urn, basically, jusr a hard-working, 
honest, you kind of get what you see kind of thing. There's no illusions. Pretry 
humble. Pretty even-keeled. You know. a very honest, hard-working guy thar 
showed up to play every night. And that's probably how I'd want people to 
remember me. 

This includes accepting fallibiiity in order to take responsibility for one's actions. 

COUR77VEY: It's more than jusr public scrutiny too. because sometimes I think 
titar wl~en yoti look in tlte mirror, somerimes you don 'r  like what yozi see. Maybe 
yori 've reacted in a certain way in a certain siruarion and you know you're better 
than that. Ifyoii don 't have ro be infallible, [hen gyou had a bad day, didn 't 
think about it, responded too quickly, rhen yori can take responsibility and 
ownership of it. Because you're nor perfect all the rime. It's roo hard. 

LMEAGHAN: A few weeks ago, we were really in hard training, and I was just so 
tired and it rvas so hard that I was jusr getting irritated, And so I just skated away 
because I didn 't want to talk to people, became I d i h  't want to be artificial, 
pretending rhar I was not tired. And I talked to (spar? psychologist) and she said 
"as long as yoir know you hme to get ma,, rhen skate away. That's fine. That's 
nor being 'nor-teamy '. That's not being anything, bur thar 's being you. " And 
that's e-spressing to people "You know wlrat? I need rltis rime. " And so, in a way, 
to me. that's being aurhenric. became I don't want to sir there and complain to 
people. 

Before presenting oneself to others authentically, the vita1 step of authenticity with 

oneself much be taken. 

I: Considering how yori were rreared afier your positive (dnlg) test (earlier in 
career). one might q e c t  you to have an 'edge' and an anger about you rhat yoti 
don't seem to have. 
SCOTT.. The people rhar were my fiends. and remained my fiends, they helped 
me deal with that, I think another thing that helped me, and give credit to the 
Lord once again, is that I came out and said "hey, yeah I took the sttcffi. And as 
far as I know, I was the jirsr person thar ever did that. I jwt came out, admined 
it. and tried to clear my conscience and clear the slate as best as possible. And 



that helped me deal with myself: and then 1 could worry about dealing with other 
people afienvard. 

The 'pedestal myth' of sport heroes being perfect and infallible is a barrier to this 

realness. 

MIKAELA: Some people can do that (be role models). Some people are thar 
gracefill elegant person on the field and off thejield, you know, and they have this 
anitude and they carry that all the way through because that's the way they live 
their life. Bur again, ifyou try to bring something that's nor you into your spon 
or into your life, it's going to show sooner or later. It always makes me laugh, the 
"ah, he's a gold medalist, he must be this awesome person" and then you meet 
him and think "ah. whar a let down". 

M I K A E ' :  1 mean there are so many different levels and so many different things 
can happen and unfortunately Ifind a lot of people equate how good of a person 
yott are rvith whar level you 've attained. You know, people look at Donovan 
Bailey and it's like "well, he won the gold medal so he's this awesome person ", 
and then yoti read about him crashing his car and walking away and havingfights 
with his coaches, and then you meet him and people go "ah, what a jerk". And if 
[hey had met him belore he won the gold medal. they'd realize he's prerry much 
the same person. He 's  a little more orrtspoken and whatever, bur he 's prerry m~ich 
the same person. It's jrrst that now he's got all these people ihat are expecting 
him to be something thar he's nor, yoti know, this role model or this icon or 
whatever. 

The freedom of being authentic seems to be of tremendous relief to the athletic 

performer, whose moves are closely scrutinized and whose role carries heavy 

expectations and pressures. It's the athlete's 'off stage'. 

1: Where do you feel most yourself? 
RILEY: Urn. I think when I'm with my college frienak, and when I'm in those 
comfortabie settings, whether it be a fmi ly  ... I guess there are a fav difirent 
situations: back at the Universiry of (US. stare), where I had thar core group of 
friends that I really got to know extremely well, when I'm back on the farm with 
my parents ' family, my dad's family, and talking about jokes and funning and 
everything like that. or on my mom's side wirh my Grandma having orange peel 
fight and stuff like that, or wirh my girlfiend, hanging our, I feel myself in those 
situations. I don't have to impress anyone. People know who I am and what I'm 
about. i don't need to bejiinny, I don't need to be serious, because people h o w  
the way I ' m  going to be. They've known me for years. They know what I'm like 
and sense of humour. 1 just enjoy those situations because I'm not on srage at 



all. You're just at ease with people. And I think I'm very forrunate to have so 
n m y  different groups of individuals that I can feel thar way with. 

Intimacv 

An important part of living authenticdly is having close relationships in which 

one feels safe to be fully oneself (see Figure 4). While the world of elite sport can be 

highly conditional, fickle, and intolerant of weakness in any form, these participants paint 

a picture of intimacy that appears to bdance the sport world redities. When a significant 

other fully i1ccept.s the individual, the defenses can be dropped, providing a heightened 

level of comfort, safety, and genuineness. 

COURTNEY: Well, like I said, my support system is really good. My significant 
other has been really, really supportive. 
I: Tell me a little bit about him. 
COURTNEY: Well. we talk about balance, and we balance eaclz ottzer out really 
rvell. He's seen me struggle through all my ups and downs in my career, from 
indoor to beach, and rvit!z my family. He's my lirrle solid rock. And I'm the one 
that ... I'm really emotional, so when Itm happy you can see it, when I'm rtpset 
yorc can see it. I kind of wear my heart on my sleeve. Where he is probably more 
even-keeled, yet he feels the same stuff that I feel, it's just that mine comes oitt 
more than others. So he's been super through ail of this (adversi~).  So I'm very 
lucky. 

This safe forum to express, without being judged. appears to offer the individual both 

safety and strength. 

COURTNEY: And I know [hat I need to have him there for me to stay healthy, and 
it gives me the strength to do it. Bur having a place to go and just irnload and be 
in a bad mood i f I  want to be in a bad mood. or  be in a good mood $1 want to be, 
and he let's me do that. It's okay. He doesn't judge me. And I think, you know. 
those are tlze people you want in your life. And 1 have a couple of other really 
close fiends. So I definitely have this circle or network that are there for me. 

And this support may motivate reciprocal support from the individual. 

RACHEL: And when I started dating (sigrtij?canr other), I think he 's a big pan of 
it. It rook a good guy to break me down (laughs). He was just so nice and hind 
and caring, and all those things, And it was so weird to me that I could be 
grouchy as a bear orjust terrible sometimes, and this person would still wmt  to 



Fimre 4. Intimacy. 

Intimacy m\ 
Crave openness & closeness Fully accepted (+) Conditionally 
but f e y l n e y t y  

Resist opening up (-) Open up (t) 
4 + 

I accepted (-) + + 
Defense? dropped Defepses held 

[solation Freedom (relief) Feeling of comfort, Insecurity & 
safety, & genuineness guardedness 

Discomfort Feeling of closeness I 

feel emotions (+) - Feel understood & accepted 

Reduces isolation 

Increased comfort & authenticity 



be around me, and still care how my feelings were. You know. I don 'r  know when 
it was for sure, but there was just some turning point where I didn 't feel like 
caring for someone else was like a burden. 

Adversity can play an important role in helping individuals to identify those people 

whose support is genuine. 

SCOTT: And during that time (adversity) it showed me really who my b e n d s  
were and it showed me really what rype ofrelationships I needed to pursue and 
strif like that. Like I say this all the time, but i f1  hadn't gotten busted (dnrg use) 
during thar time. I'm not sure rhar I would have mum-ed (significant other's 
name). I probably wouldn 't have been mameed to her. Like. the pattern I Itad set 
was, you know, the longest girlbend I'd had was abour three monrlls. before 
(sign$canr ottier's name). And if it tvasn 'r for the way her parents treated me 
and she treated me ... before I'd been going out with her for abotit a month and a 
haif and the way they treated me compared to the way people who had known me 
for a long time treated me was like "woah ". lr was an eye-opener. And I gave 
(signljicant other's name) an opportunity that I didn't afford a lot of other 
girlfiends at all. And because I gave her that opportunity, I was like "wow, rhis 
is a great girl!" 

While one con be resistant to opening up, ultimately the experience is a positive one 

when one is fully accepted. 

HOWIE: Well, it's hard lening thar down, rhar guard. It's been the hardest thing 
for me. I battle it evetyday I think. Whether ir's a conscioiis or tinconscioiis 
level. I mean, in sporr, when you 're competing, you're competing to win. So 
there are certain things thar you're just not going to let happen. And now you 
have a unique situation where you have somebody that you feel you can refar 
around. Yoir know, you can let it go, and sometimes ir's hard to let it go. And 
that becomes a touglt spot. Then when you finally let down and you know yoii've 
let somebody in, then the insecu* comes around, but then, later on. you feel 
kind of better about it. Part of you feels a litrle silly about it because then you 
rhink "oh, man, what is she gonna think ofme now?" Then you realize a little bit 
down the road that it brings you a little bit closer and maybe she understands yoit 
a little more, and then you feel okay abour it. Then you feel the relationship 
building up. Birr ir's still definitely a hard thing for me to do. And there's been a 
coicple times when I've let it down and she's been. for the most part. fantastic. 

RACHEL: It's so important to have that stipporr network And I think it's 
something that I started ofl at rhe beginning of my athleric career, not 
understanding. It was there but I didn't take advmuuge of it. So I'm not a w d  to 
show my moments of weakness. I think I'm getting better at lening other people 
see that side of me. I don't have to be the tough guy all the time. 



I: So ironically, in accepting that vulnerability in yourself, has it made you a 
stronger person ? 
RACHEL= I think so. Yeah, Ifeel I am. But ifyou asked me that 4 or 5 years ago, 
I would have said "no way, you're such a baby ", you know, and that's the truth. 
That? Itow I feel about it now. I feel needy sometimes. That's what the word is. 
And I don't like feeling needy. Even now, it still bugs me sometimes. Bur yori 
know, I jusr realized ir's human nanire to want affection or to want to be 
understood, and I shorrldn'r think that that's such a bad thing if it's in me. 

Individuals seemed to crave an openness with mother. This openness provides freedom 

and closeness that the participants valued. 

HOWIE: I honestly can't remember when lfirst told her I loved her. I just 
remember being so uncomforrable, and I knew 1 had to say it becazrse it was jtrsr 
killing me. Like, it was driving me bonkers. I knew it, because I knew it long 
before I roid her. Bur it was killing me. I wanted to tell her. I jrrsr wanted to tell 
her. It's like something yoir 're carrying around like extra baggage. And I felt a 
lot bener when I told her. 

The need is not simply to express, but to feel connected to another. 

CASSIE: So I think maintaining those kinds of intimate relationships, for me there 
are very few people thar I can feel totally 100% comfortable witlr, saying 
absoizctely evegthing aborrt what's in my head. 
I: With those few that yorr can. how important is thar to yotc?' 
CASSIE: I think I need rhatlor sure. Yeah, ir's really important ro be able to do 
that. And I think I lack tlmt. Sometimes I lack the oppoHunity. And that can be 
tough. So then you just go ro joumaling, where you 're just kind of doing it. Bttt I 
need that interaction and somefeedback, or even for someone to relate that way 
to me. 
I: That human contact. 
CASSIE: Erac11y. And I think thar level is really important to me, I don't get it a 
lor. wltich has kind of been an issue lately, I guess. But I definitely rate it high. 

This complete openness and acceptance of vulnerability seems to be critical to full 

intimacy. 

SCOTT: She's a big pan of my whole 'keeping things in balance '. We 're best 
friends, like we talk all the time. Like, we can still sit down, $1 'rn on a road trip, 
I can sir on the phone and talk to her for like two hours, you know. which is really 
cool still. And I think that's imponm. We can gab about a lot of things. and 
there is absolutely nothing of significance in my life rhar she doesn't know. She 
knows everything. Like. the worst things I've ever done, and like evetyrhing. And 



I know everything about her. We don 't keep anything from each other. We don 't 
believe in that. We don't believe in separating anything. We work together. 
I: So you can be completely vulnerable with her? 
SCOTT: Absolutely. 

Significant others have the power to give license to feel emotions fuity and to accept this 

vulnerability. 

MEAGHAN: I think that's e.ractly what I said. If your relationslzips are based on 
spun and not more than that, rhen there's no intimacy because that's all thar 
makes yoit up. And then you really can't be open. You know, ifpeople only have 
a relationship with you based on what yott do or how good you are at something, 
rhen you obviously can 't share yottr fears with them. lfsomebody thinks yoit 're 
great in a sport and you go "man. am I ever scared". they '11 think "woah, you 
aren't who I thought you were". 

Accepting vulnerability may be particulariy challenging for males, due to societal 

expectations. But the payoffs are significant. 

SCOTT: Yotc know, when I was younger and stuff like that, you know, men don 't 
cry, and they're not supposed to need others, and I was always the kind of person 
thar was like "well, I can handle it. I can take care of it. I'm a rake care of 
business kind of person, " And when you 're that kind of a person, you pttr 
expectations on yourselftltar are sometimes unrealistic, most of the time 
unrealistic. And having to depend on (signgcant other's name) for some things 
or, not really depend. bltr jtrsr needing her, it's almost as if she's a pan of myself: 
If's a pan of mysrlftlzar I've become aware of kind of thing. I need her input. 
Like I need her input fur a lot of things. It's not every decision I make that I need 
her for, but she brings a sense of balance to my I@. It S kind of rough to explain. 

CHRIS: 1 think over the years, we've been married four years noiv, and I think 
I'm slobvly xtarting to f ry  to get her invoived a little bit in it and tell her more, just 
so thar maybe she can help me out with it and so that she kind offeels a part of it 
also. Earlier on it was probably more just trying to hide it from her and coming 
home and purring on the falsefront of everything's okq .  Btrt she's a smart 
person roo, and she can see right through that. So I've been tqing to more lately 
as we go with eveqthing, not just hockey but absolutely anything, is t y  to talk 
more and tell her more about the way I'm feeling, and then she can help me get 
through it. 
I: What kind of difference has that made for yoti? 
CHRIS: Llm, it not only makes your marriage a lirtle bit better if you can share 
absolutely everything and there are no secrets, you know, I don't sir up in bed and 
just fime and worry about the next game or what happened in the last game. It's 
easier to get it off your chest. And it seems like once you get it off your chest and 



actually talk to someone abour it, there 's  no problem anymore. It's amuzing, 
once you do it, how it kind of just takes care ofitself. 

Having a significant other with competitive spon experience was seen as beneficial in 

enhancing the understanding of the 'athlete's world' 

CHRIS: And part of it too is having a good support group behind you. I've got a 
great wife rhnt understands. She played university level basketball, so she knows 
a bit abour the stresses of the game and that kind of srufl And [hat always helps 
too. 

The athletejex-athlete significant other can help to break down the sense of isolation 

sometimes experienced by elite performers. This provides intimate support from one 

who 'really gets whar it's like'. 

CHRIS: It's nice rhar she's (sign$cant other) played a spon befbre and kind of 
knows what it takes and knows . . . yotc know, she 's  rode the brrs, she 's done rhar 
kind of stufl plus her schooling, so she knows what hard work is and she knows 
whar dedication is. So it's easvfor me ro deal wirh it wirh her help. because she 
knows what it feels like. 

However. one participant eluded to the possible value of having feedback from someone 

who is not from that environment. 

CASSIE: I 'm just trying to think, on our team, there are nvo that are mam-ed now. 
One is mamid  to someone on the men's national team. so they can relate to each 
other, and [he other one is mamed to a hockey player. So they're in a situation 
wltere they can relate. and that's tvi~ar you find is people who are in situations 
who can kind of relate with what your demandr are, then it'll work, but orhenvise 
it 's dificult. 
I: And you feel like the people in your Iife can never quite understand what you're 
going through? 
CMSIE: Yeah. I think you hold things back more because you don't think ti~ey'll 
understand but I don't know, I think sometimes you have to give them the benefTf 
of the doubt. And okay, maybe they don't understand in relation to your world. 
but maybe they have a good perspective to ofer, became maybe it S bener to 
have them on she outside. 



There is a perceived danger in relationships involving an elite athlete. When 

one's demands are extremely high, the significant other can give much more than the 

athlete. So the participants expressed the importance of finding a balance. 

COURTNEY: 1 think this year was a lot about me because of evelything that 
happened with my family, and things weren 't going well professionally, with 
volleyball, and so I think I probably sucked his energy quite a bit. But that's pan 
ofa relationship too. And I think, because we have open communication, and 
because I'm the way I am, it's just our there, he knows where I'm comingfiom. 
And this year, it was just like gee; you know, like he didn't like to see me rhat 
way. And so, I don't know how to explain it but there S give and rake, and this 
year happened to be taking for me in that chunk of time because I needed it and I 
really felt that I needed him to get me through. But now 1 think it's all in balance 
because now I have the time and I'll give back. And that's the whole continulun. 
b ' s  nor always a balance. You want it to be but when there's a crisis, sometimes 
you have to sway ... does thar make sense? 

The consuming nature of elite sport produced two philosophies within these participants. 

One couple viewed the athlete's sport as a joint venture, something that both pmnen 

invested in and shared. 

MEAGHAN: And so, you know, we're in the position where, I guess we 've p~rt 
skatingfirst, right now as a sport. Nor son of before us. but in the activities in 
our fve. And. you know, we both decided thar that's where we're at righr now 
and he suppons me in that, and aper that's done. I think we have a good 
perspective ofspon and lifcl that once skating is over. then we move on. 

IMEAGHAN: It has to be something that's a two-way street. r i t  's nor then it jirsr 
won't work. And also, ifyou lose that, then you've lost something and the orher 
person hasn't, yo11 know. It Itas to be something that you both have and both lose 
or gain. Bur even though skating is son of our priority right now, we can't have 
our whole l f e  around that. That's just not healthy. And it's not us. 

Another insisted that he and his girlfriend needed to each have their own pursuits that 

they could support each other in. 

RILEY: My girlfriend is very supporn-ve. She knows how much dedication goes 
into being an athlete too. She was an elite gymnast. So she realizes the demands 
and the pressures that come w-th being an elite athlete and the sa-ces you have 
to make. And I think that's the main reason why our relationship has been able to 
last for so long. Although it's been a long-distance relationship, she realizes the 



situation. She has a career now at school and she doesn 't wanr to sacrifice that, 
and yet she also realizes that I have to travel all over the continent too. And I 
think, because we have tlwt type of respect for one another, that's why it S been 
more successful. 

RILEY: Yeah, you look at situations, and there are so many situations in pro 
hockey, a lor of myfiends and fonner teammates got their girlfiends down there 
or their wives down there. and rhey 'refiom Canada so the wives can 'r  work down 
there and rhey just sit rhere. And they don ' I  have anything to fall back on. And if 
things don 'r  happen to go well in the relationship, and they're jusr pretty much 
bored. Their whole entertainment comes from their spoitse or their significant 
other there to entertain them. And I just don't think that's the way to live your 
life. I think the thing that I was attracted to in (significant other) is she has a set 
of goals and is a very determined person, just like myse& So I think the reason 
that we're so compatible is because we're both hard-driven individuals who have 
high goals and we wanr to achieve those goals. And we realize that it's dificult 
sometimes, very emotional departingji-om one another, but I think $we did it the 
other way it would be even more diflcult for rts in the long run. 

In short, having a significant other with which one could be completely open and 

feel completely accepted appears to break down some of the potential isolation inherent 

in elite sport, as well as providing refuge from the demands of elite sport. But the 

significant other must be given the same gifts in order to sustain a healthy, happy 

relationship in the long run. 

Emotional Exoression 

The second subcategory of living authentically is the importance of emotional 

expression (see Figure 5). These athletes all recognize the value of emotional awareness 

and expressing one's emotions in some way. Rather than seeing this as a sign of 

weakness. they refer to it as a healthy practice that can enhance one's experiences. 

Accepting and expressing one's emotions may represent the ultimate step in being 

authentic with oneself. The emotions can be seen as one's best indicator of what's most 

important to oneself and what lies within. 



Fi oure 5. Emotional expression. 

Expression 

See emotion as enhancing (+) + 
Emotions accepted & expressed 

C 
Emotions as indicator of what 
individual values most 

More energy & better recovery 
Use emotions to perform 

Emotions allowed to pmcess 

Let go of events triggering 
negative emotion faster 

See emotion as weakness (-) + 
Emotions ignored/avoided 

I 

Core values blocked 

Anxiety & fatigue 
(Emotional energy unused) 

Emotions build up and 
break through 

Hold on to events triggering 
negative emotion longer 

Expression helps others to help you 
and enhances relationships 



COURTNEY: For me. my emotions reflect what *s most important to me. That's 
how I live. And sometimes it's too much for people. Bur that's who I am and I'm 
okay with rhat. And for me, to suppress some of those things, which I had to do, 
it's nor good. Like, for me, it's just not healthy. So I'm a big believer in rhat. 
You know, because you can only grow from that. And I may be way ofl bur if1 
put it our there, I get the feedback that I need to go "okay, yeah" or "let's ralk 
about that". That's me. but it's not everybody. believe me. 

I: (Hypothetical) So your daughter comes home from her soccer game. She just 
losr and she's fighting back the rears. What do you say to her? 
COURTNEY: I'd say "It's okay to feel the way you're feeling. You feel badfor a 
while. and then you'll wanr to get back and feel that desire that yozr have for 
playing soccer because you love it." 

Erpressing in the moment simply becomes put of being oneself, being authentic. 

MIKAELA: You know. bad throw, you say whatever you have to say, it comes out, 
and then you go back in and you can refocus. And I've found it's so muclz 
healthier ro say what yoti have to say in the moment rather than holding it in. 
And some a~hletes are really good at that while others are too worried aborrt witat 
happens on the o~rnide. And I'mfinding now that it has ro be a happy medirim, a 
happy balance. You know, jusr bring who you are to wherever it is you 're going. 

.Accepting md expressing one's emotions is seen as good 'economics of energy' 

COURTNEY: And I think that i f  yorr can be open and be yourself with those 
people (supporters), it helps you to re-energize too. You know, you get drat from 
ritose people. You know. that's not my motive in being with them, bur by getting it 
our there and releasing it and whether you figure it our or yozc don't, it's our. and 
for some reason, you feel re-energized. 

However, these lessons can take yem to lean and accept. Individuals slowly discover 

the function of expressing rather than internalizing emotions. 

COURTNEY: And that's who I am as an older athlete. and being 31 1 can say, 
because I've been thrortgh rite trenches and I've been through all of that, that it's 
a k q  to feel. And that's the biggest thing that I've learned in my career is the 
emotional aspect of it because it will ear you up ifyou don't ... fo r me, if does ifI 
keep things inside and then you wonder "is this how I'm really feeling? " or ''is 
my pamer feeling what I'm feeling? " insread of jusr puffing it our there and 
being open and beingfiee to say "yeah, that pissed me off because ofthis" or 
"I'm really upset and I need some help because of this". You know, and then you 
get results a lot quicker and because I'm a (hand motion indicating quick & 
sequential) kind of personality like that, it works better for me. 



RACHEL: I think I just know better now to let it go. And jusr to let it go because 
you waste so much energy being upset about something that, in most cases. isn 'r  a 
big deal. But the more you think about it, and the mare you let yourself boil, it 
just becomes bigger and bigger, it jusr snowballs. And that's totally yourself 
making a bigger deal of iz than it is. And that's whar my family tells me, the 
people closest to me are just like "you know what, let it go. It's never as bad as 
you think Just don't worry about it. Tomorrow is a new day." And I think. at 
this point in my athletic career, I've been doing the sport b n g  enough thaz if you 
have one bad day you go home and have a sleep and the ncn  day you come back 
and feel refieshed. You know, ir S not like if you have one bad day at practice 
you've lost the dives or the technique firever. Sometimes you have bad days. 

So o habit is made of getting the emotions out. This practice 'lightens the load' of the 

individual, because once expressed, the emotion and the event that triggered it can be put 

in the past. or *let go' so to speak. 

CASSIE: Like one situation in that tournament, I got a yellow card and I thought 
that affected the way the team played, and we ended up tying the game instead of 
winning it. and I totally rook responsibilityfor that game, you know, and I could 
nor shake ir. and rhen lerring it our kind of helped me. It's like "yeah, lfitcked 
up". But you know, things go on, and rhm's why we are a team. and it took me a 
while to realize that, but 1 needed to kind ofwrite it our. And I think also talking 
it our with people, and people who will listen to it and give me feedback in a way 
that I know they're understanding what I'm saying, I think is a good rr?ay for me 
as well. 

M I M L 4 :  You have to be able to let things go. A lot of athletes can't. They still 
live off of the last competition thus they had when they lost or when tlzey won or 
whatever. And you can dwell on it for a little while. but then you have to go on 
and move forward. It's becoming more and more imporrant to me. 1 can express 
it in the moment, get it out, over and done with, and rhen always bring myself 
back into who I am, always erpressing who I am. 

This open expression can be a powerful shared experience. 

JORDAN: Ifound. when I war playing in (home town), nq bestfiend. we played 
(athlete's sport) together. and (arhlere's sport) in (home town) was quite 
jiustraring for the pair of us. And every time afrer practice. we'd get changed, 
we'd get in the car. and we would ailow ourselves to bitchfiom when we got in 
the car all the way home, which was only a f i e  minute drive. and rhen as soon as 
we got home. we'd jusr leave it in the car and then we'd go and play fusball or 
watch T. V.. whatever the case may be. And fiend and teammate) and I had the 
same sort of thing, like we would al2m bitching on the way home, and rhen afier 
that there weren't any problem. 



RACHEL I think, in your darkest moments, it's easy to just feel sorry for yoursew 
and be ourwardly grumpy and just verbalize it. And just verbalizing it makes you 
feel better. And my fiance' knows me pretty well, and I think he, like my parents, is 
probably one of the first to tell me what I don't want to hear. Bur it's never in a 
way to make me angry or make me feel bad But I'm mad for a second, like " I  
hate it when you guys are right!" (laughs) So I've got good people around me 
thar are pretty good at telling me "leave it alone, let it go" and if that doesn't 
work, they just leave me in my own space for a bit and cool ofi then I'm fine. 
They let me feel SOT for myself, and then they laugh at me later (laughsl. 

And sometimes human contact, even without words, can convey shared burden and 

lessen the load 

RACHEL: Sometimes a hug is just the only thing you can do, you know, you can ' I  

even talk 7'hat's the only thing rhar can make you feel bener. It kind of feels 
nice, you feel like you have a weighr lifted off your slzoulders when you can share 
it with somebody else. even if you don 'r even talk about it, jusr thar r l ~ q  know 
you 're feeling ofi 

The need can even be less about finding solutions. and more about just 'being heard'. 

CHRIS: And once you get it offyour chest, it just seems like there's a big weight 
rhar's been weighing you down the whole time and she can help you deal wirh it if 
you have to deal wirh it more, and if it's jusr something that's been bothering you. 
then it just seems like ir's not a problem anymore once you actually say it. 

tndividuds recognize the dangers of keeping their emotions bottled up. 

CASSIE: It's interesting because in one of my classes, 1 said that when I get tired 
and those y e s  ofthings, then I get more emotional, and tlie immctor said "oh. 
when your guard is down ", because when you 're tired, your guard is down. So I 
rhink I'll e-yvress to a cemin point. bur with m t m t i o n  and tiredness, it's out of 
control to the point when sometimes I think ir's inappropriate. Or I just get 
super-emotional, like T.V. commercials will muke me stan crying, and L go "okay. 
what's going on?" But at the same rime, I think ir's really importanr to express 
that in some form I rlzink it needs to be a continual thing, and our society says 
rhar we should contain our emotions in this way. 

COURTNEY: Yeah I would have liked to huve done that more (expressed 
feelings openly), and I don't know ifthat's an age thing, or ifwhen you're in sport 
longer, you learn more about yourself: I thhk ir's a combination of all of those 
things. Bur at times. I think at the beginning ofrhe inremNTew here 1 said I kept 
some things inride and only showed certain things. It drove me nuts inside. It's 



not good for me. It may have been good for my teammate but it's not healthy. 
That S what I learned 
I: It's inauthennc- 
COURTNEY: Yeah, totally. But sometimes people can't handle that. And 
sometimes it's better not to say anything. I do believe that. But you don't want to 
be doing thar on a regular basis or you'll kill your spirit. 

The role of close friends and family in this process is also critical. Inhibitions around the 

acceptance of vulnerability can be overcome with certain key individuals. 

CASSIE: I think it's imporrant to express the emotions. But I don't like to cry a 
lot infront of others, and I guess it's a vulnerability thing. I can express other 
things. like anger, bur I don't like to do that. So I know it's important to do it, but 
at the same time, I can honestly say that I know I guard against some stuB or it 
has to be with certain people. 

But sometimes breakdowns end up looking more like breakthrouglls when one learns to 

accept help from others. 

RACHEL: And I think it was scary, and I don 'r  know how ro explain it any orker 
way than that. to feel like yoti need somebody. And I remember there was a rime. 
it was last year before (major games). I'd taken a bunch of time off, and in thar 
time. I \tas almost ready to quit. Like, I rook a few months ofland you know how 
people tuke time off and they never come back, because you get so into the other 
pans of your life. And I was feeling frustrated with the sport and I remember 
sitting at the pool one day with our span psychologist, and I just broke down in 
rears. I'm like " I  need your help. I don't h o w  what to do." And I was just 
ovenvhelmed because I'm like "oh my gosh, I'm crying, this is so embarrassing". 
I jrtsr felt so exposed. If that makes any sense. I don't know, but it was just weird 
to be totally not in control of the fact that I was so emotional and felt like I needed 
somebody else to help me get out of the place I was in. I think rhar I'm nor afraid 
to need other people's help now. Whereas before, I always tlzoright it was like 
"oh, you're a baby. Yori're weak if you need somebo+ else to help you." rind I 
think by allowing other people, especially rhe people closest to you, to see you 
vulnerable or in a period of need. it enables them to help you out better. They 
know where you're at. If what you need is to be left alone, and they can see tltat, 
fine. But if you don't open up to that. people don't know. So it's just kind of 
opening a door and, I guess, growing up emotionally. Lemng people in. And it's 
scac ar first. you know. I'm still not good at it, because (significant other) said 
to me a couple months ago. like lots of weird things happened We had family 
Mends that had cancer. my grandfather died. and he said to me "you still do it. 
you still run a little bit. When things get tough and rough, you still run away a 
little bit. You bottle up and ... but you know, you're getting better at it." 



Open expression can also enhance the connections that one has with others. 

RACHEL..- When I was younger, I was always very independent from the time I 
was little. I'd come for a hug for like two seconds. rmd then I'd be like "alright, 
airight. get away, I'm doing my own thing", you know. And in my teens, when I 
first started getting competitive at a higher level, 1 always thought I was tough as 
nails, you know, emotionally tough as nails. Nothing Mected me. I never got 
emotional abour this, and never got emotional about relationships, anything. Or 
worrying about somebody else's feelings was too hard when I had to take care of 
myself: Bur I think especially in the past three years, I've become, I don't know. I 
think I'm more sensitive to other people. And I realized I'd watch other people's 
feelings. and I understand more about what affects other people or what offends 
them or thar little single word you'd never think of can make somebody's day. 
And my mom even said thar to me. She said "since you've been daring 
(significant other), you're so much nicer" (laughs). "Nor that you were mean 
before. but you're so much nicer". 

Relationships outside of the sporting realm can necessitate changes in the way one 

expresses. Acceptable emotional expression is certainly contextual. 

JORDAN: I used to let it bonle rrp inside of me and then explode, bur I've been 
making conscious efforts to work on thar for the betterment of my relationships. 
Bur I also handle those things diflerently in the spom'ng realm. In sport. ir's o w  
to yell and get things our that way, bur in the social and personal realm. it's a 
different story. 

Lqtimately, the emotions can be tapped as a source of energy and passion for pursuing 

one's sport and other activities. 

M1KtlEL.A: It's like, the only way that you can have drive and the desire and the 
love und the fullness to go for yotir dream or to walk your path is to do it with 
grace and ro do it with gratitude, and love and knowledge and compassion. and 
all of that. That's the onlv way thar you're going to be able to access your true 
emotions, your true feelings and your tme energy is by having that. And a lot of 
times people think it's contradictoq you how,  "you can't be graceful and yet be 
driven". and at the same time, ir's like "yes you can; that's the only way thar you 
can do it". It's sort of like you have to be able to notice everything and have 
compassion for everything around you, but yet nor get totally wrapped up in it so 
that you lose yourself or lose where you are. 

The emotions are not allowed to 'run amuck'. but rather are 'harnessed and directed 

constructiveiy. 



SCO'IT: Some guys just lose control, you know. and blow up for no reason. You 
see it in athletes, you see it in coaches. and other things. Yeah, you've got to 
harness some of those mrrieties and even some of thejhmrations that you bring 
from the ofice to the track once in a while, you know, and use them. Sometimes I 
think fused properly, they can cause the body physiologically ro get into a fight 
orflight mentality, you can possibly use that to your benefi But you don't let any 
of your emotions sort of take over and dictate what you do. I think ultimately 
you've got to be in some son of control. You can't les them run wild. But I think 
that ifyou use them. you can benefitporn them I use Christian worship music to 
warm up because it jusr makes me huppy. It gets me into a huppy mood, and 
when I'm happy, I feel bener about my jumping. And the l m  few years, I've 
jumped best when I'm huppy. When I'm jusr feeling really happy, feeling close to 
rhe Lord and it's almost like a carefree. happy-go-lucky kind of mentaliry or 
space that I'm in, and that's where I like to be. And worship music gets me there. 
It's nor typical warm-up music. but it works for me because I know the type of feel 
that I want when I'm competing. 

So the acceptance and expression of emotions serves multiple functions. 

Staytng fully connected to oneself and the things of primary importance. 

0 Responding to events in a way that allows momentary experience of feelings, in order 

to get one's head around what has happened. then leaving it in the past and moving 

on. 

Being authentic with oneself and others, rather than experiencing dissonance between 

what one feeis and what one feels is acceptable to feei. 

Accessing energy and motivation to pursue activities fully and passionately. 

Humility 

The third subcategory of living authentically is humiIi ty (see Figure 6). Humility 

goes hand in hand with one's attempts to project the self as it really is. If individuals - 
wish to be seen (and to see themselves) as a whole package, including the vulnerabilities 

and weaknesses. then an attitude of humility can help to curb the temptation to project a 

'superhuman' image. 



Figure 6. Humility. 

Humility 0 
~reatkd with 
speciaI status 

Response of Lack of humility (-) 
humility (+) 

Diffuse separation from others (Isolation) Experience separation from others 

Don't take credit for gifts See gifts as sense of entitlement 

Acknowledge & value eflorrs of less gifted View performance as a primary 
source of personal value 

Share achievements with a collective Accept most credit for achievements 

Can see spetial status as: See special status as reward & 
validation of talents 

Not affecting identity & key relationships, I 
Oppottunity to connect with others and make 
them feel good 

Take less fore _mted Take more fore _granted 

Accept fallibility (authentic) Deny fallibility (inauthentic) 

Willing to accept and learn from failures Reluctance to accept responsibility 
for failures (unable to learn from 
them) 



Maintaining humility was seen as vitally important to the participants of this 

study. This attitude is consistent with the idea of separating athletic achievements from 

one's worth and identity. If we accept that we aII have quaIities that make us unique and 

intrinsically valuable, then we should see success as an enjoyable experience, not as a 

source of entitlement and specid treatment. Similarly, we shouid accept failure as a 

disappointing experience, not as a compromise of our personal value. 

The pedestaI on which elite athletes are sometimes placed can create a distance 

between them and the people around them. Humility allows them to diffuse the 

separation that might otherwise occur between themselves, as top performers, and these 

people. They seem attuned to the idea that the most exciting discovery that one can make 

about an elite athiete is that "she's just a regular person like you or me". 

This breakdown of isolation was an experience common to the participants. 

M E A G H ' :  I think humil i~  is one of the most important things, because i f 1  look 
at (athlete 'r sport) and. you know, walking into the (name of rraining rVenue) and 
rraining, the thing I like the most is, when we have training camps, not just with 
our national team. bur with the developmental program t e a m  and all the younger 
people. and maybe older but who h e n  't reached the same level, I love that 
becatise I don'r want them to look at me, I mean, they might look up to me in my 
ability and what I've done, bur I wanr them to look up to me in the way that I 
don 't see myseyas any better. Because in training camp, we do events where, 
this is off the ice, where you become absolutely raw in hont of people. I mean 
you do hill nins where you 're on the verge of throwing up, you're on the verge of 
crying. And if some provincial club athlete is stronger at it than me, well good for 
them. And you know, if they see me struggling with it and they can say a word of 
encouragement, I love t h ,  you know, and that's good for me and that's good for 
them because I need that. And I don't wanr them to look at me as " I  shorlldn 't say 
arrything because I'm not as her level". I mean, we're at the same level. I might 
have accornplisl~ed something more on the ice but I don'r want anybody ever to 
look ar me and say "she thinks she's berter because she's done this" became I 
don 't. 

At the end of the day. these individuals want to belong, independent of accompIishments. 



MEAGHAN: And so, when I leave the sport, I really think thar the mosr important 
thing that I want people to look bock on is to say "we respected her for how she 
handled her success". Or my failiires, and I didn't sort of want pity when I didn't 
do well, or 1 didn 't wanr to be praised when I did well. You know, I just wanted ro 
be one of everybody. 

Again, most fundamentally, the individual shouId not be changed by success or failure. 

MIK4EL.A: It (success in sport) doesn't mean rhut you're any better or you've gar 
a pedestal higher rhan anybody or :MU can step on people's h e a h  just because 
voti beat them by a foot or a centimeter or whatever else. What happens in the 
boo1 or on the track or on the field happens, and when it's done, it's done. And it 
doesn't mean you're any bener or any worse rhan you were when you stepped on. 
But if you're successfil, you're still an ordinary Joe. You still pur your panrs on 
one leg at a rime and all rhat kind of srufi And you're still rhe same person thar 
!ou were before yorc won, or before you 10% or whenever. 

Some athletes llre careful not to take credit for their athletic 'gifts'. They attempt to 

honour their abilities, but do not see them as a source of separation from others. They 

also acknowledge and value the efforts of those with less natural ability. 

MEAGfWN: I mean, I do believe that it's a gifi rhat I have and I've used it ro rite 
best of my ability, btir [ don't take creditfir it. You know, I've done rhe work btir 
a lor ofpeople can do rhe work and they just won 't be at the rop. You know, rhere 
are people rhat work just as hard as me or harder. but they jrisr don 't have rite 
natural ability. and rirat doesn't mean thar they're any better or worse than I am. 

MIKAELA: (Name of athlete) had so much desire and so much, you know. 
wanting to make eveything happen, and he had some talent but he had to work 
really hardfor it. But he didn't have the actual physical prowess to make it all 
come rogerller. But yet, he put it our rilere all the time, you know. and he's still 
this a\rpesome guv. Bur because he didn '1 make an Olympic ream or whatever, 
rhar daesn ' r  diminish what a great guy he is or whar conrributions rhar he's made. 
I mean. he's an anicing guy, he's done same amcing things, but people will 
always equate Michael Smirh bener than (name of athlete) just becatise of rhe 
sratus, you know, of what they've done as an athlete. And I think that's 
ridiculous. 

This value of humility can have its origins in an individual's spirituality. 

SCOTT: rCle bible says pride comes before the fall (laughs). So, you can't really 
approach God wirhout being humble. So ifyou're nor humble and you're boasrjil 
and sniff like that, you just don't get to really know who God is. So it's ememely 
important to remain humble und to recognize thar "hey, you've been blessed by 



God ". You know, those talents, those gifts, whatever else you have, those are 
blessings in your life. It S not something you've worked so hard for and you've 
accomplisl~ed by your hard work and your sweat and whatever else. I mean, yori 
have to do some work, but I think ultimately, those things are a gift and a blessing 
of the Lord That's what I attribute thar to. 

One can also gain respect for the narrow margin between success and failure over the 

course of a spon career. 

RILEY: And I think what keeps me grounded quite a bit is realizing that there's 
such a little difference when you compare me to one of those players whose 
careers are over with. The difference between making it and nor making it is so 
slim. 

Efforts are also taken by some to share achievement with a collective, acknowledging the 

efforts of many in the performance of one. This again allows the athlete to stay 

connected with key people within spon. 

I: Did your sriccess change you? And ifnot, how did yoti keep that from 
happening? 
MEAGHAN: You keep it from happening by how you ultimately view everything. 
You know. I view an Olympic medal as obtaining a goal. And nor jrrst sort of from 
what I did brit collectively all these people helping you. I mean how many years 
. .. I've worked with (exercise physiologist) for ten years, yori know, and different 
coaches, but yori can't just go out on the ice and win evegthing. I mean tllere's 
obviously teamwork involved Like. all these people thar make your program etc. 
who are never acknowledged It's only ever the athlete on the podium who is 
acknowledged. 

That athletes often receive the sole accolades can run counter to this philosophy, but 

efforts to share the credit can diffuse this pattern. 

M E A G W :  It is the athlete rhar gets the medal, bur ir's never a coach. You 
how,  it might be mentioned bur it's never the coach that's asked to come up and 
give their athlete the medal. So many people help you get there, and I mean, yoti 
look at the people that volunteer for the World Cups. You know, whether they're 
the ones giving out the food they're the ones that you son of sit back and go 
"\vow, you're doing so much" and they just do it because they love it. You know. 
ir's all the people thar volunteer for an Olympics, to them that's the greatest thrill. 
And. yoit know, rhere'd be more people than you could ever imagine or rhar you 
would ever even know about. but you h o w ,  it's so important to acknowledge rhar 
people had a step in what vou did. As an arhlete you want to sort of sit back and 



show people those behind the scene, because they're really the people that started 
everything out. 

Still, when the public response places athletes in a special category, it can create a feeling 

of separation. 

MEAGW: Larr night we were in Canadian Tire and this guy came walking by 
and said "can I get your autograph?" and I said "sure". And I mean, I'm in 
sweats and a hat, and he said " I  saw your vehicle ourside, but I d i h  't think yorc 'd 
be shopping in here". And afterwards I thought what does he mean? I guess 
people think you live in a different world. I'm like "who doesn't shop at 
Canadian Tire ? " 

JORDAN: It's nice to get praise once in a while, but then again. I'm not good at 
receiving praise. I feel embarrassed by it. I never tell people that I'm on the 
national team. It 's not that I'm embarrassed by it, it's just I think it's like 
bragging and I'm not big on bragging. I'm not looking to be set apart. 

But most athletes are not so far removed from the other side that they cannot at least 

understand how it happens. 

CHRIS: I can remember as a kid. seeing a pro player up close and thinking 
"wow. I can 't imagine being that player ". But when your 're in that situation and 
yori see a burnch of little kids nmning around, it doesn't seem like I'm so far mvay. 
I don 't understand why these kids are so in awe. But then when you put yourself 
back in their situation, you can. 

One athlete was not bothered by the special attention because she felt her key 

relationships are not affected by it, and ultirnatety she remains unchanged. 

COURTNEY: I love kids. Most of my fiends have them, And, yeah. kids are 
great. So any time we can do anything to help. They make me feel special too. 
It's not that .. . you know, whether I'm inspiring them, yorc know. I'd like to think 
that I am. and that's why they come over, because they've just seen me play and 
so, yeah. it's a good feeling. 
I: Do you feel they put you on a pedestal? 
COURTNEY: That's not a bad thing, right? That doesn't change who you are. I f  
people look up to you, you've got a unique g$. That doesn't change who you are 
and how you live your daily life with the people that matter to you. You know. 
people are going to have preconceived notions about you and ifthey think you're 
a superstar. well, you know, to them, in their eyes you are. 



Some see this public response as an opportunity to step onto even ground with others and 

make them feel special. 

CHRIS: It's kind of cool, because I look back to when I was a kid, and if anybody 
that was in the posirion rhat I'm in now paid any mention to me at all, well I'd 
remember rhar forever. So ir's kind o f f in  to be on the other side of it and be able 
to give back and realize that rhar kid is in the eruct same posirion that I was in. 
and I would have loved if he would have given me a par on rhe bun and said 
"good job" or made a little joke wirh me. I mean, rhar would have made my year. 
I still remember some stuflrhar players that were instructors in hockey schools 
did for me, and titar also made me want to connitue to play hockey. So ir's kind of 
fiin to be put in rltat position and be able to help out some other kids- 

JORDAN: Ir's a great opporruniry for me to go to schools. I ger to speak to these 
kid! and share some of my experiences so rhey can hopefilly learn something 
from it. Yeah, it's an honour. I love to go there. And I love just to play with the 
kids and goof around with rhem. and you know, show them a waterpolo ball and 
dress up, and put the speedo hats on some ofthem. It's justfin. Forget the 
waterpolo and the politics and you jtm get to go and have fin and just play. And 
for the most part they get p r e q  excited abour it and they leant somerhing and 
they don 't have to do math while we're there. So ir's a win-win. But I love doing 
it. Ir's really bin. 

Two athletes made reference to the role that humility plays in achieving excellence. 

SCOTT: I think you son of realize rhat you've been blessed with an ability and 
yoti don 't rake it fore granted. There are some athletes that are awesomely 
talented but they never last very long because as soon as they get to a point where 
they have to actually put in the rime and the effort in order to continue to 
progress, their pride or whatever kick in, and they don't want to do rhar because 
it always came so easily. And if they had really appreciated rhe abilities rhat they 
had humbly, rhey would have continued, bur they don't. They wanred the quick 
easy fir, or whatever, and it doesn 'r quite work thar way. 

RILEY: I think I've always tried to be a good friend, someone orher people could 
come to and talk to. And as a captain, you have to be rhere and listen ro people's 
problem and help rhem rhrough situations, and rhey need to feel comfortable 
coming to you. And if you're an individual who doesn't have his feet planted on 
the ground. people aren't going to come for your advice, they'll just blow you off: 
And the main thing timt I think is so key is just to look at someone in the game of 
hockey like Wayne Grer;ky. He accomplished prerry much everything any hocke): 
player would ever set out to do, and yet he never boasred abour himself or his 
accomplishments, but you could tell thar he hud an inner confidence abour himself 
and abour his game rhar he realized thar he could go out there and do rhings and 
help his teammates win championships. But he didn't go out to the media and 



b o w  about it or anything like that. And I think that S the sign of a true leader 
and a true gentleman and a true professional. 

Another athlete emphasized the role of gracefulness in response to failure in seeking 

excellence. 

RACHEL: You know, success is one thing. People usually deal with success 
pretty well. You know, some people let it go to their heads and then it gets blown 
out of proportion. But in general. people deal with success a lot better than 
failure. But I think ifyou can learn to be as gracious when you fail as you are in 
success, and just kind of try and take something positive out of it, and apply it to 
your next training session, your next competition, your next year, I think that's the 
best way to be successfil. 

.4 distinction can be drawn between 'humble before the cameras' and a lifestyle of 

humility which was valued by these participants. 

SCOTT: And people say you're sripposed to be hrunble, but it's a false sense of 
humiliry, It's humble in front of the media and humble in situations where you 're 
srrpposed to be, brit you can go and talk trash all you want. I think fyou're not 
living a humble lifestyle. ifyou're not living with an attitude of humility, ir's 
gonna come out. Ifyorc 're arrogant, it's gonna come out. You know, Donovon 
could only keep his mouth shurfor so long. (Laughs) But the thing is. he's 
always been that way, right? He can only keep his mouth shut for so long. He's 
an arrogant guy, come on, let's face it. It's going to come out. I think ifyou live 
that lifestyle. ir's going to be apparent. There's guys like Wayne Gretzky. He 's 
awesomely talented. you know, best tlmt probably ever played his sport in his 
posirion, and yoti never hear an arrogant word. With twenty-some years of being 
in the sport, some people like him, some people don't like him. but he never came 
across like he was better than anyone else- And look how much he's respected for 
it. Look how much he's progressed the spun for it. You know. I think people 
appreciate an attitude of humility. People recognize that, and when he goes 
through his bad rimes and sltunps and things like that. they also protect him. 

The roots of this lifestyle are commonly found in upbringing and the intluence of 

parenting. 

CHRIS: The biggest thing, I guess, is my upbringing. I was brought up to be a 
pretty humble kid and to never think that you're something that you weren't kind 
of thing. You know, it was always Miser so-and-so or Missus so-and-so and just 
a lot of respect for elders and that whole deal. And I think when you grow up in 
those kinds of situations, it doesn't mmer whut you get into larer in Ire, that kind 
of stuff really shows through later in life. You know, I guess it's the kind of 



people that you put yourselfin and around too. We have some friends, both my 
w$e and I. they bug me and they get you and start fooling around and don't let 
you become fat-headed or big-headed at all, you know. They keep you level 
headed and going that way too. 

One athlete felt that maintaining humility is made easier in Canadian culture. This may 

be important to note, since all of the participants were Canadian. 

COURTNEY: I think Canadian athletes have that more than probably most 
athletes in the world because of how we view sport. And they don 'r have a full 
rtndersranding of what ... i f1  say that I'm a professional athlete, that's my job. 
you know, and rhey don't get it. So I think that helps to make it easier to connect 
to the regular Joe Blow. 

COURTNEY: If's been important for me not to have an exaggerated sense of who 
I am. But I think that S pan of our system too. lfyou compare it ro the Americans 
and the way I see the athletes down there, it's totally different. 

In summary, an attitude of humility allows athletes to be more authentic, breaks 

down isolation between themselves and the general public. and offers additional 

opportunities to touch the lives of others in a positive way. 

S u ~ ~ o r t  & Sharing 

The last subcategory of living authentically is support and sharing (see Figure 7). 

Like the intimate relationships, the presence of a supportive family and network of 

friends can further reinforce the individual's ability to express the 'unedited' self. The 

athletes had considerable reverence for those relationships that were 'real' and 

unwavering. 

The role of family and friends in supporting the elite athlete appears to be a huge 

one. The participants attributed a great deal of their success, fulfillment, and perspective 

to the presence of accepting, supportive relationships. In addition, the unconditional 

support of these people aIlowed athletes to share their experiences with their support 

m u p ,  rather than having to prove themselves and their worth. - 



Figure 6. Support & sharing. 
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These relationships seem to reinforce the healthy perception of self that was 

described in the first section. For instance, separating worth from accomplishment is a 

recurring theme when these relationships are explored. 

MEAGHAN: And I think the fact rhar, gyotrr relationships are built on the person 
and nor what you do, then your world won 't fall apart. I f I  wasfriends with 
people just because I did well in skating, or i fmy husband was with me because I 
did well in sport, and something happened and sport lejl, well obviously my world 
would fall apart. 

COURTNEY: 1 think that when our sport psychologist worked with our team 
before 96, we really ralked a lor aboru perspecrive. and so I think I had a good 
feeling or good perspective going into 96. We were rhere and it was for us, and 
not because I have to do it for my mom and dad. 1 don't have to do it for every 
Canadian that's watching. And try to live that e-rpcrience. But for this Olympics, 
because I was in the Olympics and now I'm still fighting for my position to get 
there. and being where I've been. I'm doing this all for me, but I'm bringing those 
people along with me. But there are no e.rpectarions like "you need to have the 
gold medal" becarise in their eyes I am that. And l feel that. And that's the best 
feeling. 

The importance of this suppon takes on additional meaning when one articulates the 

'nakedness' inherent in athletic performance. 

I: It sounds like you have a group ofpeople, particularly your parents and 
(significant other), with whom you can be completely vulnerable. 
COURTNEY: Right. 
I: And who love you unconditionally. 
COURTNEY: Right. 
I: How important is rhat? 
COURTNEY: Well that's the ultimate. That's everything to me, because it allows 
me to be free. Yo11're ertremely vulnerable in sport. You know? Ifyou're having 
a bad day or something in your personal life is going on, how do yorc hide rhar or 
how do you put your a m o r  on? Well, I've been struggling with that for the last 
little bit, and your play shows it, there's nowhere to hide. And so, knowing that 
regardless of ~vhat's going on, you have that is huge. 

But irrespective of the sport outcomes, support is unwavering. 

COURTNEY: I rhink I'm really lucky because I have a really good group around 
me. Some have e-rperienced sport, some haven't ar all, bur it's always the same 
when I talk to them. Whether 1 jw won Canadian nationals or I'm really down. 
thqv're always really supportive, so Ifiel really lucky that 1 have that. 



MEAGHAN: Um, I mean it was hard (major let down early in career), obviously I 
needed the support of fmily .  You know, realizing that my family d i h ' t  think I 
was less important. And that's a big thing because I mean you have to decide 
why you're doing the sport. And I think for most people it's themselves, but also 
whether they want to succeed becatise they want people to be proud of them. And 
I think that's a big thing. You know, and that's human nature. And to have 
people say to you, "you know, it doesn't matter ro us whether yurt 're first or last", 
you know, really puts things into perspective. 

Parents can also do their athletic offspring a service by taking pride in the 

accomplishments. whatever they may be. 

RICHARD: And I know, even $1 don't go to the Olympics or ever get a gold 
medal at this meet or that meet or break a Canadian record, that they'll always 
still be very prortd of me for what I've accomplished and be able to look up to me 
and say "that's my brother" and be proid to talk dour  me. 

RILEY: I think I've always had a grear relationship with my parents. They've 
always pushed me to do well at the educational level. both of my parents being 
involsed with the educational system. And when it's come to sports, rhey 've just 
always been supportive. My mom never wanted me to play hockey. She always 
thought it was too much of a rough and tumble sport. To this day, she still says 
rhar if I want to quit at any rime, that S j n e  with her, Brrt the best thing that 
they've ahvays done is they've alw#s been my greatest sripporrers. They've 
alrvays been thlerre cheering. And there's so many times that the first question kidx 
get in the car aper the game is "did you score a goal?" Well. I could probably 
give the puck away in front of my own net and the other team score the winning 
goal in overtime and I'd still go back and my parents would fry to find some other 
play that they really enjoyed and comment on that, insread of harping on the 
negatives. And rhey always made whatever sport I did interesting and enjoyable. 

This positive support can be in powerfut juxtaposition to the negatives that are pervasive 

in many performance environments. 

RILEY: And the main thing too is that she (signif;cant other) loves watching me 
play and she always tries to find the positives in things, just like my parents. You 
know. between coaches and the media. there's always going to be enough 
negarive vibes around. With elite athletes, the more support yozr can have the 
better. I think, and that's why she S been a great supporterfor me. 

The presence of unwavering support can provide stability in an environment wrought 

with unknowns, inconsistency, and disappointments. 



COURTNEY And so lots of things were going wrong at that time, and my dad 
was not doing well, he was diagnosed with cancer. So all at the scune time I'm 
thinking "oh my God, what am I to do?" But what saved me, I think, was rhar I'm 
a good comrnunicaror and I've surrounded myself with some pretty important 
people to work through when you go through trying times, because sometimes the 
forest gets pretty bushy and you can't see the path. So I've been really lucky that 
way, and through the support and trying to find out why I should continzre to play, 
it was rough, but it's simple too. 

Such powerful relationships can provide enjoyment and inspiration for the parents as 

well. The benefits are clearly bidirectional. 

COURTNEY: My family has been tremendous. My mom is one of those moms 
that, you know, ever since I started, she came to every game rhat I ever played. 
My dad too. So you couldn't ask for better parents because they jusr keep saying 
"you know, you 're the greatest. you 're the greatest ", and when I feel lousy, 
they're rite ones rhar pick me up, you know, they're so proud ofme. It's fiinny. 
Like for e-rample, my dad is on his death bed right now. and he's got my poster, 
my little poster up on the wall. you know "there's the volleyball star in the 
family" and it's jrrsr a same. and he'sjighting for his life, you know. That gives 
him pleasrrre. So they're pretty wondetfiil. Pretry wonderficl family and I have 
greatfiends rhat are helping me throrcgh all of this. 

It is worth noting that these athletes had experiences with their parents that were 

characterized by a Ievel of freedom to discover their passion, rather than having pursuits 

imposed on them by overzedous parents. 

COURTNEY: My parents let me e-@ore and learn. And sometimes I'm going to 
make a wrong choice, but that's okay because you learn from those things. Tltat 's 
exactly how I've been brought up and I think that's why I'm able to live in this 
world and do whar I do. because they've let me eqerience the good, the bad, and 
rhe ugly, and sure they've made some suggesrions along the way, but basically 
they've just son of let me go and they never had any tight reigns on me to stop me 
fiom crperiencing or developing who I am. I'm gratefill for my family and how 
they raised me. because I think people have inside ... fo r me, obviously I had a 
passion ro play (name of spon). And $1 said ten years ago I'd be playing (name 
of spon) at the age of thirry, I'd think I was a wacko, and I'm sure some peopIe 
are thinking. you know. "get a real job". and I come across that. like "whar are 
you doing now?" "I 'm still playing." "Ooooohh ", it's like, ooo geez, you know, 
and I've never felt rhat from the people that matter to me. And so I would jusr 
help them along the way. 



This relationship with parents can take on greater meaning as the athlete develops if the 

foundation is strong to begin with. 

RACHEL: 1 can't imagine going through all of this, up and down, and these great 
accomplishments, as well as the failures, without having those people there to 
unconditionally support you and be happy for you and share in all of rhat 
e-rperience, because I think having them be such a huge part of it helps me. and 
rhey can be the ones that are outside and objective. to say what I don't want to 
hear sometimes and also to agree with me when 1 think I'm right (laughs) and just 
go with it. And 1 don't know, they're just a key, major role and I can't imagine 
not having rhem. I feel bad for people that don't have parental support or that 
strong re lationship with them. And I think that being reflective, just in the past 
few years, where it's become so much more important to me, my outside 
relationships. 

The outside relationships (parents, family, friends) provide a sense of security and 

stability that may be badly needed by the athlete. 

RACHEL: And 1 think the way those relationsilips look to me, if1 picture them in 
my head, rltere 's this huge rock that I'm attached to. 
I: And ifthings get waw, you won 't get swept away. 
RACHEL: For sure. there you go. Yotifinished my analogyfor me (laugtts). 

SCOTT: I've got a pretty good stipport nenvorkfiom my wife and close frienak. I 
know a lot of people but I don't have very many closejiiends. I have a small 
group of really close friends that I can talk to about preny much anything. And I 
think thar brings a lot of balance and security to my life. If I'm going through 
prerry much anything 1 can make a coriple of phone calls and I'll have people to 
talk with and. in a lot of cases, to pray with. And you probably know it's very 
therapeutic just getting the thing off your chest. just talking about it and getting it 
off your chest. And having someone there rhat 's actually listening, and having 
someone there that you know cares abour you. you know, almosr as much as you 
care about yourself, it's nice. 

SCO7T: Ifl'm struggling, going through a rough time in the year. 1 can phone up 
a former coach of mine, he's also part of my inner grorip offriends, him and my 
brother, and 1 just go "man. this is what's going on" and they totally know where 
l'm coming from. They both used to compete. They both hate thar qerience. 
And they can give me some insight, rhey c m  give me some feedback that my wife 
may nor necessarily be able to give me. And we can talk abour it, or laugh abour 
it. or c e  abour it, or whatever it is 1 can take care of it. 

The place of humility in these relationships is aiso evident. 



RICHARD: My family has always been there supporting me. And so I mean the 
support's always been there and maybe I'm a little bit guilry of not appreciating 
rhem enough. Bur any decision I've ever made, everything I've decided to do. 
they've supported me. And without them. I would never have been this far. 

The support of key individuds can also help in enduring those conditions that might 

otherwise seem unbearable, in order to stay the course of greatest importance to that 

athlete. 

JORDAN: I've always been very close to my parents. (Name of significant other) 
is very imporrant to me, obviously. So again, I've surrounded myself with good 
people that are always going ro look afier me, like the ream sport psychologist. if 
I ever need anything I can talk to him and he won't tell me, he'll listen and help 
me choose the right way. Bur again, I've been privileged to surround myself with 
good people that will help me keep my feet on the ground and hopefilly on the 
right course. 

Surrounding oneself with the 'right people' appears to go a long way in establishing 

one's resilience. 

JORDAN: My girlfriend was really understanding. She used to be a competitive 
athlete. so she knows a bit about the grind She was very tolerant. because there 
were times when I was just so tired, and I was really short and abrasive. I 
wouldn't say abrasive but just short and intolerant. And then our sport 
psvcilologisr helped tons. jusr being there to talk, being my sounding board. wzd 
when I had everybody and their dog dwnping their problems on me, I would in 
nrrn speak to him abour ir. So again we get it down to surrounding yourse~witlt 
people that will help you and will be there for you. (Friend and teammare J was 
grear too. Like. we would shore each others pain. On Monday morning, he and I 
would load going to practice and we'd have to drag each other to practice, bur on 
Fridq night rve 'd have a celebratory drink together. Again, good people 
understanding, helping you get through those tough times. And there were rough 
times. For every good moment, rhere were probably five bad ones. Bur the good 
moment, you know. I don't even know the five bad ones now; the good momenr 
lvns so good that you forger about rhe bad things. 

Given this unconditional support, it should not come as a surprise that these individuals 

had a desire to share their athletic experiences with their supporters, rather than using 

them as an opportunity to prove their worth. and perform for them. In other words. when 



one's esteem from others is not riding on athletic outcomes, h s  provides a freedom to 

experience the sport and to share that experience with those peopIe who are closest. 

COII'RTNEY: And they talk about energy levels and having auras, and thar could 
be hocus pocus but when I looked up in the stands, my Mom had glow around her, 
jusr so happy to be there and shore in Atlanta. and I had my jogging partner and I 
said "look at my mom" and she's like "oh my God, I'm gonna cry, look at your 
mom". And so that was a big powerful feeling to have. And then our last march 
rhat we won in jive, it was midnight. We I d  a iO:00 match, and it was a battle to 
the end. and we won, and we were taking ream photos and we had people with the 
maple leaf in the crowd. and there was this one lady and she's waving the flag 
and she's bawling, and I'm like "who's mom is that? Get her in the picture" and 
it was nobody's. Sire was totally a proird Canadian and ir's moments like thar 
that I just go "wow". you know. rhar's the enjoyment level besides playing well. 

MIKAELA: But it's neat. when p u  develop wlzo you are and you share tllat with 
other people, then they can learn, either vicariorcsly through you or they can feel 
different feelings, things that maybe they've never been able to eqerience. 
Maybe because they are in a diflerenrfield, or a different area or rime in their life 
where it's nor possible to do those rypes of things. And it S neat to be able to 
rrperience those Linds of positive experiences and positive emotions and stuff like 
that, and ir's nice in a way to have people rhat understand when things don't go 
right, rhat hard emotional type stuB And rhey can empathize or know exactly 
how you feel (well. not cructly how you feel), but they're able to be there. But 
when you're able to share it, you don'tfeel as lost, maybe you don '[feel quite as 
alone. 

Sharing of one's experiences can provide additionaI meaning and enjoyment. 

RACHEL: 1 wanr to share my experience more with my family and tlte people 
closest to me. because rhey are the people thar are most important to me along the 
way. that have gotten me here and given me that unconditional supporr and love 
and encouragement. I feel a lot more open minded and relured about things than 
I used to be in the past. 

RICHARD: And when the recruiter came to my house, I warn 't jusr happy 
because here was this guy, ralking to my fmily, wanting me to go to school 
because of what I had achieved in my spon But my brother, at the time, warfive 
years old And he was so impressed with the recruiter and so happy for me, he 
said " I  wanr a scholarship to your univemTSIty too ". When he wasjive years old 
He went into my room and got my Team Canada bodysuit, put it on, and it was 
obviously too big for him, ir was down ro his ankles, and he was ninning back and 
firth in the backyard trying to show the guy that he could run too. And every time 
I think about rhat it makes me smile. And it's becaure of something thar I did I 
think that's t h e j i m  time that he ever really showed any desire to achieve 



something. And he was f i e  years old So I mean, thar made me pretty proud thar 
I could be a pan of that. I don't know, I'd say that would probably be my shining 
moment porn sport, seeing my brother respond the way he did as opposed to any 
personal accolade I've ever gotten or rime I've ever run- 

But certainly, the tendency still exists to want to perform for one's closest 

supporters, not to earn their affection but to give them a reason to feel good. This can be 

experienced very positively when successful, but can heighten disappointment if a failure 

includes a sense of letting key family and friends down. 

RICHARD: I remember talking to nry mom one aby, and this was back in rhe time 
when I wasn 'r competing well. And I was talking to her a bit about the way things 
were going and she was a lirtle bit worried about me. And I remember looking 
out the window and my linle brother was playing basketball, and I said to her 
"whar huns the most is I don 't want to let him down ". h d  he doesn 't even 
expect that of me but I jusr feel so obligated to set a good erample and be 
something tlm he can be proud of: That was one ofmy driving forces. I've never 
cared about whar anybo& else ihinks about me. I could give a damn i f1 ever get 
my name in the paper. i f  anybody wants to interview me. I don 't care about the 
accolades or anything. I'm doing this because of a personal drive to achieve and 
ro see how well I can do. And I'm doing it for my l i de  brother. you know, 
because I see what he sees in me and he tries so much harder in whar he's doing. 
and because of that he's going to succeed He's gonna be preny damned good at 
whatever Ire decides to do. And I jusr want to be that kind of role model for him. 

.At such times, it might be wise to remember the importance of process that these athletes 

hold as imponant. 

RICHARD: I just want him (lirrie brother) to see how hard thar I work and "don 't 
ever let anyone tell t.ou that vou can 't do something or  you should do this ". I 
mean, other people have already lived their own I@, and if yozi have a dream and 
something inside of yurt thin you need rofilfill, then to hell with whar anybody 
else says. I'm doing this for me. And I just want my Iirrle brother fo see that I 
wasn't afrclid to rake a chance. l fhe wants to play bmketball, if he wants to try to 
get a scholarship in any sport, or if he wants to rake -thing in school that he 
wants, if he wants to be an architect, then gojior it. Imenn. don't be afraid and 
work hard while you're doing it. Don't do anything halfass, and as the end of the 
day, be proud of what you did and achieved no m e t  how far you've made ir. 

This idea is seen permeating the parental philosophy of one of the athletes. 



CHRIS: I could really care less if he (son) wants to play hockey or anything like 
that. Basically, it's to h e  respect for other people. Work your hardest. It 
doesn't matter whar you pick to do, just work your hardest at it. And that's 
basically it, just real simple. I think a lor of parenrs nowadays get too caught up 
in wanring their kids to be the best at everything. I mean, every parenr wants 
rheir kid to be the best at everything, bur there's rhat line rhar's drawn where 
you've got ro let rhe kid do it themselves, and provide a good strong base for them 
and just let them go and ler them run with it. I'm going to be involved in his lqe, 
but not ro the point where I'm going to be at the rink, screaming and yelling at rite 
ref to make a better call or yelling at other parents and doing rhat kind of stufi I 
obviously want him to know that whatever he chooses, rhat he's all right with that, 
and rhar he's going to have my support. But he also has to know that he's got to 
work his bun off to do it. That? most of it, is hard work and dedication. that kind 
0 f stufl 

Not surprisingly, these athletes place their relationships in a position of central 

importance, ahead of their personal experiences in athletics. 

RACHEL: I just try to stay happy by stepping outside of it every once in a while. 
and leaving it and recognizing it for the fact that it's an amazing pan of my life 
bur my world does nor revolve around it. And it won't revolve around it for the 
rest of my life. And even more, outside of thar lirrle bubble, I have such great 
friends and have such great family, you know, and my fiance' is family. And it's 
jrrst nice ro be removed from it and spend time with those people who just care 
about yo11 and support you unconditionally. And I think that gives me great 
happiness. knowing rhar my relationships are strong. My relationships are so 
important to me, and the people thar I am fiends with and close to I hope feel the 
same about me. So ro me tlzar's more imponant than a gold medal, and that's 
whar keeps me happy. 

SCOTT: You know, I think relationships, first and foremost, take precedence in 
my life. Sports and work and all rhat stuff is secondary. My interaction with 
people is rhe most important thing in life. 

RILEY: nze most imporrant things in my life would probably be the relationships 
I have with my family, my girlfiend, and myfiends. and the health of those three 
groups and myse& and rlien probably rhe ne-u step lower would be the game of 
hockey. 

In summary, individuals are living authentically when they are able to present and 

see themselves for what they truly are, without distortion. Key individuals can give 

license to this authenticity through unconditional support and acceptance. The awareness 



and acceptance of emotions as indicators of what is most important to the individual is an 

important component of this authentic living. In addition, an attitude of humility can 

override the desire to live up to 'pedestal status' and ktxp individuals well-connected to 

the people around them. 

Exwriencing Fully 

When individuals define themselves in enduring, multifaceted ways, and live in a 

manner that keeps them connected to who they redIy are. they have the freedom to 

experience themselves, others, and their environments fully. The essence of this category 

is the ability to take in the full spectnun of one's experiences without preoccupation with 

ourcomes and their implications. The four subcategories of experiencing fully are 

experiencing self through spon. connecting with others, immersion in the moment, and 

finding meaning and purpose. 

Experiencing Self through Swrt 

The notion of 'spon as a vehicle for self-expression' resonates with the athletes in 

this study (see Figure 8). The manner in which individuals experience their daily pursuits 

depends largely upon the focus that they take. While a whole later subcategory is 

devoted to the assignment of meaning, that theme is also evident here. 

When the self is thought to have substance independent of one's activities, the 

focus can be on experience of the self rather than definition of it, 

MIKAELA: Once I started kind of raking everything that I've learned and every 
rhing rhar I do, and taking all the di'erent parts of me and bringing that into what 
I do and who I am, it just became so much easier. It's just so easy now. Training 
is fiut. 

MIKAELA: You have to find a way as an athlete to bring yourself into your sport, 
and that's what makes you unique. You know, be who you are and bring that into 
what you do. and ler it all shine through 



Fieure 7. Experiencing self through sport. 
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This mindset allows the athlete to reconnect with the original spirit of sport, opening the 

individual up to full experience of the activity. 

MIKAELA: Spon was something that was created a long rime ago ro give you a 
diversionfiom what your life war about, you know, orfiom your work And now, 
sport has evolved. for some people, to witere it is work. But it's srill spon, it's 
still fin, it's still play. you still learn. you still evolve. you still grow. There's still 
so mlich that spon can teach anybody at any level. And it's not like once you get 
to rite Olympic level, you can't learn anymore. You can learn more. It opens yotc 
up even more. 

The attributes by which one is defined can be experienced through spon. 

SCOTT.. Spon is like an e-nension of yourself: but it's nor exactly who you are. 
It's a vehicle ro experience the pans of me, like the competitiveness, the 
dedication, the discipline. 

Significant value is attached to the 'process' of elite sport rather than outcomes. 

AthIetes learned to focus on the daily experience of their pursuits. 

MIKrlEL.4.- Regardless of what the end results are, I'm walking my path. I'm 
living my dream. I'm doing it. And I think that speaks volumes for itself: 

One athlete drew the conclusion that her happiness would have to precede her success, 

rather than resulting from it. 

RACHEL: I think it wasfiom that movie abour rile Jamaican bobsled ream, with 
Jottn Candy. He said something to the guys. They were getting re& for rhe big 
race. and getting all pqciied up. and they wanted to win so badly ir ' s  all tlrqv 
could think about. And ite just reallv gave titem a personality or ciraracrer check 
you know, ro pur things into perspecrive. And he said "you know guys, regardless 
of what ~ o u  do our there, it doesn't matter, the person that you are now, a gold 
medal isn't going to change that. Ifyou're not happy with who you are and what 
you've done before you get it. it's nor going to change that if you get that medal. 

This insight is tied directly to the appreciation of one's daily living finding enjoyment in 

the process of training and competing. 

RACHEL: And I think success and failure as well only magnifi the true person 
you are. And that's definitely something that ortr spon psychologisr took the time 
to talk specifically with me about is just being happy with, you how, w?m 1 was 
doing, my own rourine. happy with where I was at. because I truly feel t h  way. 



Like, if you spend your whole life thinking that an Olympic medal is the only thing 
thar matters, is the only achievement that means anything to you, if you get there 
and it doesn't happen. you could be a very grumpy, upset person, you know. 
especially if there's nothing else outside of thar that's important or has great 
meaning to you. 

individuals recognized a breadth of experience that was ma& possible through 

their involvement in sport. For those willing to take them in, there is a wedth of 

experience that can enhance one's life. 

CASSIE: The travels, the people. the experiences. living abroad. just the 
knowledge I've gained for this field thar I want to work in. and people skills, 
because in sport yotr learn so much about people. and interactions and emotions 
and at1 those kinds of things. And just being able to work with people in general. 
I like people. I realize that I'm so fornutare to hme erperienced all of these 
things. 

This appreciation is clearly enhanced when one is focused on the process of daily living. 

C4SSIE: I think sport has given me that opportuniry to open my eyes ro what's 
available to me in life, nor only in sports. So I think through that. with life, it's 
more "how mucll can I get our of today? " is kind of my philosopliy. You know, 
like there's so much our there. 

MIKAELA: So whetl I started looking more to havingfin and loving whar I do, 
looking at it more for the intrinsic values, what I gained out of it. I mean being an 
athlete kept me in shape, it got me to travel around the world, I've met some 
incredible people, I've had some incredible crperiences. I've lived a fir11 l f i .  
You know. I've gone places and done things thar people twice my age have never 
gone or seen or done. And I see people around me who are afraid to go out after 
their dreams. and who are afraid to live their lives. and Ifinally got it rhat I'm 
doing that. I'm going afier my dreams, I'm living my life even  moment. You 
h o w ,  I'm walking whatever path ir is that I'm supposed to walk 

The category of experiencing fully is articulated well by this athlete. 

CASSIE: I think the biggest thing is to enjoy what you 're doing. Figure out whar 
you want to do but enjoy it, I think another tfzing is not to limit yourself: Because 
then you get all these amazing experiences. Get a variety of experiences within 
your lqe becazrse that's gonna make it so much filler. 



The multifaceted nature of individuals necessitates experiences outside of sport to fully 

connect with the self. In other words, no single activity allows the individual to fully 

experience the self. 

CASSIE: So I think, for me, re-energizing, I need ro get away, like mountains are 
a big thing for me, skiing, activity, something like that, waching movies. You 
know, like to go to a good movie and go through all the emotions through 
someone else is mvesome. Go away and get some chunky monkeys, so some ice 
cream. or whatever it is thar 's kind of something rhar can re-energize you. 

Experiences outside of sport can have a powerfuI recovery effect after disappointments in 

CASSIE: But coming our of [hat (disappointing major tournament), I then went on 
a trip. it was in Zimbabwe, the tournament, and then went on this mvesome 
rafting down the Zambezi River, and canoeing down the Zarnbezi River. with lions 
and hippos and crocodiles, and it's just perspective. Like. here we come to a 
tournament where we're not going to the world cup, upset about it, and then 
yoti 're in this canoe in the middle of Afn'ca. and it's like " Woah, yeah of course 
we're still disappointed. but there's so much to life, not just one facer of it". So I 
think incorporating trips and those kinds of things, and really enjoying rhe 
process helps to maintain rlta perspective- So thar was a good thing. 

The experiential focus can allow athletes approaching transition to attend to the feeling 

they wish to sustain, rather than the outcomes that have not been achieved. 

CASSIE: And I guess pan of it is-finding that, like you say, thatfire. that Lind of 
peace. bur energize ar the same rime and finding another medium to be able to 
experience thar kind of thing. And 1 know. for me, the meaning has changed for 
sure. To me, it's not abour the Olympics anymore, where it used to absolutely 
100% be. To me it's more abour rhar pinnacle of me as an athlete, and 1 haven't 
reached that. And that 's where I'm having a hard time saying "okay, no, that's 
enough" because I know I have more to go in that. But ir used to be abour the 
outcomes and that sort of thing. bur it's changing. 

In summary, the freedom that individuals acquire through healthy self-definition 

and authentic living allow them to experience themselves through sport rather than being 

defined by it. In addition, seeking out the breadth of experience available through elite 



sport and focusing on the process of daiIy living and performing further enhance the 

quality of one's experiences. 

Connecting - with Others 

En addition to experiencing the self through sport, individuals are afforded 

opportunities to connect closely with other people through their sports (see Figure 9). 

One form of relationship that was considered to be extremely valuable was that with 

teammates. The highly emotional sport environment allows intense bonds to develop by 

virtue of the shared goals. 

I: W ~ a r  have you gotten out of sport? What is most rewarding abour the 
crperience ? 
CASSIE: I think, number one. like (name of teammate), she's my best fiend and 
will be for the rest of my life. Like. we are so compatible. And her fmily is my 
family. So I think the level of relationship thar you can get thro~iglr these people 
is preny amazing. Especially because vou are all going for titis one dream goal. 
And I think thar kind of a tiling, rhe support of helping each other throrigh, so I 
know if something happens in w life, I h o w  I can call any of those people and 
say "hey, this is what's going on". And I know that they will accept me 
tinconditionally. And I think 1 can get that from a lot of people, but t l ~ q  just don ' i  
quite understand as much. So I think it's also ... this e-rperience has been 
awesome. as I said, like, the process througlt it. But to be able to tell someone 
abour it and for someone to really be able to understand it are nvo different 
rlrings. 

The shared experiences and proximity can allow athletes to learn from virtually every 

teammate. 

CASSIE: With sport, okay, I can do this, but what other things can I do in the 
realm of; yoti know, how many people can I meet? What can I learn !Itat 's new 
today, you know, from another athlete? Which is another thing, I think, when 
you're talking about enjoying the process is the relationship with team members. 
I mean. I get choked up when I think about it, but they're my family, you know. 
And 1 think respecting them in that way too. Like there was a young kid rhar came 
on to the team, and I'm like "yeah, whatever", but I d i h  't give her the fill 
respect that I should have. I know that now. And I should actually talk to her 
about that now. I don't know if there's still something there, Bur I've learned a 



Figure 9. Connecting with others. 
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ton from her in the last couple of years, and I think just keeping really open to 
everyone in thar process. Everyone has something to give. And so I think from 95 
to now. I'm much more open. 

The intensity of the environment and the powerful emotions it produces contribute to the 

formation of intense bonds that many find difficult to fully articulate. 

JORDAN.. It's hard to articulate the bond. you'll know because you played a ream 
sport. rhere is an incredible bond that guys get when they play together. And it S 
hard ro e-rpiain it, it's just ... (sign@cant other) and I will probably never have 
the same kind of bond, actually we will never have the same kind of bond thar I 
had with this group of athletes. We haven't been to war together like the guys 
and I have been to war. And it's not to say that one relationship is better than rke 
orhers. I suspect my relationship with (significant other) will be berter than my 
relationship with the guys. 

RILEY: I enjoy the camaraderie, being a pan of a team. Yotc 're in a group of 25 
men, who come from all over the world, bur you 're working togerlter io develop 
and improve as a team. And I think that's just a great thing to be part of in life, 
and I really enjoy rhar. And still the adrenaline rush that this game gives yoti 
when vori 're our there and rile game is tied or it's a close game and yori 're reiying 
on your reammares to come through and your teammates are relying on yorr, and 
rhen you have rile atmosphere of wharever arena you 're in. It's definitely an 
adrenaline rush, and it's great to be a pan of it and it's grear to be a part ofrlte 
whole thing, wheiher you're on the ice in a game situation, or you 're in the locker 
room [raining together, or you're out at a restatirant, jrrsr having a good rime 
togetizer. you develop great fiendships and it's just an enjoyable thing. 

However. it is wotth noting that perceiving oneself in a healthy manner may be necessary 

for the development of collegal versus adversarial relationships within sport. 

CASSIE: I don ' I  think it's abour driving and comparing to others. It's more ro 
myself: And of course others are there to be compared to. And I hare tltat. 1 hate 
rhat kind ofjealoiisy or the feeling that you have to prove yourself with the 
insecunSy or whatever. And so I really ry not to go there. Bur I zhink that relates 
back to how yotr feel about you. So you have to be secure with yourself before 
you can really connect with yotrr teammates. 

The bond can also be powerful in response to events outside of sport. 

CASSIE: So I think with this group of people, they can totally relate with me, and 
if I talk about something, I can say one word and we can all laugh about 
sometl~ing, or $1 say one thing we can all cry about it. And I think the 
perspective gainedftom others' experiences. This one teammate, 1 learned a ton 



from her because her mother was diagnosed with cancer and, within a month. 
was gone. And then we lefi like two weeks laser to go to the junior world cicp. 
And I remember the whole thing, under this big oak tree afrer a 5K run we had to 
do, and everyone was just crying about the situation. And also the suppon thar 
we gave to her and that kind of process. being involved in something like that. 

Teammates are able to share in the experiences that shape each other's Lives outside of 

sport. 

CASSIE: A teammate was diagnosed with something, we thought it was cancer, 
bur it wasn ' f .  So she couldn * f  participate in any activity anymore. So her life 
gives you perspective on "yeah, we 're achieving this, bur there are other things ". 
1 think other family tragedies and different things like that. going along. Or you 
know, people gening into med school and physio, all diflerent rhings that you can 
totally share because you know the amount of effort that is put into rhe sport, and 
also the amount of effon that is needed to maintain that balance. So I think 
getting out of it is just knowing that I'll be able to share such an e-rperience with 
others. 

However, the intensity of these relationships can be a challenge when relating to others 

outside of sport. 

CASSIE: When you 're with the team. you kind of use them as your srlppon 
nenvork. And you have different ... yorr need to get away from it, so when I come 
home, I come home to my friencis, but whether they don't understand or wherher I 
don ' r  believe they ever will understand. I probably don 'r go into as much &pt/a. 
or [probably don ' r  let myselfto establish a relationship like I would with one of 
my teammates about that issue. It's finny because when I come home, I tend to 
be probably a lirrle more independent. Like, I have a ton of different groups of 
friends, bur in terns ofthe actual intensity of the relationship wirh them, it's 
probably another thing. 

CASSIE: Like. I have people thar I totally suppon, thar will totally sripport me, 
and I can totally rely on, and those kinds of things. And I know that they're prorid 
of what I've done and also concerned for me when I don't do things. Brit in terms 
of thar intensiry, I used to have thar before, like I've been awayji-om (home town) 
for the last four orfive years, and I think that's pan of it as well, the 
inconsistency. Bur I've got a few girlfiends that I'm pretty right with, bur I'm not 
able to get to thar intense relationship that I am wirh the others, I don't think 

But the importance of reIationships outside of sport is also considered to be important in 

order to step outside of that reaim. 



CASSIE: The good thing about yourfiends roo. when we were talking about not 
understanding, is that they don't understand. so it's good to go out with them and 
you can just be that other person, be their f iend and they're not going to ask you 
about sport or about school or whatever it is. 

The perceived importance of these relationships (outside of sport) appear to gain 

importance over the course of one's career. 

CASSIE: I've found with spun, because I've moved all around, when you come 
back, yortrfnends are still there and yoirr family is always there but it always 
takes a while ro transition back Like on our team. basically you 're either 
married or you're single. You either have time to deveiop something before you 
get into it or you just don't. And that ... like a shooting star fell the other day, 
and I was like "okay, what do I want to wish for?" And it used to be going to the 
Olympics and those kinds oftlrings, bur now it's more on a personal level. Like I 
want ro be able to start connecting with people and making those relationships 
stronger with family and friends. 

The development of friendships outside of sport can become an important priority and a 

source of pride, a statement about one's versatility. 

IVIE~GHAN: I make a point of spending rime with friends who aren't athletes. 1 
rhink it's important to step our of that world somerimes, otherwise you can forget 
rhat there's a whole orher world outside of it. 

JORDAN.. I take pride now of meeting people and hanging out with people 
outside of the sport, so I can broaden my horizons that way. You know, a f iend  
of mine, that I used to work with, (significant other) and I go over to their place. 
We have dinner. a bottle of wine. You know, he's married. he has a kid, and it's a 
complerely different environment than having the shleps over Itere with a keg of 
beer and $2 steaks on the barbecue. Bur as far as developing new relationships. 
not a problem at all. Will they be the same as the relationships I had with the 
guys? Not a chance. r1 said yes, they'd be the same. then I'd be short-changing 
rhe relationships that I've built. 

But the maintenance of relationships outside of sport requires conscious effort due to the 

demands of the sport environment. They too can deteriorate if unattended. 

CASSIE: Myfiends  have been lefi by the wayside because I've been so busy, 
which I don't like. I don't feel good about that. And once again it's like "oh well. 
they'll still be there" bur no. they won't. I've had a few incidents in the last 
month or so rhar really kind of showed me rhat people aren't invincible and 
they're gonna go sooner rather thun later. So some bad things but good things to 



kind of awaken you to that. So I would say that it's really important to establish 
those relationships. 

But these relationships can be maintained and fully enjoyed if they are assigned 

importance. 

RILEY: And we've always been a fairly close family, even with my sister, going on 
trips pretty much every summer, camping trips or trips over to Europe and 
Australia. And thar 's definitely helped us to stay close. And it was a dificult 
situation with myself leaving home at agemeen, but I think it's made us that 
much stronger. We've always stayed in touch on the phone and enjoyed the times 
that we've got to spend together. And although I'm a long ways away from my 
parents in most situations, and my sister, I'm always on the internet, trying to 
figure our how she's done, and I'm glued to the T. V. whenever she's on T. V. So 
it's been a good relationship and I hope that I'll be able to continue it. 

The link between key others and one's ability to connect with the self as an 

athlete and immerse fully in one's sport was a convincing one in the data. Below is a set 

of quotations that illustrate the manner in which key positive relationships with others 

can enhance one's full experience of sport and vice versa. 

The clearest pattern is the ability of the significant others and 'inner circle' to 

remind the individuals how they can best connect fully with themselves. The individuals 

may 'know' these things, but lose sight of them when immersed in the sport environment. 

Key individuals could redirect their attention to the process, the intrinsic value of their 

sports. and away from an outcome focus. 

COURTNEY: Even though I said that it's taken me a little bit of rime because I 
felt ihat this year was pretty tough on me, I went back to the (training venue), and 
thar was hard for me to go there because it's been some time, they huven 't seen 
me since the Olympics and Nationals. But tfzose people made me feel great, and 
then it was like "wow, yeah, span is good life is good, (sport) is really good", so 
even though I'm connecting with others, it brought it all back for me. Like that 
feeling when you're playing, everything is in sync, and it's Cike "wow". 

MmGHAN: He fsignijicant other) keeps me grounded You know, he's the one 
who becomes a psychologist on the road. a supporter, everything. Because he 
knows how I work and I don't open myse[fup to many people abotrt my fears or 



whatever, but he knows what Ifear, he h o w s  what I want, and yet he knows that I 
put the most pressure on myseIf: And so he sort of has to sit back and go "This is 
what you 're doing to yourself: Don 't do that. " And you know, sort of remind me 
of that. Bur you need to hear it. You need to hear that, even fir's on the ice and I 
might look at people warming up and say "man, they look good. They look really 
fm" and it's an easy thing to get wrapped up in that, but he sits back and goes 
"Do you know that rl~ey 're looking as you and saying that?" And it might be 
something so basic thar $you sopped and thought about it, you know that, bur 
you need to hear somebody say that. 

The importance of key supporters in staying connected to the things of most importance 

illustrates the ongoing daily battle that one fi$ts in maintaining perspective. 

MEAGHAN: And it's hard. 1 go back md fonh. and that's the work of tile 
support group around you. to re-empt~asize thar if you forget. 

MEAGHAN: I think sometimes, to have some of these things with self it nee& ro 
go across to the others. Like, a fov weekends ago. we had thefirst race. We were 
leaving at 6: 15 in the morning and I said to my husband " I  haven 'r done a race 
plan." And he goes "that's okay, just keep it simple." And I'm like "bur no. it 
can 't be thar simple ". And so, to be in rhe moment and to be remember rvhat I 
nerd to be focrised on, I needed thar input from someone else. Even v1 know 
we'yriting, I need one ofthe others to help me. 
I: So someone helps you to reconnect with yourself; in a way? 
MEAGKAN: Yeah. 

Trusted companions, whose impressions are respected by the athlete, can provide an 

important 'mirror' function, reflecting back to the athlete at times when they may be 

losing perspective. 

MIKAELA: And when yoti 're in the moment. even your bestfiend can tell you 
"you 're losing it" and you '11 say "oh, nu, no, I 'm focused ". Arui then you take a 
step back and go "oh yeah. maybe I did lose it a littie bit. Maybe these people 
around me aren 't jwt there to hold me and support me. Maybe they're also there 
to be my mirrors to bounce images and ideas o fo f ,  to suy "hey, you're going way 
lefr of cenrre and you need ro come back a link bit". and they can keep you in the 
middle of where you need to be. 

RICHARD: So there are times when I need help. I don't always have it within 
myselfto take cure ofeveryrhing, and sometimes we're just so narrow-minded in 
what we're doing thar if's good to have sumeb* on the outside with afresh 
perspective ro turn on the light so you can see things o little better. 



These supporters can help to simplify an individual's focus that has become clouded. 

CHRIS: Urn, she 's (sign@cmr other) prerryfrank, so she '11 tell me what she 
thinks is wrong. And she also can tell when I'm down and i need a linle 
confidence boost or anything like that. So she's good at just telling me that I'm 
doing good and just to keep going, work hard in practice, and kind of get back to 
the basics. It's a simple game. Keep it simple, and have fin basically. If you 
have fin, it is a ganre, the actual game is fun. And if it's fin then you'll play well. 
And she's good at getting me back into that kind ofa mode. 

They can also reinforce one's intrinsic vdue and its independence from performance in 

RILEY: And (during my setback) I talked to my fonner coach, and my parents, 
and my girlfiend. And [he main thing that all ofritem were doing was just 
suppolzing me through if, and reminding me to tly to enjoy rhe game. "lfrhing; 
aren 't going as well as yotr want right now, and ifthings just seem tilted against 
you. you are a great player, you are a great person. Don 't let this game affect the 
rype of person p r t  are. " And I think tizat's the main thing thar can happen in this 
game. Yozr get grumpy and tirings don 't occur on the ice the way you want them 
to and you become a bit of a jackass off the ice also. And when that happens, then 
things definitely have to change in your life. And the main rizing they were just 
telling me is that I'm a good person and jusr to try ro keep working through it, it's 
jiist another bump. And just to try to stay motivated and enjoy things. 

One's pursuit of sport at a high level can aIso feed into powerful relationships. 

For instance, the higher level of sport that one reaches, the more opportunities to meet 

peopie. 

MEAGHAN: I'm a person who loves to enjoy people. Yott know. I love sport 
becatcse you get to meet people, but I love the things outside of sport because you 
meet different people. 

Sport mastery also carries with it opportunities to give to others within a sport context. 

MIKrlELA: But it (sporr) also can reach you about how to give thar back or to see 
it fiom different angles for people who don't see it that way or who aren't as 
forrunate or haven 't gotien a chance to be in an Olympic games or gotten to 
compete at an international level, even though they've trained j u t  as hard and 
they had the same drive and the same focus, but not the same opportunity, or not 
the same results. 



One athlete found that her search for optimal training conditions led to more 'quality' 

relationships with coaches. 

MIKAELA: Because I have seen my character go through a whole gamete of stufi 
And I've seen what I don 't like and I don ' r  want and I'm seeing what I prefer in 
people now. You know, before it could have been thar the coaches prestige or 
name or something like that was what was going to help you at the time. And now 
it's someone who has a genuine interest in seeing you be the best thar you can be 
or ercelling. They may not have the fmciest toys, you know, or whatever. They 
may not have the most up-to-date knowledge, bur they have the knowledge of you. 
They know how to work with you, and they know how to see what it is thar you 
need to do. 

But perhaps the most vivid illustration of connecting with the self-facilitating connection 

with others is provided by one athlete's relationship with her parents. While the role of 

the parents in perspective appears to be significant, a poor rekitionship may not preclude 

perspective. 

MIKAELA: My relationship tvitli my parenfs ltns been stormy. I mean, in 92. 
rvhen 1 went to the Olympics, they were breaking up. Yoii know, they were having 
their issues and stufl and when I wenr to the Olympics. they were together, when I 
came back they were gone, they were apart. And then I wenr through three or 
four years of them back and forth, andfighting and arguing, and daring other 
people, and I kept gening dragged into the middle. And I remember a major 
games thar was a really hard rime for me because neither of my parents showed 
up. They didn't come to watch me. And that hurt. [mean, thar hurt big time. 
And then I remember the drive for the next Olympics was all for them to go and 
stufl And even for a few years afler, I didn't have great relations with tliem. 
Now I do because I went back, sort of like I looked at myself: and when I changed 
myself and changed the negative energy that I was purring on, and just looking 
afier myse& and believing in my inregriry and the incredibleness of the person 
that I am, and not having to prove that to anybody. When I became happier, all of 
a sudden my parents became happier. And now we're gening back to a 
relationship where we're on good footing and good standing again. Where I 
found for a long time 1 rvasjighting against them and now it's like. I know they're 
supportive of me, bur 1 also know that I'm my own individual. I don't Itare to do 
things for rhem or to them anymore. And now it's sort of like the best thing thar I 
can do for rhem is for me to be me. A11 the time, 100%. just be who I am. And 
ever since I started doing that and stopped blaming them for, you know. bad 
feelingsfiom way back when, or whatever, Ifind rhui I get along with them so 
much better now. 



Involvement in sport can provide opportunities to connect with others, but may 

necessitate conscious efforts to nurture relationships outside of sport. The experience of 

others can be an enriching piece of an athlete's experience provided that one is open to 

these relationships. In addition, meaninmi relationships with others can enhance one's 

ability to experience oneself and one's spon more fully. 

Immersion in the Moment 

CloseIy reiated to the experiential focus that was described in 'experiencing the 

self through sport' is the individual's abiIity to immerse oneseIf fully in the moment (see 

Figure 10). This dIows individuals to fully experience parts of themselves through their 

activities. Athletes described a state of living and performing that Fully engages them. 

The experience itself takes a similar form for the athletes in this study. 

CASSIE: There 's rhat undying energy rhat you have. You can jrrsr keep running 
and ninning and running. I cail it a sense of calm. I 'm torally activated bur 1 
have rltis inner sense of*calm, Birr it's afine line because one thing can set me ofi 
But tlren I scream or rt+rarever and then can come back to ir by refocusing. Brit 
there 's this fine linie line in between. 

This state is reinforcing in and of itself. It feels right. 

COURTNEY: (Cornmenring on why she continued to play despite major set- 
bach) It's becarise I love how I feel when I'm in the monienr. And yori can call it 
the :one or rhe adrenaline nuh or whatever you wunr to cail ir, when it's just me 
and I'm in that srate, Ifeel good. And rhar's what life's about to me is to be 
happy and feel good. So I decided so coniinue to plq. So I titought "okay, a new 
perspem've, I'm upbeat again". People could see ir in my bo@ language so it 
was great. 

The senses are heightened and awareness is peaked The athlete is fully connected to the 

self and the environment. 

MEAGHAN: It's ficnny because, when I'm in a race. and I'm having a great race, 
mtd everything is clicking, I don't get in the zone where I don't see anything. I 
get in the zone where I see everything. I know who is in the wann-up lane. I see 
somebody cheering in the comer. I'm rhinking about who thar is. I really become 



Figure 10. Immersion in the moment. 
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in a state where I'm very aware. And I used to think that was a problem and then 
our sport psychologist said there are two srates. And I obviously get to thar one. 
But yet i f f  'm in a race and ! don't remember anything, it's because my mind 
wasn't focused and ir's because I rushed everything. And so it's like my brain 
almost froze and it all went by in a blur. So for me that's not a good thing i f f  
don 't remember. 

Athletes experience a simultaneous peace and exhilaration, wherein peak performance 

can occur. 

MIK4EL.A: It's that quiet kind of exuberance. where everything seems to slow 
down. It's like everything's going inside of you, and it's racing, but when you 're 
actually doing the activity in the moment. it's like you can see it and tveryrhing's 
in slow morion. And it's like all nine jusr kind of like stands still or just slows 
down. And even though you 're super-pumped up inside. everything jusr seems to 
go nice and slow. Yolc can see every little bit of what happens. You how: it's not 
a blur. Ijind when I'm nor in the moment, when everything else around me 
distracts me, then everything's a blur and everything's chaotic. But when you 
really seem to be enjoying ir for the intirsic factors. and you're just able ro focus 
everything and bring it all in, ir 's like. you can be nervous, but it's rlwr quier . . . 
it's rltat nervousness rllat gets you pumped up, but it jusr feels different, ir feels 
special. You know rhar rhis isn't an every& afl the time kind of a moment. You 
h o w  it's something different. And you just shoot for that little opening, that 
window of opportuni~ to see what can happen 

Athletes become attuned to a feeling of performing, quite distinct from an outcome focus. 

SCOTT: You look ro repeat tlwse moments in sport because ir's like you train 
forever to do it properly, and when you do it properly and you feel what it feels 
like ro do it properly, ir's like "woah", you know. Then it's all worth it. Bur you 
can get lost in thar stare. I can remember my best jumps very clearly. 

The primary challenge to this experience is the emphasis on outcomes and their 

importance. One can see the dear connection between focus on outcomes and the 

inability to immerse oneself fully in the moment. 

CASSIE: I can say rhe exact moment, rhe eruct game when I was immersed in the 
moment. Like (name of opponent), ar (major games), we weren't supposed to bear 
them. So it was like no biggy, bur ar the same time. you're rotaZly pumped and 
really nervous or whatever. but at the smne time I knew exactly whar needed ro 
happen. and it was jusrjrawrawrng and clicking. Bur against (other opponent), for 
ermnple, since we lost to first opponent), we had to win that game. It was a 
have-to. So we all went in there p r m  guarded And it was not really in flow. 



and it was forced basically. And I can see other games, like when I played in 
Europe. I can see the exact moment, the exact move, the exact goal or whatever, 
you know, so it jusr brings c l a m  to it. 

COURTNEY: Preoccuparion with outcomes inrerjeres with the fill experience of 
the moment. And that's your ego. 

The fear of failure can have a powerful effect on one's mindset going into competition, 

taking the focus away from the opportunity to fully experience one's performance. 

RICHARD: We went to the World Junior Championships. This was the first rime 
thar I'd ever been to anything of that magnitude and to that level. And basically 
what happened is I got scared I knew the competition was getting a little stiffer, 
and I didn't have rhe security of being back home and knowing I was the fastest 
guy anymore. I had a little bit of pain in my ankle. but it really wasn't anything. 
And basically what happened was I got scared and I starred making excuses for 
myself before I even ran, you know "i f1 don't run well, it's probably because of 
my foot". And I made myself believe that it was thar bad and in hindsight it 
wasn't that bad at all. And afierwards I felr so cheated and not by anyone else 
but jlcsr myself; that I succumbed to the pressure and ... you know what, the only 
way you can slicceed is ifyou don't care if you lose. I just felr so bad thar I let 
myse l f  ... that I did thar to myself; And here was this awesome opponuniry. the 
biggest opportuniry of my life, to compete at the highest level for thar age, and I 
jusr let it go. The way I was making muses ,  I had beaten myself before I even 
ran the race. I mean. I was scared. And really who cares ifyou win or lose? 
There's all this pride and ego in sports and sn@bur to me I honestly believe that 
if you don't put yourseifout there in a vulnerable position, then you'll never 
really see how far you can go. YOU never really have tested yourself; And I mean 
that 'S  rhe best tool you have to self-improvement and personal gain. 

.At such times. the individual needs to reconnect with their inmnsic enjoyment of the 

activity. 

CHRIS: When things get going almosr too well. you kind offlnd yourselfslipping 
over to where you're afraid to fail. Especially when it starts to go bad at the first 
parr of it. You 're v e y  emotional. You suppress everything. You 're moody when 
yo11 get home and thar whole thing. And you kind of go through thar for a while 
and it kind of gets worse and worse and worse. And then all of a sudden, you jusr 
realize "what am I playing the game for? I'm playing it to have fin." And it's 
my livelihoo4 bur you're nor going to do any job that's nor fun for v e p  long. So 
you have to realize it. 



Elite sport carries pressures that can make this connection to intrinsic enjoyment 

challenging. 

RILEY: I definitely enjoy that feeling on the ice. I think somerimes when you 're 
on the ice ... I'd say when I'm on the ice with myfiendsplaying shinny, I'm 
definitely at ease. Sometimes when there's pressure, in a game situation. and 
you 're on stage, ir's nor as natural and there is more on the line, because the 
bottom line is that pro sports is business and there is a lor of money to be made, 
and there are a lot of jobs on the line for every shift prerry much. whether yori 
succeed or don't succeed. So there's a lot of pressure and sometimes, as a 
person. I don't think you feel as comfonable up there. 

But these athletes have been able to exercise control over this experience of immersion 

by focusing on the process of training and competing, the feeIing of their sport, thereby 

letting go of the outcome focus and the expectations of others. 

MIKAELA: And when everything was about tying to please somebody else, or 
trying to please the masses, or yoit know, or trying to please coaches, or nay- 
sayers, people that tell you that you can ' r  do it. When I took my focus a\c~uyfi.om 
thar und said " I 'm j~lsr gonna go out Itere and havefin. and see what I can do, 
and please myser' it took all she pressure mlay, ir took all of the 'have-to's' 
away, and it became more ofa wanting to. 

Experiencing one's sport 'internally', rather than dative to external considerations 

appears to positively influence the quaIity of experience. 

MI-: 77aere 's a drive that 1 have to see what I can do. And it's not because 
ifyou throw a certain distance you get this money or you get this accolade or 
whatever. It's just that I look at whar my body does when I'm training, and I 
know I can peform at that top level, and so my drive is just to see how far I can 
go. Whereas before it war kind of like, you know, trying to be that petfect athlete. 
And it's like now I don 't have to prove anything. And when you stop tying to 
prove things to everybody else and just be. and just go out and do it and love 
doing it, it changes your whole energy, and it chunges your whole reason for 
being out there, and then you get back to loving spon the same way yoti did. yoti 
know. when you were jive years old and playing r-ball for the first time, you know. 
or you ger in the pool for the jirsr time and swimming, or ail thar stuff you did 
because it was furr. And you enjoyed going our because of the people that you'd 
see, and whar you could do. and seeing ifyou could swim fmer  or throw farther 
or run farter or jump higher and all those things. 



This shift away from the external considerations also impacts one's focus and 

performance state, returning the athlete to the process of performing. 

RACHEL And I think once I sropped worrying so much about what other people 
thought of me, and I didn 't worry so much about how I had to place or who I was 
competing against, it just seemed like I relared a little bit and it was easier to 
focus. The way I focus is I just set new goals and I really specifically try to focus 
on rhat goal and how ! went about achieving it. which is through the rraining. the 
eveyday ups and downs ... the process really. 

The question could be raised whether these insighcs are discovered by the athletes or 

taught by coaches or sport psychology professionds working with them. 

RACHEL: And I think it was our sport psychologist who kind of opened my eyes 
to that, because he said rhat yort gain perspective by focusing on the process. nor 
the outcome. Yoti know, in all the little things that happen along the way. you 
have to kind of take a step back from the situation and just see witat positives you 
can draw out and put into the next thing. 

However. whatever their origin, this approach works for these athletes, and has been 

taken on as their own. 

RACHEL: rind something I've really worked on is just kind ofletring that ... I can 
feel pselfger worked up in practice or even just school or other things, once in a 
while I just get worked up, but I can feel it coming. I'm just going to snap and get 
mad. And 1 just have to kind of let it go. One bad dive, one bad board. I just 
have to go do a little more work Just focw on the work Because I feel like when 
I'm fhinking so much about what the results have to be, I can 't do the work. 

SCOV: You know, there's anxiety, there's other things there, the adrenaline. 
You know. you 're ready and vorr 're prepared brtt it's almost as if you don 'r  really 

rd dl care whether you 're I". -rU', 3 , 3  .p, lzh. 2dh, wharever. Yurt just want to 
jump or you just want to do what you 're doing. And you just want tofocus in on 
that. and you forget about everything else, like you're just runnel vision on what 
you're doing. It's like when you get lost playing a video game, and yo~i're just 
sucked into the game and it's like four hours later, "oh, what's going on? Four 
hours!" Or you're doing a report and it's really interesting, and you're lost in it. 
You know, it's the same thing when you're competing. You just get lost in it. 

JORDAN: Before every game. I would say "don't worry about the outcomes. Just 
do yourjob and the outcome will take care of itself'. Because you can lose and 
have a great game. The outcome im 't necessarily an indicator of the work, it's 
about the process and how you responded to different situations. 



And this focus can provide a sense of peace in the face of the most pressure-filled events. 

RACHEL: I'm Itc~ppy with the perspective or the way I look at the sport, 
especially going info the Olympics when the media pressure is going to build, and 
all rhose things are going on, and I'm still relared in kind ofa weird way. 

Connecting with the self involves seeing one's pursuits not as a source of self- 

definition, but rather as a vehicle for experiencing one's personal qualities and a breadth 

of experiences made possible through those pursuits. Full immersion in one's activities is 

enhanced when preoccupation with outcomes is overcome and one focuses on the feeling 

and the process of performing. 

Positive _mwth in the categories and subcategories described to this point appears 

to facilitate one's full experience of sport. This process of unburdened immersion in 

one's activities has important implications for the athlete. Without being consumed with 

pressure, one can relax and perform. There seems to be a general calming effect and a 

clarity that athletes experience when they are not preoccupied with outcomes. they see 

themselves in healthy terms, and they're focused on the process of performing. 

The participants had some important insighcs about the role of perspective in their 

performances. Among these is the realization that one is engaged in one's passion. 

I: So vou 're on the court and you realize thar there are more imponant things to 
you t l m  volleybull. How does rhat affect rhe way you play? 
COURTNEY: Ir 's jusr fur a moment, so it won't hurt me. It'll actually have that 
calming effect come over me because I am still doing something rhat I enjoy and I 
have passion for. It's been such a big pan of my life. So that's okay for thar to 
pop in for a second In fact. with (my spun) we do thar a lor. Sometimes we jusr 
look our and look where we are, you how. it's prerty fabulous. Does thus take 
avayfiorn our game? No. 

In addition. sharing the experience with others can further enhance one's affective state. 

I: Now thar you 're at this poinr in your life, when you go ro compete, are you a 
better competitor? 



SCOTT.- Ultimately I think it would be more beneficial to competition. because 
then the reasons why I compete wouldn't be for the money or the fame or the 
fortune or whatever. It's not for those reasons, it's b e c u e  I enjoy competing 
and it's something I'm good at and I want to bring our the best in myse& And if1 
do it really well, not only am I happy, bur I know that it makes other people happy 
too. 

Even at times of extreme pressure, athletes can let go of the pressure in favour of 

focusing on the feeling of the sport. thus freeing oneself to perform optimally. 

SCOTT: I've seen both. where you really want to make a ream badly and tiie only 
thing that counts is thar you make the team and you don't cractly get your best 
pe$ormance because you're wom'ed about each round. And thar preoccupies 
you "Only five more jumps. Oh. only four more jumps." Or wharever. Bur 
when you're there and you're just enjoying it. and even though there m q  be 
something on the line, you get joy from what you're doing. And there's pleasure 
rlzere, nor because you're doing your best. Ifind that usually at those times when 
you don't have pressure that you've put on yourself: and you just enjoy your 
peflonnance. I rhink those are the times thar you actually do your besr. And rlzose 
are the rimes, you know, it's almost like a circle, where you do your best when 
rhere's no pressure and there's no pressure when you do your besr. 

One ahlete recognized the value of perspective in helping to refocus when one is 

CHRIS: I think it's healthy to try to get awqfram the game. It allows you to get 
back to perspective i f  you 're away from it for a little while. And if you get away 
from ii, I rhink you can realize. maybe $you're having a bad rime at the rink and 
it's not going well. ifyou get awayfiom it. you can kind of see rhai "I'm going 
about my business wrong there. I need to change and kind of get back to doing 
rhis if I'm going ro be a better player". 

One athlete suggested that perspective has its greatest value at times of adversity. 

CHRIS: 1 thinkfear of failure is a strong motivator which in rum makes vou work 
pretty hard at rwing nor to be a failure. For me, i f  you 're playing well and things 
are going well. you can get uwnyjhrn perspective and it's okq-  Bur once rhings 
turn and go bad, I rhink you need to get your life back in perspective. You have 
those one or two incidents that bem you down and you realiz "I'm nor where I 
should be; I need ro get back to being who I am" kind of thing, and then refocus 
and get your perspecrive back. 



The discussion took a different focus with another athlete, broadening the term 

'performance', then making a distinction between the short and long term. 

I: People are going to ask me whether the athletes who gain perspective perfonn 
better than others. 
MEAGHAN: Well, 1 think you have to say what is pe$orming better. Does rCtar 
mean rhar they win everything, or does that mean that ... obviously only one 
person can be number one in the world does that mean that the ones with the 
right perspective are number one in the world? Or does thar mean that those 
athleres peqform bener meaning thar if rhey 're fifih, or if they're third, or $ 
rhey 'rejrsr. they're still okay with that. Wzat are they going to ask? 
I: They're probably going to ask. bottom line, you take two people with equal 
ability, give one of them this rype of perspective. and the other this kind of 
'skating is your life', which one will skate faster? 
M G I G M :  Ifyou're talking in one year, 1 don't know. It could be either one. 
Bur ifyou're talking over a few years, 1 think it's the one with the right 
perspective because having the wrong perspective, obviously you're looking at 
winning. Ifyozc're look-ing at winning, then you have a fear of losing. lfyotc have 
a fear of losing, you're going to be looking at all the other people who are tqing 
to cazclt you. and all you're going to be thinking about is winning, winning, 
winning, lf you do win one year, you're gonna go "okay, rvlzat now?" You 
know? Yeah, you can keep at it but 1 think rhar catches up to a person. Where, I 
mean I see ir in all sports, and 1 see it in myself; as long as you have a healthy 
perspective and a healthy life outside of spolt, that's going to continue because 
you're going to keep the drive, you're going to keep positive. People are going to 
want to be around you, whereas if all somebody ralh dour is skating or whatever 
sport they're involved in. rhey obviously, 1 think, have a negative perspective. 
Yort know rvhar? I don't want ro be around rhaz person. I mean you rake an 
example of a pro atlzlere. They sign a ten million dollar conrracr, and then yoti 
hear in the nnvs thar they have drug and alcohol problems. Why is it? Obviously 
the wrong perspective because they have all this and hmm, they're nor satisfied. 
You know. there's a problem there. And so, 1 think ultimately. over a fm years, 
ir's rhe athlete with the right perspective rltat S gonna pevom best, bur 1 guess 
for me pe@urmmce isn't always being number one in the world. Perfontuurce is 
on and off the ice. And that's my perspective. bur ir's hard for some people to see 
rlmr. 

However. if one's priorities relegate sport to a lower position behind one's 

relationships, then crisis in those higher priorities may take a greater toll on one's sport, 

since it is of secondary consideration. 

RICHARD: Afier this. I realized rhar my number one priority and concerns are for 
my brocher and sister. you know. my family. Seeing whor my brother and sister 



went through. it hurt me so much. and I would lay my life on the line for them 
before I'd go to any track meet. That is my number one priority: my family. 
Whereas I guess to be the best at whar you do, you have to be a linle bit selfish. 
you have to say I've got to do whar's right for me. But I just wasn't able to do 
that this time. And maybe when things settle down a bit. I will be able to get that 
little bit of self-centeredness that you need to succeed Bur right now, with the 
way things are, it's not like rhar, and my priorities are definitely my fmily. 

RICHARD: But there may come a point, not jusr in every athlete 's but every 
person's life where maybe the Irurdle is a linle roo high or maybe not too high birr 
you run our of energy to consrandy deal with all these obstructions in your way. 
And I think that's what happened to me here with my family problems. It was one 
thing to get over the injury. And it was one thing to get over poor performances. 
And as I've decided to make track and field my main focus, you make rhar your 
number one priority and you sacrifice a lor of things to accommodate it, bur 
sometimes, like I said. this last hurdle or mounrain almost, it kind of rearranged 
my priorities and my focus. And unfortunately it was right before Nationals and I 
jusr didn't have the energy to overcome it. And everyone kept telling me or trying 
to advise me just to "try to put it in the back of your head until this is over. you 
know, focus on track andfield. Nationals is in nvo weeks. And just do your 
best." And I tried nor to dwell on it too much but some things rake precedence 
over everything else in your life. and when I went to Nationals, I really could hmpe 
cared less how I did. 

But on a whole, the process of immersing one fully in the moment appears to be 

enhanced by the perspective process described to this point, and this immersion allows 

the athlete to let go of an outcome focus, enjoy the feeling of the performance and, in turn 

(ironically) perform optimally. 

Findine Meanine - & Pumose 

A crucial part of experiencing fuily involves the meaning and purpose that 

individuals ascribe to the events and experiences in their lives (see Figure 1 1). The same 

experiences can be given cornpleteIy different meanings by two different people. The 

way the participants perceive themseives and connect to themselves and others can be 

seen in the meanings they attach to experiences. There is a sense of order and purpose in 

virtually every event 



Emre 1 1. Finding meaning & purpose. 

Finding Meaning 
& Purpose 

Seeking purpose & passion Seeking meaning in 
in one's activities \ / 

one's e x p e r i y  
I 

Willing to look Unwilling to look View adversity as Unable 
critically at why one critically at spon growth opportunity (+) to find 
is involved in sport (+) involvement (-) + meaning in 

1 h w  strength from adversity (-) 
past experiences 

Maintain passion Develo sport 
habit $ 

OR Passion 
reduced & 

Willing to Better able to vansition 
leave when differentiate difficult 
passion is gone hassles from 
(smoother love of sport 
tr~nsition) 

Sense of order & meaning 
in life events 

Use adversity as a chance 
to reconnect with priorities 

Use adversity as a chance 
to test oneself 

Able to see things within 
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An important part of this pattern is the purpose with which these athletes engage 

in their sports. Perhaps most importantly, they are willing to ask themselves whether 

their sport still holds passion and fulfillment, willing to face the implications of either 

response. It seems that, in order to maintain passion for one's spon, one must be wilIing 

to leave it when it loses its magic or another focus holds more. 

COURTNEY: Generally speaking, I'd say I'm one that copes well, but this past 
year has been a trying rime for me. I don't know ifl 've coped very well, bur I 
know that I'm still doing what I'm doing and I'm still involved in my sport. so I 
know that l've had ro re-evaluate and gain my perspective back on what S 
imporranr to me and why I'm still playing and finding the passion again. 

This requires the courage to face when one is ready for transition out of sport, into new 

priorities. 

COL'RTNEY: And I'm kind of an older athlete. so l've been through a lor rhrougli 
my indoor and beach career and hit a lor of bumps along the way and keep 
bouncing, bur it gets ro a point in your life when you ask "is it all wo~ t r  it?" and 
being older, I've bought a house, 1 have a family based orit of (name of city) here, 
and you have to ... "maybe 1 should get a real job". 

MEAGHAN.. I think, as an athlete, your basis how you v i m  everything in spon I 
rhink it ultimately comes from growing up. I mean. I look at my view in spon and 
how my mom really ... she pushed me into doing things and just trying it, give it a 
chance and if1 didn't enjoy it don't go ahead with it. But I iiad to give things a 
fair chance. and she was the person who said "ifyou're not enjoying ir, you don 'r 
have ro continue ". Even before the 92 games. she phoned me and said "Are you 
sure you want to do this?" Because to her, i f1  was just doing it because l felt like 
I should, that was a problem. And that's how I view sporr. 1 mean that's in the 
overall picture- And I think it's hard when you get to the elite level, because of 
course you want to succeed und you want to win, but however sporr was taught to 
you. rlrar 's how you perceive it. And I think in general, it's a f in thing. Even i f  
vou do ir for 25 years of your life. and you know you have five years where you 
haven't done a certuin sport, it should be enjoyable but you sholrld be able to 
leave if and go on with the ncrt step. 

'Listening to one's heart', looking honestly at where one's passion lies, can provide both 

purpose in one's sport and a natural indicator of timing for transition. 



MEAGHAN: I think the best word in there is passion' because that's bvhat drives 
people in anything. In relationships, and sport, and work, as soon as you don't 
have that, then I don't think people should be doing what they're doing. You 
know, sometimes I think it can be blocked and you have to rekindle it, even in 
sport, but once it's gone ... you know. I rhink that's whar drives people. And I 
think as long as you see rhat rhar's what drives you, that rhar's your motivation 
then rhar S a good thing. If you lose that passion, then it's not a bad thing, it's 
just time to move on to something else. And I think it can sometimes even be there. 
but you can move on- I don't think that's a bad thing, because the passion can be 
channeled else\r*here. I mean, probably when I retire, the passion will still be 
there, but the passion for other things might be stronger. 

Individuals are able to separate the hassles of their environment from their love of the 

sport. 

CHRIS: Bttr ir is rottgh ro go on the road and leave my family at home. The thing 
I guess you think about is, for otir game, come summertime. however long or 
short it is, fiiey 've got me prerry much e-rclusiveiy. Other than a coirple hours in 
the morning when I work out. I'm at home. So we kind of tuilor our lives around 
that. In the summertime, I'm all theirs. W~arever [hey want to do. I have to be 
around and be willing, especially with my son. In the wintertime, ir's rough, bur I 
griess it's what you get paid for. Because the game . . . people ask me to come orrr 
and play shinny wirh them at night. and for sure I'm gonna go out and do it 
because you love the game and you like playing it so much that it isn't a job. I 
guess the job comes in wlren you have to ger rip early in the morning and take that 
3-hotirfligitt and get in and practice. Those are the hard things. 

Essentially. the first and most important question is answered based on how the activity 

makes the person feel. This relegares the importance of actual outcomes to a secondary 

position. 

MIWU: And recently, mv whole rhoright process has been on, you know, "do 
rvhar you wish you could do ". It's like "well, what do I wish I could do? Or whar 
do I want to do? " You kno~v. I really wish I corild take rime to pursue my a n  
interests and develop them. And ir's like, well why don 't I jrist do it? You know, 
ir's the same thing as saying " I  wish I could go to the Olympic Games ". Just do 
it. Do whar you need to do to get to that level. And so I think by not aclzieving the 
ultimate goals that I had set for myself at the beginning ofthis year, I've probably 
grown even more, and am able to focus even more on the fact that I am 
mulridimensionaC. Bur ir still does make me hungry for finishing off my sporting 
career well. It makes me hungry to make srrre rhar I'm at my best. And it makes 
me really determined to make sure tltat I don't fall into the trap of "well, $1 don't 



make the team then I'm a bad person or I don 't make the team then I've wasted 
my time" or whatever because it's never been a waste. 

Such a focus can help in overcoming 'baggage' that one might be carrying about the past. 

The intent is to move towards a desired feeting or future, rather than away from negative 

experiences from the past. 

MIKAELA: I feel now I'm being pulled forward by my future. I can see this 
bright light and ull of this awesonle potential. and everything that I want is within 
me, and it's all pulling me forward now. And you know, I've learned from those 
past mistakes. and I've learned and that's what's helped me to get where I am and 
now I'm being pulled fonvard rather than being pushed by the past. A lor of 
people are still driven by their past, you know. They d i h  't make the team so 
they're driving themselves to make this ream, and it was because of what 
happened before. nor what they want to happen or what they figure is going to 
happen. And it's a different way of looking at things, bur Ifind it's more positive 
being pulled fonvard by what you want. Or where you envision yourselfbeing is 
right there. pulling you rowardr it, rather than where you were and you don't 
want to be there anymore pushing you away. 

Returning to the feeling one wishes to create can generate energy and optimism about the 

future. 

RILEY: And it rook me pretty mrrch until she start of June (afier a challenging set 
of obstacles in the prior season) to really want to stan training and want to start 
getting back in the game. And things just son of went over; I realized it was just 
another wr-back and there are many players like myself who have been in this 
sitttarion before. So then I just sort ofsrarted to remember some of the enjoyable 
times in trniversiiy hockey and rhe world j~inior championships, and even in pro, 
some of the success I had, and remembering the feeling I had in pro where I 
finally felt that "hey, I belong at this level, and these players are great players but 
I can play with them". And I think rim motivation came back to me, and as I 
started to train again. I son of got the motivation "well hey, I have another 
organi:arion to prove to here. It S a new srart". 

This emphasis on passion in sport can combat the 'sport habit' that one athlete recalls 

falling into. 

HOWIE: I don 't know. I think afier a while that's just kind of what you know. 
And I rhink it's what you know, so you don't question it. Pan of you just thinks. 
"well, that S just the way it is. " And if that S jusr the way it is, then you just keep 
doing it. 



As other pursuits and foci start to take on greater importance a natural transition can be 

made out of sport, where new passions emerge and demand attention. The closing days 

of one's career can take on additional sentiment at this time. 

HOWE: Because now there's a sh*. and the focus before was on winning and 
competing, on that goal, on the short-term goals. Everything else seemed 
irrelevant. I think there comes a time when, it doesn 't have to be when you 're 
losing, it can be a rime when you 're doing really well, bur whatever it is, maybe 
something inside, may something external, like you're in a relationship now. and 
those other things start kicking in. 

While athletes may be tom by the choices, they are at [east taking the decision head on. 

CiUSIE: With sports. I can see. for the nexr four years, I woltld do it, hands down, 
like I'd love to keep playing. I'd love it because I knorv, for me as a player, f just 
nvitcired positions, now a fonvard. and I think that's kind of where I should be. 
It's going well and I know I can achieve so much more in that area, but at what 
cost? You know? Like I'm getting up there. and kids and family, and you know, 
that's imporrant to me too. Stability in terms of working and jobs, and in terms of 
timing, it's sometimes important in career stun 

CASSIE: When I was yotmnger, the costs weren ' I as big. Like when yurt 're 24, porr 
think "yeah, four years, whatever. " But 1 think of the cost when it comes to 
having kids and getting a relationship, because first I have to find the guy and see 
if1 can get married, you how,  and it's gonna be a goodfive yearprocess. So 
yotr know, whether that's gonnafi in and that kind of thing. 

One athlete contrasted his anticipation of retirement with that of other athletes lacking 

perspective. Key experientiaI lessons were seen as paramount in this process. 

SCOlT: f keep seeing that there are some lecrures and talks at the sport centre on 
athletes retiring, and how to reintegrate yourseIf into society and sntff like that. 1 
think that's wild I think ifan athlete has that balance and that perspective in life, 
a complete lge, not jusr arhlerics. they wortldn'r have to be reintegrated back into 
society. They'd already be part of it. There are roo many athletes. it seems like, 
that have a problem retiring, like it's a bad thing to retire. it's a bad thing to 
leave the sport. I'm looking forward to ir. People hear me talk and they say 
"man. you're talking too much like you're done already". And I'm like "no, I'm 

jusr looking fonvard to it". I'm anticipating that parr ofmy life because there are 
other things I want to get on and do. So I'm excited about going on and doing 
these other rhings. I'm nor forgetting what's going on right now. I'm enjoying 
what I'm doing right now, and I'm working hard to make this my best year 



possibly, but I see other things that are afier that. So it's tough for me to 
understand tllat. I think if1 had continued doing s p o ~  the way I was doing sport 
before, and I hadn't gotten suspended, and hadn't had the life-changing things, 
yeah, I could see thar being a problem, because my identity was athletics. You 
know, that S where I got my identityfiorn. 

Ultimately, transition out of sport and into other pursuits can be faced reflectively and 

positively. 

SCOTT.. It's really cool, now that my career is winding down. This will probublv 
be my lasf year. YI get carded. 1 might stick around for the money (lalighs), 
because they owe me a coziple of years I think (laughs) I'm looking forward to 
rhis year. Like, I'm training really hard and everything 'sfocused and going, brir 
I'm looking forward to the end of it also. You know, and I'm content wirh that. 
Like I'm ready to. There are other things I'd like to start doing in l f e  that I have 
put on hold because of athlerics. Ifind myselfreflecting and looking back on all 
the years rhat I've been in track and field andsome ofthe good things, some of 
the bad things, and when I'm training I'm remembenirg some things over the 
years that we did, and Ijind myseYsmiling and jztst enjoying it. And 
remembering that there have been more positive things than bad things, and just 
looking fonvard to finishing off the year and finishing off rhe season, and then 
calling it good. And not being angry or bitter or leaving the sport and saying 
"what ifthis and whar if that?" or lraving to tell tall rules about my 
accomplishments in track And I see people rhat say "oh. didn't he go to so and 
so Olympics and do really well?" or "actually, I don't rhink he ever made a ream 
or any[ fling like rhar ", and they go back and rhey have these big stories, and i f ' s  
bad becarise they still don't underfiand what li/e is really all about. 

UnfortunateIy, it may be possible at such times for friends and family to encourage 

continued sport involvement when the athlete's heart is no longer in it. 

COURTNEY: Thar 's  me for sure rhis year, because [ike you said. I had to rake a 
couple of time-outs and recheck But sometimes I think even though you have 
srcch a great positive support group like I did, sometimes maybe I drew on thar 
and said "come on, you can do it. You've sacrificed rhis, that, and the other. You 
can keep going. " And in my hear? !was thinking maybe I can 'r. And sometimes 
it's hard to get that balance, because you respect those people in your world so 
much. Maybe you have to go back to yourself to figure out those things. And if 
you did continue, you '11 never be as good as you could be. That's what I believe. 
And I've seen it. When my old partner, she needed to srop and it was like "ughh, 
are you kidding me?" But she couldn't go anymore. She just couldn't. And that 
wouldn't have been a happy road for her or for me. And in the long run, even 
thotiglt the ultimate goal is Sydney, that's not what it is. 



But uItimareIy, the athletes seem to view sport as an opportunity for fuIfiIlment, a source 

of e-rperiencingfully. When that opportunity expires, ocher sources are considered. 

One of the most striking patterns found in this p u p  of athletes involves their 

appraisals of adversity. Lessons, growth, and some purpose are sought and attached to 

whatever challenges that these individuals face. While some draw on religious faith, all 

seem to identify a sense of order and meaning in adversity. 

I: Let 's say at the end of the day, you put it all on the line the result wasn 't what 
you were sltootingfor, was it worth thar risk? 
HO WIE: Yes, because you 've learnedfrom it. If you walk away saying " I  haven ' I  

learned a damn thing " then you '11 keep making the same mistakes. You 'I1 make 
rhar mistake in your relationship. You '11 make that mistake when you compete. If 
you walk mvay and you learnfrom it and take from it what you've learned, then 
you can carry on. And even if the relationship doesn't work out and you tell 
yourself "well. 1 put everything info it. I have no regrets ". 

individuals acknowIedged having a choice about how to face turbulence in their lives 

HO WlE: I think if you have that, it helps you go on. I mean there are going to be 
rough rimes. which is where I'm at right now. I'm in a tough time, a weird time 
for me. bur I'll go on. I know that. And I take thar from spon. Because ifyori 
lose, you know there S another game. You know there's another chance maybe. 
So the immediate goal may be lost, but the long-term goal is there. In Ire, maybe 
yoii lust the girl, bur you know there's a big world out there and there's a lot of 
girls in it. So qyou rake the negative and turn it into a positive, and I h o w  it S 
all clichk, bur you really don't have any other choice. 1 guess you do bur . . . 
I: It's a miserable alternative. 
NO W E :  Yeah. 

Important Iessons and insights could be drawn from difficult experiences, enhancing 

one's confidence in dealing with future difficulties. 

CASSIE: Through early years. 1 had huge problems with my knees, and been 
rhrough surgeries and all those kinds of things. And in terms of total adversiry, 
that's kind of happened through sport. Our team hasn't been super-successfil in 
rerms of quulifling for Olympics and those kin& of things, but 1 think you have ro 
fail in order to appreciate success. Like 1 think thar when you talk about humiliv 
and all of rhose kind. of things, I think you gain respect through those kinds of 
earnstrophes or failures. And so I think it's really imponant to learn those 
lessons. Like the first knee, I was like "crap". The second one I was "oh, this is 



crap ". And then I didn't have it until afer the fact, I'm like "okay, I know how to 
train now. I know the discipline that's necessary ", you know, all these things. So 
I think you have to gain the lessons from it. And l see any negative, okay at the 
time. no, but afier I always find the lesson from it. But I think the reason I've 
been able to do that is because ofthe succession of experiences. And when you 
look at negative e-~eriences, I have not had anything super-bad happen, knock on 
wood. I said knee injuries and stuff in sport, but when you look at my life, it's 
been pretty good in t e r n  of ... like when other people look at bad things in the 
world, nothing like that. So it's all relarive when I say "yeah, I can handle it". 
But that's within the contexr of things that were devastating to me. 

COURTNEY: I mean, every ... I guess you could call them negative points or 
obstacles that I think I've had my fair share lately, and I know that I'm a stronger 
person for those things. And it's nor always fin to go through shitty things like 
that, but for sure they ... and everyone tells me they make me stronger (brighs). 
But I do believe that and that's why, when something's dealt my way, I just find a 
roav. And rvhrther that's inner strength because I had to draw on those past 
e-rperiences, "it's just another thing. I can do it", you know, those are the things 
thar go rhrotigh my head. Bur certainly they've made me stronger, even though, 
when you're in the middle of them, you feel weak, like you can't go on. 

Despite the rhetoric becoming clichi, these individuals recognize the power of hard times 

in initiating growth and reconnect with oneself. 

COURTNEY: Yeah, and this year was my darkest time, so it's really been good to 
have the time away to get [hat perspective back because at rimes I felt that I was 
losing it and I wasn't being true to myself; And yotr grow from it, absolutely. 
You 're a better person for it. I always say "blah, blah, blah " when someone says 
"but you're stronger, you've learned, and ... " you know, "enough atready", but 
it's all tnre. 

These individuals expressed a faith in an order of things (some of them religious), 

wherein things happen for a reason, and dl experiences have some functional purpose. 

MEAGHAN: Bur also, I mean, again I come back to faith because being a 
Christian athlete, that's the biggest thing. And my husband grew up in a 
Christian home and I didn't, and so you really Stan to question why things 
happen to  yo^. And I think that S the path it put me on. the "why would this 
happen to me", and you don't say that God let's things happen to you, but you 
know, maybe . .. I think for everyrhing thar happens. there's a reason. And good 
things come from it. And you know, goad things came ofit. And ultimately I 
wished it had never happened 6ut I think ultimately I'm a better person because 
that happened 



MIKAELA: I think everything that I went through in 96 happened for a reason. 
and it's made me who I am today. It got me where I am todi~y, here. I honestly 
feel rhat if I had made the 96 team, I probably would have retiredji-om my sport 
rhen, because I had that negative energy and I was drained I don 'r  think I'd have 
the people involved in my life now that I do or be as well grounded as I am. Even 
though it hlrn. and even though it was kind of a dark time, it was very beneficial. 
I t  was a huge learning experience. And for me to be able to sir here now and look 
back on that and say 96 was a huge learning experience is a testimonial to thar 
growth and what I actually did learn. Because for the longest time I always 
thought that somebody rook that experience away porn me. And rhen I learned 
that "no, titere's reasons that I wasn't there", you know. And eventuallv they've 
revealed themselves to me in different ways. 

Among these functions is the development of appreciation for successes through the 

setbacks along the way. With this comes a respect for others who have endured tough 

conditions. 

,WIKAELA: Ifyoti've always been sitccessfil and you've always been rewarded 
for your training* rhen you'll never really understand struggle or what it's like to 
train hard bur then hit rock bottom, and kind of go "well I did everything thar ! 
~vas  sripposed ro do, now what do I do?" And then do rhat sort1 searching, go 
inside and try to find thar calm link or $you need rojire yourself up more. and 
then change and then pull yourself up by the bootstraps and sran trying to climb 
again. I always find titat people who have had it easy. that have all the ralent bur 
have never gone through like an injury or a coaching problem or a finding 
problem or any of those sorts of struggles, when they finish sports. they never 
really have rhat fill experience, I don't think. Whereas those people who did 
really well bur itud an injury and were just coming back from ti~at and something 
else happened and when they finally get where they were going, or they reach the 
end oitlteir career, they look back and say "wow, I've learned a lot", all the 
things that you've learned, all the things that have made you a better person. and 
you acquire a confidence that whatever is thrown at you, yoii can deal with. 
Personally, I have more respect for the people that haven 'r had it easy. Yori can 
admire the ralent, but I tend to look at what they've gone through as people. 

Here is an exampie of how the perception of seIf(as multidimensional) can facilitate this 

assignment of meaning. 

MIKAELA: I wentfrom such a positive feeling thar everything was gonna go 
great. 1 \was on my wqv to going to Sydney and looking at having a really good 
year in for the European season this year. And none of anything rhar I planned 
came true. So I'm glad rhar 1 don 'r totally identib myself with who I am as an 
athlete. because $1 did then I would have been just totally floored. There's a pan 



of you that's gonna be floored anyway, because that's what you put your heart 
and your soul and your time and your effort and your focus on. Brit I found so 
many other sides of me by not doing those things. By not going to Syahey, I 
learned a lot of other things about myselfj you know. wish my work and again, 
learning how to reconnect with people. 

Among the benefits of adversity is a reordering of tost priorities, and the ultimate 

assurance that one can get through h a .  times. 

MEAGHAN: And that's where I really started soul-searching (afier major 
disappointment), and I think if1 had been in a position where 1 had won a medal, 
1 almost get scared of what I ,vould have become, what kind of athlete I would 
have become, because I had this idea that you were more important ifyou had a 
medal. 

JORDAN: There's all kinds of adversity that you run into along the way. Things 
that get you down and then you have to reset your course and refocus on tile 
things that you want to be or were and you '11 put a linle less weight into getting 
all hyped up over a big win or whatever the care may be- 

One athlete's 'rock bottom' experience had a profound influence on his philosophy of 

life. reconnecting him with the things of primary importance in his life. 

SCOTT: 1 think the big turning poinr in my life had to have been my (drug) 
suspension. Thar was my big wake-lip call. And working through that stispension 
really changed me. It really changed my outlook on life. It really brought me 
back down to earth and helped me realize what are the imponmt things in life. 
You know, what are you doing all this stuffor? And going through rizar time and 
really being protected by God during that time because I was pretty messed up 
during that time, like 1 was suicidal. It wasn't a very good time. You know, going 
from being a well-respected athlete in the communiry and a role model. you knorv. 
whether you want to be that or not. You know, being someone that a lot of people 
liked and got along with to someone that people were really, really nary to. That 
war tough. And then there was the embarrassment of the whole thing. And that 
was tough. It was really tough to deal with. And I give the credit for not only 
making my way through and barely scraping through it bur also coming out on 
the other end and being w!w I am t o e ,  I give all that credit to the Lord. I just 
have to. And to him answering prayers. Because it was devastating, that rime. 
But that changed my whole focus, my whole ... ires not really a philosophy on life, 
but it's the way I approach things in life. Life h ' t  pefect now, and it's not like 
i'm going to say " I  had an encounter with God and my Iqe is pe f e a  now". I 
think that's a load of crap. But there S this feeling that at the end of the day you 
know everything's going to be okay. Thm's kind of the feeling I have. Even 



though I have hom'ble days artd whatever else, at the end of the day things will be 
cool. 

SCOT: It was like a wake-up call. It's like you go through something 
devastating or something really hard, and it just son of brings you back, it settles 
you and brings you back to a focus. 

This athlete's religious conviction carried considenbIe weight in responding to his drug 

suspension. 

I: You mentioned being suicidal at one point. In that darkest hour, whar saved 
you from taking your life? 
SCOTT: 1 give the credit to the prayer and people praying for me and essenrially 
the Lard basically reassuring me that I had value, that I had worth, and telling me 
he loved me basically. Bur yeah, that was really weird because I'd never been 
like thar before so that was preny weird like my whole world was crashing in on 
me. and 1 didn't want to face the music. Bur this is another defining moment I 
remember; I remember when I got busted, and the first person I told was my 
brother. I was living with him and he called my coach (and friend) over because 
that was his best friend. and he was my coach also, and we just prayed. And I 
was very mellow afer  that. and 1 was able to deal with everything. I was able to 
go to the press conference, go through it. and whatever else. And it was like thar 
wlrole rime I had an iron coat on. Things just didn't affect me during thar specific 
rime. like thar nvo week window or whatever. And then afrer rhar, 1 started feeling 
. .. it was almost like I had some anesthetic or something and I was numb to whar 
was going on, now that I look back at it. But thar was a turning point, because up 
to that point I was totally freaked out. 

Lrltimately. he regained the confidence to face adversity directly and take ownership of 

his mistake. 

SCOTT: We prayed that. first and foremost, I'd get through this thing. We also 
prayed that if God could reverse it and jusrfi it. Bur as we were praying, it 
became very clear to me that "okay, it's nut gonna getjtred but you 're going to 
nrake it through it okq .  " That's the message I was getting back. "It's not going 
to be okay, bur don 'r way, you 're going to get through it okay ". And pan of 
that confinnation was how well 1 was received by the media. Like they just totally 
were nice to me. ntey were so nice to me thar a couple of athletes got so pissed 
off with them, rhey stoned writing nusry letters to them saying "you gzrys are 
making this guy out to be a hero. He's a charlatan, he S a drug user, he's horrible 
for the span, and you guys are making this guy out to be a hero. So what if he 
admitted if? His sample tesred positive. Treat him like you've fried everybody 
else." And they didn't. They didn't rrear me like rhey treated everybody else. 
which was really, really surprising mrd encouraging. 



The competitiveness of one athlete was apparent in his view of adversity as yet another 

opportunity to test oneself. 

RICHARD: It's when you fall into the little valleys or injury or, you know, 
something else in your life that takes away or kind of hinders your progress, 
that's when the true testament occurs and you have to . . . it's kind of like a renliry 
check, a gut check, and you look inside and see ifyou have what it takes to get 
over whatever hurdles are put in your way. 

Adversity was also put into 'perspective' in relation to a broader context. 

CASSIE: And I think awareness is very impor7anr because, for e.mmple, doing all 
of this volunteer stuff at the children 's hospital. huge perspective! Like my week's 
been crappy, I go there. it's like "you 're so fine ". You h o w  what I mean? But 
unless you have those oppomnities, or unless you create that awareness ... 

IMIWLA:  Just because you never go to an Olympics or win a medal, doesn't 
mean you haven 't accomplished anything. You look at all the days of training 
and eve~thing thut yotr 've done, I mean, that's accomplishment. And you 
compare that to someone with quadriplegia or a spinal injury. Thq'd kill to be 
able to get up and go for a run or go for a walk. I t  helps to put it in perspective. 
Ever_\: day you're out tltere doing something that somebody else wishes titar rhqv 
could do. 

This relative consideration of one's setbacks can be the difference between distress and 

affirmation. 

RACHEL: And the key example I have is in 1996, I made the Olympic team and 
was kind of the dark horse. It was always my goal to make the Olympic team bur 
I hadn't had a lor of e-rperience and I just made it, and I was like "wow, I'm going 
to the Olympics, neat!" And I got there and I had the worst pefonnance I've hod 
probably my entire life, just didn't h o w  how to deal with all that was going on 
around me. And when I came home. I was so devastated. I was such a failure, 
and I was embarrassed, and my pride was so injured And the year after the 
Olympics. once I started training again fit11 board I had one of the best 
competitive years I've had. And 1 won the world cup the year after the Olympics. 
And I just kind of took a fm months to sulk and feel s o y  for myself and then I 
just kind of realized "so few people get to go to the Olympics. You knorv, thut in 
itself is a huge accomplishment. You know. be proud of yourseljfor that and give 
yourselfa pat on the back". 

RILEY: Well, the main thing is I just talked to a lor ofmy fiends and fortunately I 
have really close friends, a couple of very close buddies fiam back home that I 



talked to quite a bit. And then i spent four years wirh pretty much the same 
people at university and my household there. And some of them have gone on to 
have NHL success and mother one has had to retire due to c o n c ~ s i u n s ~ o m  the 
game of hockey, and I look at his sifu~n~on and it really puts things into 
perspective. how fortunate you are to sn-11 be able to play zhe game. 

To this athlete, perspective was seen as a consideration of events, both good and bad, as 

proportionately smaller than they may look in the moment. 

CHRIS: For me, keeping things in perspective is to basically kind of keep an even 
keel, hind of know where you wunt to go, h o w  that you can get there ifyou want 
to work hard. and wirh hockey m1171yway, rhings are never as bad as fhey seem. and 
never as good as they seem also, in the same breath. 

Looking at success in relation to a broader context (including one's values) can also help 

in maintaining humility. 

MEAGHAN: And people arked me, you know, how / m e  you changed, and maybe 
little things have changed you know, doors have opened with the sponsors, bur 
yurt really hope that you yourselfdon't change because that 's obviorrsly purring 
yoirr priorities in rhe wrong spor. 

JORDAN: At the end of the day, it's jusr another tournament. You know, and I 
won '1 lie to you, as soon as you mentioned a year ro the day, I get this smile on 
mv face because it is one of the best momentx of my life. I speak at schools and I 
talk about the (major games) and I get all welled up. It's just very, very big to 
me. To keep it in perspective, again, it's just another tournament. It was a greai 
tournament. It's a pan ofrny life that I'm errremely proud of: But I rhink in ten 
vears from now, nobody's going to care about it, outside of myselfand my close 
&ends andfamily that were there with me. 

Again the importance of process over outcome coloun the way in which different events 

are perceived. 

CASSIE: So 1 think. for me, what do I have? You h o w ,  because I have the career 
thing, I could go buck to that as well. So yeah, it was devastating, but not nearly 
as much as in 95, because that's all I had So having, I rhink kind ofthe balance 
or the perspective of what rhe big picture is d l  about, I look at the Olympics us 
something rhar's given ro so few. mtd it's a great opportwriiy, but at the same 
rims. I don't rhink I can compute my worth with going or not going. me process 
und what I've gonen out of it hm been m i n g ,  so looking at it that ~*ay, I think 



CASSIE: I'm not content, because I haven't achieved what I want to achieve, in 
terms of outcomes. I am content because I've achieved all these amazing 
experiences in the process. You know? 

Shared experiences, even the painful ones are ultimately seen as valuable, and can be 

taken as part of a package of meaningful experiences chat come with involvement in elite 

spon. 

JORDAN: What doem 'r kill you makes you stronger. It was a great 
disappointment. again I had my family there. they were very supportive. And 
there were enough people an the team sharing the pain at that time, so it made it 
a little bit easier because we were there together in failure, for lack of a better 
word. I don't know. some people just take it a little bir more dificult. So is it 
going to break me? No, it hasn't. I don't think it will. At the end of the day, it's 
just a game. It certainly didr!'tfinish the way we had wanted to. I wanted to 
finish in Sydney. But the journey, porn the mountain retreat through the Pan-Am 
Games, throtigh the Olympic quals, the tour ofAustralia, you know, it's the 
journey that I'll remember. And standing on the podium in (major games). So 
that's enough to keep me going and get me by. I mean, $you rest it all on the 
Olympic q~ral then yeah, {he whole rwo years was a tragic waste of time. Bur I 
would have never met our spon psyc, I met my girlfriend at a tournament. and the 
same with all these people I wouldn't have me1 and have had the pleasure of 
meeting, and it's all pan of that journey, meeting those people. 

In short, these individuals find meaning and purpose in virtually everything that 

happens to them. While they may smuggle with events at the time, there is faith that the 

lesson of value in each experience wiii be revealed in time. In addition, events and 

experiences are considered in relation to a broader picture; things are placed in 

'perspective'. The meanings that are ascribed to different experiences seem to reinforce 

the phiIosophy by which these individuals try to live, especially as they pertain to the 

definition of the self, authentic living, and the full experience of the self and others. 

S urnman of Model 

The process of perspective invotves three primary categories: defining the self, 

living authenticdy, and experiencing fuIIy. The process foIIows a simple line of logic. 



The individual sees the self in a healthy light, as having enduring valuable qualities and 

being multifaceted. Without a perfomance-contingent view of the self, individuals feel 

free to be themselves. This authentic living is enhanced by others who fully accept and 

understand the participants, awareness and acceptance of emotions, an attitude of 

humility, and support from and shared experience with others. The healthy view of self 

and authentic living alleviate the pressures often associated with elite sport; performers 

do not have their value at stake or unrealistic infallible images to protect. Instead, all that 

is at stake is the performance itself. This reduction in pressure dlows individuals to 

experience themselves, others. and their sports fully. This unburdened 'perspective' 

allows the athlete to immerse fully in the activity, often leading to optimal performance. 

While this description appears Iinear, interaction between categories and 

subcategories is evident throughout the data For this reason a three-way interactive 

representation was chosen. Two additional sections will describe the evolution and 

development evident within the process of perspective, as well as the role of awareness in 

maintaining the positive components of the process. 

Evolution and Develo~ment 

Ultimately. one of my primary motives for conducting this research was to 

establish a foundation for educating young athietes about perspective and the process of 

m&ntaining it. However, it became ctear as the study unfolded that the 'exemplars' 

selected for this study had some contrasting experiences earlier in their careers. The 

discovery and maintenance of perspective seems to be !inked to a process of maturing 

and certain key experiential Iessons. So the question will remain; can perspective be 

taught. or must it be earned with experience. 



While this is uncertain, the evidence that perspective follows a developmental 

course is compelling. 

CASSIE: What I think will be interesting is looking at it at the stage of evolurion 
in that person. Like, for example, I think I would answer these questions much 
differently at the beginning of my career. And I know you have it on a continuum 
in terms of perspective, but what about in terms of 'the ten years of expert'? Are 
there ten years of gaining perspective? Is there something like that? Because I 
see rhings way diferently now because it's kind of one of those 'with e-rperience' 
rype of things. So thar's a piece, and 1 don '1 know fit 's  within the model itse$ 

Eventually, one can start to see through the special status h a t  elite performers are dotted 

to a more enduring sense of self-worth, but the power of external rewards can seduce the 

young athlete. 

COURTNEY: That's a juggling acr (self-worth independent ofpelfomance) 1 
think Like you rortclt on all ofthat, and it's true, and rhroughortr Four career you 
go through finding tl~ar. because you don 't know [hat when yoti start. There's no 
way. So when people do put yoit on rile pedesral, you 're kind oIlike "~+*oo, Jee:", 
you fluffyourfeathers. But then you soon realize there's a whole other side. and 
that's as you grow as an athlete cutd a person, 

Athletes gradually see and appreciate things for what hey are, rather than limiting their 

vision to a 'bottom line'. 

IMIKAEW: lfind that 1 like die way thar I am now. Ifind, wirlz my personali~. 
thar I have a lor more ~racefulness about me. I have a lot more gratitude about 
things. I appreciate things a lor more. You know, even the hour thar (name of 
coach) comes our, v h e  only says one word, Iappreciate thm because it's one 
word that 1 didn 't get before. You know, things like that. whereas before it was an 
all-or-nothing thing, and it's nor all or nothing anymore. 

I t  may be that perspective is best viewed as a process of emotional maturity, through 

which one becomes progressively self-aware. 

RACHEL I jusr think as I get older rhm I manrre a little bit and you take time to 
reflect on everything thm's going on in your life and the people around you. 
Somehow we mature emorionailyy Emotionally I guess is what it is. It's more of 
an emotional maturity than it is a m n t d  rnarurity. i f s  an emotional maturity and 
just understanding your needs bener and your own personalip, your own identic 
better. And I think thut 's something you only get wirh time. You blow, when you 



go through those experiences and you really r& a hard look ar everyrhing that's 
happened to you, and you try to, not analyze it, bur all those things happen to you 
for a reason, and it's your choice to look at it positively or negatively. 

As one matures, the perceived importance of sport outcomes may diminish in favour of 

self-discovery and humility. 

CHRIS: I think the longer you're in the sport ...fo r me anyway, yotc kind of 
realize ajier a while that the spon isn't as big as you thought. It's kind of more 
about your self and that kind ofstufi I think that has allowed me to stay more on 
the 'perspective side', being a little bit more humble. and knowing thar it's really 
nor that big a deal. 

Individuals needed certain key experiences to move towards perspective. 

,MEAGHAN: (Major setback at an Olympics) is something thar really tests ?;our 
abiliry to deal with spon and why you do it, because I think before that point, I 
had looked at to win an Olympic medal meant that you were important, because 1 
looked at people and thought "wow". where you realize afer  that and afer  a lor 
of soul-searching that ten years down [he road. 1 mean two years down the road 
reallv, it doesn't make a person different. And that's the big problem. I think 
people think that if you win an 01-mpic medal, the second they put it around your 
neck you change. And your life might change a little bit, but ifthe person 
changes. I think there's a problem 

Even successes, with the wrong focus. can trigger the need for change in the way one 

views one's involvement in sport. 

IMIKAEU: There's a whole 'prove it' energy. 1 mean. 92 that's how I made it 
was o f f  of this prove-it energy. Evevone said "you won't be able to do it" and I 
said "well. yes I can". And you can d+e yourself that way for so long and then 
you'll hit a wall. Either afer  a while you've proven everything and you've gos 
nobo& else saying thar you cim 'I ,  so then how do ~ o u  motivate vourselfagain, or 
you just have this hard negative drive andfocus, like the whole world is aga iw  
you, ihe me-against-the-world type thing, and you end up burning yourself our. 

Experiential learning is given considerable emphasis in the development of perspecrive 

over time. 

RACHEL I don 'r know, I guess you don 't stan ogever being really great at 
dealing wish it all, 1 don't think Ar least that's been my situation. You know. 
there S definitely a period where you have to go through lots of ups and downs 
and gain knowledge, especially knowledge of perspective, especially fiom failure- 



RACHEL: And I think a year or two afer  the Olympics, I really kind of looked at 
that as a turning point for me and a big success. because i f1  hadn 't experienced 
the ups and downs along the way. I don 't think ir would have given me the 
strength of character or made me the person I am today. 

The experience of self seems to be dynamic in nature, allowing for individuals to grow in 

complexity, maturity, and self-awareness. 

CASSIE: What I'm learning more about the self is it's evolving. Ifyou think you 
know the se& then how come you learn more about yourselfevery day? Or how 
come someone can stimulate something in you thar you didn'r know? 

It may also be that one's relationships need time to develop and mature before they can 

take a front seat in the priorities of the individual. 

ME4GHAN: It 'x a never-ending thing, right (perspective)? Because I think 
sometimes your relationships change. Nor necessarily the deep ones, because I 
don ' I  think those should clzange. Bu they change as your lve changes. So you 
change a iirrle bit. And I think even though you know yo~irselfand yoit 're 
authentic, they change a bit. And it's with the people, it's with everything rhat 
happens in your life. You know. I'm going to be the same person today thar I am 
in ten years, bur when I have kids, I'm going to be a little bit different because a 
little bit more than my husband and my fiends and my fmi ly  will be important. 
You know, there '11 be more people. That's where I mean that it kind of changes 
all the rime. And yet, ifyou take away all these things, you're still a person. And 
I think that's ultimately Itow self is. Bur what's happening around you does 
influence you a little bit. 

This incIudes the appreciation of significant relationships throughout the process of 

development. such as the parents. 

RACHEL I think with my parents especially, as I get older, they ger so mucl~ 
smarter (laughs). 1 always think that. You know, and all my life I've been pretty 
independent and headstrong and especially when I was 15 or 16,1 really didn'r 
appreciate the advice that my parents had for me. I just thouglzt it was annoying, 
and as I get older now. I just realize how smarr they are and how they've never 
iried to hold me back porn anything I've wanted to do. They've always 
encouraged me and been behind me 100% and supported me in everyrhing I've 
done. even if I know that they've probably had their own opinions, they'd always 
give me rheir opinions and their advice. 



Before key relationships have gained full significance in the athletes' eyes, sport can 

easily remain central. 

RACHEL: I think, when I was younger, I was very ... I don 'r  know ifsel'sh is the 
right word, bur more focused on myselfand what I was doing. I didn't think a 
heck of a lor about them (my parents) all the time. So I think the fact that I'm 
more aware of how proud they are, and how much they suppon what I do, and 
how much they care about what I do. you know it helps me out because I jusr 
know that, regardless of whar happens, they're there for me. 

RACHEL: It's jusr a growing thing that I've felt get stronger every year for the 
past few years. And I don 'r know i f  it's jusr a maturity as you get older and 
you're on your own and, like I said. you realize when you get older thar your 
parents are very smart and wise and they only say the things because they care. 
Bur those relationships have become so important to me. and I couldn't be where 
I am now or go through the nexr few months. regardless of whar they hold for me, 
without having them totally in the stands cheering for me or on my side. So .. . it's 
a preny cool feeling. 

The process of maturing that seems to correspond to the process of perspective 

may be best described as a merging of one's values and one's lifestyle. X distinction was 

made between having values and living values. 

SCOTT: You know, I grew up in a Christian family and stuff like thar and I had 
that belief stmcturefrom an early age, but jw son of having those belief 
structures and actually living within those srntctures were two different things. 
And I would have said thar I was a Christian and whmever else, but 1 jusr didn't 
live the lifesryle. You know, it was all really about me. I think I was a decent 
enough guy and a decent person for the mosr part, but I was making some bad 
choices. 

The participants settled on the things of fundamental importance to them. then gained 

conviction with time. 

COURTNEY: Five or ten years ago. I was just living life every day and just doing 
whar I wanted to do. And responsibility, I think I've put more of that on my 
shoulders and my family, and because my parents are older, for a thirty year-old. 
my mom's 75, I'm dealing with things a 40 year-old or a 45 year-old would deal 
with. I'm jusr dealing with them a lot sooner. So I0 years ago they were doing a 
lot better. so I was definitely more into myself and what I rvas doing, where right 
now. I mean that's the mosr important thing to me right now is my fmi ly  because 
... not just because it's a bad rime for my dad it S more than that. Becaure I 



don't want it to sound like it's just because he's ill, you know. But because 
usually you take stock on your life and you have to do rhar, and you do that with 
all sorts of circmances in your life. But I've had to, for sure,five or ten years 
ago I'd say myselfI having fun, travel, my spon, money, you know, those are the 
things I'd think about. Now I don't think like that. I'd say I've grown rip. I have 
a home. I'm based our of (home town). Big time family values, so yeah. 

This may invoIve the appreciation of the simple experiences of daily living and time 

spent with loved ones. 

I: What are tire most important things in your life? 
COURTNEY: Oh, my family right now is a huge prior@ for me. Peace ... peace 
of mind 
I: Can you define rhar for me? 
COURTNEY: Time is flying by and so much is happening ... it involves my 
personal Ife and my volleyball career. and it just seems Iike we're always far 
fonvard and rime is slipping away, and when I say peace, I just mean ro be quier. 
to ... to smell the flowers, it seems like such a silly thing to say, bur when yori have 
a moment. ro jusr appreciate the small things in life and, like I said, for me. 
spending two hours at the hospital. and Dad's not with it very well, and I was 
stnrggling to go to California for e-rumple. and he just wrore "Sydney" on a piece 
of paper. To me, that's Iike time jusr stood still. And that doesn't happen a lor for 
me rigIzt now, so I like it when it does. So peace is jusr being content with what's 
coming my way and I'm feeling better about that. 

Individuals may also gain a deeper spirituality over the course of their development that 

lends primary meaning to their lives. 

MEAGHAN: Ultimately, I'm a Chrisrian, so obviously my belief and perspective 
is outside olspon in the way rhar I believe that there's something bigger than 
sport. 

MEAGHAN.. First we'd have to put our faith. And we base how we live on what 
the bible says. And then we put each otlter. And then I guess we would put 
s h i n g  afier that. because first it's our faith, then it S each other, and then it 's 
skating, and I guess the biggest thing is that's the first activity- I mean faith is the 
strongesr point. and then each orher and our marriage, and then skating. I f  you 
were to give tip something, like ifsomebotjl said "you know, you have to give up 
skuting ",just some scenario. for some reason. Well you know what? I could do 
that and still survive. You know, I couldn't ... you know, obviously ifsomething 
tragic happened to (sign.$crmr other) or mysee we could survive. But I think the 
biggest thing in our lre is our fairh. And without that, to me 1 don't really have a 
purpose in lqe- 



SCOTT: I think the thing that I think of most when f think of anything in my life 
that keeps me grounded is my relationship with God That's got to befirst and 
foremost. Being a Christian and having a personal relationship with God and 
Jesus Christ, I think that's where everything starts. 

With time. individuals may also become more closely connected to the attributes that 

they have, or to which they aspire. 

JORDAN: And when I came here, it was a fiesh beginning, and I wanted to be 
recognized as a good person, And I think that, at the end of the day, regardless of 
whether you 're financially secure or nor or whatever, as long as people view you 
as a good person, I think you can hang your hat on that. And I truly believe rlar. 
I: What makes a good person? 
JORDAN.. Urn. considerate. You know, opening the door for someone. Like, if 
somebody drops something, helping them pick it up, just, I don't know, it's like 
common sense things. Being there for somebody, being able to listen to then 
being able to speak with somebody abour something they're passionate about, 
anything, like, . . . it's hard to say what makes a good person. you just know 
people. 

RACHEL: It's important to me ro set goals and to work hard to the best ofyolir 
abilities to aclzieve rim goal and to finish what you started That's huge. And I 
think that's the thing that carries over to evep aspect of lve, how Ifeel abolrr 
everything. In relationships, you go hard or go home. you know. Like with your 
family, you give them all your love. You don't jusr give them a little bit. You give 
them all your love. and you let yourself be vulnerable sometimes because you get 
it back tenfold, you know. Relationships with a husband or wife, you can't jusr be 
pan-time in tllat. Yoii've got to be fill into it. And I think thar that's very 
important to me. achieving goals in whatever aspect of your life and working as 
hard as you can. Because when you get there and you achieve whatever ir is you 
set out to do. you can look back and nor have regrets that "mwbe iJl'd done rhis 
it would have been better". You have to consran tly challenge yourselfand push 
yolirselfro do better things or to be more open-minded etc., erc. 

SCOTT.. My brother almost became like a fatherfigure to me. Forfive years I 
lived with him and he took care of me. And I remember growing up. I always 
wanted to be like my brother. I started running track andfield because my 
brother ran track. I started running distance in grade 7 because my brother was 
running distance. It wasn't until high school when I actually went out and tried 
rriple-jump and was good at it that I son of went awayfiom rhut. But on top of 
that: humiliry, kindness, love, that's my brother. Everyone that knows him . .. no 
one has anything bad to say about the guy. He's jusr a great person. And a lot of 
the characteristics that he has I'd like to emulate. So that 3 why he's my hero. 



But ultimately, as the word 'perspective' implies, there is an ordering of the values of 

one's life and their relative importance. 

CHRIS: Probably fmilyfSrst and then hockey would probably come second. 
Between my wife and the little guy, they're the ones that you 're doing the hockey 
for basically, so rhat you can make an alright living at it and provide for them. 
But obviously if1 had to choose between the two, it would be my fmily before 
hockey. 

Then those vaIues are eventually transformed into actions that make up one's lifestyle. 

MIKAELA: I mean, there are a lor of Olympians our there who have made 
Olympic teams and competed, and you never hearfiom them again, you never 
would have known that they were Olympians. You know, because it was jusr 
something rlzar they did And then you have people rhat were Olympians and then 
Itave gone off and lived the Olympic moment every day of their lfe. You know, in 
their job or their vocation and all the different things that they're doing, they still 
do ir at that Olympic level. And there are people that haven't been Olympians brtr 
live their lives like they have been. You know, they do everything at rhar Olympic 
level. And I think that's what's special. Nor so much whether you have been or 
haven't been, or whar you've done, brct whar you're doing with it, and where 
you're going, and where you want to go. 

JORDAN: My srep-faher has been working I2-hour days as long as I can 
remember. And it's his hard work that has made me want to do the work 

And this process of aligning one's lifestyle with one's values, like any other, must be 

worked at on a daily basis. 

JORDAhr: Well, your values and morals are something you have to work at. 
When you read a book like 'The Monk That Sold His Ferrari', you can read it and 
it all sounds so familiar. It's only when you try to apply it that you realize rhat 
you weren't doing it bur I want to do it becarrse it's going to makz me a better 
person. So I think your values are something that you work towards and you 
continue working rowardr. Something simple like making a conscious efforr to 
smile at people. it's grem to read about but unless you're actually doing ir, it's 
nor wortil the paper it's written on. When I was younger, I probably would have 
given similar answers to these questions. Was I living it though? Probably nor. 

SCOTT.- You know, I think you go through phases. And on a day ro day level. I 
nor always put the most imponanr rhingsfrrst- You know. at Nationals for 

ctantple, the day before the actual competition, I was really just edgy about 
everything. I didn't want to think about this and that and whatever else. 1 jusr 
wanred to re l a ,  focus, clear my mind and just get jumps going in my mind. and 



focus. But if's nor normally like that. So on a diiy ro day basis, I think those 
things sh@. 73ey almost have ro, bur I think in the overall scheme of things. rhose 
things rake precedence in that order (relatlatlonshipsf?rst). 

It is again appropriate to note that, while the process of ~rspective seems to 

strengthen along developmental lines for the participants in this study, they were chosen 

as exemplars. Many athletes may complete their careers without making steps towards 

perspective. Indeed the literature regarding the counseiling needs of athletes confirms 

this. 

It may then be suggested that certain key eiemenes of the process must occur (as 

per the process described throughout the results), and these elements take root as an 

athlete gains experiential knowledge. So how can one increase the likelihood hat young 

athletes will move towards perspective as they develop? The answer may lie in their 

awareness. If individuals understand the process and are cognizant of it from day to day, 

the eiements of perspective may take shape in the perceptions and behaviours of the 

individual. The importance of awareness in the perspective process is reinforced by the 

participants in this study. 

Awareness 

The individuals in this study emphasized the impoflance of awareness and 

reminders in the process of perspective. 

COURTNEY: I don ' r  b o w  many people rhar have walked the path and stayed on 
the pmh wi~horir veering off occasionally. And that mukes you better, I like ro 
think But if you're conscious and mvare of it. I think rhat 's what helps yoti get 
back. Those are the people with perspective in my world 

Again, this awareness can be enhanced by reminders. either habitually made to oneseIf. 

or from ohers. 



MEAGHAN: I think even ifyou're at the right end of the spectrum and you know 
that the result doesn 't make your self: I think that you ofen have to be reminded 
of that, whether it'sfiom yourselforfrom others. And I think that's just our 
nature. I think it's our nature of being insecure in a society where they want 
results. Even though I know rhat it doesn't make me, whether 1 do well or not, 
pan of me wants the results, whether that's a pride thing or not. But if I actually 
sit and think about it, then I know that it doesn 't make who I am. You know? So 
if you look at it fiom the perspective of self-valuing, that's completely right. And I 
think people are one end or the other, but I rhink that you definitely need 
reminders. That's where I guess I go for the connection with others. 

JORDAN.. It's important to be aware be willing to crirically analyze yourself: 
And it helps when someone else points it our in a nice way. 

The inevitability of transition out of sport may provide a powerful reminder to this end. 

JORDAN.. At~d I didn't want to be one of tliose statistics where, yoid know, "he 
had a good playing career and then afrer that he had troubles, whatever, pushing 
a broom or whatever". I've always wanted to be successful and I've always 
wanted to prepare because knowing thar sport isn't going to be there. 

RACHEL: sometimes it's a chore. I just really, as far as diving is concerned, 
more and more as I get older and closer to rhe end of what I'm doing, I jrlst realiy 
try ro reflect on it as sometlling rhat is a pan of my life. and it's been a huge pan 
of my fife and a huge prioriry up until this point. but it's nor my entire Ife. I do 
have a lor otrtside of it, a lor to look forward to. And I try to think about rhat, 
especially on days that I have a crappy day, because it's not the end ofthe world. 

Athletes who understand the value of perspective are well-motivated to take these 

reminders with them in order to be perspective-aware at critical times. 

RACHEL: And I know in amateur sports, the Olympics is the pinnacle. Bur 
really, the Olympics is jrisr another venue, another environment and arena, it's a 
media circus. in which we do the dives we do in practice. So I hope I can rake 
rl~at with me, that perspective, and not be shaking to death while I ' m  standing at 
the end of the board 

But a well-made point from one of the participants about the role of the support group 

merits repeating. 

JORDAN.- I rhink you can make athletes aware of these things, bur ulrimarely, I 
rhink it has to come from home. They have to have parents thar love them 
whether they win or lose. You can 't have a 'hockey parent '. Whether they do 



good or bad they have to feel accepted So I think it shozcld be taughtfirsf to the 
parent, then to the athlete. 

In summary, the perspective process strengthens over the course of one's 

experiential learning and development with the right focus and emphasis of values. In 

addition, awareness is key in the practical application of the principles making up the 

process. 

The next chapter discusses the model of perspective in relation to the relevant 

literature and discusses the implications and limitations of the findings. 



CHAPTERFIVE 

Discussion 

In tying the perspective process into the relevant literature, I find it difficult to 

separate sections of the model. The ideas all seem too interrelated to fit into sequential 

discussion of component parts. I feel that there is a simplicity to the process that would 

be lost with a discussion of each piece. There is a rhythm to the process that will 

unfortunately be lost for a time while I tie parts of the model to relevant literature. I will 

begin the discussion with an account of the perspective process as a whole. 

The process seems to be about the willingness to see the selffor what it really is, 

in its many facets, the good and bad, and the weak and strong. Simultaneously, 

individuals must be willing to see value in the traits that they have, the process of their 

lives. and their experiences in and of themselves. Individuals are then in a position to 

experience the selffor all rhat it can be. and to present themselves aaurhentically, that is. 

for what they truly are. This includes taking ownership of their emotions, accepting 

them. and using them to stay in touch with the things that are of greatest vaiue to them. 

Relationships play a large role in completing a fulfilling lifestyle. For this reason. 

engaging in the commitment and risk-taking required to establish open, authentic 

relationships funher enhances the experiences and growth of each individual. In 

particular, close intimate relationships provide a feeling of being understood and 

accepted, and afford individuals both sanctuary and stren,a. Adopting and maintaining 

a sense of belonging, closeness, and community involves an openness to sharing one's 

experiences with others and sharing in the experiences of others. It also requires humility 



when successful, and dignity in failure, that lessens the tendency to push away h m  

people at those times. 

Through the acceptance and erperience of the selfund others comes a strength to 

face whatever events occur in one's life, and a courage to let this objective guide and 

direct the manner in which one lives and responds- In other words, individuals are then 

able to find meaning and purpose in virtually every experience, good and bad, and to use 

those experiences to continually reconnect with themselves and others. 

To me, that is the three-paragraph 'skinny' on perspective. It's not a linear 

sequence. It doesn't divide niceiy into separate categories. But it does reflect, in fairly 

simple terms, the process that these athletes attempt to follow in their lives. Having said 

this, there is a body of literature that is highly relevant to the process of perspective. So 

relevant, in fact, that the perspective model ilt a glance may appear to offer nothing new 

at all. 

The Relevant Literature 

It is a requirement for doctoral candidates to funher their fields through original 

research. While this study has not been done before, particularly in an elite athletic 

context, the results echo ideas that are not new. Indeed the principles of 'perspective' 

simpty reinforce ideas that have been around for decades in psychotogy, and millennia in 

philosophy. What the model may provide is a synchronicity that ties together relevant 

ideas from the past, providing a structure for athIetes and the peopie working with them. 

However. overstating chis wouId run counter to the wisdom that has been shared with me 

by a remarkable p u p  of people who also happen to be elite athletes. It would 



demonstrate neither authenticity nor humility, ideas that must first be applied to my own 

life if I am to communicate them meaningfuIly to others. 

'Perspective' combines ideas popularized by psychology's founding fathers, such 

as Rogers, Maslow, and Bandura. It overlaps with the subsequent exploration of 

psychological well-being. It touches on the contemporary ideas of resonance (Newburg) 

and flow (Csikszentmihalyi). It reinforces the importance of social support and intimacy, 

already well researched in psychology. It merges with ideas of existential psychoiogy 

and philosophy. And it is coloured with the types of lessons common in theology, both in 

western and eastern cultures. 

So what do I offer to my field? In addition to the holistic nature of the model, it is 

my hope that my 'perspective' dialogue will rekindle the discussion of what it means to 

live well. Like the process of perspective, knowledge of healthy purposeful living is not 

a destination that can be reached and sustained without effort. The ideas that have 

emerged from this data are not rocket science. They are simple principles of living. 

However, they can be lost when they slip from our consciousness. In my eyes, the elite 

span environment is a metaphor for the everyday distractions and pressures that 

disconnect us from the things of most fundamental importance to us. But with the right 

attitude and focus, that same environment can be a forum for connecting with those 

things fully. 

This discussion is intended to bring the Life lessons of these athletes to the 

consci~usness of you, the reader. Those lessons will be elaborated further, using the 

ideas of others whose efforts help to illuminate the essence of 'healthy living'. 



Perspective and Psvcholo~cal - Well-being 

Perspective, at a glance, addresses an optimal form of living within a performance 

environment. For this reason, obvious comparisons can be drawn between perspective 

and virtually any conception of higher functioning or psychological health. While 

comparisons to every such description would require many volumes to complete, there 

ace certain comparisons that merit discussion by virtue of their similarity to the 

perspective model. For instance, comparisons have been made between Rogers' filly 

fiincrioning person ( 196 1) and Maslow's concept of self-acrualizarion (1970). The 

perspective model fits into this discussion seamlessIy. 

Pers~ective. the Fully Functioning Person. and Self-Actualization. 

Both Rogers (1961) and Maslow (1970) saw self-acceptance as fundamentally 

important. Tied closely to this is the ability to see oneself and others for what they truly 

are, without distortion. These ideas are central to the perspective model, in which 

individuals can readily present self authentically if they have accepted the self as both 

valuable and fallible, 

Closely related to this notion. in the model, is the ability to experience oneself 

through one's activities, without being defined by them. In his interpretation of Rogers' 

fully functioning person, Monte (1995) makes an eeriiy similar observation: 

In essence, the person's self emerges spontlmeomly from his or her experiences 

rather than being shaped by them. He or she transcends the boundaries of life by 

experiencing it fully rather than anxiously anticipating its pitidls (p. 680). 

The ability to immerse oneseIf fully in the moment is also relevant to Rogers' and 

Maslow's concepts. Rogers (196 1) speaks of being more fully open to experience, while 



Maslow (1970) refers to a freshness of appreciation and an ability to marvel at and enjoy 

the good things in life (interestingly, he includes sports among these). Both theorists 

describe individuals who are resistant to conformity and external influence, making them 

less distracted by pressures and expectations outside of themselves which were said to 

potentially interfere with full experience of the moment in the perspective model. 

The importance of relationships with others is also apparent in these classic 

descriptions. Maslow claimed that the self-actualizing person is more accepting of 

others. has more intimate personal relations. and has a pronounced social interest. He 

used the term 'gemeinschaftsgefiihl' (fellow feeling) to refer to this strong interest in the 

welfare of others and small number of intense and intimate friendships (Maslow, 1970). 

Rogers wrote about the importance of feeling accepted unconditionally as a precondition 

to becoming fully functioning (l961), although in the perspective model, it is acceptance 

by the self rather than by others ;hat is cenual. Rogers also chimed that fully functioning 

people are better able to harmonize hemselves with the needs of others and find 

themselves more uusting in human nature. 

It is worth noting that, while Rogers' conception grew out of observations in 

psychotherapy and Maslow's came out of observations, interviews, and partial test 

results. the perspective model is drawn from exemplars within sport. They were recruited 

and interviewed based on the perceptions of sport psychology professionals, coaches, and 

other athletes. They were said to have (in a manner of speaking) 'their shit together' by 

those living and working within the sporting realm. The smng overlap with these 

theoretical conceptions helps to validate them as descriptors of higher functioning. It 

supports them empirically decades after their genesis. 



In addition, constructions of perspective based on the subjective experiences and 

perceptions of elite athletes gain support from two of the most influential humanistic 

psychologists of all time. Rather than being let down by the lack of original ideas within 

the model, I take comfort in the consensus that exists between these two theories and the 

basics of healthy living as identified by the participants in this study. In essence, 

psychoIogyls ongoing study of what constitutes psychological we[[-being gained 

additional data supporting some original tenets. 

Pers~ective and Sel f-Efficacv. 

While Rogers and Maslow are perhaps the best known of the humanistic 

psychology camp, Bandura's social learning theory and his concept of self-efficacy make 

his name among the most recognizable in the behaviounl school of thought. When one 

considers the main tenets of Bandura's work, similarities are immediately evident 

between it and the process of perspecrive. 

For instance, in contrast to the original behaviourist thinkers, Bandura emphasized 

the importance of cognitive appraisal in how individuals experience their environments. 

Memory representation of the past involves constructive rather than reproductive 

processes in which events are fiItered through personal meanings and biases and 

are cognitively transformed. People thus serve as partid authors not only of their 

past experiences but of their memory of them as well (Bandura, 1982, p.167). 

This idea highlights the active role that an individual has in assigning meaning to one's 

experiences. Participants in this study were able to find meaning and purpose in virtually 

every experience, rather than being shaped passively by chem. This 'role of author' also 

helps to explain the exemplary way in which some athIetes attempt to live, despite the 



harsh realities of their environment that might otherwise direct their attitudes and 

behaviours. 

Bandura asserted that a feeling of competence or mastery, which he termed self- 

eficacy, underlies many indicators of healthy psycho1ogical functioning (Bandura, 1 982). 

When individuals are confident that they will be able to respond competently to the 

challenges that they face, they demonstrate more persistence in the face of obstacles 

(Bandura & Schunk, 198 1). have a more accurate self-concept (Lazarus & Launier, 

L978), and experience fewer feelings of depression and futility (Abramson, Seligrnan, & 

Teasdale, 1978). Bandura claimed that the suongest source of self-efficacy is 

performance accomplishments (Bandua, 1986), consisting of past successes or failures in 

responding to challenges. The influence of this source exceeds that of vicarious 

experience (watching others perform) and verbal persuasion. 

The concept of self-efficacy provides insight to an important question: can we 

teach the positive aspects of the perspective process or must it be acquired through 

experiential learning. If we accept Bandun's idea, then we must acknowledge that the 

most powerful lessons about perspective will be learned experientially. This assumption 

is consistent with the experiences of the athletes in this study, whose grasp on perspective 

strengthened with experience. However, while past experiences may have the most 

powerful impact on the maintenance of perspective, highIighting role models from whom 

young athletes can learn vicariously, and teaching the basic principles of perspective 

(verbal persuasion) may very well provide a starting point of self-efficacy from which 

individuals can draw as their life events unfold 



A final point about self-efficacy relates to performance and emotional arousal. 

When individuals are in situations that will test their competence, they often experience a 

degree of apprehension and anxiety (Bandura, 1986). If individuals focus on feelings of 

fear or anxiety, they may bring about the very failure that they were dreading. 

Individuals at the positive end of perspective experienced a simultaneous 'peace and 

exhilaration', suggesting that they experienced physiological arousal, but at a moderzrte 

level. They then found themselves able to perform optimally. The absence of 

apprehension appears to be linked to what is at stake for the athlete. When individuals 

define themselves independent of outcomes, then the prospect of failure does not carry 

with it 3 loss of personal value, and the level of anxiety associated with situations that test 

competence may remain manageable and, in many cases, optimal. This distinction in 

how individuals define themselves may help to clarify the mechanism by which 

physiological arousal becomes excessive during a performance. 

A more recent summation of psychological well-being also overlaps with the 

perspective model. 

Perspective and a Six-Factor Model of Ps~choloeical Health. 

The measurement of psychological well-being was long equated with measures of 

positive and negative affect, whereby a psychologically healthy individual would have 

more of the former. However, the 'pursuit of happiness' may be a misinterpretation of 

Greek philosophy. Upon closer inspection, the Greek word eudarnonia, long equated 

with happiness. was more precisely defined as "the feelings accompanying behaviour in 

the direction of, and consistent with, one's true potential" (Waterman, 1984. p.16). 

Dimon was an ideal of excetlence, providing direction and meaning in one's life. This 



notion ties together the concepts of health, happiness, and high performance. In shon, it 

is suggested that the pursuit of positive affect may be analogous to seeking Olympic goid 

to have the medal. In other words, positive affect may be the product of a meaningfbl 

process, bur ought not to be taken as the bottom line. 

Ry€f (1989) constructed and operationalized a model of psychologicaI health that 

is based on the many theoretical constructions of optimal functioning (including the two 

discussed earlier). The factors of the model provide qualitative descriptors of healthy 

living. Since the perspective model speaks to the same process, that of living in a healthy 

manner. a comparison of the two models seems appropriate. Let us consider the six 

factors of the Ryff mode1 and how the perspective model may overlap. 

Self-acceptance consists of a positive attitude towards the self. acknowledgement 

ufborl~ good and bad aspects of rhe self: and positive feelings about pasr life events. 

Perspective is closely linked to perceiving the self in positive ways, and finding an 

enduring sense of self and personal value, independent of performance outcomes. The 

athletes valued the freedom to be themselves. both the good and the bad. The tendency 

towards authenticity ties into this acknowledgement of the 'whole self. Findly, positive 

feeiings about past life events seem to be the focus of finding meaning and purpose in 

one's experiences. The athletes in this study have made a habit of finding the lesson or 

'silver lining' in virtually every experience, allowing them to look back positively at life 

events. 

Positive relations with orhers consist of warm, sarisfiing, trusting reiarionsltips 

wirlt others. a concern for the welfore of others. undersranding the give md rake nature 

of relationships. and the ability ro emparhize and show gection and inrimucy. Living 



authentically invotves the development of mature intimate relationships that satisfy the 

needs of both parties. These relationships foster a warm, open forum of expression and 

support, from which individuds can draw strength and satisfaction. The value of sharing 

one's experiences with family, friends, and community was also prominent, highlighting 

a concern for others. The importance of humility to these athletes also underscores their 

commitment to staying connected with the people around them, further strengthening 

their connections. 

Auronorny refers to self-determination and independence, abiliry to resist social 

pressures ro think and act in certain ways, regularion ofbehatiour from within, and 

evaluation of oneselfby personal srandards. In order to fully experience the moments in 

which they were living, these athletes had to resist strong external pressures and 

distractions. Further, efforts to project oneseif authenticdly came in the face of social 

pressures to project an image of infallibility and invulnerability. A lifestyle of humility 

runs counter to the special status that is reserved for the eIite athlete. In short, being 

humble and authentic requires an act of will coming from within. The confidence to do 

this comes from living up to internal standards of what it means to have value. regardless 

of one's achievements. Ironically, this then ailows athletes to fully experience their 

sports and perform at their best. 

Environmental w r e w  speaks to a sense of maser-  and competence in managing 

rhe environment. rlte conrrol of a comp1e.r amzy of external activities, making use of 

surrounding opportwtities. and creating contats suitable ro personal needs and values. 

The participants in this study were elite performers. As was clear in their comments, they 

took their commitment to excellence into virtually every aspect of their lives. They 



sought to fully experience themselves and to live out their true potential. They tumed 

tragedies into learning opportunities, looked W y  at themselves to discover where they 

needed to grow, and over the course of their lives, have sought congruence between their 

values and their habits of daily living. To me, these individuals personify the process of 

mastery. They also illustrate vividly the degree of focus and preparation that perspective 

can foster. 

Purpose in life indicates thar the individual has goals in life and a sense of 

directedness, feels there is meaning to present and past events, holds beliefs that give life 

purpose. and has aims and objectives for living. Again, the perspective model overlaps 

considerably with these ideas. Finding meaning and purpose involves two main patterns 

that address this factor. Erst, the athletes in this study habitually ask themselves whether 

they still have passion for their sports. They use this question to fuel their training and 

competition. and to give purpose to their continued participation but are willing to leave 

their sports if their purpose is lost. Secondly, these individuals find meaning in past 

events. both _good and bad, from which they learn more about themselves, others, sport. 

and life. While this process is not necessarily a comfonable one, they embrace it as 

essential to living life fully and meaningfully. In addition. each athlete seemed to have a 

personal philosophy about healthy living that sport could be a part of, but could never 

define. 

Personal growth is a feeling of conhued developrnenr. seeing oneseffas growing 

and expanding, openness to new experiences, having a sense of realizing true porential. 

seeing improvement in oneseif and one's behaviour over time, and chunging in ways 

reflecting more self-knowledge and efecriveness. Once again, the dialogue about 



perspective is highly relevant. The athletes continually referred to a process by which 

they were evolving, growing, and moving in the directing of personal potential and self- 

discovery. Case in point, transition out of spon appeared to be anticipated with 

excitement by most of the athletes, in contrast to the notion of retirement as a symbolic 

'death'(K1eiber. Gmndorfer, Blinde, & Samdahl, 1987). The participants saw retirement 

as a natural transition into a new phase of self-discovery and experience. They also saw 

their movement cowards greater perspective as a 'work in progress', in which they were 

constantly [earning, changing, and maturing. 

With the considerable overlap between the perspective model and this six-factor 

model of psychoIogicd health, one may ask whether a new model is appropriate at dl. 

The answer lies in the nature of grounded theory research (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The 

model is appropriate because it was drawn directly from their experiences. Their 

experiences were organized into a smaller set of ideas that they had a chance to refute or 

validate. It's how they have gone about maintaining perspective in their lives. Other 

similar constnrccions may provide consensus of experience, but the process of perspective 

as i t  has been consmcted here belongs to these athletes. 

Pers~ective. Resilience. and Hardiness 

The participants in this study found opportunities for growth md learning under 

conditions of adversity. Researchers in psychology have long been interested in 

responses to adverse conditions. Some individuals are able to endure h d h i p  without 

significant declines in psychological health, while others are not. The distinction 

between these two _pups has resulted in numerous studies about the concepts of 

resilience and hardiness. 



Heman-Stahl and Peterson (19%) defined resilient adolescents as being high in 

indicators of stress but low in indices of depression. Vulnerable individuals were high in 

both. Their study found that resilient individuals scored higher than vulnerable 

individuaIs in measures of optimism, active coping, and positive relations with parents 

and peers. The use of active coping (coping focused on facing the problem rather than 

just avoiding it) is also more prevalent in adolescents with higher self-esteem (Thoits. 

1995). 

There are distinct similarities between the resilience literature and the perspective 

model. The practice of living authentically is enhanced by the support of key friends, 

family members, and significant others. These supporters reinforce healthy definition of 

the self. thus reducing the impact of stressful life stimuli that might otherwise be 

perceived as threats to personal value. Authentic living enhances the clarity of perception 

of the self. others. and one's environment. It follows logically that this undistorted 

perception would enhance the coping ability of an individual, allowing direct 

consideration of the suessful stimulus, and the assignment of meaning and purpose to 

these stressful events. 

The perspective model also emphasizes the acceptance and expression of the 

emotions, rather than attempting to avoid and conceal them. This treatment of the 

emotions is in direct opposition to the avoidance mode of coping that resiIience 

researchers consider to be dysfunctional (Seiffge-Krenke, 1995). Thus, the emotional 

subcategory of the perspective model is reinforced by the resilience literature as a source 

of adaptive functioning. 



Related to the resilience concept is the idea of hardiness. Hardiness is a gnen l  

quality that is said to emerge from rich, varied and rewarding childhood experiences 

(Funk, 1992; Maddi & Kobasa, 1984). This qudity manifests itself in feelings and 

behaviours of associated with commitment, control, and challenge. A hardy person 

views potentially stressful situations as meaningful and interesting (commitment), sees 

stressors as changeable (control), and sees change as a normal aspect of life rather than as 

3 threat. and regards changes as opportunities for growth (challenge). 

This concept resonates with the perspective model on a few imponant points. 

First. the participants in this study generally had rich and rewarding childhood 

experiences fostered by parents that aIIowed them to explore and discover themselves and 

their environments. They would certainly meet the theoretical preconditions for the 

development of hardiness. 

Second. the experience of setbacks triggered the assignment of meaning and 

purpose to these events (as individuals evolved towards the perspective end of the 

continuum), rather than being weakened and permanently discouraged by them. This 

illuscrates the 'commitment' quality associated with hardiness. 

Third. the absence of apprehension that these athletes had about the prospect of 

transition implies the view that chanse is not threatening but rather represents an 

oppomnity for growth and new experience. Again, the participants in this study exhibit 

a central characteristic of hardiness. 

Enally, the concept of hardiness was developed to expIain why some individuaIs 

are able to stay heal thy under conditions of stress. This study of perspective asked a 

simiIar question about living in the s f~ssful  world of elite spoh The parallel findings 



appear to underscore the importance of childhood experiences and parenting philosophy 

in the process of perspective. 

The concepts of resilience and hardiness provide points of comparison in the 

psychology Literature with respect to how these individuals are able to live healthy and 

rewarding lives under conditions of high stress. The findings in this study offer 

qualitative support to the assertions made by theorists in this area, with clear conceptual 

links between [he perspective process and these concepts. 

Perswctive and Resonance 

The perspective dialogue is also highly relevant to the work of Newburg (1999). 

Newburg's performance model is based on interviews with over 300 elite performers 

from a variety of fields. As such. it too is grounded in the experience of the interviewees. 

Newburg refers to a 'dream' as the way that one wants to feel everyday. Typically, the 

performers in his study refer to a feeling of engagement, through which they can be lost 

in their activities and feel most themselves. They are said to experience resonance 

(Newburg, 1999). This notion is very similar to the immersion in the moment that the 

participants in this study described. They also referred to their sports as a means of 

experiencing the self. For both resonance and perspective, the feeling of a performance 

represents the ultimate experience of the self. 

Newburg also found that when elite performers came across obstacles, they 

reconnected with their 'dream' in order to summon the energy and commitment to work 

past those obstacles. Similarly, an important part of perspective is a willingness, during 

difficult times, to ask whether one's s p a  is still a source of passion or fulfillment. If it 

is, this allows the athlete to reconnect with the self through it, and continue purposefully 



and passionately. If it is not, then individuals must be willing to explore other potential 

sources of passion and experience of the self. 

I would contend that perspective allows people to pursue their activities 

unburdened with pressures to perform, and a necessity to define themselves or establish 

their worth. They are then able to fully immerse themselves in the moment, and 

experience resonance. Thus, the healthy definition of self, connections with others, 

emotional expression, authenticity, and ability to find meaning and purpose in one's 

experience, all enhance the ability to connect with the self, to Live one's 'dream', to 

resonare. 

The resonance model is one that Newburg has brought to an ongoing dialogue 

about the nature of performance and meaningful living. Sport psychology pmfessionals, 

psychologists. athletes, musicians, physicians, business people, health experts. teachers 

and parents have been involved in this dialogue. I anticipate that perspective will become 

a part of this ongoing exchange and debate of ideas. 

Pers~ective and Flow 

Those who are familiar with Csikszentrnihdyi's concept of flow will have 

recosnized the similarity between the athletes' 'perspective end' experiences of their 

sports and descriptions of flow. Row is defined as "a state of optimal experiencing 

involving total absorption in the task, and creating a state of consciousness where optimal 

levels of functioning often occur" (Jackson. 1995, p.138). Some characteristics of the 

construct that bear remarkable resemblance to the accounts in this study include a sense 

of spontaneity, total concentration on the skill being performed, becoming one with the 

activity, and loss of time awareness (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). The experience of flow is 



said to be reinforcing in and of itself, a notion that is consistent with the descriptions of 

the athletes in this study. 

Jackson lists a positive mental attitude as one of the facilitators of the flow state 

(1992). It now appears that perspective, as a state, may provide depth to the description 

of what constitutes such a positive attitude. Intuitively, when one is closer to the 

perspective end of the continuum, the experience of one's sport is less about proving 

oneself to the self or to others, less about external recognition and rewards, and more 

about the experience in and of itself. It's about 'wanting to' versus 'having to'. In this 

way, athletes may be unburdened enough to lose themselves in the activity. allowing for 

full vivid experience of the sport. However, further research would be needed to clarify 

the relationship between perspective and flow. 

Pers~ective and Balance 

Orlick (1998) advocated the maintenance of a sense of balance and perspective in 

sport and life. His definition of balance, distinct from balance in a time management 

sense. cleariy shares common ground with the perspective model: 

(Rinding beauty passion, and meaning in the different loves of your life, and 

living those loves -everyday. Balance is respecting your needs for achievement 

and relaxation, work and play, giving and receiving, intimacy and personal space 

(p.xiii). 

.hirault and Orlick's (1998) exploration of the term balance in the lives of elite athletes 

revealed that athletes refuted the notion that different aspefts of one's life could be 

"balanced" with equal amounts of time. Athletes respected the enormous amount of 



one's time that is required to excel in sport. Temporal balance was not seen as a viable 

option. 

Careful consideration of Amirault and Orlick's (1998) study leads me to believe 

that we were investigating the same basic phenomenon. An athlete in their study spoke 

of an "inner harmony" meaning "listening to yourself, not everyone else and focusing on 

one thing at a time" (p.38). Certain common elements are evident. Making a conscious 

decision to have balance is similar to the importance of awareness of the perspective 

process. Enjoying what you're doing mirrors the passion and purpose that the 

perspective participants sought in their sports. Being in the moment (balance) matches 

the idea of immersion on the moment (perspective). Having a support network (balance) 

mirrors the emphasis that the perspective athIetes placed on intimacy, support, and shared 

experience. 

However. I feel that the perspective model provides an elaboration of fundamental 

importance. Perspective speaks to the manner in which one views the self and the role 

that this plays in the ability to live authenticaIIy and experience fully. This mode of 

seeing the self is perhaps best expressed through a metaphor. Van Deurzen (1998) 

described the self as a vessel (container). We fill the vessel with contents such as roles, 

activities. and relationships. But while these 'contents' appear to give the vessel 

substance, they are unstable, and so when we lose a part of these contents. we feel empty 

and hollow. But van Deurzen argues that we have not lost the essence of the self. The 

container itself, with its dimensions and properties defines the self. 

Likewise, when we recognize the quaIities that we have that cut across any role, 

activity, or relationship, we are no longer bound by the nature of our contents. Instead 



we are able to experience ourseIves through the contents, rather than being defined by 

them. This thought process may have been best ilIustrated by the lack of apprehension 

that the participants had about the prospects of transition. 

Perspective involves making peace with the authentic self, then setting out to 

experience it fully through one's activities and key relationships. The role of humility in 

staying connected to others is an additional contribution of the model, as is the central 

importance of authenticity, and emotional awareness/expression. I feel that the process 

of meaning-making is also clearer through this perspective study, in its consideration of 

responses to adversity. 

I will continue to use the term perspective rather than balance. To me, the word 

balance conjures a notion of role management, rather than the more basic consideration 

of self and how one perceives and responds to the events and experiences of one's life. 

Pers~ective and Identity 

The literature regarding athletic identity refers primarily to the potential pitfalls in 

defining oneself unidimensionally. Following years of internal reinforcers and external 

evaluation associated with sport participation, a strong and sometimes exclusive athletic 

identity can develop in many eIite athletes (Gati, 1986). When individuals receive 

positive reinforcement in sport that exceeds alI other sources of encouragement, athletic 

ability may come to be the only attribute that they value in themselves. (Heyman, 1986). 

This limited view of personal worth and identity has been found to be problematic 

in relationships outside of sport (GoIdberg & Chandler, 1995; Heyman, 1986), in 

managing stress (Lapiano & Zotos, 1992), in overcoming burnout (Raedeke, 1997), in 

career development outside of sport (Grove, Lavallee, & Gordon, 1997; Heyman, 1986; 



Murphy, Petitpas, & Brewer, 1996)' and in response to injury (Kleiber, Greendorfer, 

Blinde, & Samdahl, 1987; Blinde & Strata, 1992). 

It shouId then foilow from the perspective model that individuals who are closer 

to perspective will have identities that are resistant to many of these problems. To begin 

with, most of the athletes in this study defined themselves in terms of particular attributes 

chat transcend any given activity in which they engage. Their sports were subsequently 

viewed as a forum in which to experience those parts of themselves, rather than a stage 

on which they are defined. They saw these qualities as transferable to whatever 

endeavours they chose to pursue. 

Further, their support base provided acceptance that was not conditional upon 

arhletic outcomes. This allowed the individuals to establish a sense of value that was tied 

to the attributes mentioned above and to the value, support, and quality that rhey, in turn. 

contributed to the lives of others. Some of the athletes were explicit about the importance 

of having friends outside of the sport environment. 

FrndIy, most of the participants saw themsetves in multifaceted terms that could 

not be encapsulated with the label of 'athlete'. They saw themselves as active in a 

variety of relationships and activities that, while not taking the same time as their sports, 

were still seen as highly significant and bound to receive attention in the off-season 

mdor retirement. 

As a researcher who was aware of these identity pitfalIs prior to this study, I was 

suuck by the conspicuous absence of these concerns from the accounts of the ahletes. 

For instance, the prospect of retirement from spon, even when potentidly due to physical 

limitations (injury), was viewed as a natural, accepted part of their lives, that wouId be 



simultaneously melancholy and exciting. It would appear then that encouraging athletes 

to see themselves in these expanded t e r n  may be instrumental in heading off a myriad 

of psychological difficulties. 

Perswctive and SociaI Su~pon  

The research on social support for athletes has established its link to numerous 

aspects of health and coping (Rees & Hardy, 2000). Links have been identified between 

social support and coping with competitive stress (Cracker, 1992). vulnerability to injury 

(Smith, Smoll, & Ptacek, 1990), and recovery from injury (Hardy, Richman, & 

Rosenfeld, 1991; Udry, 1996). One study has also [inked social support to sport 

performance (Rees, Ingledew, & Hardy, L999). But a pattern emerges as one reviews the 

literature on social support and athletes; the support is discussed relative to sport-related 

issues and outcomes. In other words, merit is assigned to these relationships based on 

what they do for athletes and their performance. 

A closer look at one study helps to clarify this issue. Rees and Hardy (2000) 

sought to describe the social support experiences of high-level sport performers. They 

categorized the types of support into four categories: emotional, esteem, informational, 

and tangible. Two patterns in of particular relevance to this discussion. 

First, the categories were each divided into the subcaregories of sport and non- 

sport support except for one, esteem. The esteem support of these athletes came in the 

form of encouragement and reassurance about one's athletic abilities and potential. 

Esteem support outside of sport seems like a significant omission, considering the 

multidimensionality that is embraced by the athletes in the current study. 



Secondly, the relationships are discussed in terms of what they can do for the 

arhlere. For example, relationships with others gain particular value if they can be shown 

to enhance the performance of athletes. In contrast, the relationships in the lives of the 

athletes in the current study were assigned primary significance in and ofthemselves. 

While it was acknowledged that they helped in coping with disappointment, and re- 

energizing, one participant was quick to emphasize that '?hat's not why you're in them, 

of course" (Courtney). These individuals saw their relationships as absolutely 

fundamental to their fulfillment as people, not just as athletes. I'm certain that it is not 

the intent of the sport psychology researchers in this area to suggest that this is not the 

case. But the focus of the discipline may speak to the manner in which the spon 

environment generally regards supporting and intimate relationships. 

A semh of the literature regarding athletes and intimate relationships revealed 

nothing except for the barriers to such relationships discussed in the background literature 

in Chapter Two (e.g., Heyman. 1986). 

Pers~ective and Emotion 

Although emotional expression was discussed as a separate subcategory of che 

perspective model. the significance of the emotions in the process is evident throughout 

the results. When one is able ro find enduring value in oneself, this carries with it certain 

affective repercussions. The ability to immerse oneself in the moment and fully 

experience one's sport for it's own sake also creates an affective state. In fact, Kirniecik 

and Stein (1992) described flow as a combination of emotional ecstasy and personal peak 

performance. 



Authentic being gives license for emotional awareness and expression. 'The 

relationship between authenticicy and emotion is described by van Deurzen (1998): 

Emotions seen this way, as indicators of meaning and direction, cease to be 

enemies or passive experience and become important existential realities instead. 

Each emotion or mood can now be savored in its fuI1 intensity and appreciated for 

its dud positive and negative aspects. The aspiration or concern which is 

indicated by the emotion leads the way towards an exploration of the person's 

relationship to the world (van Deurzen, 1998, p. 148). 

In this way, authenticity fed into the experience of the emotions. 

This 'exploration of the one's relationship to the world' could be considered a 

vital component of the process of finding meaning and purpose in one's life and the 

events that shape it. The subsequent assignment of meaning also has an emotional effect. 

As was evident in the quotes, finding meaning and purpose in experiences equipped the 

athletes with renewed interest. passion, appreciation, and hope, dl affective dimensions 

of profound value. They were able to wield their emotions 'intelligently', bringing them 

closer to themseives and their aspirations, an idea repopularized of late by Golemm 

(1995). 

In summary, the emotions are woven throughout the process of perspective. They 

allow one to experience vividly and fully while providing powerful indicators of the 

things of pates t  importance to each of us. They become highly functional in a culture 

where the emotions are often seen as a liability. Indeed, we see enough examples in sport 

of the mismanagement of emotions. 



Perswctive and Authenticity 

If there is an overriding category that gives direction to the process as a whole, 

living authentically may be the one. Bugental (1965) offers a valuable definition of the 

term: "A person is authentic in that degree to which his being in the world is 

unqualifiedly in accord with the givenness of his own nature and of the world" (pp. 3 1- 

32). The desire of the participants just to be themselves, with all of their emotions and 

imperfections, was paramount. Seeing one's inherent value and being unconditionally 

accepted by others facilitated the process, but ultimately there was a reverence for the 

ability to see oneself fully and completely, then project that outward and share it with 

others. 

The freedom associated with authenticity is associated with psychological health 

and a realization of one's potential (Rogers, 1961; Maslow, 1970; Yalom, 1980). How 

this occurs might be better understood through a conceptual distinction. Authenticity, as 

the term has been used thus far in this document, refers to an honesty with which one 

views the self and expresses it outwardly. This 'authenticity of the self can be seen as a 

precondition to 'experiencing fullyT. Once one abandons distortions of one's perceived 

world that are designed to protect an inauthentic view of the self, one can then experience 

that world in it's entirety, living fully in the moment. As a point of interest, this ability to 

abandon distortions and fully experience the moment in which one lives is a central tenet 

in Buddhist philosophy (Hagan. 1997). 

The authentic experience has been described as including certain characteristics 

that overlap with the perspective model. These include being fully present and aware of 

one's experience, intensity of the senses, ego dissolution and elimination of judgments, 



eliciting expressive behaviour, heightened awareness of interpersonal relationships, 

timelessness, peak experiences, and being precipitated by honestlcandid communication 

(Rahilly, 1993). The authentic experience may be best expressed by a poem written by 

Craig Buhler, son of Charlotte Buhler, appearing in her book, Introduction to Humanistic 

Psychology (Buhler & Allen, 1972, p.105). It is interesting to note the appearance of the 

perspective process in the poem: 

He too is vulnerable. 

He too is exposed. 

He too is threatened. 

He is bombarded by visions both beautiful and chaotic. 

He is deafened by sounds both melodic and discordant. 

He has trembled with anxiety. 

He has been alienated to the point of tuning off. 

He has withdrawn from life, hiding himself away. 

He has emerged again. 

He has thrown his head back to laugh at himself. 

He has been shot through with joy. 

He has learned to touch and be touched and to be born and reborn in love. 

He has brandished his fist in the face of elements both natural and man made 

which would suck away his life and the life of dl who live. 

He has dared to hope in the face of a sometimes overwhelming absurdity. 

He has Iost, and then gained and Iost again; yet each time he sensed his own 

resilience, the positive force of his own existence rising up in him. 



The idea of authentic experience ties the authenticity of the self to the quality of 

lived experience that perspective seems to protect. Buhler's poem also raises many 

points about the human condition that highlight the relevance of existential literature to 

the perspective discussion. 

Perspective and Existentialism 

As a researcher who believes that knowledge is constructed, i should not be 

surprised that I saw existential themes emerge repeatedly as I analyzed the data in my 

study. Presumabiy my background and interest in existential thinking coloured what I 

saw as I drew categories from the transcripts. However, when talking about perspective, 

we're talking about the essence of meaningful living. Since existentialism deals with the 

construction of meaning and the givens of human existence, it warrants mention when 

discussing perspective. 

The central tenet of existentialism is our freedom. While we cannot dways 

control the events that occur in our lives, we can control the manner in which we respond 

to them (Sartre, 1967). The athletes in this study spoke of perspective as something that 

required their attention and energy to preserve. Perspective was not something that 

happened to them, but rather it was protected intentionally and purposefully. When the 

effort was made, they made it happen. 

The conditions that could at times lure individuals away from perspective 

consisted of external rewards and aversions that participants admitted being distracted by 

at rimes in their lives. However, they took responsibility for the loss of perspective, 

respecting the power of these external conditions but not conceding control to them. This 

idea was expressed by May (1977). who claimed that if people are not governed by 



causative forces, but instead are oriented towards a future, they are empowered to 

exercise their will. In short, perspective is a choice that these participants exercise 

regularly, in the face of external pressures. 

The active assignment of meaning and purpose to the activities and events of an 

individual's life is an idea that is central to perspective. Existential counsellors place 

great emphasis on this theme as well. Our individual worlds consist of past events and 

conditioning influences. but their meaning derives from how we relate to them and what 

we select from them to build our futures (Kemp, 1971). In existential counselling, the 

central task of exploring the meanings of a client's experiences, environment, and 

relationships is to validate and give purpose to the client's life. The client can then begin 

to determine how cumnt patterns of meaning can be altered to enrich experience and 

reach potentialities (DuPlock. 1997). 

The participants in this study provided a window into this process. The quotes 

illustrated how each individual's assignment of meaning has evolved to the point where 

optimal purpose and fulfillment are enhanced, and connections with the self and others 

are strengthened. However, the 'therapist' in each athlete's case was a combination of 

experiential learning and unconditional, non-judgmental support from family, significant 

others, and close friends. 

This highlights an additional parallel to the existential counselling literature, the 

emphasis of the trusting and accepting relationship with the counsellor. Much of the 

perspective process is about taking an honest look at oneself and one's life, a process that 

can at times be painful and embarrassing. Existential counsellors speak of clients' desire 

to have a "trustworthy companion" who will attend to them and really care about them 



(Ticktin. 1997). The development of camaraderie is viewed as essential in searching for 

identity, autonomy, and good relationships. The counsellor is seen as a fellow traveler on 

a journey, with whom the client shares a genuine connection. 

If you were to Look back to the section on intimacy, you wouId find that this is the 

type of close relationship that was most highly vdued There are references to 

individuals who allowed them to be completely open and honest, to 'just be me", and 

who listened and accepted them non-judgmentally (the standards to which good 

counsellors aspire). But there was also an acknowledgment of their significant others as 

companions who need their stlpport. While it is not the place of the counsellor to be 

needed, the point is that these supporters were indeed 'fellow travelers' and not just 

resources for athletic success. There is a genuine connection that allows for authentic 

consideration of the self and the hedthy assignment of meaning. But these relationships 

are also seen as cenual to the fulfillment of individuals, in and of themselves. 

This insight challenges the common notion among athletes that excellence in 

sport requires a selfishness that precludes 'serious relationships'. The lifestyle of elite 

spon brings with it demands. pressures, and setbacks that can 'be crippling. The 

participants in this study saw their significant others as integral partners in this process, 

allowing them not only to survive it, but to master it. 

One last existential idea worth mentioning involves the treatment of anxiety by 

this school of thought. By virtue of being human, we are faced with certain universal 

anxieties. We all must engage in our own struggle with death, search for meaning, fear 

of isolation and alienation, and our inherent freedom (Yalom, 1980). Kemp i 197 1) 

claims that many escape this anxiety through detachment and conformity; they detach 



themselves from meaningful relationships with themselves and others and avoid any deep 

search of meaning within themselves through conformity. 

This pattern of detachment and conformity seems to be in polar opposition to the 

way these athletes attempt to live their lives. They seek out and maintain meaningful 

relationships with others. They use their activities to fully connect with themselves. and 

embrace their growth and evolution as people. They habitually seek meaning and 

purpose in their lives and the events that shape them, and they accept the executive 

function chat they play in this process. 

Existential counselling literature highlights the importance of accepting our 

existential anxiety in order to live this way. Although the participants made no direct 

reference to existentid anxiety, the manner in which they approach all emotion may be 

telling in the question of how it is addressed. As these athletes matured and moved more 

consistently toward perspective. they took more ownership of their emotions. They were 

Iess prone to denying or suppressing them, and found out1et.s for expressing them. 

Allowing them to play out was seen as healthy and essentid to feeling authentic and 

whole. When one considers how these athletes responded to their 'darkest hours' of 

experience, it seems clear that the intense emotions that were present were a catalyst for 

considerable growth and soul-semhing, rather than denial and stagnation. This pattern 

follows the treatment of anxiety as a growth opportunity and essential part of life (Kemp. 

197 1 ). 

Recommendations for Performers 

Prior to conducting this research, I stated that the development of a perspective 

mode[ might provide a framework for other athletes to pursue perspective in their own 



lives. Now that the model is cornpfete, f feel that it offers considerable insight to this 

end. Some recommendations to elite performers are listed below. You will notice that 

the recommendations are laid out prescripuvely. I acknowledge that these results are 

based on the ideas and experiences of a smdI group of individuals and that I should be 

cautious in taking a prescriptive tone. However, the word 'recommendations' carries the 

irnpiication of suggested action, rather than imperative tone. 

Defining - the Self 

Separate your value as a person from your success and failure as an athlete. 

Identify the qualities that make you unique and whole. 

Think of your sport as a way of experiencing your body and your qualities, not as 

something that defines you. This wiIl help you to enjoy the experience more fully. It 

will also allow you to make a smoother rransition out of sport. 

Recognize and celebrate your multifaceted nature. Find ways to experience dl the 

parts of you. Accept that some of your parts may seem to be in direct conflict. Find 

different contexts in which to experience those opposite parts. 

Protect times when you can be a 'non-athlete'. This will help to replenish your 

energy and keep you from gening too caught up in your sport-life. This way rhe 

highs and lows are less apt to become unmanageable. 

Remember that you are constantly evolving as a person and as an athlete. Pay 

attention to the ways that you're changing so that you can keep those changes 

consistent with your values and who you want to become. 

Accept yourself for d l  the good and the bad, the weak and the strong. By seeing 

yourself for who and what you realIy are, this will make it possible to share this 'red 



self with others. This wilI heIp to reduce the tension that is created when there is a 

discrepancy between who you are and who you're rrying to convince yourself and 

others that you are. 

Living Authentically 

Cultivate your retationships with close friends and significant others. These 

relationships can provide you with a different kind of fuIElIment that the world of 

elite sport probably will not. 

Letting your guard down and being completeIy open and honest with those people 

ciosest to you can be a liberating experience. You may be surprised at how 

understanding and accepting they can be. They can be great sounding bards. 

allowing you to express emotions fully and to come to terms with the events in your 

life. 

Remember that the support, acceptance, and understanding that you receive from 

those mund you are just as valuable to each of them. Try not to receive more than 

you give. Find ways to add value to the experiences of those around you. 

Embrace the rich relationships that can grow through shared experiences in spon. 

Beware the influence of envy and comparisons with teammates and competitors, for 

these can diminish the positive relationships that might otherwise deveiop. 

Try to avoid comparisons between your relationships in sport and those outside of it. 

They're different. Both contribute to a richness of your experience. Both can help 

you to cope at different times. 

Share your experiences wish those cIosest to you, rather than trying to attain 

achievements and accolades for them. 



Be humble in success and keep your chin up in faiIure. If you believe that outcomes 

don't determine your worth as a person, then neither success nor failure can alter who 

you are. 

Humility will help to keep you connected to the people around you. When you're 

humble, you can interact with others on a more intimate and meaningful level. 

Be _gracious in success. Acknowledge the collective efforts that were necessary for 

you to have a chance at success. This again will help you to stay connected to the 

people around you and will enhance their motivation and enthusiasm for your spon. 

Your emotions can be your best window into who you are and what you value most. 

Pay attention to them. Accept them as your own. Find adaptive ways of expressing 

them. This will help you to feel less burdened and allow you to live in the moment. 

Use your emotions to help you identify and construct the kind of lifestyle that will 

give you the greatest sense of passion and purpose. 

Experiencing Fully 

Allow yourself to be lost in the experience of your sport. When you become focused 

on outcomes and their significance. always return to the feeling that you wish to 

create when you uain and compere. This will help you to create that feeling more 

consistently, rather than accidentally. 

Take time to appreciate the breadth of experiences and relationships that your sport 

life has allowed you to enjoy: the people, the travel, the stories that you'll look back 

on and smile, laugh, and cry (sometimes dl at once). 

Schedule in time away from your sport. This will help to avoid burnout and can 

rekindle your passion for your spon when it Ioses its 'luster'. 



8 Be willing to ask yourself whether your sport still holds the passion and meaning that 

you want it to. This will help you to reconnect with the aspects of your spon that are 

most fulfilfing, and will allow you to identify the right time to move on to something 

else. 

Ask yourself whether you are actuaily 'living your values'. Do they shape the way 

you behave every day? Are you consistently connected to the activities and 

relationships of greatest importance to you? 

r Accept that you will invariably face setbacks at times in your life and sport career. 

Allow the emotions to play out. Use these times to be introspective and learn lessons 

from your experiences. These times can also help you to reconnect with your 

priorities and the people of greatest significance to you. 

Take a moment to step away from your environment and see the events. both good 

and bad. in relation to a broader context. This will help you to keep setbacks in 

perspective and keep you humble in success. 

8 Respect the effect that perspective can have on your performance. It can leave you 

unburdened and focused, even at the times of greatest pressure. If all hat  is at stake 

is the performance itself, then all you're left with is your love of h e  sport and your 

competitive fire. 

8 Consider that we are not just performers in our sports. We perform in school, at 

work, in relationships. etc. Ask yourself what mindset will be most helpful in 

achieving top performances in and out of spon 



Accept your successes and failures in spon for what they are. Enjoy the feeling of 

achievement. Allow yourself to be disappointed in defeat. But never fai1 to learn the 

lesson from each experience. 

Perspective is a process that we become better at as we m a w .  Pay attention to it. 

Recognize when you're losing it and why that happens. Pay attention to the process 

so that you can be empowered to move towards perspective more consistently. 

Respect the ongoing nature of perspective. It is not a destination hat you reach and 

then no longer have to work at. It is an ongoing struggle. Acknowledge the powerful 

forces hat sometimes take your perspective away, and stay connected or reconnect 

with those things that help you to restore it. 

A Note to Counsellors 

The perspective model identifies a process of living that offers a positive focus to 

the athlete. CounselIors who are familiar with it will be attuned to the insights and foci of 

geatest significance to this small group of athletes. Considering the agreement by these 
b 

athletes on these primary categories. it is probable that these same idea will resonate 

with other elite athletes and performers. Awareness of this process can help the 

counseIlor to explore with ciients the relevance and centrality of these categories in their 

lives. This may ailow clients to move towards healthy definition of self, more authentic 

living, and experiencing fully. It can also help to identify why and how individuals may 

have lost sight of these things. 

Knowing the importance of awareness in the perspective process, it follows that 

education about perspective and its categories may allow individuals to evolve more 

intentionaIly towards the perspective end of the continuum. But the counseilor should 



also respect the importance of experiential learning in this process. The role of the 

counsellor or sport psychologist may be to aIert individuals to the significance of 

different categories and insights as they navigate through the experiences, both good and 

bad, that make up their careers. 

It may also be of some consolation to performers to know that even the exemplars 

of 'perspective' struggle through the process at different times in their tives. One can 

expect fluctuation back and forth on the perspective continuum. But the process is never 

complete, and may never be mastered, but aspiring to the perspective end of the 

continuum will likely maximize the quality of expei,ences and one's connections with 

self and others. The model represents a tool to be used towards that ongoing pursuit. 

Debunking - a Mvth 

As I read through the recommendations above, I am struck with the common 

sense nature of the contents. These ideas are not particularly new. But where these 

insights come from is important to note. I would argue that there is an unwritten rule that 

many people in elite spon (and 'non-elite' sport for that matter) subscribe to: "Nice guys 

finish last". There is a notion that many of the rules that apply to ordinary life do not 

apply to those who are serious about success in sport. 

But the participants in this study live by the principles of perspective and swear 

by their congruence with optimal performance. But take note that I use the term 'optimal 

performance', not winning. I believe it is fair to suggest that perspective can influence 

the people around you. People with perspective are responded to differently than those 

without it. They make people feel more comfortable with themselves and fee1 betrer 

about being involved in their spon. They inspire the people around them. Obviously 



some of those people around them will be in direct competition with them. So the 

performances on a whole will be enhanced. So the bad news ... you may inspire 

someone to outperform you. 

But this raises the bar even fuaher. Botterill, talks about the power of positive 

rivalry: "If you're at your best, hen I'll have to be that much better to beat you, and that 

makes both of us better!" (Personal communication, 1998). In this way, perspective is 

about high performance. not outcomes, a distinction rarely made in popular culture. Put 

succinctly by Newburg, "If winning is all you care about, just make sure you always piay 

against people that aren't as g o d  as you" (Personal communication, 2000). 

But the age-old notion is challenged by some of Canada's top performers in their 

respective sports. Perspective works for anyone, not just in a kindergarten classroom. 

This discovery (although many have known this for years) could help shape the way we 

coach and teach aspiring young athletes. It's not necessary for athletes to forfeit 

themselves or their values in order to perform well. These pieces can compliment each 

other. 

Limitations 

As is true of many grounded theory studies, the number of participants used in 

this study precludes genedization of findings to a larger population. Efforts to expand 

the depth of the model and its categories generated more patterns than could be tested 

with a sufficiently large sample for generalizable findings. However, I will say that ththis 

study is a work in progress. The process of perspective, its intricacies, and its 

significance will be my focus for many years of professionaI practice and research. Some 

possible directions for this future research wiI1 be discussed in the next section. 



The quotations in the results reveal an influence of sport psychology consultants 

in the process of perspective described by these athletes. It mimight be suggested that these 

consultants might have had as much to do with these athletes' perceptions of perspective 

as the experiences and maturing of the athletes. But it is also worth noting that the 

insights of those athletes who have not worked closely with sport psychologists follow a 

remarkably similar pattern to those of the athletes who have. 

Another possible limitation of this study involves the pressure that the participants 

may have felt to come across 3s 'masters of perspective'. They were told in the 

introductory letter (see Appendix A) that they were chosen as exemplars. This may have 

intluenced their willingness, conscious or otherwise, to speak freely about the struggles 

that they may have had (or be having) with their own maintenance of perspective. But 

the richness of the data with candid descriptions of such struggles gives me some 

confidence that this was not a significant issue. 

The next section discusses some possible future directions in the study of 

perspective and its implications. 

Future Directions 

As I implied in the previous section, generdization of these findings to a larger 

population should be avoided untiI such time that furtfier empirical validation of the 

model has been established. This could be done in a few different ways. The current 

study could be expanded. conducting interviews with a larger group of athletes. This 

approach is advocated by GIaser and Strauss (1967) as it allows the research to obtain 

further complexity and elaboration of the modei. Using this approach, in theory, one 

never really completes the model, as all formulations are considered to be provisional. 



Another approach might be to develop a questionnaire measuring the components 

of the perspective process, then testing them against the experiences of a large group of 

athletes. I would be less etthused about embarking on this journey since I don't believe 

that processes are captured very well by static measures. However, such means wcuid be 

useful in establishing causation between components. 

Considering the nature of the phenomenon under study, a phenomenologicd or 

namtive study might be appropriate in order to capture the complexity of the process. I 

felt that even the volume of data presented in the results provided little more than a 

cursory consideration of the categories and subcategories. I opted not to expand the 

group of participants due to the limitless directions that could have been pursued to 'fill 

in the gaps', opting instead to attempt to complete the description of a model capturing 

the experiences of these eleven. 

Further studies could be directed at the experience of perspective in the Lives of 

orher performers. Considering the broad use of the word 'performer' in current literature, 

including physicians, teachers, business people, musicians, parents, patients, students, 

trades people, etc., the possibilities are almost limitless. But the questions would 

certainiy be worthwhile. Do other performers experience perspective the same way? 

What are the intricacies of different performance environments that make perspective 

challenging or easier? What are the health benefits of maintaining perspective? How can 

people be best educated about the process and its significance? 

This last question raises yet another research option. If it is accepted that the 

pursuit of perspective offers the best of performance, fulfillment, and health, and it can be 

esublished that many performance environments have significant barriers to the 



perspective process, then is action research (aimed at affecting change through the 

research process) an appropriate tool? This of course raises ethical issues about 

prescriptive interventions. Is perspective consistent with the belief systems of all those 

that might be affected in such a study? Since part of perspective is about establishing 

congruence between people's lifestyles and their beliefs, I would speculate that the 

ground would be pretty solid, but others might dispute that. 

Because of the relative newness of this area, the possibilities for future research 

are expansive. So I draw my recommendation from the model itself. Researchers in this 

area ought to start by connecting with those things of most profound importance to them. 

What at the environments of greatest interest and significance to them? This initial 

probe would illuminate innumerable possibilities and would enlist the passions within 

them required to see a qudity research project through to completion. 

But I believe that the core of the issue will remain constant; how can people live 

authentically with themselves and others in order to experience life fully, purposefully, 

and passionately? What are the barriers to these connections? How can we reconnect to 

these things of most profound importance? The future is daunting, but it is well worth 

our while. 



EEFERENCES 

Ahern, K.J. (1999). Ten tips for reflexive bracketing. Qualitative Health 

Research, 9,407-4 1 1. 

Amirault, K. & Orlick, T. (1998). Finding balance within excellence. Journal of 

Ercellence, 2.35-50. 

Annells, M. (1996). Grounded theory method: Philosophical perspectives, 

paradigm of inquiry. & postmodernism. Qualitative Health Research, 6,379-393. 

Blinde, E.M. & Stratta, T.M. (1992). The "sport career death" of college athletes: 

Involuntary and unanticipated sport exits. Journal of Sport Behaviorir, 15-3-20. 

Brown, M.T. ( 1998). Healthy adjusaent following a career-ending athletic 

injury. (Unpublished Thesis). 

Bmstad, R.J. & Ritter-TayIor, M. (1997). Applying social psychological 

perspectives to the sport psychology consulting process. Spon Psychologist. 11. 107- 

119. 

Bugental, J.F.T. ( 1965). Tile search for authenticiry: An e-risrenrial-analytic 

approach to psychotherapy. New York, NY: Holt, Rinehart, & Winston. 

Buhler, C. & Allen, M. (1972). Introduction to humanistic psychology. 

Belmont, CA: Wadsworth. 

Charmaz, K. (1995). Grounded theory. In J.A. Smith, R. H a d ,  & L. Van 

Langenhove (Eds.), Rethinking methods in psychology. (p. 27-50). Thousand Oaks, CA: 

Sage. 

Creswell, J.W. (1990). Research design: Qrialitative & qrianritative approaches. 

Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 



Crocker, P.R.E. (1992). Managing stress by competitive athletes: Ways of 

coping. International journal of spun psychology, 23. 161-175. 

Csikszentrnichalyi, M. (1990). Flow: The psychology of optimal esrperience. 

New York, NY: Harper and Row. 

Curry, T.J. & Weaner, J.S. (1987). Sport identity salience, commitment, and the 

involvement of seif in role: Measurement issues. Sociology of Sport Journal, 4,380-288. 

Deci. E. (1980). Intrinsic motivation: Theory and application. In D. Landers & 

R. Christina (Eds.), Psychology of motor behavior and sport. (p. 388-396). Champaign, 

IL: Human Kinetics. 

du Piock. S. (Ed.) ( 1997). Case studies in cn'stenrial psychotherapy and 

counselling. Chichester, England: Wiley & Sons. 

Egan. G. (1990). The skilled helper {k ed). Pacific Grove, CA: Brooks/Cole. 

Feigley, D.A. (1984). PsychoIogicd burnout in high-level athletes. The 

Physician and Sportsmedicine, 12. 109- 1 19. 

Funk, S.C. (1992). Hardiness: A review of theory and research. Health 

P~chology, 11(5), 335-345. 

Gati. I. (1986) Malung career decisions - A sequential elimination approach. 

Journal of Counseling PsycIzology, 33,4083 17. 

Glaser. B. G., & Stmuss. A. L. (1967). The discovew of grounded rheov: 

Srraregiesfor qzraliratzve research. Hawthorne, NY: Aldine de Gruyter. 

Goldberg, A.D. & Chandler, T. (1995). Sports counseling: Enhancing the 

development of the high school student-Mete. Journal of Counseling & Development, 

7439-44. 



Goleman, D. (1995). Emotional Intelligence. New York, N.Y.: Bantam. 

Grove, I.R., Lavallee, D., & Gordon, S. (1997). Coping with retirement from 

spon: The influence of athletic identity. Journal of applied spon psychology, 9 ,  19 1-203. 

Hagan, S. (1997). Buddhism: Plain & simple. New York, NY: Broadway 

Books. 

Hardy, C.J., Richmm. JM., & Rosenfeld, L.B. (199 L), The role of social support 

in the life stresdinjury relationship. The Spon Psychologist, 3, 128-139. 

Heyman, S.R. (1986). Psychological problem patterns found with athletes. 

Clinical Psyc/zologisr, 39 (3). 68-7 1. 

Herman-Stahl, M. & Peterson, A.C. (1996). The protective rule of coping and 

social resources for depressive symptoms among young adolescents. Journal of Youth & 

Adolescence, 24,733-753. 

Jackson, S.A. (1995). Factors influencing the occurrence of flow states in elite 

athletes. Journal of Applied Sport Psychology, 7 ,  138- 166. 

Jackson. S.A. (1992). Athletes in flow: A qualitative investigation of flow states 

in elite figure skaters. Journal of Applied Spon Psychology, 1, 16 1- I 80. 

Kemp, C.G. (1971). Existential counseling. Z7te Colinsefing Psychologist, 2(3), 

2-33. 

Zmiecik, J.C. & Stein, G.L. (1992). Examining flow experiences in sports 

contexts: Conceptual issues and methodological concerns. Journal of Applied Spon 

Psychology, 4, 144- 160. 



Kleiber, D.A., Greendorfer, S., Blinde, E,, & Samdahl, D. (1987). Quality of exit 

from university sports and life satisfaction in early adulthood Sociology of Sport 

Jorrmal, 4, 28-36. 

Lopiano. D.A. & Zotos, C. (1993,). Modem athletics: The pressure to perform. In 

K.D. Brownell. J. Rodin et. al. Eating, body weight. andpe~omance  in athletes: 

Disorders of modem sociery., (p. 275-292). Philadelphia, PA: Lea & Febiger. 

Mddi, S.R. & Kobasa, S.C. (1984). 77le hardy executive: Health under stress. 

Homewood, IL. Dow Jones-Irwin. 

Maslow. A.H. (1970). Motivation and personality ( p  Ed.). New York. NY: 

Harper & Row. 

May, R. (1977). TIte meaning of anriery (rev. ed.). New York, NY: Norton. 

Monte, C.F. ( 1995). Beneath the mask An introduction to theories of 

personality. New York, NY: Harcourt Brace College. 

Murphy, G.M., Petitpas, A.J., & Brewer, B.W. (1996). Identity foreclosure, 

athletic identity, and career maturity in intercolIegiate athletes. 77le Sporr Pqcl~ologisr, 

10,239-246. 

Norcross, J.C. (1987). A rational and empirical analysis of existential 

psychotherapy. Jortmal of Humanistic Psychology, 27(1), 41-68. 

Newburg, D. ( 1999). A standing civil war. Unpublished manuscript. 

Orlick. T. (1998). Embracing your potential: Steps to selfdiscovery, balance, 

and success in sporrs. work, and life. Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics. 

Paham. WD. (1993). The intercoilegiate athlete: A 1990s profile. Counseling 

PsycItologist, 21.4 1 1-429. 



Polkinghorne, DE. (1989)- Phenomenological research methods. In R. Valle & 

S. Halting (Eds.), Existential-phenomenological perspectives in psychology: Erploring 

the breadth of human experience (p. 41-60). New York, NY: Plenum Press. 

Raedeke, T.D. (1997). Es athlete burnout more than just stress? A sport 

commitment perspective. Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 19,396-4 17. 

Rahill y, D. A. (1993). A phenomenological analysis of authentic experience. 

Jorcnral of Humanistic Psycholop, 33(2), 49-7 1. 

Rees, T. & Hardy, L. (2000). An investigation of the social support experiences 

of high-level sport performers. The Span Psychologist, 14,327-347. 

Rees, T,, Ingledew, D.K., & Hardy, L. (1999). Social support dimensions and 

components of performance in tennis. Journal of Sport Sciences, 17,47,L-429. 

Rogers. C.R. ( 196 1). On becoming a person. Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin. 

Ryff, C.D. (1989). Happiness is everything, or is it? Explorations on the 

meaning of psychologicaI well-being. Jortmal of Personality and Social Psychology, 57, 

1069-1081. 

S m ,  I.P. ( f 967). Eristenrial ps_vchounalysis (H. Barnes Trans.). Chicago, IL: 

Henry Regnery. 

Seiffge-Krenke, I. (1995). Stress. coping and relationships in udofescence. 

Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum- 

Smith, R.E., Smoil. F L ,  & Ptacek, J.T. (1990). Conjunctive moderator variables 

in vulnerability and resiliency research: Life stress, social support and coping skills, and 

adolescent sport injuries. Jorirnal of Personaliry and Social Psychology, 58,360-370. 



Sparkes, A.C. (1998). Athletic identity: An Achilles' heel to the survival of self. 

Qrralitative Health Research, 8,644-664. 

Strauss, A. & Corbin, J. (1990). Basics of qualitative research: Grounded 

theory procedures and techniques. Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 

Thoits, P.A. (1995). Stress, coping, and social support processes: Where are we? 

What next? Journal of Health & Social Behaviour, 53-79. 

Ticktin, S. (1997). Friendship, therapy, cameraderie - An existential approach to 

therapy with young people. In S. Du Plock (Ed.), Case studies in e-ristential 

pqclrotherapy and cotlnselling (pp. 12-27). Chichester, England: Wiley & Sons. 

Udry, E. (1996). Social support: Exploring its role in the context of athletic 

injuries. Journal of Sport Rehabilircttion, 5, 15 1 - 163. 

van Deurzen, E. ( 1998). Paradox and passion in psychotherapy: An e.ristentia1 

approach to therapy and corrnselling. Chichester, England: Wiley & Sons. 

Waterman, A.S. ( 1984). 771e psychology of individualism. New York, 1W: 

Praeger. 

Yalom, LD. ( 1980). Eristential psychotherapy. New York, NY: Basic Books. 



Appendix A: INFORMATION LE'ITER: 

Maintaining Perswctive in Elite Swrt 

Through an ongoing dialogue with sport psychology professionals and elite athletes, I 
have become sensitized to the importance of a concept hat has been termed perspective. Many 
of the issues faced by our sport psychology team relate not to specific performance challenges, 
but rather to difficulties of a more basic nature. la counselling athletes. much effort has been 
focused on helping individuals relate better to coaches and teammates as people, not just as 
athletes. Others have been helped to stay connected and intimate with significant others. fiends. 
and family who are not immersed in the same performance environment. Many teams and 
individual athletes have been engaged in a dialogue about the personal meanings that they draw 
from their experiences in sport. helping them to stay motivated. deal with fears, and process the 
powerful emotions associated with success and failure. StilI others are asked to place sport 
within the broader context of their whole lives. in an effort to avoid reliance upon their identities 
as athletes. It is through attention to this basic human foundation (that we've termed 
perspective) that athletes seem best able to survive and thrive in the demanding and often brutal 
environment of elite sport. 

However. to dare. perspective in this sense has not been clearly defined. This study will 
seek to paint a clearer picture of perspective, its components, and its implications. I hope 
also to document the conditions which 'make or break' perspective, 3s well as the 
strategies and philosophies that allow athletes to develop. regain, and enhance it. It is 
hoped that the current study wilI provide insights for athletes. coaches, friends. family. 
and professionals working in this environment. 
You have been identified by a team of sport psychology professionals as an athlete who 

is a top performer and who likely has had experiences of direct relevance to this topic. As such, 
you are considered to be a suitable candidate to interview for this study. Each participant will be 
interviewed 1 to 4 times. tnterviews will m g e  in length from approximately 30 to 120 minutes 
and will be recorded on audio-tape. 

Ifyou would be inrerested in participating in this study, please contact Man Brown by 
reiephone, fat or ernail, in order ro ser up afirsr intemMnv or to clarifL any questions you might 
have about the study. 

Matt Brown, MA. 
Doctoral Candidate - Counselling Psychology 

Department of Educational Psychology 
University of CaIgary 

Telephone: (403) 220-7 849 
Fax: (403) 282-6972 

E-mail: mtbmwn35@ hotmaiI.com 

Best Wishes, 

Matt Brown 



Appendix B: CONSENT FORM 

Man Brown, MA, 
Doctoral Candidate - Counselling Psychology 

Department of Educatiod Psychology 
University of Calgary 

Telephone: (403) 220-7849 
Fax: (403) 282-6972 

E-mail: mtbmwn35@hotmil.com 

This consent fom, a copy of which has been given to you, is only part of the process of 
informed consent. It should give you the basic idea of what the research is about and 
what your participation will involve. If you would like more detail about something 
mentioned here, or information not included here, you should feel free to ask. Please take 
the time to read this carefully and to understand my accompanying information. 

This is to certify that I. , agree to participate in the study being 
conducted by Matt Brown of the Educational Psychology Department, University of Calgary. 
dealing with perspective in elite athletes. I am aware that I was identified, by a team of sport 
psychology professionals, as an excellent candidate for research in this area. 

The research involves a series of interviews designed to explore the demands and 
challenges that elite athletes face and how they manage to cope and thrive while involved 
in eIite spon. By virtue of the positive focus of the inquiry, no risks are perceived from 
participating in this study. The potential benefits of this study are increased self- 
awareness and an opportunity to pass important lessons and insights on to others involved 
in eiite sport. Each participant will be interviewed 1 to 4 times. Interviews wiil range in length 
from approximately 30 to 120 minutes and will be recorded on audio-tape. 

The opening question will be the following: " A s  a researcher in this are& I'm aware of rhe 
incredible demands and challenges that the elite arhlete faces. I'd like you to tell me how you 
hmv managed to cope and thrive while you've been involved in high level sport. Please feel pee 
to discws aprhing [hot you view as relevant to you Md your life as an athlete. " Although 
questions will be generated from the responses to the initial general question. the interviews may 
cover the following yeas: 

coping with success and failure, 
maintaining relationships ~ 7 t h  fmily,fiendr, and significmr others, 
maintaining relanbnships with coaches and teammazes 
drawing personal meaning fiom sport. 

0 firring sport in with other importanr aspects of life. 
maintaining prioriries and personal values, and 
describing personal philosophies abour spon and life, 

I understand that the researcher will ensure the following conditions of my participation: 

1) I understand that my participation is voluntary, and I may withdraw from the study at any 
t h e ,  for any reason, without consequences. This includes afkr the interviews have taken 
place. I understand that the researcher my also terminate my participation at any time. 



1) My identity will not be disclosed during my participation in the study or in the written 
results. I will be identified by number only and all potentially identifying information will be 
excluded from the written resuits. 

3) AIL records, including transcripts and audio-tapes, will be stored in a secure, locked location 
and will only be accessed by the researcher and his supervisor. Dr. Kathy Cairns of the 
Educational Psychology Department. AH records will be destroyed three years following 
data collection. 

4) I may refuse to answer any of the interview questions. 

5 )  The researcher will fully and clearly answer any questions that I have about the study. 

6) At my request. results of the study will be provided to me and explained. 

7) There will be no remuneration for my participation in this study. 

8) I will receive a signed copy of this consent form. 

9) I understand that the results of this study may be published in professional journals. 
However. no information will be presented that would allow individual participants to be 
identified. 

Your signature on this form indicates that you have understood to your satisfaction the 
information regarding participation in the research project and agree to participate as a 
subject. In no way does this waive your legal rights nor release the researchers, sponsors, 
or involved institutions from their legd and professional responsibilities. You are free to 
withdraw from the study at any time. Your continued participation should be as informed 
as your initial consent, so you should feel fke m ask for clarification or new information 
throughout your participation. If you have further questions concerning matters related to 
this research, please contact: 

Mart Brown 
(403) 220- 7849 

or 
Dr. Kathy Cairns 
(403) 220-5980 

I f y u  hove anv questions concerning your rights os o possible parricipanr in this research. please 
contact Mrs. Patricia Evans, Research Services Ofice, Room 602 Earth Sciences. relephone: 
220-3 782. 

Participant: 

Signature: 

Researcher: 

Signature: 

Date: 

Date: 




