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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this study was to explore former elite-

amateur athletesa experience of successful transitions from
sport through phenomenological inquiry.
Four wmen and three men. with self-perceptions of a

successful transition from sport, participated in the study.
The interviews and data aaalysis followed the approach of

Botgen and Amundson (1984) and combined the phenomenological
method (Colaizzi, 1978) and the critical incident technique
(Flanagan, 1955).

Data analysis resulted in a description of the critical
incidents, essential themes, and fundamental structure of
the experience. The critical incidents were organized and

presented in table f o m tu provide insight into the
participantsa individual stories.
The five essential themes which emerged from the data

were : (a) disengagement. (b) self-determination, (c)

establishing a new sense of self, (d) strength and muscle:
embodied experience, and (e) bringing meaning to the past .
The fundamental structure was presented and discussed

in the context of sport transition literature in order to
develop a deeper understandhg of successful transition from
elite-amateur sport.
Implications and limitations of the study were

discussed to provide guidelines for future tesearch and

practice .
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Iattaduction
The process of leaving elite-amateur sport is a
fundamental life t ~ a n s i t b n
that all -tes

experience.

For those athletes who strive to compete at an e l i t e level,
k t is

ne-

from a n esirly age tn.make spatt a primary

focus of attention (Broom, 1982) . The v a s t physical and

.

ismntinn;il

c t m e n t madetaspartisoftenattheexpease

of education, work, family, and other interests (Crook

Robertson,. 1S9-U.. NQL w

l

y

,

;ithlp+rfi

&

e n t e r iPto a

time of adjustment or transition upon completion of their
of tliis pe-d

spert career, Eoimier sthln+Paf

of

transition is the general focus of this thesis.

A number of tnrms are used tcz d e s e the pracess of

leaving competitive sport, including retirement,

COPtiPUity ,

th.
disengagement, social death, *

reprioritization, and transition (CoaWey, 1983; Greendorfer
h Blind&

1985; HiLL

a Laue,

-74;

Lerch, 1984; McPherson,

1980; Rosenberg, 1984; Schlossberg, 1984). These descriptors

refLect the variR+.y af perapectittes. Q
LI

the transition

experiences of former athletes. The literature examining
atÈLLetic~-hasheenornninn+aahy

7of

theoties from social gerontology and thanatology (Lerch,
1984; Rosenberg, 1981a, 194%)

- Ercrin the s ~ c i a l

gerontologicaL perspective,.e t e t leavinq competitive sport

the athlete experiences a profound period of emotional and

psychological readjustment involving the loss of one role
and the seatch and adoption of new roles. From thanatology,

the study of death and dying, comas the notion of %ocial
deathn to describe the social ostracism experienced by

former athletes. In the context of the social gerontological
and thanatological perspectives, sport retirement is
described as a negative event causing profaund adjustment

difficulties for ex-athletesNot surprisingly, the empirical research grounded i n
this crisis orientation has found sport retirement t o be a
painful event i n athletes' lives (Hill & Lowe, 1974;
McLaughlin, 1981; McPherson, 1980; Mihovilovic, 1968;

Ogilvie

&

Howe, 1986; Svoboda

&

Vanek, 1982). These studies

suggested that sport retirement may result in emotional and
psychological distress for the athlete, leading to

destructive behaviours such as alcohol and drug addiction.

More recent literature challenged the premise of
athletic retirement as a negative and disniptive event

(Blinde & Greendorfer, 1985; Coakley, 1983; Greendorfer

&

Blinde, 1985). Instead, these studies i q l y that athletes
may experience relief from the pressures and demands of
sport after retirement. Coakley (1983) was the first to

broaden the perspective of sport retirement by suggesting
that withdrawal from active campetition may be viewed as a

transitional process rather than a terminal event. That is,

3

leaving canipetitive sport may begin with a subtle shifting

in priorities or changes in psychological and emotional
corctmitment that occur well before the final decision ta
tenninate the sport career. when the eventual retirement
occurs, it is part of a continuous developmental process
rather than a distinct, abrupt event. McPherson (1984)
supported this view by also calling for a process-oriented
approach to sport retirement rather than the more prevalent
problem-oriented perspective. With the exception of a few
studies (Baillie, 1992; Curtis

&

Ennis, 1988; Sinclair

Orlick, 1993; Swain, 1991; Werthner

&

&

Orlick, 1986),

research has not embraced this process-oriented perspective.
The sport retirement literature has most coiamoniy been

organized under three categories: elite-amateur sport,
collegiate or university sport, and professional sport. The
studies which examined elite-amateur athletes' retirement

largely employed quantitative research approaches (Baillie,
1992; Curtis

&

Gmis, 1988; Mihovilovic, 1968; Sinclair

&

Orlick, 1993). These studies offered insights into a variety
of issues related to former elite-amateur athletesf
withdrawal from sport, such as factors correlated with
successful transitions, events leading to retirement, and
present levels of life satisfaction. However, these fsolated
snapshots and lists of factors did not reveal either the
deep subjective experience or the Gestalt of the process.
The attempts to operationally define successful adjustment

in two or three survey items also left questions about the
deeper meaning and w e r i e n c e of successful transitions.
Studies of intercollegiate sport withdrawal also relied
heavily on quantitative survey approaches (Dubois, 1980;
Greendorfer

&

Blinde, 1985; Sack

&

Thiel, 1979; Snyder

&

Baber, 1979). With the exception of Greendorfer and Blinde
(19851, these studies examined the relationship of sport

variables and non-sport variables with levels of life
satisfaction in adulthood and concluded that participation
and disengagement from sport had very little negative impact
in adulthood. Notwithstanding this finding, the studies do
not provide meaningful insights into the adjustment period
after leaving sport.
In contrast, Greendorfer and Blinde (1985) used survey
methods in an attempt to understand the dynamics of this
adjustment period. Out of their findings, the researchers
offered new conceptualizations of sport retirement,
introducing terms such as continuity, transition, and
reprioritization of interests to depict the gradua1 reshifting of roles, prorities and focus. With new insights
into the complexities of leaving sport, Greendorfer and
Blinde (1985) identified the limitations of survey methods
in addressing the experiential nature of the transition and
called for an approach which taps into former athletesl
perceptions.
Two studies from the professional sport retirement
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literature echoed the calls of Greendorfer and Blinde (1985)

for research methods grounded in former athletes1 personal
experiences (Allison & Meyer, 1988 ; Swain, 1991) . The early
survey studies of professional sport retirement focused on

the'male high-profile sports of football, basketball,
boxing, and baseball (Haerle, 1975 ; Hare, 1971; Lerch, 1981;

Reynolds, 1981; Rosenberg, 1981a, 1981b). Allison and Meyer
(1988) questioned the applicability of these studies to

women professional athïetes and those athletes in individual

sports. The authors also suggested that these stubies1
emphasis on identifying variables to help predict adjustment
to retirement does not assist in the understanding of the

qualitative nature of leaving sport (Allison & Meyer, 1988) .
Swain (1991) wrote "no matter how many measurable variables
or influences have been identified as playing a role in

transitions, it will not be possible to find simple
generalizations that apply to al1 peoplei1 (p.153). As an
alternative, Swain (1991) supported a research approach
which emphasizes the individual's subjective experience.
A $mal1 number

O

studies from the three areas of sport

retirement literature have utilized qualitative
methodologies (Allison & Meyer, 1988; Blinde

&

Stratta,

1992; Koukoutis, 1991; Swain, 1991; Werthner & Orlick,

1986) . Although directing attention to the subjective

experience of sport retirement, these studies have problems
of form and focus, which leave space for a phenomenological

study of successful transitions. For example, although the

methads of Allison and Meyer (1988) and Werthner and Orlick
(1986) may have contained elements of qualitative inquiry,

the ambiguity atound the specific qualitative school or

approach questions the strength of these studies. Blinde and
Stratta (1992), Koukouris (1991) and Swain (1991)

rigourously entrenched their studies in qualitative
methodologies (viz., grouded theory, phenomenology,
ethnography), but did not examine the experience of

successful transitions of former male and female e l i t e amateur athletes. Therefore, a substantial need f o r a deeper
understanding of former elite-amateur athletes9 experience
of the transition from sport, through methodologically sound
qualitative research remains.

In sunmary, this study will attempt to address a

fundamental gap in the athletic retirement research. With an
historical emphasis on quantitative survey methods, which
largely examined the effects of retirement on former male

professional athletes in high profile team sports, the
existing research provides a limited and reductionistic

description of the process of leaving competitive sport
(Hill & Lowe, 1974; McLaughlin, 1981; McPherson, 1980;

Mihovilovic, 1968; Ogilvie h Howe, 1986; Svoboda

&

Vanek,

1982). Grounded in a crisis orientation, these earlier

studies emphasized the long-term emotional and psychological

distress and substance abuse experienced by former athletes

with few depictions of those individual athletes who
adjusted successfully to life after sport. By employing

survey methods to ask former athletes about their level of

adjustment and the importance of hypothesized adjustment

factors, more recent research has attempted to provide
insights into specific factors or variables related t o
successful adjustment ( B a i l l i e , 1992 ; Curtis

& E M ~ s , 1988 ;

Sinclair h Orlick, 1 9 9 3 ) . However, these studies do not
provide a deep or qualitative understanding of the

transition experiences leading to successful adjustment. The
small numbet of qualitative studies which have worked toward

achieving a greater Gestalt or undetstanding of the

experience of former athïetes contains problems of
methodological rigour (Allison & Meyer, 1988; Werthner

&

Orlick, 1986) or differ in focus from the present scudy
(Blinde

&

Stratta, 1992; Koukouris, 1991; Swain, 19911.

Simply stated, the existing sport retirement literature does

not contain a methodologically sound qualitative research

study into the experience of successful transitions of

elite-amateur athletes. This study attempts to addtess this
shortfal1 .

g
This study is a phenomenological inquiry into elite-

amateur athletes1 experience of successful transition from
sport, with the purpose of elucidating the essential

structure and developing a deeper understanding of the

phenomenon (Colaizzi, 1978 ; Polkinghorne, 1989) .
Essentially, the study explores a phenomenological question:
What is it like to experience a successful transition from

sport?" By adding to the knowledge about athletes1 lived

experience of successful transition, this study may inform
and facilitate the design of therapeutic and educational

strategies and programs for elite-amateur athletes.
Therefore, the implications of this research are valuable to
the field of counselling psychology.

Schlossbergrs (1984) conceptualization of transitions
helps clatify the focus of the question. The author broadly
defined transition "as any event or nonevent that results in
change in relationships, routines, assumptions, and/or roles

within the settings of self, work, family, health, and/or

economics'

(Schlossberg, 1984, p . 4 3 ) . This definition of

transition appears ta capture the essence of leaving
competitive sport whether an athlete has a career ending

injury, slowly fades from competitive l i f e , or leaves sport
after receiving a gold medal at the Olympics.

Schlossberg (1984) then described the transition
process as "reactions over time for better or for worsew
(p.55). It is a tirne of adaptation or response to the life

changing event or nonevent.

Moos and Tsu (cited in

Schlossberg, 1984) suggested a transition may provide

opportunities for psychological growth, a danger of
psychological deterioration, or both. As a person
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experiences a transition, he or she passes through a series
of phases of assimilation or a process of moving from total

preoccupation with the transition to integration

(Schlossberg, 1 9 8 4 ) . Levinson, Darrow, Klein, Levinson, and
McKee (1978) depicted this stage as "turning points between
stable petiodsw (p.49).

Integration takes on a ~ r i e t y
of fonns, including
renewal, acceptance, or deterioration (Schlossberg, 1984) .
Hopson (1981) remarked that integration is not only

characterized by a sense of renewal, but also includes an

acceptance that the transition is complete. Levine (1976)
described integration as a period in which the person

becomes t o t a l l y inniersed in a new fulfilling and rewarding
lifestyle. The transition in t h i s case may be described as

successful.

This study asked former athletes who believe they are

in this period of integration what it was l i k e to experience
a successful transition. The focus of the research question

is on the period leading to the successful assimilation of
the change, or what Schlossberg (1984) called the transition

process. Aïthough this study briefly explored the sense of

integration and success resulting from the transition
process, the primary focus of the inquiry is to elucidate
the complexities of this period of change.

Therefore, the goal is to illuminate the essential
themes of elite-amateur athletes1 experience of successful
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transition and to identify its fundamental structure through
the writiag of a phenomenological essay. The study is guided

by qualitative research methods. Specifically, Colaizzits
(1978) guidelines for phenomenological research inform al1

stages of the research process. Additionally, Borgen and
Amundson (1984) provided guidelines for the design of the

interviews and the iniplementation of Flanaganfs (1954)
c r i t i c a l incident technique.

.

esxfi Overview

Chapter One identifies the general focus and phenorneon

of interest of the study. It is concluded with a discussion

of the purpose and goal of the study.
Chapter TWo examines the sport retirement literatute.
By reviewing the strengths and weaknesses of the empirical

studies of elite-amateur, college or university, and

professional athietic retirement, this chapter provides a
case for the relevance and appropriateness of the present

study .
Chapter Three is divided into two sections: Theoretical

Rationale and Research Procedure, The first section

describes the qualitative research paradigm,

phenomenological inquiry, Colaizzits (1978) Method, the
critical incident technique (Flanagan, 19541, and issues of
validity and reliability. The second section outlines the

research procedures, including bracketing, creating research
questions, participant selection, data collection, data
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analysis, validation, and termination. A discussion of
ethical considerations relevant to the study concludes this
chapter .
Chapter Four provides demographic information. outlines
each participant's unique transition experience through the
presentation of critical incidents. and presents the
descriptive nazrative of the athletest experience. The
descriptive narrative emerges out of the transcribed
interviews and is presented in the fozm of the essential
themes of the experience.
Chapter Pive presents a statement of the "fundamental
structuren of former elite-amateur athletes' expesience of
successful transition from sport. The findings of the study

are then placed in the context of the relevant literature.
The chapter concludes with a discussion of the implications

of the study's findings for counselling psychology practice
and future research. as well as limitations of the study.

CHAOTER'1WO

Review of Literature
This chapter presents a review of the literature
relevant to the phenomenon of successful transition from
sport. Organized under three headings, Elite-Amateur
Athletics, Intercollegiate Athletics, and Professional
Sport, the review focuses on empirical research of sport
retirement or transition. Literature that exclusively
discusses theoretical premises is not included in this
section because the intent of this study is not to test
competing explanations of the phenomenon, but to describe
the experience of transition from former athletesl
perspectives. For the review of theoretical explanations of
the sport transition, refer to Chapter One.
Under each of the three chapter headings, a brief
discussion of early research is followed by an in-depth
critique of more contenrporary studies. Consequently, this
chapter serves to outline the conceptual and methodological
issues which have emerged from previous studies and provide
a rationale for the relevance and appropriateness of the
present study.

Elite-amateur athietics refers to sport in which
training and campetition is the major focus of the athleteas
life, sport performance meets a high standard, and there is
no financial compensation for participation. The majority of
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the studies included in this section address the transition

experiences of national or Olympic team members of Canada
and the United States. A brief r e v i e w of the early studies

of elite-amateur athletic retirement is followed by a more

in-depth examination of studies of the past ten years.
In the early literature, former amateur athletesl

retirement was depicted as largely traumatic and negative.
For example, Botterill (1982) reported "an alanningly high
percentage of athïetes appear to undergo significant or

severe trauma upon the temination of their cornpetitive

careern (p. 164). Btoom (1982) described the total conmitment
to sport of e l i t e amateur athletes a t the expense of

education, work, family, and other interests. This vast
c o d t m e n t , both physical and emotional, handicaps the
athletes in a later career and places them behind their

contemporaries in educational and professional experience
(Broom, 1982). Werthner and Orlick (1982) described t h e end
of a career in sport as a l o s s of an intense and important

relationship. In a study of the retirement experiences of
163 former Czechoslovakian athletes, Svoboda and Vanek

(1982) repotted the maj ority of athletes (83%) experienced

psychological stress upon retirement. The retirement s t r e s s
was def in&

as the anticipation of an i n a b i l i t y to tespond

adequately to perceived demands and the resulting negative

consequences .
Recent studies bring into question the traumatic and
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negative portrayal of sport retirement found in the early
literature. For example, Werthner and Orlick (1986) examined
the experiences of Canada's best elite-amateur athletes as

they faced retirement. The study employed in-depth

interviews with 28 athletes who competed in the 1976 or 1980
Olympic Games. The interviews asked the athletes to reflect
on their (a) feelings during and after their athletic

careers, (b) reasons for retirement, and (c) experience of
the transition phase.

The researchers reported that nine (32.1%) of the
athletes experienced an extremely difficult transition,

thirteen (46.4%) of the athletes experienced a moderately
difficult transition, while six (21.4%) experienced no major
problems during the transition (Werthner & Orlick, 1986) .

These three categories were forrmilated by the two

researchers by examining the actual coments made by the
athletes and the athletesf answers to a question which asked
them to rate their l i f e on a scale of 1-10 during the

transition. These numbers clearly indicate the adjustment
period after ending a career in sport can be difficult.

Howevet, this study also sevealed that 24 (95.8%) of
t h e athïetes rated their life satisfaction
t h e interview

at the time of

as being close to or above the level

experienced as an athlete. Werthner and Orlick (1986)
identified the following factors which appeared to play an
important role in determining the nature of the adjustment

process: a new focus, a sense of accomplishment, coaching,
injuries, politics/spott association problems, finances, and
support of family and friends. Clearly, the study revealed

similar adjustment difficulties to those found in early
studies but w e n t beyond the early transition phase and found
that most of the athïetes re-adjusted to the levels of l i f e

satisfaction, personal control, and self-confidence that
they achieved during their athietic careers.

Werthner and Orlick (1986) eniphasized the qualitative

nature of the study. Indeed, the study had components

consistent with qualitative studies, such as a relatively
small number of participants, personal taped interviews, and

analysis of transcripts. However, it is not clear what
qualitative theoretical orientation guided their research.
During data analysis, the sesearchers categorized conmon

responses and percentages, but there was no indication of
what guided the formulation of these categories.

Moreover, by combining qualitative and quantitative
approaches in the w a y that it does, the study does not have
the richness of a theoretically driven qualitative study or
the strength of a large sample s i z e of pure quantitative

approaches. Consequently, a deep sense or understanding of
what the transition process was like for the former athletes
was not revealed by Werthner and Orlick (1986).

Curtis and Bnnis (1988) tested hypotheses derived from
the argument that disengagement from elite-level sport leads
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to various stress-induced negative consequences. Similar to
Werthner and Orliek (1986), these researchers faund that
after an initiai adjustment process, former athletes did not
experience long-term negative consequences.
The study reported whether a sample of 109 former

elite-level ice hockey players differed in life
satisfaction, employment status, and marital status cmpared
with a sample of age peers from the general population.
Curtis and E M ~ S (1988) reported Ilin no instance did the
findings for the life satisfaction measures provide evidence
consistent with the view that there are negative
consequences resulting from disengagement from sportn
(p.92). In fact, ex-players from the ages 31 to 40 had

higher life satisfaction than their counterparts from the
general population, based on a mean score of 8.53 versus
8.25 on an eleven point scale (pc.10). The dependent

variables of employment, education, and marital status
indicated no significant differences between the sample of
former elite hockey players and the counterpart males in a
sample of the general population.
Although the study reported no evidence of negative
consequences of disengagement, 50 percent of the athletes
indicated that retirement was a difficult process.
Furthemore, 75 percent of the athletes felt feelings of
loss upon retirement. Clearly, the initial disengagement
process was difficult for many of the athletes.
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Aïthough this study provides insight into the former

players' reactions ta the initial disengagement and effects
of participation on long-tenn life satisfaction, employment

status, and marital status, it reveals very little about the

transition process. The events and experiences between the
initial feelings of loss and a n e w sense of satisfaction and
contentment were not addressed with any richness or depth. A
study examining these transition experiences would offer
insight into what it is like for former athletes to leave
competitive sport.
A study of the retirement of elite Greek male athletes

examined in detail the reasons for leaving sport (Koukouris,
1991). The phenomenological study used two methods to gather

data. First, 137 questionnaires were collected from advanced

and elite ex-athletes in track and field, rowing, and
volleyball. Then, 34 of the former athletes answering the
questionnaire were contacted for interviews. According to
Koukouris (1991), wunusual cases emerging from the

questionnaires were included in the sample of interviewees
and studied carefullyw (p.292). There was no indication of
what constituted nunusualm.

From the 3 4 interviews, Koukouris (1991) created seven
detailed cognitive maps of events leading to disengagement
from sport, using the method described by Eden and Jones
(cited in Koukouris, 1991). Athletesl worries about their
careers, unsuccessful sport outcornes and lack of a b i l i t y ,
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time consuming and exacting training, injuries and illness,

administrative difficulties, coaching, and the requirement
of national service al1 led to disengagement from sport

(Koukouris, 1991).

Although the cognitive maps provided rich descriptions
of the reasons for disengagement, there is l i t t l e indication
of how the former athletes responded to leaving sport.

Koukouris (1991) suggested the maj ority of forner athletes

reacted positively, but offered o n l y a short list of
possible signs of positive adjustment. The l i s t included

redirection of ai-,

development of new interests, regular

fitness, development of friendships, feelings of freedom,
and settling into a job (Koukouris, 1991) .

Realizing athletes may experience adjustment
difficulties or feelings of freedom and rebirth upon

retirement, both B a i l l i e (1992) and Sinclair and Orlick
(1993) examined factors influencing the adjustment process.

Baillie (1992) tested the primary hypothesis that

preparation for retirement from active sports participation
would significantly reduce the negative psychological

effects of the transition process. A questionnaire

containing 81 multiple choice and open-ended items was used
to gather data. From a total of 773 questionnaires, 260
(34%) were retutned for analysis. This sample of former

cornpetitive athletes contained 77 Olympic athletes.
The results of the study showed that pre-retirement
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preparation and planning had a significant relationship to
athletes' adjustment to retirement. The greater levels of

preparation and planning strongly correlated with better
functionaï adjustment and emotional adjustment to athletic

retirement (Baillie, 1992) .
Another finding of the study suggested that at the

point of complethg the survey the athletes reported that
their overall adjustment was generally good to excellent.
Baillie (1992) suggested that these positive reflections at

the end of the process resulted from significant struggles
during the athletesf transition. Eowever, the study provided
o n l y brief glimpses of this transition process in the f o m

of operationalized descriptions of emotional adjustment,

functional adjustment, and l i f e satisfaction. This

quantitative depiction of the process would be enhanced by a
rigorous qualitative enquizy of individual's subjective

experience of the process. Aïthough the study employed openended questions to capture this qualitative element, the

results did not synthesize the athletest responses into a

comprehensive description of their experience.
Sinclair and Orlick (1993) used a 34-item questionnaire

to explore the transition experiences of Canadian high-

.

performance athletes (N = 199) This study investigated
reasons for retirement from sport, individual coping
strategies, support networks used by transitional athletes,
and other variables chat may have impacted on the athletest
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adjustment process. The researchers attempted to address why

some athletes have difficulties in making the transition

from sport, while othets seem to negotiate the transition
quite easily.

A number of difficulties were encountered during the

transition by the former athletes. The most prevalent
included missing the social aspect of sport, job/school

pressures, and finances. In response to the difficulties,
the former athletes employed a number of coping strategies,

including finding another focus of interest. keeping busy,
and training or exercising. Along with these coping

strategies, the former athletes looked to mates/spouses and
family members for support. Although institutional support

from Sport Canada and the Olympic A t h l e t e Career Centre was
available, very few of the former athletes used these

services (Sinclair

&

Orlick, 1993).

The athletes' perception of their adjustment from sport

varied, 74% felt generally satisfied about their lives since

retirement, 11% felt genetally dissatisfied, while 15% had
neutral feelings about life since leaving sport. When asked

about how they coped with the transition, the majority of
a t h l e t e s (60%) felt they handled their transition well, 27%

felt neutral, and 15% suggested they handled the transition
poorly (Sinclair & Orlick, 1993). These findings suggest
that for most of the fomer athletes in the study, the

transition offers challenges which they can meet with

relative success. This contrasts with the early depictions

of retirement as largely traumatic and negative.
The study by Sinclair and Orlick (1993) contributed

greatly to the understanding of the transition process for
former athletes. The study offered important lists and
descriptions of difficulties encountered, coping strategies,
support networks, and perceptions of adjustment. Howevet,

the study did not pravide a sense of what it is like for
former athletes to miss the social aspect of sport, or what
it is like for former athletes to experience new job and

school pressures, or what it is like for former athletes to
feel a loss of status. In short, the study did not address

what it is like, at a deeper level, for former athletes to
rnake the transition from sport.

Intercollecriate Athletics

Intercollegiate athletics refers to participation in
varsity sport at the college or university level. The

relevance of studies of intercollegiate athletic retirement
to the present study rests in the conaionalities of demands
on the college and elite-amateur athlete. Similar to the

elite-amateur athlete, the university or college athlete has
a high level of conmitment to sport, must meet a high

standard of sport performance, and does not teceive
financial compensation for participation outside of athletic

scholarships. However, unlike the elite-amateur athlete,
sport career planning for the student athlete is usually

based on eligibility standards, which limits sport
participation to five years (Blinde

&

Stratta, 1992). Also,

the student athlete is expected to maintain an acceptable
level of academic performance to remain active in his/her
sport, Notwithstanding these differences, the
intercollegiate sport retirement literature may offer
important insight into the transition experiences of eliteamateur athletes. A brief review of the early studies of
intercollegiate athletic retirement is followed by a more
comprehensive examination of three important recent studies.
Early studies of retirement of college athletes
explored differences in leisure activities, attitudes toward
work, life satisfaction, social mobility, and occupational
attainment between former collegiate athletes and nonathletes (Dubois, 1980; Sack

&

Thiel, 1979; Snyder

&

Baber,

1979) . Sack and Thiel (1979) examined the social origins and

career mobility of former college football players and
comparable regular students and found no significant
differences between the two groups. Similar findings were
reported by Dubois (1980) in his study of the occupational
attainment of former college athletes. The study tested
whether athletes achieve higher occupational attainment than
non-athletes and found no differences between the athletes
and non-athletes. Snyder and B a b e r (1979) explored
differences in leisure activities, attitudes toward work and
satisfaction with aspects of life. Significant differences
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existed between former athletes and non-athletes on forms of
leisure activities, where athletes demonstrated an interest
and involvement in sport as tbeir central leisure activity.
However, the two sub-samples (former athlete and nonathlete) did not have significant differences in their
responses to items related to attitudes towards work (Snyder
&

Baber, 1979).
Snyder and Baber (1979) concluded that "the data does

not indicate that disengagement from collegiate sport has
had any deleterious effect in adulthooân (p.217). The two
comparative studies of Sack and Thiel (1979) and Dubois
(1980) also offered little support for the negative

consequences of participation in intercollegiate sport. Al1
three studies suggested factors other than intercollegiate
sport participation accounted for differences in attitudes
toward work, l i f e satisfaction, social mobility, and
occupational attainment among the samples of former college
students.
A seminal study by Greendorfer and Blinde (1985)

questioned the relevance of traditional conceptual notions
applied to the nretirementn experiences of former athletes.
S u m e y data of 1,123 folmer intercollegiate athletes (427
males and 697 fernales) were used to test the
generalizibility of concepts describing leaving cnopetitive
sport, such as a terminal event, complete abandonment of
athletic pursuits, and severe maladjustment. F i x e d

alternative items, similar ta a Likert scale, and openended items served as operational indicators of commitment
to a sport role, educational and occupational preparation,

post-career sport participation, social interests, and
adjustment to sport.

Rather than terminating sport activity, Blinde and
Greendorfer (1985) found that the former athletes in their
study continued to engage in sport after "retiringn. At the

time of the study, 75% of retired athletes reported curent

involvement in sport, as participants in informal sport, as

participants in formal organized leagues, or as coaches. In

addition to actual involvement, the majority of the athletes
continued to follow their former sport through the media
(Greendorfer & Blinde, 1985).
Another important finding of Greendorfer and Blinde
(1985) was the shifting or reprioritization of interests

experienced by athletes during their athletic careers. The
percentage of athletes who felt sport was very or extremely

important increased from early childhood until it peaked
during the high school years (90% for women, 97% for men).

After high school, there was a gradua1 decrease in the
percentage who felt sport was very or extremely important.

Concurrent with the decline in the importance of sport, the
data demonstrated an increased importance in education and

social life, From the concurrent shifts in the three

dimensions of an athletets life (sport, education, and
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social life), Greendorfer and Blinde (1985) suggested sport
retirement should be viewed as a transition rather than a

terminal event .
E'urthermore, questions in Greendorfer and Blinde's
(1985) s u n m y related to leaving sport and college offered

l i t t l e support t o suggest the athïetes experienced life
disruption, trauma, or severe difficulties. A majority of

athletes in the study, 55%of women and 57% of men,
indicated that they were either quite or extremely satisfied
with themselves upon sport retirement. When asked how happy
they were with sport retirement, only one-third of the

former athletes indicated being very or extremely unhappy.
This contrasts with the rest of the sample, where the former

athletes felt neutral, very happy, or extremely happy with
their retirement (Greendorfer

&

Blinde, 1985 )

-

One item on this survey dealt with missing sport
involvement. Greendorfer and Blinde (1985) found that 38% of
the males and 50% of the females v e q much or extremely
missed sport involvement at the time of the study. However,

the reseaschets cautioned against the assumption that this

meant the former athletes were experiencing psychological

adjustment difficulties. They viewed the relationship
between feelings and psychological adjustment as more

cornplex, with the implication that while former athletes may
strongly miss sport involvement they can still be well

adjusted to the transition. Greendorfer and Blinde (1985)
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suggested that studies relying on statistical tests may not
tap into these complex dynamics of the transition process.
As an alternative direction for future studies, the
researchers supported a method which accesses athletes'
perceptions of their persona1 experience of leaving sport.
The strength of Greendorfer and Blinde's (1985) study

rests in the relatively large sample size and return rate,
the high participation of both male and female former
athletes, and the breadth of concepts involved in the
survey. Notwithstanding the comprehensiveness of the sample

and the survey questions, the researchers themselves
indicated that a survey approach may not adequately access
the complex dynamics of the sport transition. Particularly,
a survey approach may not allow for an understanding of the
relationship between feelings and adjustment (Greendorfer &
Blinde, 1985). By usiag an alternative methodological
approach, research can explore former athletes' experience
at a deeper level. For example, the phenmenon of former
athletes having a self-perception of healthy adjustment
while at the same time missing sport invalvement may be
further understood.
A secondary study, which employed data from the study

by Greendorfer and Blinde (19851 , examined the relationship
between the quality of exit from university sport and life
satisfaction in early adulthood (Kieiber, Greendorfer,
Blinde,

&

Samdahl, 1987) . The study sample consisted of 427

former basketball and football players from the Big Ten
Conference in the United States. The independent variables
used to operationalize the quality of exit fram sport
included recognition, career-ending injury, and starter
versus nonstarter. The dependent variable, current life
satisfaction, was operationalized by calculating a composite
score on a 10-item adapted version of the Life Satisfaction

Index-A designed by Neugarten, Havighurst, h Tobin (1961).
Results indicated that athletes forced to leave sport
because of injury during their final year had significantly
lower life satisfaction scores than those whose careers were
not ended by injury (Kleiber et al. , 1 9 8 7 ) . There were no
significant differences in life satisfaction scores between
the group of former athletes who received special
recognition in their final year and the group who did not. A
similar finding of no significant differences in life
satisfaction scores was found between the group of former
athletes who started more than half of the games in their
final year and the group of athletes who did not. The
results psovide mixed support for the thesis that the
quality of exit affects future life satisfaction (Kleiber et
al., 1987). However, the researchets suggested that while

good endings may not affect future life satisfaction, bad
endings in the form of career ending injury may.
Although this study may offer insight into the

influence of the last months of participation on subsequent
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l i f e satisfaction, it does not offer any understanding of
the transition experiences of the collegiate athletes.

Kleiber et al. (1987) clearly outlined the following

limitations of their study: The study focused only on the
sport experiences of male athletes in revenue-producing

sports and examined only a small number of selected
variables. The researchers suggested the study of sport

retirement would be strengthened by expanding the sample of
study, taking into account other factors such as race and

academic success, and including concepts such as role

transitions and continuity of life-style. To better

understand sport retirement, a more comprehensive and
holistic research approach is necessary (KLeiber et al.,
1987) .

Another study of sport exits was completed by Blinde

and Stratta (1992). These tesearchers examined the social
psychological processes characterizing the experiences of

athletes following an involuntary and unanticipated exit
f r o m college s p o r t . Examples of involuntary and

unanticipated exits from sport included situations where the
athlete is cut from a team, the athlete suffers a career-

ending injury, or the athletefs sport ptogranane/team is
terminated. T h i s study marked a departure from the most
often used survey method of inquiry. The researchers used a

qualitative grounded theozy approach (Glaser

&

Strauss,

1967) and extensive interviews in an attempt to capture the
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post exit experiences of the athletes and identify factors

which made the transition problematic f o r athletes. The

sample of interviewees consisted of 18 females and 2 males,

another difference from most athletic retirement studies.
-

Blinde and Stratta (1992) found that the participants

experienced a significant amount of trauma and disruption in
their lives after leaving sport. This finding was contrary
to previous research, which found little support for the
negative consequences for athletes leaviag college sport.
According to Blinde and Stratta (1992), athlete responses ta
involuntary and unanticipated sport exits paralleled the

stage theory of death and dying by Kubler-Ross: Shock and
denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. The

researchers outlined factors which made the transition

experience problematic, including the suddemess of the
exit, the athletes' sense of unfinished business, a great

sense of loss resulting from the time comnitted to sport,
and the sense of invincibility the former athletes once

felt.
The study by Blinde and Stratta (1992) represents a
departure from the s u m y nature of most athletic retirement

literature. As well, it studied the experiences of both men
and women. The studylsmethodological approach was rigorous
and guided by grounded theozy, an accepted qualitative

research approach. As a result of the qualitative nature of
the study, the findings were grounded in the lived
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experience of the former-athletes rather than lodged i n a

pre-existing theoretical framework. Moreover. a sense of
what it was like for the participants to exit from their

sport was given by the studyts descriptions. However, the
relative uniqueness of involuntary and unanticipated sport
exits brings into question the applicability and t r u t h value
of Blinde and Strattafs (1992) findings to other exit

scenarios.

Professional athletics refers to the few sports where
the athlete receives payment for participation. Similar to
the elite-amateur athlete, the professional athlete has a

longstanding and high level of c d t m e n t to sport and mst

meet a high standard of sport performance. A very b t i e f
review of the early studies of professional athletic
retirement is followed by a more in-depth examination of two
recent studies which have a high degree of relevance to the

present study. It is important to note that while anecdotal
and journalistic depictions of the retiring professional

athlete are plentiful, they are not included in this section
because of their non-academic nature.
The early studies examining the retirement of
professional athletes focused primarily on three male high
profile sports: Boxing (Hare, 1971; Weinberg

&

Arond, 19521,

baseball (Haetle, 1975 ; Lerch, 1981; Rosenberg, 1981b1 and
football (Reynolds, 1981) . The two studies of former boxers

revealed difficulties in adjusting to life after sport,
attributed to a variety of factors including injuries,
carefree spending habits, dependence on managers,
discrimination, and other social conditions (Hare, 1971;
Weinberg

&

Arond, 1952). It has been argued that the trauma

experienced by these former boxers was less a function of
leaving sport than a function of pervasive social conditions
(Swain, 1991).
Other studies have emphasized the impact of factors
unrelated to sport participation on former athletest
eventual quality of life (Lerch, 1981; Reynolds, 1981).
Lerch (1981) attempted to identify variables important in
the adjustment of athletes to retirement and found no sport
variables to be significantly related to adjustment.
Predictors of adjustment included health, education, and
pre-retirement attitude (Lerch, 1981) . Reynolds (1981)
indicated that sport variables (fame, tirne as an athlete,

and off-season job status) were not related to present selfesteem or job status. Significant otherst support, together
with job congruency and job status, showed a positive
relationship to job satisfaction (Reynolds, 1981).
Although the traditional theoretical conceptualizations
of sport retirement, discussed earlier, depict leaving
professional sport as traumatic and extremely disruptive to
the former athletest lives, two early empirical studies
offer a different view (Haerle, 1975, Rosenberg, 1981b). In
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a survey study of former baseball players, Haerle (1975)

found that a large numbet of participants experienced
feelings of regret, sadness, and shock at the time of

leaving the playing career. However, the researcher also
found that many athletes had a strong sense of self-

confidence and acceptance of the aging process that brought

on the decision to retire. The author concluded

of

these men truly missed important aspects of the baseball

occupation, yet the majority expressed the view that
necessary adjustments had been maden (Haerle, 1975, p.50:)

.

Rosenberg (1981b) also found that the former basebail
players in his study took some time to adjust to retirement,
but eventually achieved high levels of adjustment.
Although the previously described studies above are

considered a part of the body of sport retirement
literature, their salience to the present study is
questionable given the studiesl date and their primary focus
on male athletes. Cautions of their applicability a l s o arise

from questions as to whether professional athletes retiring

from the high profile sports of boxing, football, and
baseball experience the same demands and challenges of

elite-amateur athletes leaving less prominent sports.
However, two recent studies from the professional sport

retirement literature may have greater salience for the

present study .
Allison and Meyer (1988) studied the career problems
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and retirement of femkLe professional tennis players. The

researchers outlined fundamental difficulties with the
traditional methodological approaches utilized in the study
of sport retirement. An important criticism of quantitative

approaches, made by Allison and Meyer (1988), was that its
emphasis on identifying Variables to help predict adjustment
to retirement does not assist in the understanding of the
qualitative and experiential nature of leaving competitive

sport. Another difficulty with traditional approaches
identified by Allison and Meyer (1988) included its focus on

male professional team sports, with no inquiry into the

experiences of female athletes leaving individual sports. In

an attempt to f i l 1 these gaps in the sport retirement
literature, Allison and Meyer (1988) used qualitative

techniques to explore the experiences of 20 former elite
female t e ~ i professionals.
s
The major source of data for the study came from an

extensive mail survey. The lo-page questionnaire consisted
of both Likert and open-ended items and focused on three
broad areas: The participantsv expectations and goals in

competitive tennis, the participants' experiences and
perceptions during their most competitive years, and the
participantsv reactions to retirement from tour. The survey
data was supplemented with qualitative insights provided by
a key informant, who competed on the professional tour for
seven years.
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The findings o f Allison and Meyer (1988) suggested that
there was an adjustrnent period dïrectly after retirement for
the former tennis players, The researchers reported that 50%
of the former players felt relief as their first emotional
response to retirement. However, 30% of the athletes
experienced feelings of isolation and loçs of identity upon
retirement from professional tennis. Although the initial
reactions to retirement were much different among the former
female tennis professionals, when asked to describe their
current emotional response to their retirement, 50%
indicated they felt a sense of satisfaction and 40%
indicated they experienced feelings of stability and
acceptance with their decision (Allison & Meyer, 1988).
Aïlison and Meyer (1988) concluded that "frm the
perspective of the athletes, retirement and the end of the
pressures of the competitive tour opened up alternative
avenues of personal investment g1 (p.219 )

. Moreover ,

the

results led the researchers to support the validity and
appropriateness of P r u s

(cited in Ailison

&

Meyer, 1988)

life cycle mode1 of athlete participation, in which the

athletic role may be seen as a nrultiplicity of roles that
might be substituted over time for alternate rales as part

of a larger career scenario. In other words, rather than
viewing the sport career as a life career, it is seen as
part of a larger life plan.

The strength of the study by Ailison and Meyer (1988)

rests in its attempts to stretch and alter the
methodological and theoretical approaches to the study of
sport retirement. By studying the experiences of female
athletes who participated in individual sports, the study
offered insights into an area missed by previous literature.
Although not entirely new in its theoretical stance, PrusT
life-cycle mode1 which was supported by Allison and Meyer
(1988) may more accurately depict the context and
multiplicity of the sport retirement process than previous
literature.
Notwithstanding the noted strengths of Allison and
Meyer's (1988) study, it suifers from similar shortcomings
to previous so-called ttqualitativewstudies. Although the
researchers branded the study as qualitative, an examination
of the characteristics of the employed methods brings this

into question. Firstly, the 10 page survey questionnaire
with Likert and open-ended questions may more closely

resemble a quantitative approach. Secondly, using
qualitative techniques does not mean simply employing open-

ended questions and asking a key informant about his/her
experiences. A qualitative study must be grounded in a
specific methodological school or approach so that the
inquiry is purposeful and thorough. Allison and Meyer (1988)
did not indicate the methodological roots of their study.

This point is also relevant when discussiag the data
analysis and coding procedures used by Allison and Meyer

(1988). It is difficult to determine what guided the

analysis phase of the study. Pinally, although using a key
informant can offer enriched and qualitative data, Allison
and Meyer (1988) did not reveal how the key informantts

experiences where accessed or how this data was integrated
with the survey data.

Aithough the study by Allison and Meyer (1988) may not

represent a methodologically grounded qualitative study, its

direction towards understanding the experiential nature of
the process of leaving competitive sport is an important

contribution to the literature. Swain (1991) took the

qualitative inquiry of former athletest experiences of

retirement to a deeper level. Guided by ethnographie
techniques of interviewhg and writing (Hammersley

&

Atkinson, 1983; Mishler, 1986; Spradley, 1979; Sullivan,
1984; cited in Swain, 1991), the zesearcher sought an

understanding of the transition experience of 10 former
professional athletes in a variety of sports.

The study employed three 2-hr interviews to generate a
general s t o z y of sport withdrawal. The synthesized

description attempted to identify a sequence of experiential
units that reflect the conunon experiences among the male
participants. The s t o r y revealed that withdrawal from sport
was not simply

an event but a process, often beginning soon

after the participants started their sport careers. Swain
(1991) indicated the athletes typically felt relieved once

they had cammitted themselves to w i t h d r a w . After withbrawal,

a variety of n e w career opportunities were pursued by the
athletes. While some of the athletes found new careers

quickly, others found n e w careers difficult t o establish.
Ultimately, the participantsf stories ended with the

establishment and acceptance of a post-sport career and
lifestyle (Swain, 1991) .
The composition of the general story led Swain (1991)

to support the model proposed by Schlossberg (1984) to help

understand the transition experiences of former a t h l e t e s .
According to Swain (1991), the mode1 allows for the

consideration of the context in which the experiences take
place, the rneaning the transition or withdrawal has for the
individual, and how this meaning evolves and changes over

time. Swainls (1991) work, along with the proposed model of
Schlossberg (1984), marks a divergence from the simplistic

depictions of sport retirement offered by the early

literature. B y plunging into the meaning of the withdrawal

for the former athletes, and moving away from the

identification of predictive variables and factors, the
study provides a qualitative sense of the experience for

former athletes.

Swainfs (1991) work represents significant progress in
the qualitative study of sport retirement. The study

explored the experiences of 10 former athletes in a variety
of sports, ranging from hockey to racquetball, rather than
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focusing on one prosninent sport. The study grounded itself
in a specific school of qualitative inquiry

-

ethnography.

The data analysis and writing, completed by the researcher,

was also guided by ethnographie techniques, allowing for a
rich description of the experience. Finally, theory

development or support emerged from the experiences of the

participants rather than the opposite, where former
athletest experiences are categorized or seen through the
constructs of pre-detennined theories. The present study
attempts to take a similar approach to the experiences of

elite-amateur athletes, an approach directed towards meaning
and grounded in the experiences of the participants.

Moreover, the present study incorporates the experiences of
female participants, broadening the scope of the research.
ÇurcPnarv

In summary, the empirical studies of the tetirement or

transition experiences of former athletes have (a)
historically emphasized quantitative survey methods to study
the experiences of male former athletes, (b) provided some

insights into specific transition factors or variables
related to successful transition, (c) employed qualitative

research approaches with problems of rigour or difference in
focus from the present study, and (d) provided a limited and

reductionistic description of the transition experience.
Thus, a phenomenological study of elite-amateur athletesf

experience of successful transition does not exist.
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By embracing the life-span perspectives of Schlossberg
(1984) and Prus (1984), the present study explores the

complex and developmental nature of the sport transition.
Furthermore, in employing a rigorous phenomenological
approach, this study also attempts to address the
inadequacies of the generic qualitative and survey studies
of the past and offer a deeper meaning-based depiction of

.

the experience .
Moreover, this studyls emphasis on the transition or
adjustment phase of the phenomenon marks a departure from
the issues most often studied by researchers ( r i z . , the
reasons for retirement, the immediate reactions to
retirement, the present level of life satisfaction of former
athletes). This departure w i l l supplernent the overall
understanding of former-athletesl experience of retirement.
Finally, although both males and females from
individual and team sports have been studied, the focus has
been primarily on the retirement experiences of males
involved in team sports. Thus, the present studyls
exploration of the experiences of both male and female
former athletes from individual and team sports represents
another departure from the literature.

CHAPrsRTHRBB

Me thodology

The purpose of the study was to explore the following

phenomenological question: What is it like for former
elite-amateur athletes to experience a successful transition
from sport?". More specifically, the study attempted to

uncover three layers of description: (a) the events or
happenings invalveci in the transition for each of the

participants, (b) the themes of experience comon to al1 of
the participants, and (cl the essential structure of the
phenomenon. Consequently, the current study aims ta inform
and facilitate the design of therapeutic and educational

strategies and programs for elite-amateur athîetes. In order
to accomplish these objectives, the study borrowed from the
research approach of Borgen and Amundsen (1984) and combined

a phenomenological method of investigation (Colaizzi, 1978)
with a c r f t i c a l incident approach (Flanagan, 1954).

The following section provides a rationale for

selecting qualitative methodology, phenomenology, Colaizzirs
(1978) method of investigation, and the critical incident

technique (Flanagan, 1954) as guidelines for the research
procedures. A discussion of validity and reliability issues
of qualitative research is also included in this section.

Oualitative M-odoloery

The current study selected qualitative methodology as
the most appropriate research paradigm to explore the

phenmenon of successful transitions from elite-amateur
sport. This selection was based on the congruency between

the themes of qualitative research and the specific purposes
of the study.
Uthough a definition of qualitative methodology is

difficult to articulate because of its diverse

philosophical, historical and methodological roots, a number
of themes are presented as being essential to qualitative

research (Patton, 1990; Reason, 1981). Patton (1990)

suggested that qualitative researchers: a) study real wotld
situations; b) inmerse themselves in the details and
specifics of the data; c) believe the whole phenomenon under
study is more than the sum of its parts; d) create detailed,
thick description; e) get close to the people, situation,

and phenomenon under study; f) assume each case is special
and unique; g) place findings in a social, historical, and

temporal context; h) eniphasize that the researcherfspassion
is understanding the world; and i) are open to adapting

inquiry as understanding deepens.

Qualitative research emphasizing and building on these
intercomected themes or tenets is increasingly being
utilized as an alternative to the traditional empirical
approaches which have dominated natural science
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investigation (Glesne

&

Peshkin, 1992). These alternate

research paradigms make a conmitment to the discovery and
uncovering of the various layers of meaning in any persona1
or social event and concern themselves with understanding
h u m action from the personts own place or frame o f
reference (Husband

&

Foster, 1987). The focus of qualitative

methodology on personal experience, description,
exploration, and meaning, matches well with the current
studyts aims of uncovering what it is like to experience a
successful transition from the participantst perspective.
Qualitative methodology was also selected because of
its congruency with the values of counselling practice. This
similarity in values is important given the current studyrs
aim of guiding therapeutic and educational strategies.
Woolsey (1986) argued that counselling students' and
practionerst antagonism toward research is based on the
conflicting values of counselling practice and the values of
the positivist research paradigm. "Real hope for a
resolution probably lies with the new research paradigms and
a revised philosophy of sciencen (Woolsey, 1986, p.91).
Therefore, by using qualitative methodology the current
study hopes to present findings relevant and meaningful to
counselling practice.
Within qualitative inquiry rests divergent theoretical
and philosophical traditions which contain different

research purposes and proâucts. Phenomenology, chosen for

this study, is one such theoretical anB philosophical

tradition,

The present study embraced the phenomenological

perspective and focused on what people experience and how
they interpret the world (Patton, 1990). The tem

phenomenology originates from the Greek word lPphainomenonn,
meaning appearance or that which shows itself. According to
Spinelli (1989), philosophers define 'phenmena' to mean the
appearances of things, rather than the things as they really
are. T h e world, as we experience it, is a phenornenal worldw
(Spinelli, 1989, p . 2 ) .
Edmund Husserl (1859-1938), the founder of the

philosophical school of phenomenology, believed that science
needed a philosophy and approach that would place it in

contact with deeper human concerns. Spinelli (1989)
articulated two fundamental issues which Husserl focused on

to explore and examine methods of creating meaning-based
constructs. The first issue, intentionality, suggests al1
consciousness is always directed towards the real world in
order to interpret it in meaningful ways. Husserl believed
human consciousness is always conscious of some thing, even

if humans have no idea whether things in themselves truly
exist. "The process of intentionality points out that, as

humans, we never have direct access to, or knowledge of, the
real world as it isn (Spinelli, 1989, p.12) . Simply, the

sensory data at our disposa1 goes through translation to
create meaning-based constructs. Intentionality describes
the invariant relationship that exists between the real
world and our experiencing of it (Spinelli, 1989).
The second issue, noema and noesis, addresses the foci

of the act of intentionality. Noema is the object or 'the
whatt that people direct their attention towards and focus
upon. Noesis is the referential element or 'the how' of
experience. Together, the noematic and noetic foci lead each
individual to interpret a specific experience in a different
and unique manner and, therefore, respond to it in much

different ways. Partial similarity in individualsi
expetiences may result from shared biological and sociocultural variables. However, the foci suggest that
individually d e t e d n e d variables limit the extent to which

any experience can be said to be shared between individuals
(Spinelli, 1989) .

In short, conducting a study from a phenomenological

perspective simply means the focus of inquiry is on people's

subjective experience of a lived phenomenon. Embracing a

phenomenological perspective mst not be confused with
employing a specific phenomenological method of
investigation. A phenomenological perspective speaks to a
general view of or belief in the importance of using methods
to tap into peopleis subjective experience. In contrast, a

phenomenological method of investigation is a set of

specific steps to elucidate the essential structure of a

phenomenon (Patton, 1990). Examples of phenomenological
methods of investigation include the procedures outlined by
Colaizzi (1978), Giorgi (1975; 1983), Van Kaam (1966) and
Polkinghorne ( 1989)

.

By embracing a general phenomenological perspective,

the curent study had a number of methoàs from which to

select. The present study considered t w o methods of research

as potentially effective in elucidating the subjective

experience of the research participants: (a) Colaizzils
(i978) phenomenological method of investigation, and (b) the

critical incident technique (Flanagan, 1954) .
Çolaizzils Method

Colaizzi's (1978) method of investigation was chosen as
the primary guide f o r the present study because it: (a) aims

to uncover themes of experience, (b) focuses on the essence

of shared experience by elucidating the fundamental
structure of what it is like to experience a phenomenon, and

(CI outlines specific research phases directed towards
gaining greater insight into phenomenological questions.
Colaizzi's (1978) method of investigation finds its
roots in Husserl's eidetic phenomenology. Out of Husserl's
phenomenological philosophy of science and methodology
emerged various schools of phenomenalogical approaches in

social science research. Three traditions have been used

extensively. The Duquesne school attempts to obtain

knowledge of the eidetic or essentiai structure of the
experience. The Heideggerian hermeneutic school interprets

phenomena to bring out the meaning of B e i n g . Finally, the
Dutch school combines the research goals of both the

Duquesne school and Heideggerian hermeneutic school (Cohen &
Omery,

1994). Colaizzits (1978) method f a l l s within the

Duquesne school .
Colaizzi (1978) viewed phenomenology as a means for
social science researehers to re-establish contact with
human experience. He wrote " f o r centuries, science dealt
only with inanimate objects or with the depersonalized

aspects of human existence, and investigated them

experimentallyn (Colaizzi, 1978, p.50). Therefore, the
author called for a method that remains with human

experience as it is experienced by conscious beings.
Colaizzi (1978) suggested that the phenamenologist employs
descriptive methods according to the nature of the
phenomenon and the particular aims and objectives of a
particular researcher. The success of al1 phenomenological
research depends on the extent to which it draws upon the
subjects' experiences of the phenomenon rather than their

theoretical knowledge of it (Colaizzi, 1978).
Colaizzi (1978) offered a specific set of research
phases to help researchers tap into participants'

experiences of a phenornenon. These research phases included:
(a) bracketing, (b) creating research questions,

( c)

participant selection, (d) approach phase, (el data

analysis, and ( f ) termination. The following sections
describe Colaizzi's (1978) perspective on each of these

research phases. In addition, writings of other
phenomenological researchers are used to support and clarify
the direction and purposes of each phase.

Bracketina. Colaizzi (1978) note: *The phenomenologist
must initiate his inquiry by an examination of his approach

in order to uncover his presuppositions about the
investigated topicn (p.58). The aim of interrogating the
researcherfspresuppositions about the phenomenon is to
uncover his/het beliefs, hypotheses, attitudes, and huches
about it. Moreover, phenomenological reseatch emphasizes

approaching a reseatch topic without preconceived notions

about the findings of the investigation (Colaizzi, 1978).
"It is a refusal to tell the phenomenon what it is, but a

respectful listening to what the phenomenon speaks of
itself* (Colaizzi, 1 9 7 8 , p - 5 2 ) .
In general, phenomenology recognizes the presence of
the researcher in al1 aspects of the research process,

including the fomlation of the question, the determination
of the source of data, the collection of the data, and the

interpretation or analysis of the data. The awareness of
this presence leads the phenomenologist to articulate pre-

dispositions and biases. By articulating the researchet's
orientation to the phenomenon, the reader of the research

will be able to take the researcher's perspective into

account (Osborne, 1990).
Giorgi (1985) articulated the participatory role of the
phenomenological researcher in processing the experiential
data. The author asked that researchers assume an active

meaning-constitutive position relative to the data. Osborne
(1990) suggested the meaning-constitutive function of the

researcher is marked by an interpretive process which

nnist

remain open to examination. "Interpretations are

perspectival and need to be presented m c h as a lawyer
presents an argument to a judgen (Osborne, 1 9 9 0 , p . 85)

.

The

researcher must defend and present the research process and

findings in order to ensure trustworthiness.

.

search auestions . Colaizzi ( 1 9 7 8

suggested

that the researcher's presuppositions about the phenomenon
provide the preliminary foundations to formulate research

questions. The success of these questions relates to the
degree to which they access the participants1 experiences of
the phenomenon (Colaizzi, 1978) .

Participants' naive descriptions are the primary source
of data in phenomenological psychological research
(Polkinghorne, 1989 )

. Therefore,

the research questions

asked of the participants do not test are-determined

categories or interpretations of the experience held by the
researcher, but allow the open exploration of the person's
life-world. Instead of focusing on general opinions, the
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questions attempt to explore specific situations and action
sequences of the experience to allow the essence of the
experience to emerge (Kvale, 1983) .

. .

P a r t i c w t s~lection,Colaizzirs (1978) criteria for

selection is quite simple: "Experience with the investigated
topic and articulateness suffice as criteria for selecting
subjectsn (p.58). Participants offering naive descriptions
are chosen according to whether they have experienced the
phenornenon and are able to articulate those experiences
(Colaizzi, 1978; Osborne, 1990; Polkinghorne, 1989).
Colaizzi (1978) suggested that the number of participants
selected depends on a number of factors unique to each
research project. According to Polkinghorne (19891, the
purpose of participant selection is to generate richly
varied descriptions.
,
(1978) supported a rnethod of
A D D ~ O ~DC Q
~ ~Colaizzi

imaginative listening, which empbasizes that the interviewer

must be fully present and listen to the participant *with
the entirety of hi$ personalityn (p.64). Within an
environment of trust, the goal of the approach phase or
interview is to uncover the participants1 experience of the
phenornenon. Ail interviews are taped and transcribed
(Colaizzi, 1978).
Kvale (1983) wtlined the main aspects ta the
phenomenological interview. The focus of the intemiew is on
the central themes of experience of the participant. The
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thernes are explored and probed to provide rich description
and understanding of the experience. The intemiew pursues
descriptions of the experience, not the participant's
interpretation or theoretical explanations.
The participant/researcher relationship is marked by an
interaction between two people, who react in relation to and
influence each other. The phenomenological interview may be
positive for both the participant and the researcher,
resulting from comaon curiosity and respect. The researcher
must be aware of the interpersonal dynamics, both during the
interview and in processing the data. However,
phenomenologists view the interpersonal nature of the
inquiry as a strength of the approach rather than a source
of error (Kvale, 1983) .

Knaack (1984) suggested phenomenology differs from the
traditional positivist approach to inquiry in its view of
the participant as CO-researcher. Terms such as
"participantw or "CO-researchern are used as alternatives to
subject ", emphasizing the CO-operative nature of

phenomenological inquiry (Osborne, 1990). The researcher and
participant engage in cooperative dialogue to explore the
experience of the phenmenon. According to Knaack (1984) a
trusting relationship is essential in developing the coresearcher approach, facilitated by the researcher showing
interest in understanding the participant's experience and
suspending judgernent.
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D a t a ;inalvsis. The purpose of

phenomenological inquiry

is to derive from the collection of transcribed interviews

or protocols a description of the essential features of the

experience. To meet this objective, Colaizzi ( 1 9 7 8
described the following steps for analysis:
1. Read al1

of the participantst descriptions (protocols) to

"acquire a feeling for them, a making a sense out
(p.59)
2.

-

Extract significant statements: Return to each protocol

and pull phrases or sentences that speak directly to the

phenornenon. Statements which refer to specifics of the

experience can be transposed to a more general formulation.
3. Foxmulate Meanings: attempt to derive the meaning of each

significant statement. Vreative insight is used to leap
from what the participants Say to w h a t they mean" (p.59).
4. Repeat the above for each protocol, and organize the

aggregate formulated meanings into clusters of themes. The
aim of this step is to allow f o r the emergence of themes

comnon to al1 of the participantst descriptions.
5. The clusters of themes are integrated into an exhaustive

description of the investigated topic.
6. The exhaustive description of the investigated topic is

formulated, as much as possible, into a statement of
identification of its fundamental structure.
7. A final validating i n t e M e w asks the participant about

the findings thus far. A n y n e w data from the final interview

must be integrated into the findings.
Termination. Colaizzi ( 1 9 7 8 ) suggested that the point
at which the researcher decides to terminate the study or

approach phase is indefinite. He also remarked that there
are no external criteria for temination and that it is
based on the researcherfs sense of the adeqwcy of the data.

In summary, Colaizzits (1978) phenomenological method
provided the present study with specific research procedures
towards achieving an understanding of the essential themes
and essence of the phenamenon. Within his method, Colaizzi
(1978) offered some suggestions about how to create research

questions that elicit the specific happenings involved in a
phenmenon. The current study chose to supplement those
suggestions by drawing on the strengths of the critical
incident technique (Flanagan, 1954) .
Critical Incident Technima

The critical incident technique (Flanagan, 1954) was

selected as a specific strategy to elicit descriptions of
critical incidents or happenings contributing to the
experience of successfül transitions. Simply, the technique

offered more explicit guidelines on methods to focus the

participants' reflections on the description of their
experience, as opposed to their theoretical explanations.
Therefore, the ctitical incident technique was integrated
into the broader phenomenological guidelines of Colaizzi
(1978).
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The integration of the critical incident technique with
Colaizzivsmethod was based on a number of factors. Pirstly,
the critical incident technique fits well with the

theoretical tenets of qualitative research and phenomenology
because it: (a) emphasizes rich description of life

processes or experiences, (b) employs empathetic listening
and perception checking interviewing strategies, and (cl

underscores the subjective and inductive nature of human
experience research. Therefore, its integration into a
phenomenological study does not require a compromise of the
basic theoretical tenets of qualitative research.
Secondly, within counselling psychology the critical
incident technique has received support as a reliable and
valid exploratory method of creating comprehensive

descriptions of a wide range of phenomena (Borgen &
Amundson, 1984; Woolsey, 1986).
Thirdty, the critical incident technique addresses one
of the specific purposes of the current study: The

uncovering of the critical events or happenings involved in
the transition for each of the participants. It a s s i s t s in

this purpose by offering a made1 for creating specific

research questions. Woolsey (1986) describes the following
steps of the model:
1. Detennining the aim of the activity. The aim of the study

is stated in simple and clear form. Consultation with
research literature and experts helps identify the main

purpose of the study.
2. Çetting the plans, specifications and criteria. Decisions

n u s t be made about which persons will be the participants

and which of their experiences will be the focus of the
study. The plans must also specify the conditions or
specific criteria that the participants of the study must
rneet. Finally, the research plan must include an interview
guide which outlines the general type of process and

specific experiences to be described by the participants.
Generally, the interview guide uses a type of set induction
to facilitate the participants' reflections upon a
particular time. Once this is completed, the participants
are asked to identify critical incidents which lead to a
prescribed outcame. The details of the incident are
extensively probed to generate rich descriptions.
In summary, the critical incident technique (Flanagan,
1954) was integrated into the phenomenological method of

Colaizzi (1978) because of its potential to elicit
descriptions of specific events or happenings involved in
the participantst experience. The critical incident approach
must not be viewed as separate from Colaizzits (1978)
phenomenological method; it should be seen as a specific
approach consistent with the goals and purposes of
phenomenological inquiry.

. .
Reliabilit-

Val

The criteria for reliability and validity from the

traditional research paradigms appear ta be imposed upon
phenomenological social science research (Beck, 1994).
However, "one cannot assume reliability and validity have

the same meaning in the two paradigms of logical empiricism
and the phenomenological frameworkn (Beck, 1994, p.254).

According to Wertz (1986), the difference in meaning of
reliability and validity emerges from the different
metatheoretical assumptions of the two paradigms. Rather
than achieving objectivity through explanation, control and

prediction, phenomenological research attempts to elucidate
the meaning and understanding of experience from an

individual's perspective (Osborne, 1990).
Sandelowski (1986) examined the positions of
quantitative and qualitative research on issues of tmth
value, applicability, consistency, and neutrality.

Sandelowski (1986) questioned the applicability of the
quantitative concepts of rigour to qualitative research and
offered concepts such as credibility, fittingness,
audibility, and confirmability . However , recent writings on

phenomenological research integrity appear to agree with the
usefulness of the tezms reliability and validity (Beck,
1994; Knaack, 1984; Osborne, 1990; Polkinghorne, 1989).

. . .

Osborne (1990) suggested reliability from

the phenomenological approach is based upon the observation
that human perception is both perspectival and contextual.

The sameness (reliability) of several interpretative

perspectives can emerge from inconsistency, variability and
relativity. The focus on meaning rather than facts a l l o w s
the phenomenological researcher to f i n d stable meaning that
transcends the variability of facts. The interpretive

process involved in the discovery of meaning can produce
contradiction as well as coherence. The researcherls role is
to persuasively argue a particular interpretation, with
references to the data, and allow the reader to make final
judgement (Osborne, 19901 .
According to Giorgi (1988), reliability is achieved

when the essential description of the experience can be used

consistently. The researcher, having taken al1 the
precautions to arrive at an accurate description, can claim

a strong knowledge of the phenonenon. Two important
precautions ta arrive at an accurate description include
reduction and imaginative variation. Kvale (1984) emphasized
the importance of reduction in the data analysis process.

Once the perspective of the researcher is known, the reader

should be able to see what the researcher saw in the data.

According to Lincoln and Guba (1985, a study is reliable
when another researcher can clearly follow the "decision
trailn of the researcher and arrive at the same or

comparable conclusions given the researcherlsdata,

perspective, and situation.
Vaiiditv. Polkinghorne (1989) suggested that validity

from a phenomenological perspective relates to the level of
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confidence a reader has in the conclusions of the study. The
confidence in the findings result from a persuasive
argument. Researchers must persuade readers of the
transformation of the raw data into infonned psychological
expressions and the synthesis of the transformed expressions
into a general structural description. "The reader must be
able to follow the thought processes that have led to the
conclusions and to accept them as validw (Polkinghorne,
1989, p.57)

.

Osborne (1990) outlined four criteria to assess the
validity of a phenomenological investigator's
interpretations:
1. The researcher provides the opportunity to understand the

interpretations by bracketing his/her orientation to the
phenomenon and describiag the procedure and data analysis.
2. Dialogue between co-researchers and researcher, to assess

the goodness of fit of the interpretations, promotes
congruency between the interpretations of the researcher and
participants' lived experience.
3. The researcher must offer coherent and convincing

arguments in support of the interpretations.
4. The structure of the interpretation must resonate with

other people, outside of the study, who have experienced the
phenomenon.
Hycner (1985) supported the four criteria of validity
offered by Osborne (19901, but also suggested that the
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findings should be checked against current literature. By

-

placing the findings in the broader context of the
literature, the researcher asks to what level the

interpretations fit with past research.

This section discusses the specific procedures used for
the curent study and represents the integration of

Colaizzils (1978) phenomenological method and the critical

incident technique (Flanagan, 1954) . The research procedures
included the following phases: (a) bracketing, (b) creating

research questions, (c) participant selection, (dl data
collection

#II

(e) data analysis

#II

(f) data collection # 2 ,

(g) data analysis #2, (h) validation, (i) data analysis # 3 ,

and (j) termination. The following sections discuss the

objectives, methods, procedures, and outcomes of each of the
ten phases of research.
Bracket inq

As stated earlier, the objective of bracketing is ta

uncover the researcherfs pre-suppositions and beliefs about

the phenornenon. Colaizzi's (1978) model informed this stage
of the research procedures. More specifically, the model

requires researchers to coamnuiicate their pre-suppositions
in a formal statement.
The researcher reflected on his own successful

transition experiences, as well as those of others, and
began to make preliminary notes in a journal. These notes of

reflection were formulated into the following essay:

Based on my own experience of a successful life

transition, and through conversations with, and observations
of other people who have experienced the same, 1 believe the

experience of successful transition is like travelling along
an ascending spiral.
The journey towards reaching a sense of integration

does not involve a series of progressive, linear steps.
fnstead, it involves a number of appraisals of options,

decisions, actions and re-evaluations, as well as deeply
felt emotions and angst. At times, decisions and actions do
not lead to a n e w sense of stability or purpose, resulting

in re-evaluations and new series of appraisals, decisions,
and actions. The individual is motivated to spiral and

engage in these new rounds of adaptation by the promise of a
n e w sense of stability and purpose.

The spiral takes on different shapes and form. That is,
it might be narrow and tightly wound. The individual along
this spiral, adapts quickly, efficiently, and resourcefully.

This person may have strong social and financial supports,

past experiences with transitions, and a clear life goal or

mission. The spiral might also be flat and loosely wound.
The path is complicated, messy and, at first glance, does

not appear to reach up to new levels. The individual on this
path experiences growth slowly and adaptations often lead to

undesired outcomes, leading to re-appraisals and new action
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plans. It takes more energy, effort, and tinte to drive the
spiral to new levels of functioning, but it does happen.
Whether on a narrow and tightly wound successful transition
spiral, or one that is flat and loosely organized, the
person attempts to ask and answer the following fundamental

life questions: who am I?, where do 1 belong?, what am 1
good at?, w h a t sense is there in my past?, and what is my
purpose?
The successful transition is like a journey along an

ascending spiral with critical check points and viewpoints.
A person working towards integration or a successful

transition is met with critical events or happenings. The
critical events may be a new job, a new relationship,
rnembership into a new commnity, or they may also be a loss

of a job, relationship, or support. These turning points in
the journey may energize the traveller, paralyse the

traveller, or set him/her back. The viewpoints allow the
traveller to reflect on his/her overall life journey or the
transition spiral. These t i m e s of self-reflection and
evaluation provide an inner map for new directions or for
re-visits. The reactions of the individual to these critical
events or happenings partially dictate the shape and form of
the spiral.

The journey involves self-doubt, confusion, grief, and

pain, as well as feelings of hope, control, and freedom. The

loss of one set of life assumptions, routines, and reasons
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for being, often creates sadness and grief. Feeling whole
and engaging in the richness of life is often elusive, but
glimpses of this experience pulls the individual toward
searching for and creating a new life.
The traveller or person in transition is resourceful.
The individual possesses persona1 constructs of stability
and integration. These past "success storiesm offer clues
for the creation of a new life. Simply, the person knows at
a deep level what it is like to feel stable and integrated
and is partially motivated by the discrepancy between that
feeling and his/her transitional angst and confusion. The
person in transition grabs at anchors of success of the
past, while at the same tirne reaches up to new levels of
functioning and being. The past creates a foundation for the
future. The spiral rests on the f i m e s s and strength of its

base. The successful transition process is a building upon
process, rather than a starting over process; the maturation
and growth of a resourceful person, rather than the birth of

a new person.
The traveller is not alone. Although at times the
person in transition feels alone, he/she has others ta help,
guide, and support efforts of adaptation. The person in
transition also has others who will atternpt to create
barriers and obstacles to his/her growth. Part of the
journey for the person in transition is identifying and
utilizing the people who enable and encourage efforts of

growth and change.

The individuals in this study are at viewpoints at the

sumit of their own unique transition spiral.
Creat in? Renearch Ouest5 ollg

The objective of this phase of research was t o
fonmilate research questions which addressed the three

layers of description pursued by the present study. These

layers included: (a) the events or happenings involved in
the transition f o r each of the participants, (b) the themes

of experience comon to al1 of the participants, and (cl the

essential structure of the phenornenon. As part of this phase

of research, a pilot interview was completed to determine
the efficacy of the interview plan.

This stage of the research procedures was guided by
both the phenomenological method of Colaizzi (1978) and t h e

critical incident technique (Flanagan, 1954; Woolsey, 1986) .
To fonmilate questions that would uncover the specific

events and critical incidents involved in the transition,
the present study followed the example of Woolsey (1986) and

an interview guide was created. From the process of
bracketing and reading the existing sport transition

literature, the researcher fornnilated specific questions
about the incidents leading to sport retirement, the
incidents which helped or hindered coping during the
transition, and the incidents that were indicators of a

successful transition. Examples of preliminary questions

included the following: (a) What experiences led to the

athletest decision to leave competitive sport?, (b) What

experiences helped the former athletes adjust to life after
sport ( e . g . , workshops, new jobs, peers)?, (c) What was it

about these experiences that helped or hindered t h e i r
adjustment?, ( 8 ) How do people know they are moving towards

a successful transition?, and (e) Are there specific events
or experiences which indicate success or integration for

people in transition? These preliminary questions eventually
led to an initial interview guide.

The following open phenamanological question was also
fonmrlated: What is it like for former elite-amateur

athletes ta experience a successful transition from sport?"
This question was meant to allow the participants to reflect
and report on their experiences without the restrictions of

the interview guide. The question was intended to assist in

uncovering the themes and essential structure of the

experience by focusing on the meaning underlying the

specific events (Colaizzi, 1978).
A pilot interview was completed with a former athlete
known to the researcher. No changes to the initial interview

guide resulted from this preliminazy interview.
Refer to Appendix A for the final interview guide
resulting from this phase of the research.

This phase of the procedures w a s focused on selecting

participants within the e l i t e amateur sport coinmuiity in
Alberta who met the following criteria: (a) he/she has

retired frm a Canadian National Team in one of the
following sports in the last 6 years (speedskating,
bobsleigh, luge, volleyball, track and field, cross-country

skiing, biathlon, and cycling), (b) he/she is between the
ages of 18 and 35, (c) he/she must have a self-perception of

a successful transition ftom sport, and (d) he/she must be

interested in discussing their experience of the transition
frorn sport.
A purposeful sampling technique (Patton, 1991) was used

to obtain former athletes who met these criteria. The
researcher solicited the assistance of six field experts

including a representative frm the Multi-Sport Centre in
Calgary, two sport psychologists, two national level
coaches, and one former sport administrator, to locate

participants.
The field experts were given a letter (Appendix B)

explaining the nature of the study and requesting their help

in locating participants. They were also given a letter
(Appendix C) to distribute to former athletes who they
thought experienced a successful transition from sport.

Advertisements (Appendix D) were also placed in the
following locations: (a) The University of Calgary: MultiSport Facility, the Athlete Career Centre, the Olympic Oval,

(b) the Athletesl Training Centre at Canada Olympic Park

(Calgary), ( c ) the Canmore Nordic Centre (Canmore), (d)
Father David Bauer Arena (Calgary) , and (el Lindsay Park
Sports Center (Calgary). The former athletes responding to
the nominations of the field experts or the advertisements
were screened (via telephone conversation) ta determine
whether they met the criteria for participation.
As a result, three men and four wamen were selected
for interviewing. Refer to Chapter Four for a demographic
description of each participant. Rach participant received a
written (Appendix El and verbal explanation of the study and
completed a consent form (Appendix F) and demographic form
(Appendix G) prior to the commencement of the interviews.
Data C o l l e c t ~ ~#l
m
The main focus of the first phase of data collection

was to obtain information-rich data describing the

experience of successful transition from elite-amateur
athletics n a taped interview.
The first interview's design followed the approach of
Borgen and Amundson (19841 and implemented the interview
guide described earlier. The initial interviews with the

first three participants emphasized the critical incident
questions more than the open phenomenological approach. This
approach, however, did not allow the participant as much
freedom to select tapics of discussion relevant to his/her
transition experiences as the phenomenological approach
dictates. The participants found it difficult to identify

specific critical incidents involved in their transition
process without having the opportunity to first reflect on
the overall experience. This was an unforeseen shortfall of

the interview plan.

Given these shortfalls, the final four first interviews
evolved into a more open phenomenological approach. That is,
the researcher asked the participants to describe in as much

detail as possible their experience of the transition from
sport by asking the genetal question: What is like to
experience a successful transition from sport?". Prompts,
such as "tell me more about thatm, and n w h a t else can you
add?", were used throughout the interviews tu facilitate

participant reflection and description. After a period of
tirne, when the researcher felt the participant had "run out
of steamn, the interviewer focused each participant's

responses to get a more specific consideration of the
critical incident issues. The participants tended to confirm
what they had said in their initial description of their
experience. In essence, the critical incidents or events
seemed to emerge £rom the telling of their transition story.

The outcome of this phase was seven taped interviews

describing the participants1 experience of successful
transition from sport.
Data A n u i #1
~

The first phase of data analysis focused on the

identification of the central issues or meanings involved in
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each of the participant's transition experience. To do so,

Colaizzils (1978) method of fonmilating meanings was used as
a guide.
Al1 seven tapes of the fitst interviews were

transcribed by the researcher. Each protocol was recorded on
a different coloured paper as a means of identifying the

participant who provided the information. The following
steps were completed one protocol at a tirne:
1. The protocol was read a number of times to acquire a

sense of it.
2.

Significant statements which directly spoke of the

phenomenon were highlighted using a yellow marker.
3. The researcher attempted to formulate meanings for each

of the significant statements. This was a creative step

which required the researcher to move

firom

what the

participants said to what they meant. These fonmilated
meanings were recorded on coloured strips of paper
corresponding to the colour of the original protocol.
4. These formulated meanings were then orgaaized into

clusters, or more specifically, into piles of strips of
paper. Each pile or cluster represented a central issue or
meaning in the transition experience of that particular

participant.
5. A list of questions, to be used in the second interviews,

was generated to help clarify and ptovide additional detail
to the identified meanings or issues.
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These steps led to a preliminary understanding of the

transition experience of each of the participants and a list
of questions to ask each participant to help clarify,
enhance, and check these interpretations.

Also, a list of emerging themes connian to al1 the
participants began to develop. This preliminary list
represented early "hunchesn about the themes of experience.

As a result of this initial round of data analysis, one

participant was unexpectedly dropped from the study. The
determination against inclusion was based on two factors.
Firstly, the former athlete tevealed doubt about whether he
truly had experienced a successful transition during the

interview by suggesting that there were still "lots of
issuestf to resolve. Secondly, the initial data analysis

supported this self-perception of the former athlete by
revealing existing feelings of bitterness, anger, and
confusion about his sport career and his future. Therefore,
a second interview was not initiated and his experiences
were not included in the final results. Refer to Appendix H

for a review of the critical incidents involved in this

former athletevs experience.
Data Collection #2

The second phase of data collection was directed

towards gaining greater insight into and checking the
accuracy of the interpretations of the experience resulting

from the first round of data analysis. This phase of
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research was guided by phenomenological investigation in

general and its coiimion emphasis on the dialogal relationship
between the researcher and participants.
Second taped interviews were arranged with each of the
remaining participants. The intervals since the first
interviews were 12 to 18 months. The researcher focused each
interview on specific questions that resulted from the first
data analysis. The questions were unique to each
participant. Also, each participant was invited to add any
new information that he/she did not include in the first
interviews.
This phase of the research resulted in six taped
interviews which helped enhance the original protocols and
formulated meanings of the phenomenon.
Data ~ a l y s #2
i ~
The intent of the second phase of data analysis was to:

(a) generate clusters of themes connnon to al1 of the
participants, (b) mite an exhaustive description of the
phenomenon which integrates the findings , and (c) formulate
the exhaustive description in as unequivocal a statement of

identification of its fundamental structure as possible.
This phase of data analysis was infomed by steps 4-6
of Colaizzits (1978) method described earlier. The second
interviews were transcribed. The additional information was
integrated into the formulated meanings frm data analysis
#1. These formulated meanings were organized into piles or

clusters of themes of experience comon to al1 the
participants. This process was the most difficult. Rach
theme needed t o represent a distinct experience, but at the

same tirne be integrated with the larger experience of
successful transition. Redundancies and contradictions

across themes needed to be eliminated to ensure a cohesive
and comprehensive description of the experience.

The themes of experience were then integrated into an
exhaustive description of the phenomenon. This essay was

then fonmilated into a statement of the identification of
the phenomenonls fundamental structure. These preliminary
findings were then ready for validation by the participants.
Validation

The purpose of validation was to ask for the

participants' specific feedback on the preliminary findings.
This phase represents the final contact with the
participants. ( B t e * One participant did not respond to

calls for validation.)
This phase did not include an interview. Instead,

participants were provided with a written copy of the
findings anà asked to edit the description with the
following question in e n d : "How does the description
compare with your experience?". O n l y small adjustments to
the preliminary findings resulted from edits made by the

participants. Refer to Chapter Four for the validated
exhaustive description and Chapter Five for the validated

statement of the fundamental structureData Analvsis #>
The purpose of this phase of data analysis was to

identify and organize the specific events or critical
incidents involved in the transition for each of the

participants. By doing sa, it was meant to provide insight
into the individual transition stories of the participants.
As a ftamework to identify critical incidents, the

study used the criteria of Borgen and Amundson (1984), where
critical incidents were taken to be specific events,
emotional shifts or changes in perspective crucial to the

experiences of the participants.
By reviewing the significant staternents resulting from

Data Analysis #Ir the researchet identified critical
incidents invalved in each of the participant's transition
experiences. These critical incidents were organized

according to the issues covered by the interview guide: (a)
the critical incidents or events leading to the athletels

decision to retire from the national team, (b) the critical
incidents or events that helped or hindered the athlete in
adapting to life aftet sport, and (c) the critical incidents

or events which indicated to the athlete that he/she was
making progress towards a successful transition. These

critical incidents were not validated by the participants.
Refer to Chapter Four under Critical Incidents for a

sunanary of results of this phase of the research.

Terminat ion

In discussing when to terminate the intenriew or

approach phase of research, Colaizzi (1978) wrote:
at m o s t , it must be admitted that t a i s point is a

sense, a certain 'empty but distinct' feeling of being
satisfied that the apptoach phase is adequate in the
face of simultaneously experiencing the tension of its
not really being complete or final (Colaizzi, 1978, p.
70) .

Aïthough it was a struggle to reach this experiential sense

of completion described by Colaizzi (1978), two indicators
provided important feedback which led to the decision to

tenninate the approach phase of the research. Firstly,
during the second interviews, the participants offered their
support for the emerging themes and provided very few
additional reflections on their experience. Secondly, the
final validation step revealed that the exhaustive

description and the essential structure essays resonated

with the participants of this particular study.
Ethical Coasjdeatiom
To protect participants' identities, pen names were
used to label the audiotapes and transcripts. In addition,
the sport of the individual athlete was not identified in

reporting the results. The audiotapes, consent forms, and

demographic fonns were kept in a separate locked cabinet,
accessible only to the researcher. Upon completion of the

thesis o r a l defense, the audiotapes, consent forms, and
demographic forms w i l l be destroyed by the researcher. In

writing the thesis, suosequent papers and presentations, any
information or excerpts from transcripts will be identified
only by the pen name.

CHAPTBRFOUR
Findings

This chapter addresses the objectives of the study by

presenting: (a) demographic information on the participants,
(b) a

sunmiary

of the critical incidents or events involved

in the transition experience for each of the participants,
and (c) the exhaustive narrative description of the
phenomenon. The intent of this chapter is to provide a sense
of the range of individuality and shared experience within
the phenomenon of successful transition from sport. The

sumary of the critical incidents provides insight i n t o the
specific situations and action sequences which allowed the

essense of the experience to emerge. The narrative
description creates a holistic perspective and deeper
understanding of the meaning of the phenomenon. Thus, this
chapter addresses two primary questions of phenomenological

research: "What happened?' and What was it l i k e ? l t .
Deipoarag&.ic Information

The findings reflect the transition experiences of four
women and two men. Table 1 presents demographic information

on each of the participants.

Table 1

~emo--tior€
Sex

Roberta

F

Lana

F

Marc

M

Christa

F

John

M

Nancy

F

Note. CS = years in competitive sport; NT = years on the

national team; FP = years sport w a s full-time pursuit; SR =

years since retirement; S

=

type of sport, 1 = individual

sport, T = team sport.

. .

.

n t l c a l Incidents
Bach participantlsunique transition experience is

presented in the form of c r i t i c a l incidents (see Tables Il
to 16 in Appendix 1). Critical incidents were taken to be
specific events, emotional shifts, or changes in perspective

which were crucial during the transition experiences of the

participants. Adjacent to each of the critical incidents is
a brief description of the basic details of the event and

its impact on the participant. The following section
summarizes these critical incidents. An example of the data

analysis leading to the descriptions is presented in
Appendix J.

Before deciding to leave competitive sport, the
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athletes experienced various critical incidents. Specific

events most often cited by the participants as important

included: competitive events (qualifying events, Olympic
Games), and changes in performance levels (decline or

plateau) . Comparatively unique critical events were injury,
differences with teamnates, and problems with coaches.
The participants a ï s o described emotional shifts that

contributed to their decision to leave sport including loss
of motivation or passion, ambivalence, and pressure.

Conunensurate with these ernotional shifts were changes in
perspective. The most frequent changes included: (a) viewing
sport as a sacrifice, (b) developing and opening self to new

interests, ( c ) seeing sport accamplishments and career as
positive, and (d) listening to self as opposed to others for
direction and strength.

In adapting to life after sport, the following events
were perceived as helpful: (a) finding a new focus (school,
job , new relationships) , (b) receiving personal support from

friends and family, (c) participating in physical activity,
(d) finding new roles within sport, and (e) interacting with

other respected athïetes (workshops, public speaking,
mentor). In contrast, a cammon critical event which was not
considered helpful in the transition included the loss of
muscle or fitness. Other events which were not considered
helpful by specific participants included: (a) a series of

false starts ( L e . , experiencing a sense of purpose and

direction to have it o n l y vanish), and (b) encounters with
acquaintances who questioned the status of one's sport
career .
The participants also revealed a variety of negative

emotional shifts that they experienced while adapting to
post-competitive l i f e . These experiences were: (a) loss of
vitality, (b) personal loss, (c) sadness, and (dl doubt.
However, a more common experience among the participants was
a positive emotional shift from feeling somewhat oppressed
by sport to a sense of freedom and persona1 agency.

The most common critical incidents which indicated

transition success and integration to the participants were:
(a) emotional shifts (contented, joyful, enthused,
satisfied, proud, accepted), and (b) changes in perspective
(reduced importance of sport, broader perspective on self,

present-centred). Important events, specific to individual
participants, were also reported as indicators of success:
including (a) discussing experiences with other athletes
(social comparison and validation), (b) receiving feedback
from others, (c) achieving balance, and (d) watching an
event involving one's sport.

The presentation of the critical incidents intends to

provide insight into the specific events, emotional shifts
and changes in perspective which were crucial in the
transition experiences of the participants. The next section
attempts ta take the data analysis to a deeper level and
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uncover themes of experience which were conÿnon across al1
the participants' protocols. Even when the perspective is

held that individuals are highly variable and experience

unique critical incidents during times of transition, it is

still possible to identify what seem to be coamion themes.
These themes represent the synthesis of the feelings and
rneanings underlying the specific happenings of the

participantst transitions.

Following the steps of data analysis of Colaizzi
(1978), five essential themes were identified which were

conaon to al1 the participants1 protocols. van Manen (1990)
described a theme as a method of systematic and ordered
description and not VhingsW, but conceptual structures of
experience. The themes in the following exhaustive
description are conceptualized and presented using the

miter as the conduit between the reader and the

participants. Exemplary statements of the participants help
illuminate each theme and bring the reader and participants
closer together. An example of the data analysis is

presented in Appendfx K.
The five essential thernes emerging from the

participants' protocols are (a) disengagement, (b) self-

determination, (cl establishing a n e w sense of self, (d)
muscle and strength: embodied experience, and (e) bringing
meaning to the past. To assist in meeting the challenge of

presenting and organizing the themes of experience
convincingly and with clarity, some of the themes are

divided into categories under sub-headings. Words within the
exemplary statements which are particularly powerful and

relevant to the theme are set in bold face-

T o loosen from that which holds fast, adheres, or
entangles.* - Oxford English Dictionary, 1987
1 don% think there is anything really sudden...j ust
that there was a loss of motivation and a loss of
passion... and 1 gradually realized that I wasnrt just
as keen every morning when 1 went up to go out. It
was a b i t more of a job...chore. - Nancy

For these fonner athletes, participating in competitive
sport involved a complete psychological and physical

conmitment. For some, it was the loss of passion or
motivation f o r their sport that began to i n f o m their
decision to retire. F o r others, the persona1 price and the

sacrifice of other interests was too much for them to stay
in the sport. The athletes started to disengage, put less of
themselves into their sport. Thus, the transition from

competitive sport began prior to the final decision to
retire. This withdrawal or gradua1 de-investing of self

contrasts with earlier times in their athletic careers.
Nancy expressed the contrast i n this w a y :

...

every year when 1 finished the racing season, 1 was
j u s t gung ho, ready to go, new ideas for training, what
and 1 foua...
when the
1 have to do to get better
season ended
1 j u s t didn't have the drive to tain sa

...

...

harà...and you really need that passion to compete at
that high level.

Nancy told of an unexplainable change in feelings or

motivation towards sport in her last year of competition.
For her, life as an athlete was no longer a rich and
captivating experience:

...in my last year of campetition. 1 would have to Say
1 was losdg motivation and was starting to get

bored ...living near the training facility. I found it
a non-stianilating environment intellectually...I was
bored of the environment and 1 was ...1 think 1 must
have been getting bored ...no, not bored of the sport,
but losiag motivation to train, for whatever reason.

Marc described a time in his athletic career when he
felt completely focused on and invested in his sport and the
Olympics :

...we were at the Olympics, in ' 9 2 , 1 had the
best mental preparation. 1 was exactly like,
physicaily, ecmtionaily and psycholagically, e
was exactly w h e r e I wanted to be.

g

This peak state of being experienced by Marc eroded

into psychological tiredness and l o s of desire by the end

of his sport career:
nOhn, 1 said, NI donvt think 1 want to keep doing the
sport. . .1 am tired of struggling anyway . 1 said, 1
1 dontt want to, 1 donft feel the urge, like 1 donnt
wake up in the p~rningsaying 'oh man, I 1 m going to go
train today .

his sport infoxmed his decision to leave competitive life:

... 1 did al1 the sumer training. And even then 1 was
kind of tired, not tired physically but tired of doing
al1 the stuff again and 1 said, "Oh, m a n n . . .I went to
the office (sport administration) and 1 said, '1 can't
do it any morew. 1 no longer had the urge or ootivation
any mre to do it.
Christa described the conmitment and sacrifice she made

to her sport:

As an athlete you always think, you l i m i t yaurself as
things that you do ... 1 focused on trainhg ...i n the
back of your mind it was always, "Weil Pan-Amrs are
coming up or something is coming upn, and you donft
want to sort of blow al1 the time spent training ...

However, Christa1s sport goals started to have less
meaning and other interests began to compete for her
attention:
whereas initially the training was more fun, like
thatrs the challenge, and 1 was like, "Yeh! 1 want to
do that (achieve the training goals) ! " 1 got faster and
1 am getting stronger and stronger or whatever. And
then it was sort like, .Weil, so w h a t ? "

Christa told of her loss of desire for training, with
an accompanying desire to engage in other activities:
..the training part of it, 1 started to lose SB
of
the desire to be doing al1 the mileage and a l 1 the
weight training ..."unmi, I r d really like to have the
time to do something else besides the sport*...i t was
s t i l l fun and stuff but it was sort of like, Ifitms
a l i t t l e more like workvf.

Lana echoed Nancyls and Christa's description of the
sport becoming more like a passionless chore or job:

...

it came to the point where it was work and al1 I
said was, "1 have to go through these rn~tions.~
And
thatls what I was doing for awhile, 1 was just going
through the motions.
Nancy, Marc, Christa and L a n a spoke of a loss of

desire, motivation, or urge, an emotional disengagement or
detachment of sorts. On an emotional level, they felt
qualitatively different about their lives as athletes than
they had in the past. It was an emotional knowing.

For some of the athletes the cornmitment to sport had

its price. For them, rather than a level of emotional
knowing, the disengaging of self was characterized by an

unwillingness to pay the personal price any longer. In a

sense, they de-invested their personal, emotional and
psychological resources and energy.
John began to ask whether the extra time devoted to

achieving a top 25 placing in the world was worth the price
of other activities:

...i t l s not a sacrifice i f you enjoy what you're doing,
but i f you start t o think about a l 1 the other things
that are around, then the amount of time needed to get
to the top 25 i n the world, it i s going to be much more
of a sacrifice

...

F o r John, the price of continuing was too high. H e

wanted to invest his time in other pursuits:

...1 figured it was about time. It was about right. 1
didntt want t o commit any more time to i t , 1 was
spending so much time already. Yea, 1 wanted t o get
better, but 1 didnft w a n t to get better at the expense
of other things ...
John also described the sacrifices or price of trying
to focus on too many things:

My best year was ' 8 7 ...al1 1 was focusing on was the
sport and after that (when he started focusing on
school and sport) it plateaued, everything sort of
plateaued ...that was because 1 was trying to do too
much at once, and I thought it c d d ail f i t , but
looking back, it couldntt, no ray.
Not satisfied w i t h h i s performances i n either school or

his sport, John decided to m e - o n to academic pursuits.
F o r L a n a , the price of competition was her

psychological well-being. After many struggles to make teams
and reach her a t h l e t i c goals, she began to ask if

participating in campetitive sport was worth it any longer:
(After a poor race r e s u l t ) .. .it was like, "Okay, this
is enough." 1 just sort of asked, "1s it w o e it?" and
1 s t i l l hadnlt said that 1 am going to quit, but 1 was
just like, "My god is this w o r t h it? Like look at men.

Roberta echoed Lana1s questioning. Aftei not making an
Olympic team, Roberta determined t h a t four mare years in her

sport would not be worth the price of her struggles:
I t wasntt until 1 got back and 1 was told no (about
making the team), that was when that was it. Cause
there was no more of the season and 1 would have to
go four more years. It just seemed like 1 had such
a fight that year that it wasntt w o r t h it any more.

That year of struggling and fighting contrasted with
the year before, where the end of her sport career was

nowhere in sight:

...as an athlete 1 was becoming very consistent
internationally and 1 was also having really good
start times and that kind of thing, so 1 was really
feeling that I couid keep going ...1 r a s just so into
my sport 1 couldnft see an end to it ...
Regardless of the form of disengagement, each

participantls grip on his/her cornpetitive sport career began
to loosen p r i o r to the f i n a l decision to retire. The

transition process might be partially characterized as a
continuation and resolution of t h i s disengagement from one
set of l i f e roles i n order to engage in new ones. The

remaining four themes speak to the participantsr experience
of simultaneously disengaging from one set of life

assumptions and creating or building a new or modified life.

Theme #2: Self -determination

...1 felt secure. It (sport) was my comfortable zone.
People 1 knew were there and then 1 knew every
morning what 1 was going to do. Training this hour
and then go to work or whatever ...but therets a
direction put there for me... And when you quit that
and it l s like it s in your own hands and 1 Say, "Weil,
m w 1 got the hannle bars and 1 got to steer the
m g w . - Marc
For al1 the participants "steering the thingIt or
determining the direction of lifets pursuits was important
after emerging from the structured world of competitive
sport.
control was central :

For Marc, the issue

You know 1 didnlt have to go to the training facility
any more. I was more in control ...1 didn't feel any
pressure from (the sport) world any more. 1 was free of
them ...and I didn't have to be controlled by the coach.
discussed the illusion of self-determination
during her time as an athlete:

...1 think because as an athlete, at least 1 tried to
believe that I was making some decisions on my own. 1
mean you are to a certain extent, but it was always
whether 1 knew it or not, a lot of it was really based
on the sport and m y training programme.
She compared the need to fulfil the obligations of her
training programme with the freedom to listen to herself for
direction:

...I

would make sure that 1 got al1 the training stuff
still in ...now i t t s kind of like well 1 donlt have to
be in a weight r o m . . and now 1 can be gone for five
days and 1 d a l t have to feel that 1 have to accamplish
anything except w h a t 1 feel like doing at that nmnent.

.

Part o f self-determination is taking action towards
one's decisions or beliefs. Faced with new options and the

power ta decide which ones suited her best, Christa found
herself frozen:
And itls getting comfortable with having the choices
again and then actually doing it. Because as an
athlete a lot of the progranunhg of your trips and
the planning of your training is done by somebody
else. "Herelswhat you do." So you get it and you
do it ...Like if 1 want to learn more about kayak*
or about whatever 1 have to, 1 have to go plan that
and at first.. .like you t h h l c about it a l o t but
you don't actually kind of get out and do it yet.
You sort of got to learn the skills of how to do
that .
For Christa taking initiative and acting on decisions
about choices open to her was a fundamental process involved
in her transition.
The theme of self-determination is not only reflected
in making self-directed choices and taking action. Christa
commented on the external accountability of sport being
replaced by persona1 or interna1 accountability in the work
world :
Like therels new responsibilities with that (a job) and
the way youtre responsible is different too. Like as
an athïete you get evaluated everyday. You get
feedback everyday ...And you sort of get into your job
and therets not the sarne accountability ...like youlre
your own boss or your own e t o r when yau get into the
real world

.

Some athïetes revealed their sense of selfdetermination and autonomy by participating in sport on
their own terms rather than according to the dictates of
their training programes:
And now itts, "Weil, there are a couple of other races
coming up, maybe 1 will do those." And if 1 donlt want
to 1 wonit. Sa, i t t s good.
Lana

-

...

inside me, 1 think 1 knev 1 wasn't going to do it
(continue in sport), but I would express it externally
slowly . . . - Marc

Lana conmiented, "1 just feel like 1 am making the n g h t

decision for myself and 1 guess thatlswhat you have to go
withir.For Nancy, the self-referencing related to her
conmitment to a personal long range career plan. To be true
to herself m e a n t following t h i s plan:
1 donlt think 1 can Say that something external made me
want to retire. W h e n you got into sport, you know you
can o n l y do it for so long, because you can only be
internationally competitive for a certain time. But
1 think it was mostly internal. 1 always knew ... P m
doing this for a limited amount of time and after that,
1'11 go pursue a career...
Nancy

-

For other participants, a listening to self was
important in evaluating and reaching a level of contentment
about their sport accomplishments:
(part of the transition process) was definitely a sort
of look in the mirror, and saying, are you happy with
what you are? And 1 looked in the mirror and was happy
with where I r d got to at that point in time. And 1 am
still satisfied with the fact that 1 stopped when 1
did. - John

...and that it doesnlt matter what the results are,
itls whether or not you felt that you were successful
at that particular event or in that season or in that
training session... - Lana
An

inner orientation or a listening to self infonned

Roberta of where she was in the transition. As Roberta
experienced doubt about het decision to retire she also
experienced a deeper inner sense of the sport career being
over and wanting to move-on:

...the biggest thing 1 went to was a world event this
year ...the event is here and youlre really kind of

feeling things like why di& 1 quit and that kind of
stuff ...it was at that event that 1 knew that 1 was
done because when 1 first w e n t to the event 1 was
missing it, missing it, missing it. And then when 1 got
home and had a day or two to think about it 1 k n e w 1
was akay with leaving.

A final component of self-determination, a faith or
confidence in self, emerged from the experiences of two of
the participants. Roberta explained the faith she had in

herself throughout the transition in the following way:

...thatts one thing 1 learned from athletics, 1 always
found there is nothing that 1 cantt really do if 1 put
my mind to it,..just that confidence that 1 learned
from being an athïete ...1 still thought that 1 was a
good person, 1 still had a future ... - Roberta
Marc reflected on having faith in himself during the
more difficult times of the transition:
Even thaugh my self-concept or my self-confidence was
shaken 1 still had the faith of saying, nWell, 1 know
something will happan. 1 still had faith in m e . . . 1
think I always knew that 1 was going to come out of
it
for me it was one of the most important things is
that deep inside me 1 believe I could do something, you
know 1 would succeed and the belief was there ...

...

As the former athletes assumed more power over their
destinies after leaving sport, they simultaneously began to

ask important questions about themselves; who am I?, what is
my worth?, and what am 1 good at? Indeed, a fundamental part
the transition for these former athletes and the focus
the next theme was the experience of answering questions of

self-identity, self-worth and competency.
Theme #3 :rc-

. .

- q New

S w e

of Self

For the purposes of clarity, this theme is organized
under the following sub-headings: self-identity, self-worth,

and conrpetency. Al1 three experiences relate and comect

with one another and speak of the participantsr attempts at

finding a place f o r themselves in the world outside of

competitive sport.
v. For some of the participants, leaving

competitive sport meant relinquishing the unique identity
held by elite-amateur athletes. L a n a described this

experience in the following way:

Before you used to be a national team athlete and it
was something that, um, almost they would talk to you
because of it. And then when you don% ...i t f s like now
they are talking to sameone else because they are on
the national team.
Nancy spoke of the loss of her athletic body and

athlete identity, which at one point separated her from
being

normal :

(When you lose being in optimal physical shape) then
yaulre just like everybaay else. 1 guess itls j u s t
maybe a los8 of identity when you realize that youmre
not going to be looked at as an athlete any more.
Roberta described her feelings about shifting from an
athlete engaged in a purposeful, meaningful pursuit to a

"normal' person looking for a job:
...y outre applying for these jobs and you k n o w and
sometimes youlre over qualified ...1 remember applying
for any job and not getting it. And sa you're botonly going through this retirement or loss of who you
are, youtre going through that whole hell of getting a
job and having the doors shut ...you go fmm this, being
this athlete whomsdoing al1 these things and then who
can contribute, nit yet you don% have the apportunity
do that.

This "loss of who you arew was central to Roberts's
transition experiences. She spoke of het mouming:

...it was probably the hardest things P d ever gone
through ...l i k e 1 had three months where you j u s t lose
weight, youtre just ...I don9t know, i t r s not really
depression, but l i k e youlre mouaing the l o s s ...at that
point youtre just, l i k e 1 said youfre not who yau
were. P a g r e moUrning the 108s of your goals. Yailre
mournulg the loss of your dreams . You ' re mourning your
lifestyle, what you did, w h a t yau love and you have to
let it go ...1 was j u s t reaïly sad.

Roberta commented further on the experience of losing
the social identity of being an athlete:

...and the othet b i g thing is that not only did you
identify with yourself as an athlete, a l o t of other
people did, which sometirnes being an athlete w a s hard
because people would (ask about the sport). People are
a l w a y s associating you with something and so when
youtre an athlete you also have that association that
everyone makes wfth you and your sport. And getting
people t o lose that association was part of the problem
For John, part of h i s uniqueness came from being

athletic or active and not necessarily being an e l i t e
athlete. He comnented on the importance of being athletic to
h i s identity:
What 60 1 do as a recreational athlete now? That w a s
really hard, because 1 can' t drop it cold turkey
if
I i m not athletic, what am I?...I donvt w a n t t o dmp
that identity
I dongt w a n t to &op that piece of my

...

...

identity ...thatls what made m e different than the other
geek .
So for John, the transition involved finding a less

prominent place for his sport identity and allowing other
roles t o emerge:

Rather than having sport, school ...sport up there,
school dom here, it has changed a l i t t l e bit now.
Therers more emphasis on school and less emphasis on
sports ...in that sense 1 have j u s t sort of adjusted
the pWC, it hasnlt drapped out of ny l i f e .

Lana also comented on the changing role of sport i n

her l i f e :

. . .the- are other things in life other than
cuupetitive sprt...therers more to life than j u s t
athletics. 1 think that 1 came to that realization. Not
that it wasnlt a big part of my life, but there are
other things in l i f e too.
For

the other things

l i f e included family ,

friends, school, new career goals and staying active.
or building a new sense of self was a
Changing the wmixw

fundamental experience in al1 of the former athletesl
transitions. Part of b u i l d ~ ga new sense of self involved
creating a vision, or the setting of a n e w set of goals.
1 had to sit dom at the same t i m e and think about
j u s t re-orgapizing the next two years, because

originally my next two years was going to be making a
team. But now it was gone so 1 had to sit d o m and re
-0rganize everything. My first goal was to finish my
schooling. - Marc
"Okay, 1 can start my own business so what do 1
need?ft And so I was contacting some people, 1 took a
course on basically starting your own business ...so 1
was moving on and itls like, "Okay, maybe 1 will take
a couple of courses.11Yeh 1 have moved an and IWe
decided on these other goals I w a n t to do nor. - Lana
1 had work and P d go to school and 1 had my wedding.
So 1 started building a l i f e . bike 1 was replacing al1
my other things . . A t gave me a focus...because of the
sport 1 was training al1 winter 1 had missed out on a
lot of my education. So 1 knew part of what 1% going
to do is get a degree. So the fact that 1 ras working
towards ay future again ras the biggest thing .. like
you have goals to aspire to same s o r t of degree.
- Roberta

.

For Nancy, leaving competitive sport did nat involve a
re-scripting of self or a setting of new goals, instead it

involved a continuing commitment to a larger life plan:
1 don't think there is a big s t o r y to my retirement
because the whole time 1 was doing this, 1 realized

....1 had thought quite a bit before ' 9 4 that it would
probably be the last y e a r . . .Ever since I was, 1 th*,
three or four, 1 wanted to be a doctor ...one of my
long term goals ras going to the Olympics and uy career
goal r a s to becune a doctor.
After leaving sport, Nancy's vision moved to her future
career and not to her sport past:
1 get pretty enthused
took i n school. 1 was
wanted to pursue that
career. 1 s not like
1 was doing something

about certain subjects that 1
excited about (the courses) and 1
and I 1 m excited about my future
1% threatened with the wish that
else.

Throughout Christa's transition she attempted to fulfil
her vision of a balanced life. A balanced l i f e for her

included regular physical activity along with a purposeful

career. At the beginning of Christa's transition she was not
living according to her vision:
1 think in the begiPning (of the transition) 1 had an
image of how 1 wanted to be. At the b e g i ~ i n git wasnlt
like that at a
..1 always t o l d the athletes you
have
to have balance and here ? was being totally
contradictory to w h a t 1 was trying to tell people what
to do.

For these participants, the setting of n e w goals or
creating a new vision was an attempt to bring meaning and
purpose to life after cornpetitive sport.

Although Robetta had new foci with school, a job and a
future wedding directly after leaving sport, she s t i l l f e l t
she was "floatingn without a meaningful livelihood. She
t a l k s about being an achiever and finding purpose:

I'm also a person who is an achiever. 1 want to have a
purpose in l i f e , but 1 was still feeling like 1 was
kind of floating
like taking a couple of classes and
getting married is part of replacing some of the sport
goals, but you still don't have a livelihood.

...

For Roberta, finding a livelihood with purpose
finding a job in the sports field:
So when 1 got this job that was in my field it was the
final thing that after three months after it
(retirement) happened ...1 finrUy felt complete..,my
life had direction,

Marc remarked on not having a beacon t o follow.
However, finding a coaching position in his sport provided
h i m with some of that direction:

...they asked m e to coach (his sport). So 1 coached.
I really liked it ...1 was getting more positive about
the whole thing. At one time it was like there1s no
direction at a l l , 1 had no beacon to follow.
Marc's feelings of being lost were accompanied by the
comfortable memories of the puzposefulness of his sport
goals :

Bven though inside me I knew 1 was going to quit and 1
wouldn't go to ' 9 4 , 1 think unconsciously 1 was saying,
"Weil, i t t s a goal thatfs easy to seew. And i t l s a
goal that 1 am used to seeing, like a sport goal and
the Olympics ...it just makes anything else easy as far
as people asking what are you doing? Well, 1% training
for the Olympics. That's it right there, you have a

reason .

In response to not having long-term goals, Marc was

directed by short-tem goals and an openness to new
experiences:
1 said, "Weil, if I canct see far ahead, 1'11 j u s t do
it one step at a time and do w e l l , as good as 1 can for
that tirne -kd see where itts going to lead men. I think
it was kind of a leap of faith or just going w i t h the
flow and see what was going to happen.

Christa found an exciting purpose right after leaving
competitive sport. Like Roberta and Marc, she found a job in
her sport:

she also had feelings of being out of step with her peers:

Actually 1 was just walking through campus one day and
1 decided that 1 felt old compared with the other
undergraduates students ...1 see other women my age in a
business position, or whatever, and 1 j u s t think,
" A h ! " . Theytre a lot more responsible than 1 am..
With the loss of competitive sport as an anchor f o r a

sense of self, the participants began to re-define
themselves by setting new goals, creating a vision of the
future and finding meaning and purpose with their new

pursuits. As the former athletes engaged in a broader range
of activities outside of sport, the foundation for a
positive self-worth started to enlarge.
Self-w o ~ t h ,F o r

the participants, engaging

new pursuits outside of competitive sport provided new
sources of self-esteem. Lana talked about the effect of her

school experiences on her self-esteem:

...some of the projects 1 was working on were the best
in my class, so even from an academic self-esteem it
was like 1 could go back to school and be successful at
that as well.
Lana also reflected on the re-framing of her sport
accomplishments, allowing more room for feeling positive
about herself:
1 j u s t had to really think a lot about w h a t it is 1
want to accomplish w i t h my life. And that my only goal
was to go to the Olympics. And itts like, wWell, if 1
don't go to the Olympics that doesn1t make me a failure
or make me a bad personm. And 1 have been successful.

Whereas Lana made room for other sources of self-esteem
after leaving competitive athletics, Nancy had developed
other interests and goals before ending her sport career:

...one year 1 can think of that 1 didn't make the team
t o go to Europe and 1 had a back-up plan of courses I
signed up for at University ...1 came home and the next
day 1 was in class ...and 1 found it gives you something
that you have to do, and so you donrt sit around al1
day, moping ...it j u s t makes me feel like I 1 m not losing
perspective. Ifvegot something else in my l i f e thatls
worthwhile doing ...1 guess 1 jus+ f e l t good about
myself, that 1 ras caaipleting an education or working
taooards an education a t the s a n ~time.
Similar to Nancy, Christa had an opportunity to develop
other sources of self-esteem while still participating in
competitive sport. In her final year of competing she also
coached in her sport at the university level. Once she felt
competent as a coach, she no longer needed sport to provide
her with a source of self-esteem:

I think for me it was getting more comfortable with the
job. 1 donlt need the other stimulus or the other part
of
the athlete to feel romfortable, to be
satisfied with what 1 am doing.
Marc described how sport helped in developing his self-

confidence, only to see it l a p e after leaving competitive
sport :

...I noticed after the Olympics . . . m y self-confidence
vent dam. My concept of myself ras a b i t shaky. It
was, what have I accomplished? Whatrs so great about
me? ...Now 1 gained al1 that (self-confidence) back.
Marc regained his self-confidence and feelings of self-

worth back by participating in physical activity on his own
terms, complethg h i s university degree, re-framing his
sport accomplishments in positive terms and finding a job in

his sport.
For some of the participants, questioning of their
self-worth is related to t h e i r questions of competency.

After leaving competitive sport, where they f e l t extremely

competent, the former athletes embarked on a search for new
competencies.
Conmeten=.

Christa described her experiences of

shifting from feeling completely competent as an athlete to
feeling less competent as a coach i n the same sport:

...the coaching is kind of neat too. Just that 1 donlt
have a clue what 1 am doing yet. 1 am ttying to figure
out what the heck 1 was supposed to be doing ...and
being very, very good at saiiething, like one of the
best people in Canada at samething. Pmete a l 1 of a
sudden 1lm doing saraething that 1 am mot. ..
Peelings of inadequacy in the coaching role led Christa
t h i n k about returning

athletics :

1 was looking at the stuff and like 1 don't know how t o
coach and then you s t a r t t o question, l'Oh, what else
can 1 do besides play? Like 1% 1 really doing a good
job of this?" And you are sort of like, W h , man! Itls
j u s t easier maybe 1 should go back to playing. Itls so
much easierw.

This desire to return to sport to regain feelings of
competency was slowly eroded as Christa gained greater
competency in her n e w role as coach.

Questions of competency were central to John's
transition experience. In sport, John f e l t competent:
1 was good at (his sport) but it wasntt the only thing
that 1 thought 1 was good at ...1 think the one
overtiding thing was m e knowing 1 was good in (his
sport), when 1 got to a certain l e v e l . . . I was sort of
satisfied with where I had gotten to that point ...1
don% have to prove that P m good at samething in sport
to feel good. 1 know that 1 was at a certain level, 1
know that 1 was good i n sports ...

Notwithstanding John's feelings of competency in sport,
he had much to prove to himself in other pursuits:

1 wasn't convinced that academically 1 coud cut it, or
that 1 thought 1 could, way d o m inside, but 1 was
really doubting it ...like I know 1 am-not stupid ...that
was the thing I was really concerned about, of whether
I was capable of university and whether 1 shouïd be in
university if this was going to be this nnich
difficulty. Why was 1 like this, if it was being this
hard? 1s there something n o n g with me? ...this was the
year after 1 quit, left, moved-on. So that it was more
of a thing of proof to myself that 1 am capable of
academic s t u f f , to pmve to myself that 1 *as capable.

After leaving competitive sport, the former athietes
embarked on establishing a new sense of self. This process
involved different questions and answers for each of the

participants. However, the core experiences in establishing
a new sense of self centred around three key questions: who

am I?, what is m y worth as a person?, and what am 1 good at?

L o s i n g the muscle. That wasnlt very helpful for the,
1 guess, self-confidence...1 think that is one thing
you have to deal with is that you are not always going
to have a high performance body. Youvre just not going
to have it ...1 am not always going to have this but 1
can attain a level of fitness. 1 think thatls one thing
that is very hard! To gain al1 that muscle and it just
goes! Like it doesn't represent an image. I t t s al1 the
hard work and tirne, that what it represents to me
anyways..I think for most people it would probably be
al1 this work and effort and years and time j u s t gone!
Like it's going and you can literally almost see it

disappear.

- Lana

For these former athletes, part of the transition

experience was a physical or embodied experience. Their
muscle and high performance bodies represented al1 the time
and effort they put toward achieving their sport goals and
dreams. Their identity as high level athletes was partially
communicated through their muscled bodies. Their optimum

physical shape also provided them with feelings of

uniqueness, strength and power.
Nancy spoke of her experiences with a changing body and

what those changes meant to her:
1 know one thing that 1 talked to with (a friend), was
just about my body changing, and how 1 felt about that
..At feels ...1 realized that 1 never, never am going
to be in the same physical condition that 1 was. .and
that kind of feels fuPny. Your body changes so rapidly
a f t e r quitting . . . y ou realize that as an athlete, that
is smething you take for granted, maybe that, when you
walk d o m the street, people go, "Oh, that person is
in good shape . Then you l re j u s t like everybody else
then. 1 guess itts just maybe a loss of identity
when you realize youtre not going to be looked at as
an athlete any more.

.

For Nancy, her sense of identity and uniqueness came
from having an athletic body. A part of who she was at one
time, embodied in muscle, is nquicklyvlchanged after leaving
sport.

John described his apprehension about leaving a time
and place of optimal physical power and strength:
1 just remembered at one point, the year 1 was still
(sport), but decided t o stop, 1 j u s t remember going up

a set of stairs and getting to the top and not being
winded i n the slightest and 1 j u s t thought, T h a t v s
kind of weird, I probably wonlt be in as good a shape
again." And 1 didnlt realize how naich that was true
because there is no way that I 1 d ever be in that kind
of shape.. .you don% have the muscle bulk, you dontt
have the . . . pants...
Christa recounted the effect of still having the

physical capabilities of an athlete on making the transition
to life after sport:
And at first, because you are still capable of doing
that stuff i t v s hard to Say, "Yep, this is tirne (to
retire) . Because, you know. like yesterday 1 ran a

race and it was in whatever tirne, you know, and youlre
going well, "yesterday 1 was playing and now 1 am
retiredanAnd you are not different- Like physically
you could do al1 that stuff but you have to m e - o n .
Although Christa made the consciws decision to move

to different pursuits, physically, she was still a . eliteathïete. Tndeed, part of the transition experience for these

former athletes is the physical de-training. Christa spoke
of the drug-like "needn to remain physically active during
the transition:

It doesn1t matter what sport you do, you still have a
physical part ...y ou know whatever it is, it would be to
keep a bit of the physical part in your day ...1 mean
you just feel so much better, partly because for so
long you, itlsbeen a big part of your life and it's
like taking a drug away, you know, itls like a drug
that you need to have
the physical feeling and the
mental or eumtional feeling that 1 get fran having done
it and 1 guess itls a b i g part of m y stress relief ...

...

For John, this "needn inpiinged on liis efforts to focus
exclusively on school after leaving sport:
1 remember trying to buckle d o m in the fourth year,
trying to buckle d o m to school, and like try to throw
(athletics) outside the window and then a l 1 I do was
school and that wasnlt working. Because I still wanted
to ...I still wanted to run, wanting to do so much
physical stuff..

Both Christa and John spoke of being pulled towards
physical activity; there is something in it that they must
have in their lives. John also suggested remaining
physically active helped

coping with the transition by

providing a sense of physical accomplishment and being fit:

I think the first thing that was helpful for the
coping.. .was still keeping, still running, still doing
stuff, especially in the year after, I did stuff every
day. 1 was doing just as much, not j u s t as much, but

1 was doing something every day. I was biking, 1 was
doing almost al1 the training things that we were doing
before. So that was a coping thing. And that goes back
to the feeling of still feeling fit, s t i l l feeling
that you did a reasonable amount of work that day
physically.

This sense of accomplishment and being f i t was
fundamental to John feeling good about himself:

...but i t t s a l s o a feeling of feeling good about
myself. Cause 1 know there were a f e w times when I
hadntt done anything for, like, t w o weeks, for whatever
reason and it was getting so easy not to do anything,
and actually, 1 started really feeling shitty about
myself .
Being physically active bolstered Marc's selfconfidence a f t e t retiring:
1 think physical training, uh, 1 did weights w i t h
(a friend), it always gives you a b i t more selfconfidence 1 think when you do weight training, aay
kind of training . . . y o u aïways feel better abaut yaurself.. .healthy mind and heaïthy Liody.

.

Nancy kept active i n her sport in the year after her
decision ta retire f r o m the national team:
1 think it would have been really difficult to quit
racing completely. 1 donft know, it was just a part
of my l i f e , and I always really enjoyed that, so the
races . . A t j u s t gives you a goal in your keeping fit ...
1 always planned to stay in shape, 1 don't know i f that
will work ...1'11 try.

Clearly these former athletes had a strong sense of a
physical s e l f . Their bodies were enmeshed with their self-

image and identity. Attending to the physical part of self

was important for the participants. The physical transition
involved a change in their high performance muscled bodies.
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For the participants, bringing meaning t o the past or

learned about her sport:

So 1 got really focused on my job, which was very
exciting because it kept me in (her sport) and it
was now how do I develap other people. And how can 1
pass on to them what 1 learned ...and for me I v d always
kind of wanted to do that. So that made it easier to
kind of go through same of the retirement stuff ...
Lana also ~ l u e dcontributing to and staying involved

with sport.
Well, right now (cantributing to sport) is very
important. Um, I want to help some athletes. Like
before yau are so self-centred as an athlete, you
can't, you just canlt possibly help other people when
you are conipeting. You just canvt do it, if you want
to be successful. And so now it's, for me, it's a
transition and 1 think it is very important that 1 put
something back into it as opposed to just pretending
the sport doesn't exist.
Contributing to sport gave value and respect to the
time Lana spent competing and as a result helped her make
the transition:

You can't just drop something completely and never look
back on it. 1 mean when 1 go to my basement 1 have my
sports equipment hanging up. How can you turn your
back on something like that? That was such a big part
of your life. 1 just can't! Like 1 want to give sanet h h g back to the sport. And by doing that it helps me
as well .

It sounds like for Lana, fqdroppingsport completely and
never looking back on itl1 and lfturningber back on sportn
meant showing her sport experiences disrespect and
discarding them as not valuable. However, contributing ta
sport gave value to her sport experiences.
At one point in Marc's transition he questioned the

value of his Olympics years:
1 was asking (the university) to give me credits for

Olyrnpics years for a c t i v i t y courses. But, they
d i d n t t w a n t to, because it was not good enough ...at
t h a t t i m e r i g h t af ter ( r e t i r i n g ) .- - 1 was r e a l l y
questioning why, why 1 choose, chosen t h a t path. And
people would t e l l me, =Y&, yauEvebeen t o the Olympics
and e v e m h i n g . 1 said, "1 know butn, 1 said, "If 1
don't get a job I 1 m not going t o Say 1 d i d two Olympics
so give me a job. II

rrty

Slowly, however, Marc began t o see meaning in h i s sport
experiences. He spoke of the continuity between h i s sport
career and the sport careers of f u t u r e a t h l e t e s :
1 think (coaching) i s helpful i n t h e way t h a t , uh, 1
see a cantinuity in what 1 have done f o r ten years or
nine pars and now. And, uh, i t . . , I think t h e best
reward is 1 have a chance t o make the young a t h l e t e s
b e t t e r than 1 was.. . I think i t l s j u s t , uh, yeh, a
chance t o give them what 1 learned

...

B y bringing forward i n t o the present and future the

lessons he learned from s p o r t , Marc created a certain
comection o r continuity between the t e n years he competed
and t h e careers of t h e present a t h l e t e s . This continuity and

contribution brought meaning and value to h i s sport career.
Another way t h e former a t h l e t e s brought meaning t a t h e i r
sport experiences was by seeing the relevance of those
experiences t o t h e i r own personal and occupational
development. John spoke of trying to apply lessons he
learned during h i s competitive days to the present:
Therers c e r t a i n q u a l i t i e s I r m t r y i n g t o l i v e now, but
t h a t l s not ta Say I t m past focused. I 1 d l i k e t o think
I 1 m present focused ...but 1 recognize, o r from my
experience, 1 realize the things t h a t 1 enjoyed then
and what things I can learn £rom that 1 try and apply
now., .theretsa lot of stuff that 1 learned then that
keeps caaing back in different ways.
Other former a t h l e t e s described turning t h e lessons of

sport into life after sport:

..same thing as athletics, you accept strong points and
weaknesses and you work on your weaknesses, turning
that (approach) into life. Like the skills yau learn as
an athlete, turnîng that into life, like accepting what
1 need to work on for parsonal grouth and then
strengths and building c
m those...y ou can
accepting
really start applying some of the things (learned in
sport) . - Roberta
Al1 the tricks 1 l e m w i t h sport, the tools I have
t o deal w i t h stress situations, danger high risk ...the
tools Ilve learned to deal with those situations 1 w a s
able, 1 knor how to transfer themto other aspects in
uy life ...1 think thattswhatts happening is just to be
able to take that knawledge you have and then apply it
to other areas in everyday life. - Marc

Once again, the lessons and experiences of sport have

meaning and value in the present. For the former athletes
who found jobs coaching sport, their experiences as athletes
had imnediate televance and meaning in their new positions.

Christa could use her experiences as an athlete as a
foundation for competency in ber new r o l e as coach:

...again 1 felt pretty competent in lots of ways.
Like 1 k n e w (the sport) and then exciting and sort of
scary stuff at the same tirne. 1 know a lot of it as a
player but not as a coach and so it was then learning
as a coach ...

Roberta f e l t disjointed when she was working as a

waitress after leaving sport. However, once she found a job
in her "field* she felt purposeful and te-connected with her
a t h l e t i c experiences. In other words, she had sense of

continuity:
The biggest thing that helped was I once 1 got the job
that 1 have now, which is in my field. . .that was
finally the last step outward ...so when 1 got this job
in sport, a l 1 of a sudden 1 had a different
purpose ...it was good job experience and it was in the

both performance results and personal gain. Marc's view of
his sport accomplishments became clearer with the passing of
time :

Ben now 1 can see that a lot better 1 think, what 1,
1 have accomplished and what 1 have gained from the
Olynipics. Like 1 knew 1 gained a lot with the
experience but the older 1 grow or whatever, the wiser
1 get, 1 can really see umre and mre of what 1 gained
with the Olympics.
Marc felt contentment

pride about his athletic

experience :

...right now, this moment today, 1 am really happy with
what 1 did. I r mreally proud of myself. For me, 1 know
1 am happy with the success I had and if 1 had to do it
1 would do it al1 mer again.
John also expressed an inner contentment about his
sport accomplishments:
But it was definitely a sort of look in the
saying are you happy with what you are? And
the mirror and was happy with where I 1 d got
point in time. And I 1 m still satisfied with
that 1 stopped when 1 did.

mirror and
1 looked in
to at that
the fact

The end of Lana's sport career was marked by
disappointment and disillusionment after not making a
national

positive re-framing

her last sport

experience, a failed attempt to make the national team, was
important to her feeling positive about herself and her
career :

...1 am proud of myself for even caming back in the
trials...And so the fact that I came back even from
complete devastation makes me proud that I am not a
quitter. And when 1 think that maybe 1 am a quitter
for quitting, cause 1 have had those feelings, like
going back and forth with yourself. And then it's like
well if you were (a quitter) you would have quit (after
the first race). If you really were a quitter that

would have been a perfect opportunity t o q u i t and yet 1
didnlt.
Ratfier than looking at the t r i a l s f o r t h e National team
as an indicator of being a f a i l u r e , Lana viewed it a s a sign
of her strength of character. Understanding and bringing
meaning t o her sport career a l s o included a search f o r her
place r e l a t i v e t o h e r corripetitors. Denied t h e opportunity t o
compete a t a major event, she s t i l l needed t o know where she
have placed

the competition:

...even when 1 saw how some of the g i r l s w e r e doing
who 1 had competed against. It was l i k e , "Okay, 1 know
1 am good, I know 1 can be successful . (One g i r l 1
competed a g a i n s t ) , she was f i f t h ( a t t h e major event)
and I 1 v e beaten her evezy time 1 have raced h e r . And
the g i r l who was fourth, 1 finished ahead of her i n
races and the g i r l who was t h i r d I r d beaten her ...So
seeing t h a t i t was l i k e , "Okay, 1 am not s h i t t y . " Like
i t was s o r t of almost a self-confidence knowing t h a t 1
have raced against these people ...And knowing t h a t ,
"Heh, 1 could have done t h a t .
Roberta also had a d i f f i c u l t end t o h e r s p o r t career
a f t e r not making an O l y m p i c Tearn. She f e l t powerless i n
controlling the way her sport career was t o corne t o an end:

a l 1 of a sudden (the sport career) i s gone and i t l s
gone and f o r m e i t d i d n l t feel l i k e it was something
t h a t 1 had wanted that way (not making an O l y m p i c
team). Like I knew t h a t eventually 1 would retire but 1
d i d n l t want it t h a t way ...

And

Roberta wanted t o rewrite the end of her s p o r t career.
She wanted t o achieve a sense of control and s e l f -

determination. To achieve t h i s greater sense of control,
Roberta created a space f o r a return t o sport:

...a

p a r t of m e said 1 was just going t o take a year
j u s t going t o take a year off and then 1
would go back ...it was easier t o retire s t i l l having a
off

...1 was

little bit of I cap still do it if 1 w a n t .

..

By feeling a sense of power over returning to her

sport, Roberta gained a sense of control over the end of her

Sharina with others. For these former athletes, sharing

their sport and retirement experiences with others

facilitated a deeper understanding o f , gave more meaning to,
and ~ l i d a t e dthose experiences. In other words, sharing

with others provided a backdrop to bringing meaning and

understanding to their sport and transition experiences.
Christars transition experiences were somewhat

validated by interacting and sharing with other retired
athletes :

. . .at the Olympic ûval they have the Olympic Athlete
Career Centre and they put on some work s h o p s . . .
Sort of having that information really helped and sort
of listening to the other people there t a l k h g about
it. Somebody whofd been retired for a little while and
sort of hearing what they are going through and kind of
going, "Yeh, it does take adjustment t i m e , youtre not
just going to jump from one to the other."
Qrista also had the opportunity t o discuss both her

sport and retirement experiences on a number of discussion

panels. The panel discussions helped Christa lldealN or cope
with the transition:
1 think with people asking me to come out and talk to
classes. . .about what itls like (to retire) and going
to workshops and meeting some other athletes...you talk
about it. So it's not youlre s o r t of experiencing it
alone. You know l i k e you kind of talk about i t with
other athletes or with other people . . . y a u deal wïth it
(the transition) by taïking about it.. .

By offering a chance to l i s t e n to other athletes, the

panel discussions also provided a context for Christa's own

sport experiences:
1 always found t h a t interesting because usually they
would get a panel of three people from different
sports. So it was kind of neat .. .for me (sport) was a
pretty positive experience for the most part ...And when
I would listen to some of the other athietes talk about
their own experiences and some of the individual
sports ...they come and have a r e a l l y bad experience and
here they are sitting in front of this classroom of
strangers ...ready to j u s t break i n t o tears and they are
so upset about t h e i r experience.

Christa clearly s a w a contrast between her positive

sport experiences and the negative experiences of other
former athletes. Sharing with other former athletes also
provided Nancy with a context for her own experiences:
1 also know fram talking w i t h other athletes, 1 know a
lot of people feel theylre depressed ...I can Say I was
d o m for awhile after getting home ...some of the people
1 talked to...a few months later, they were still...
"1 don% know what f am going to do.." 1 j u s t feel
happy with what I am doing and 1 want to go on.

Nancy also explained the importance of having other

women to share the experiences of a changing body after
leaving sport:

...but I think the best thing is being able to talk to
other w a a e n w h o have gane through similar experiences
...1 talked to my boyfriend about some things...and
i t l s not the same ...he doesn't understand...f donlt
feel he understands ...well ittsmore like talking to a
wall . . . y ou can explain about your body changes...men
don% understand. O r i f yau tklk to sameone thattsnot
an athlete about yaur body chnging, they Say, .Oh give
me a break, don% talk like that."
Nancy described het search for understanding and

validation of her thoughts and feelings about the physical

changes associated with leaving competitive sport:

...itls not just talking, because 1 could tell people
things 1 was thinking, they donlt have any response to
that, they j u s t listen, but itvsnot the same as
someane validating that, 1 guess, saying, .Oh yea. 1
feel like that too.
.sympathy or empathy, youtre
looking for
1 don't know which. But you k a o w , 1

...

"..

couldnrt really get that from other people ...

By talking and shating with other former athletes,

Nancy received understanding and validation of her

experiences with the physical changes of detraining. Also, a
context or a social yardstick of sorts was offered to Nancy
by interacting with other former athletes.

Marc also measured his transition experiences against
that of other former athletes:

Two sumers ago 1 met (anather former athlete). She
blew up a knee and she had a really good chance but she
blew up both her knees. She had an operation and she
was forced to retire. And we were talking at the AOC
and you could see there was a lot of bittemess ...or
difficulty accepting she couldnlt...she did not have a
chance to prove to herself ...Anyways so we talked about
it and then it made me realize, "Holy cow ! My
transition is not so bad!"...from that 1 can see that
1 think 1 have a good (transition)...I1mhappy now.

Other athletes also helped Marc place his Olympic
results in perspective and re-frame them as a positive

1 talked to a whole bunch of people. And actually they
were telling me, .No, yau did good:
1 can9t remember,

I think it was four tenths or seven tenths of a second
between us and fifth place. It9s not so much. They
were telling, W u s t think about it for crying out loud!
I t F s small. For us itls big ...but seven-tenths is
nothing for everybody else. Youtre fourteenth in the
world and that ' s not so bad. II

Similarly, Lana received validation of her sport

accomplishments from other athïetes as well as friends,

family and sponsors:
1 have a r e a l l y good support system . . . people 1 work
with, other a t h l e t e s , my family of course and f r i e n d s .
Like i t was j u s t t h a t they helped me through the
t r a n s i t i o n . It was lrke, Weil, you knoss, you did great
and we are proud of you and it doesnwtmatter.n And
even sponsors 1 had ...they were t o t a l l y e n t h u s i a s t i c
about m e and what 1 have done.

Roberta discussed how talking with a close friend, a l s o
a former a t h l e t e , allowed her t o r e f l e c t , speculate and
vent :
. . . y ou j u s t t a l k about how much you miss the sport and
how mch you miss t r a i n i n g and the l i f e s t y l e and ...
your teammates ...a l 1 the good t i m e s t h a t you had, a l 1
the fun t i m e s ...You t a l k about what could have been
and what should have been and ...y ou vent a l i t t l e ,
you know, and j u s t go free f o r a l 1 about what you
r e a l l y think o r what you r e a l l y f e e l . And then there
i s other t i n s where y o u f r e a l i t t l e more melancholy
about it and sad ...so i t (talking with another former
a t h l e t e ) was good.
Roberta spoke about the importance of sharing w i t h
others w h o have been involved i n her s p e c i f i c sport:

...i t f s more sport s p e c i f i c (the support offered by
other former a t h l e t e s ) , of course, ...because they w e r e
right there f o r a l o t of those l i t t l e incidents and the
things you miss about t h e sport o r the things that
youlre upset about t h e sport. Because they can really
relate to those -9s.
To sunrmarize the f i n a l t h e m e , i t was important to al1
of the former athletes t a explore and eventually see t h e
meaning and relevance of t h e i r sport career. The value of
t h e i r sport experience emerged fram contributing t o s p o r t ,
leaving a legacy t o their sport, creating continuity with
past, present and f u t u r e , valuing t h e i r sport

accomplishments, and sharing w i t h others. By engaging i n

these activities, the former athletes' experiences with
sport were viewed as meaningful to themselves as well as

others .

Sunanarv
This chapter presetted each participant's unique
transition story and the five themes of experiences drawn
from the former athletes' protocols. Rach theme attempted to
illuminate both the individual and shared experience of the

phenomenon. Although ambiguities and contradictions within
each theme exist, a synthesis of the shared structure of the
former athletes ' experience is possible. This fundamental
structure (Colaizzi, 1978) is the focus of Chapter Five.

CBAPTER F m
Discussion
In order to achieve a deeper understanding of

successful transition from elite-amateur sport, this chapter
presents a statement of the fundamental structure of the

experience. This statement is followed by a discussion of
the fundamental structure in the context of the relevant

litetature. Implications of the findings, limitations of the
study, and a summary statement conclude this chapter.
b

ntal Structure: FnrggLBllte

.

.

e of Sucç@ssfulT m f i l t l o n
The following description of the fundamental structure

attempts to address the phenomenological question: What is
it like to experience a successful transition from sport?"

The experience of successful transition from sport is

like a journey. The journey involves establishing a new
sense of self and a search f o r meaning, purpose, and
continuity in one's life. The initial part of the journey

involves emotional and cognitive recognition of the end of
the sport career and increased awareness of other challenges

outside of sport. One gains a greater sense of control over
lifefs direction and decisions after leaving the stnictured
world of competitive sport. The transition experience is

also physical, the loss of muscle and optimal physical

fitness and power tells of a changing self.
Being a cornpetitive athlete requires complete

c o d t m e n t towards sport. The establishment of a new sense

of self begins with a change in this commitment; one starts
to disengage, put less of oneself into sport. One's

relationship with sport also begins to change. A loss of
desire, motivation or urge to engage in sport, an

unwillingness to pay the price required to compete, and an
awareness of possibilities beyond sport turn one's attention
to the world outside of conipetitive life. This emotional and

cognitive knowledge that the sport career is c d n g to an

end initiates the questioning of one's new place in the
world .
A sense of greater control over lifets direction and

pursuits is experienced after leaving the structured world

of competitive sport. The new sense of self that is
established and the direction one takes during the journey
is primarily self-detedned. One senses relative power over
one's destiny. A listening to self for direction and
guidance takes place during different times of the
transition.
Finding a new purpose in life after leaving competitive
sport is part of the journey. Creating a vision of the

future, setting new goals for the future, or re-codtting
oneself to long-held goals provides focus and purpose. New
challenges ask one to re-define self, looking to the past

for relevant competencies an8 skills upon which to build.
This search for purpose and competency is often interrupted

with memories of the purposefülness and comfort of one%
sport career. Gradually, self-worth, purpose, and competency
emerge from sources outside of sport as one c o d t s to new
goals and directions. One begins to gain a sense of self

separate from being an athiete. Increased feelings of selfw o r t h , purpose, and competency may also emerge from

continued involvement in sport through roles outside of
being an athlete. With new purposes and pursuits tied to the
sport career, one creates and experiences a sense of

continuity among the past, present, and future.
This creating and experiencing of continuity is
fundamental in establishing a n e w sense of self. It means

finding a new place for the meaningful elements of being an
athlete in life after sport. The new sense of self is not
disjointed from the past, but tied to and continuous with
it. The foundatian for meaningful and purposefül growth

towards self-prescribed goals and visions of the future
rests in continuity. The transition is a "building uponIf

process, rather than a "starting overm process. A strong
foundation for future growth also arises from an imer

contentment around one's sport accomplishments. Valuing self
and one's sport experiences emerges from the knowledge one's

sport career has meaning in the present and future.

This affirmation of self also emerges from one's sense
of generativity or contribution to future generations.
Finding a means to contribute to future generations of
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athletes and leaving a legacy by sharing one's experiences

with others and passing on knowledge and expertise allows

one ta feel he or she has done something wozthwhile for
others. This concern for and awareness of others marks a

contrast with the self focus present in competitive
athletics. One's area of concern expands beyond the limits
of athletic performance and begins to include a sense of

responsibility to others.
The transition is also a physical or embodied

experience. Finding a new and less prominent place for the
physical part of self is involved in the experience. The
physical transition includes a detraining of and change in

one's high performance muscled body, a body which represents
strength, power, uniqueness, identity, hard work, and self-

esteem. A change in the physical self tells of change in the
total self. Identity is not separate from one's body.

e F.

.

. Context
m rn

By discussing the fundamental structure in t h e broader

context of the literature, the researcher asks t o what level
the interpretations are consistent with other findings and

perspectives? In order to contextualize the findings of this
study, the following section discusses the fundamental

structure in light of relevant literature brought forward

from Chapter Two. Several integral experiences derived from
the fundamental structure, provide the organization for the

following section. Although these experiences are presenteà
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in a linear anâ sequential fashion, in actuality they took
place w i t h i n a complex and mnilti-dimensional process.
EstabIl
es*

.

of Self

The theme of establishing a new sense of self was w o v e n
throughout the transition e x p e r i ~ c e sof the former athïetes
in the current study. The tiransfolmation and rebuilding of

personal identity was paramount to these athletesl

experience of successful transition. Previous research has
also indicated that withdrawal from high level sport is an

experience engendering questions of identity (Ailison &
Meyer, 1988; Blinde

&

Stratta, 1992; Botterill, 1982;

Ogilivie & Taylor, 1993; Sinclair & Orlick, 1993; Swain,
1991).

Some of the previously cited research has found that
withdrawal fsom high performance sport leads to a profound

sense of loss over the athlete identity (Blinde & Stratta,
1992; Botterill, 1982 ; Ogilvie & Taylor, 1993) . In contrast,

other research has suggested that retirement only leads to a
partial sense of loss over identity as former athïetes

pursue new goals outside of sport (Allison
Sinclair

&

&

Meyer, 1988;

Orlick, 1993; Swain, 1991) .

In general, the current study supports bath of the

descriptions of the experience. Although a majority of
athletes in the current study experienced loss over one part

of the self, one participant (Roberta) experienced a more
complete sense of loss over her sport identity. One possible
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exphnation f o r this difference is the nature of Robertats

sport exit. Unlike the other participants, Roberta
experienced an involuntary and unanticipated sport exit.
This type of sport exit often leads ta crises of identity
and profound feelings of loss (Blinde t Stratta, 1992). For
her, the experience of establishing a new sense of self
began after losing sport as her fundamental source of

identity .
For the remaindet of the athletes in the current study
the experience of establishing a new sense of self began

well before deciding to leave sport. Previous research has
also suggested that changes i n athletest identification with
the sport role takes place before retirement (Ailison &

Meyer, 1988; Greendorfer

&

Blinde, 1985 ; Swain, 1991). The

current studyrsparticipants described a number of decision
points during their sport careers which l e d to an expanded

sense of self and the decision to withdraw from sport.
Therefore, rather than the transition occurring as a

response to an event, athletes experienced transitions as an
extension of, or response to, changes within themselves
(Swain, 1991). These interna1 changes are discussed in more
detail in the next section.

After leaving competitive sport, the participants
continued to pro-actively develop this new sense of self
outside of sport. A description of this post-retirement

experience is not well developed i n the sport retirement

literature, with the possible exceptions of Blinde and
Stratta (1992) and Swain (1991). The c u r e n t study expands
t h e understanding of this period of change.

Disengagement attempts t o further describe the intemal
changes experienced by athletes during t h e i r sport careers.
As mentioned in the section above, these changes eventually
l e d the athletes to retire from competitive sport.

Previous literature often

i ~ i p l i e dthat

athletes are

uni-dimensional and narrowly focused on sport goals, which
then places them i n a vulnerable situation when they retire

from sport ( B a i l l i e

&

Danish, 1992; Blinde

&

Stratta, 1992;

Botterill, 1982). This description appears to capture only

one stage of the competitive careers of the former athletes

in the current study. These participants began to feel and
t h i n k differently about their sport at various points during

their careers. Slowly, they started to put less emotional
and psychological e f f o r t and conmitment into athletics.

A number of studies have also found the experience of

emotional disengagement within sport transition (Allison &
Meyer, 1988; Koukouris, 1991; Sinclair

Swain, 1991; Werthner

&

&

Orlick, 1993;

Orlick, 1986). In general, these

studies found that athletes eventually become emotionally
tired of the demands of the sport career, losing the desire
to compete. Commensurate with this loss of passion or desire

for sport is an increased interest and investment in

alternative activities and pursuits.
hrentually athletes begin to engage in a conscious

analysis of the costs and benefits of remaining in sport.
One cost associated with sport identified by the athletes in
the present study was the sacrifice of these other

interests. Previous studies have suggested that as other
pursuits increased in importance, the cost of temainhg in
sport is too hign (Greendorfer

&

Blinde, 1985; Koukouris,

1991). Slowly, personal investment in the role of athlete

begins to decline. In essence, former athletes de-invest or

disengage their personal resources from sport.
As mentioned earlier, the sport transition is viewed as

an extension of internal changes, as m c h as it is a
response to a specific and distinct external event. The

cause of these internal changes is difficult to determine.
However, the participants in the current study seem to have
indicated that these changes represent reactions over time
to subtle l i f e events.
In sumnary, the present study provides support for

recent studiesï assertions that emotional and psychological
disengagement from sport is likely to begin prior to leaving
competitive life. Retirement, in these instances, is viewed

as a part of the overall change in persona1 investment and
experienced as a simificant but not disruptive event.
Self 4 e t e M t i o n

According to Schlossberg (1984), the concept of control

and autonomy are central to al1 areas of a person1s life. In

this study, the participants gained a greater sense of
control or autonomy as they progressed through the
transition. A listening to self for direction, guidance, and
evaluation emerged at different t i m e s in the transition.
This sense of self-determination allowed the participants to
take hold of their livesOne perspective around the issue of personal control

suggests athletes are often dependent on sport
administrators and coaches for decision-making. Their
training and competition schedules and plans are largely
detennined by the sport organization. As a result, decisions
related to structuring their lives around school, work, and
living accommodations are made for them (Botterill, 1982;

Crook

&

Robertson, 1991).

In the current study, the participants connnuiicated

their new independence and self-determination in a number of
ways. Consistent with this, Swain (1991) noted that the

athletes in his study adopted an autonomous stance early in
the transition. Soon after making the decision to leave

sport the athletes adjusted their assumptive world to make

decisions about their careers. Werthner and Orlick (1986)
found siniilar results.

This autonomous stance or self-determination may
reflect the age of these athletes, who are al1 over the age
of 2 5 . Ego development theorists suggest adults at these

ages are expected to begin developing an autonomous stance
towards life decisions (Schlossberg, 1984). This finding

adds support t o the notion that the sport transition
parallels wnonnkSR life transitions into new roles (Curtis

&

Ennis, 1988; Swain, 1991).
Overall, this issue or experience has not received
extensive attention in the sport retirement research. In
part. this is surprising given the cammon suggestions that
sport offers threats to athletesf autonomy and this sornehow

impedes their adaptation t o l i f e after sport (Coakley,
1983). The present study suggests that athletesl sense of

control is somewhat compromised during the competitive
years, but upon leaving sport they begin to develop and
experience a greater sense of personal agency.
~
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With the loss of competitive sport as an anchor for a

sense of self, the participants in the curent study began
to re-define themselves by setting new goals, creating a

vision of the future, or remaining committed to longstanding
goals. For these participants, gazing towards the future
promoted growth beyond the formez definitions of self.

Swain (1991) reported the confusion and trepidation of
professional athletes as they assessed their prospects for

life after sport, perceiving a life with reduced fulfilment
and purpose. However, as with participants in the present

study, m s t of these athletes quickly and effectively found

new meaningful careers and lifestyles, involving new
relationships and cornpetencies.
Blinde and Stratta (1992) suggested that a final

indication of athletes accepting their withdrawal was
personal excitement about future goals and ambitions. For
many former athletes it is not enough to simply find new

activities in which to engage. New pursuits must be

accompanied by feelings of passion and purpose, feelings
they experienced during their competitive years (Baillie,
1992; Blinde & Stratta, 1992).

The qualitative study of Werthner and Orlick (1986)

uncovered many dimensions of the process or experience of
finding a new purpose. These researchers found that athletes
who had a new purpose directly after leaving sport reported
no major problems adjusting to the transition. Similar to

the present study, Werthner and Orlick (1986) found that for
some athletes leaving sport meant relinquishing their only

purpose or set of goals. Therefore, the transition involved
developing a new set of goals to move beyond the initial
feelings of being in "limboW.Werthner and Orlick (1986)

also found that for many former athletes the new focus or
purpose meant continued involvement in sport in some
capacity. By staying in sport, these athletes utilized their

previously acquired ski11 and competency. Baillie (1992)
also provided support for this finding.
Curtis and E M ~ S (1988) reported on the effects of
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continued involvement in sport for former elite-level hockey
players. The players who continued to be involved in hockey

after withdrawal were less likely to experience a difficult
disengagement, t o feel heavy loss, and miss competitive

hockey. The present study also suggests that continued
involvement offers avenues for feeling competent and creates

a continuity with the past.
Although the participants from the present study s e t
new goals to work towards, they also had strong memories of
their sport career during the transition. Curtis and b i s
(1988) found similar results. The intensity of the athletic

experience was tevealed in the passionate reflections of the

participants. Their memories were ntulti-sensory. They spoke
of the sights, sounds, smells, and kinaesthetic feelings

associated with their lifo as a t h l e t e . For some of the
participants these memories resulted in thoughts of

returning t o sport, a phenmenon reported in other studies
( B a i l l i e , 1 9 9 2 ; Koukouris , 1991)

. Baillie

( 1 9 9 2 ) suggested

that perhaps i n the fear of not finding a n e w focus, many
athletes look to a return to sport.
In sunmiary, the importance of finding a new purpose in
life after sport was frequently supported by the sport

retirement literature. The present study uncovered the
rneaning of the process at a deeper level. Finding a new
purpose provided sources of self-identity, self-worth and

competency. By setting goals and new directions, the person
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in transition begins to re-define self, a self with purpose
and meaning.
Cont in*

From the life-span perspective, human development is a
lifelong process in which events, experience, meanings, and
roles at one stage are influenced by those that occurred at
earlier stages. As well, each stage is intercomected with
the others (McPherson, 1984) . Moreover, Schlossberg (1984),
citing the work of Erikson, exarnined the theme of identity
and suggested those with strong identity development feel

continuity with past and present. Within the sport
transition literature, former athletes report that their
history in the role of athlete continues to be an influence
in their post-cornpetitive careers, even if the careers are
not related to sport (Baillie, 1992).
In the present study, the former athletes reported that
their cornpetitive careers exacted a strong influence on life
after sport. These participants were also proactive in
maintaining a sense of continuity in their lives. This
continuity was facilitated by staying involved in sport,
finding new places for valued elements of sport in their new
endeavours, and bringing forward lessons of the past into
the present and future. Therefore, the new sense of self was
intercoanected and continuous with the past. This clearly
reflects the "building upont@process, rather than a
"starting overtl process of transition.
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The theme of continuity is not w e l l developed in the
sport transition literature, with only limited discussions

relevant to this finding. For example, Swain (1991) briefly

discussed the process of assimilation within the context of
sport withdrawal. He remarked that for the athletes in his
study, assimilation meant a closing off of the past so as

not to be haunted by their former career (Swain, 1991).
Although the present study partially supports this notion,
it also reveals that athletes want to keep doors to the past

open in order to utilize lessons learned and achieve a sense
of continuity.

A number of quantitative studies discussed concepts
related to the lessons atëletes learn £rom sport and attempt
to transfer to post-competitive life. Early studies

addressing the issue of "transferrable skillsw indicated
t h a t skills learned as an athlete were not very useful in

life after sport (Blinde & Greendorfer, 1985; Bill

&

Lowe,

1974; McPherson, 1980). However, later studies indicated

that skills such as the use of mental preparation and

planning are transferrable into other domains (Baillie,
1992; Sinclair & Orlick. 1993)

.

The participants in the present study did not focus on

the specific skills that sport taught them; they most often

focused on the personal lessons of sport. These lessons
revealed that they possessed a strength of character to meet

new challenges. In other words, the sport experience

provided a foundation of persona1 strength and values upon
which to g r o w and build. Ogilvie and Howe (1993) advocated
that the teaching of personal lessons to youag athletes

should be as mch a focus f o r coaches and sport
psychologists as development of specific ski11 sets for
competition. Interestingly, for participants in the present

study, learning these lessons was part of the transition

process.
Greendorfer and Blinde (1985) discussed the concepts of
continuity and continuation of behaviours. These

researchers, along with others (Allison & Meyer, 1988;
Baillie, 1992; Curtis
1993 )

&

Ennis, 1988; Sinclair

&

Orlick,

, reported that sport remained an important element in

the lives of former competitive athletes. McPherson (1984)

reported on sport participation across the life cycle,
suggesting that withdrawal from sport is a natural role

transition in the development of the individual and does not
lead to complete termination of involvement. The present

study extends these findings by indicating that former

athletes actively seek ways to create this continuity. This

is not a natural process, but one that emerges out of

conscious effort and choices.
In same early research there were suggestions that

former athletest continued involvement i n sport represented
maladaptive behaviour of individuals living in the past
(Mihovilwic, 1968; Svoboda & Vanek, 1982). Although the

former athletes in the present study attempted to build
bridges between the past, present and future, they were not
living i n the past or haunted by "unfinished business*.

For some, the sport goals they had set for themselves
had been achieved and it was tirne to move on to other

challenges. For others, however, coming to v i e w the sport
expetience as positive was part of the transition process.
Regardless of the different routes to aniving at a level of
contentment and satisfaction around sport accomplishments,
it is clear that l1packagingW
the sport experience as
positive is crucial to growing towards n e w goals and
visions,
The importance of achieving a sense of accomplishment

is echoed in other studies ( B a i l l i e , 1992; Sinclair
Orlick, 1992; Werthner

&

&

Orlick, 1986). These studies

suggested those former athletes who feel they have achieved
their sport goals have a much easier transition than those

who have "unfinished businessr1.Blinde and Stratta (1992)
commented that those athletes with Ilunfinished businessn due
t o involuntary exits from sport are haunted by memories of
their previous sport role, In contrast, the present study

suggests that athletes cope reasonably well with "unfinished

businessn anà are not haunted but assisted by sport
memories.

Fittingly, the theme of continuity is integrated with
other experiences of the successful sport transition,

including Establishing a New Sense of Self, S e l f -

determination and Finding a New Purpose. However, the
following discussion reveals that continuity in the fonn of
continued involvement in sport does not only represent
efforts of self-development, but also of contribution.

neratkit? a d C o u u t h g

Contribution to future generations gives life meaning
and allows the individual to feel worthwhile (Schlossberg,
1984). Most of the participants in the current study

achieved a sense of generativity or contribution to future

generations by sharing their sport experiences with others
and passing on their knowledge and expertise of their

particular sport to younger athletes.
Other than a few studies, the literature does not

address the issue of contribution in any great depth.

Botterill (1982) teported a number of reconmiendations by
fonner athletes to make the transition from sport easier.
Two of these reconmiendations included providing

opportunities for sharing experiences between former
athletes and those athletes competing and organizing clinics
for former athletes to talk to youth. Similatly, Baillie
(1992) indicated that many fonner athletes want to stay

involved in sport primarily ta "give something backW. This

gift to sport is comented on by many of the athletes in the

current study as well. After taking from the sport for so
many years, they feel an obligation to return something to

the sport.

This concem for and awareness of athers marks a
contrast with the focus on self of competitive athletics.
This findhg is particularly interesthg when combined w i t h
the new sense of self-detemination and control these
athletes experience after leaving competitive sport. It

appears as though along with an increase in persona1 agency,

there also cornes a life perspective that goes beyond the
boundaries of self.
Physical Exggrjence

In an early study of transition from sport, Werthner
and Orlick (1982) reported that several athletes experienced

physical pain that affected daily functioning. The

researchers suggested that retiring athïetes should not
abruptly stop physical training. They also offered two
strategies to detrain former athletes, including setting

specific sport goals and competing at a much less intense
level and viewing 8e-training as a time t o play or share a
physical experience with others. The objective of both the

approaches is for the athletes to remain active and fit
(Werthner

&

Orlick, 1 9 8 2 ) .

Although none of the participants in the present study

reported the same physical pain, they did report the
importance of staying active after leavhg competitive
sport. The detraining strategies used by the participants
fa11 into the two alternatives offered by Werthner and

O r l i c k (1982).

Similarly, other studies reported that many athletes

stay physically active after leaving competitive sport
(Baillie & Danish,1992; Koukouris, 1991; Sinclair

&

Orlick,

1992). However, these studies offer very l i t t l e insight into

the meaning behind continued participation. The present

study suggests the physical self represents a large part of

their identity. As the inevitable changes in their high

performance bodies occurred after leaving competitive sport,
their i d e n t i t i e s also experienced a transformation. Blinde
and Stratta (1992) also reported that former athletes'

fluctuation in activity and exercise patterns appeared to

relate to the "definitional d i l e m of whether or not the

individual was still an athlete" (p.13 ) .
Although the participants were well aware that keeping

their high performance bodies was not realistic, they s t i l l
hoped t o maintain a higher than average level of fitness.

Moreover, at a feeling level, the former athletes enjoyed
and often needed the physicality or kinaesthetic sensations
of participating in movement and exercise. This finding is

supported by reports made by Svoboda and Vanek (19821,
stating that after retirement athletes experience a

deprivation of deep sensations.

The outcomes of this study have applied, theoretical,
and research implications for elite-amateur sport, sport

transition, and counselling psychology. The outcomes have
several implications for athletes, coaches, and helping

professionals involved in elite-amateur sport. Broadly, the
study provides insight into the experience of successful

sport transition, which is the primary purpose of the
thesis. The findings might allow athletes to anticipate and,
therefore, plan around the issues involved in experiencing a

successful transition from sport. For coaches, these
findings might offer insights leading to a more
comprehensive approach to the overall growth and development

of the athlete as a person. For the helping professional, an
understanding of the issues and experiences related to a
specific presenting concern allows for more effective and

empathetic interventions.
More specifically, the issues raised by the former

athletes hold implications for the purpose and method of
services offered by helping professionals and coaches within
elite-amateur sport. The current study suggests that

offering counselling support before and after the decision
to leave competitive sport is important. Clearly, athletes

begin to address issues related to sport withdrawal well
before leaving sport. The specific issue of retirement is
best discussed in the context of overall petsonal growth and

development. As part of both the pre- and post-competitive
counselling support, this study indicates that counselling
and/or psycho-educational services

nnist

allow for athletes
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and former athletes to sbare experiences with one another.
Finally, core issues uncovered by the present study suggest
services may be best directed towards facilitating the
development of a new sense of self by exploring and
validating the sport experience, facilitating educational
and occupational goal-setting, developing plans for physical
de-training, and finding avenues to contribute to spart.
These implications are echoed by other researchers and
authors (Baillie, 1992; Baillie
1995; Botterill, 1982; Crook

&

&

Danish, 1992; Beauchamp,

Robertson, 1991; Kourkouris,

1991; Shahnasarian, 1992; Sinclair

&

Orlick, 1993; Swain,

1991)
The current study suggests to coaches the importance of
promoting self-responsibility, self-detexmination, and
persona1 agency through collaborative coaching approaches
which involve the athlete in the decision making and
planning of the sport career. Secondly, coaches should be
aware of the salience of teaching lessons of character and
growth, as much as specific ski11 sets, to the conpetitive
athlete in order to facilitate the overall and future
development of the whole person. Coaches are encouraged to
facilitate the athletes' definitions of personal success and
accomplishment from an interna1 standard rather than
external standards. Finally, coaches and other stakeholders

in sport should view athletes as persons with assets,
strengths and resources beyond their abilities to compete.
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By doing so, coaches and other stakeholders offer a strong

foundation for a self-determined, resourceful individual
with strong personal chasacter; one who is likely ta adjust
well to life after sport. These implications are

substantiated by Baillie and Danish (1992), Ogilvie

&

Howe

(1986), and Swain (1991).

Although the primary focus of this study is on

description, the findings s t i l l hold the following
implications relevant to sport transition theory:
1. The findings suggest that conceptualizations that reflect

the complexity of the process are best suited for

understanding successful sport transitions.
2. Perspectives that stress transition, reprioritization,

life meaning and purpose (contribution, generativity), and
life-span growth and leaming might provide a suitable

framework for describing the sport transition phenomenon.
3. The study implies conceptualizations of identity

formation, renewal, and adaptation are important to the

study of sport transition.
4. Perspectives on successful sport transition require

descriptions of athletes as individuals who possess assets,
strength, and resourcefulness.
5. Frameworks which emphasize emotional, cognitive and

physical adaptations might be appropriate for understanding
the changes experienced by athletes in transition.
Given these implications, a variety of frameworks found

in the sport retirement literature appear salient. For
example, Schlossbergrs (1984) mode1 has been suggested by a

number of authors (Crook & Robertson, 1991, Sinclair

&

O r l i c k , 1993; Swain, 1991) and appears to capture many of

the theoretical implications of the present study.

Schlossberg (1984) built her model for analyzing human
adaptation ta transition from the work of adult theorists
and emphasized a number of concepts relevant to the present
study, including personal investment, renewal of

codtments, appraisal, assets, subjective well-being, ego

development, values, and direct action.
George's (1980) transition model also appeats relevant
to the study of sport transition. This tesearcher emphasized
the nteaning of the change to the individual in understanding

the impact of the transition. Moreover, she suggested this

meaning is based on the perceived importance and

desirability of the change for the individual. George (1980)
also emphasized both the short-tem teactions and long-tenn

consequences created by the change. The final variable in
George's (1980) model suggested that the entire transition

process is affected by a set of individual and social

conditioning factors, including persona1 resources, social
support, social status, and socialization factors.

Surprisingly, this model has received only limited support
in the literature for its applicability to sport retirement

(Crook h Robertson, 1991; McPhetson, 1984; Swain, 1991).

Other theoretical models borrowed from adult

development, gerontology, and thanatology appear smewhat
useful to the study of sport transition. For example, Prusl
(1984) life-cycle model appears relevant because of its

depiction of the athletic role as a multiplicity of roles
that exist either simultaneously or substituted for

alternative roles over the life-span.

Sussmanls (1972) process model of retirement £rom the
work force seems to be a particularly relevant theory taken
from gerontology. The model, previously supported in the

literature by Hill and Lowe (1974), emphasizes the
fundamental need of individuals to maintain self-respect and
social responsibility across the life-cycle. These two needs
were reflected

in the stories of the participants in the

present study.

Borrowed from thanatology, Kubler-Ross ' (1969) stages
of dying have received some support in the sport retirement
literature (Blinde

&

Stratta, 1992 ; Lerch, 1984) . The

present study indicates that feelings of loss, depression,
and acceptance appear applicable to the experience of

successful sport transition. However, sole application of
the Kubler-Ross (1969) model does not capture the overall

complexity or the developmental nature of the athlete
transition phenomenon.
One perspective on transitions which has not received

attention in the sport retirement literature, but appears
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relevant given the findings of the present study, is that of
Bridges (1980, 1986, 1991). The author emphasized three

phases of transition: (a) the ending phase, (b) the neutral
zone phase, and (c) "the visionIVor new beginning phase.

Within each of these three phases, Bridges (1986) described

several psychological processes which closely resemble the
experiences of the athletes from the current study. For
example, the author described a process of disengagement,
marked by a separation of the person from the his/her

subjective world. Other relevant concepts include
disidentification, disenchantment, disorientation,
disintegration, discovery, and vision.
Many of the theoretical implications of the present
study are encompassed by existing and previously mentioned

models. However, the physical experience of successful sport

transition has not received direct attention in theoretical
discussions, Baillie and Danish (1992) drew on the fourstage coping mode1 of Falek and Britton (1974) to describe

individuals adaptation to career ending injury. However,
this disability theoryfsusefulness in desctibing the more
gradua1 physical changes experienced by most fonner athletes
appears limited at best. Unfortunately, theories of adult
development most cornmonly focus on motivation, cognition,
emotional development, and behaviour, and do not offer
insight into the psychological reactions to the physical

changes experienced over the life-span (Stevens-Long &

1 39

Cormnons, 1992). The study of successful sport transitions

might help develop descriptive models of this process.
The findings also have implications for further

research in counselling psychology. Studies focusing on a
variety of transition types would be useful in developing a

more in-depth understanding of the fundamental structure of
the transition phenmenon. Future studies of the

psychological reactions and adaptation to physical changes
over the life-span might offer insight into this experience

for athletes and individuals in general. Specific to the
study of sport transitions, further research into the impact
of the type of sport exit (voluntary versus involuntary,

anticipated versus unanticipated) on the experience is
suggested by the present study. A grounded theory approach

might be a valuable next step to help elucidate the specific
dynamics of the process, rnoving beyond description and into

explanation. Similarly, a study examining the experience of
poor transitions from competitive sport would provide

opportunities for comparison. Research into the transition

experiences of athïetes at different stages of development
might reveal dif ferent dynamics , issues, and themes .

Finally, research into the transition experiences of

athletes from high profile sports might also uncover
different and unique experiences in which to compare the
findings of the present study.
Methodologically, the present study offers some support

for the integration of a phenomenological method of
investigation and a critical incident approach. The critical

incident technique can be a valuable tao1 to focus an
interview on the specific happenings involved in a life
process. However, the present study suggests a less specific
interview guide. Rather than asking participants to identify
incidents related to specific phases of a transition or
process, the present study suggests simply asking about
critical incidents involved in the entire process. By doing
$0,

the interview rernains open to a number of possibilities

and more accurately reflects its phenomenological

foundations.

. -

.

inutations of t h e

S t W

The fundamental structure of the phenornenon was drawn
from in-depth interviews with former elite-amateur athletes

of different gender, sport, age, and length of career, who
had a self-perception of a successful transition from sport.
The validity, reliability, and scope of this study could
have been

enhanced through several measures.

I n i t i a l l y , the stories told were retrospective accounts
of early experiences and adaptations. Therefore, interviews

or journal entries from athletes at different times of the

transition would have been beneficial. Bringing the inquiry
closer in t i m e to the experience is likely to add to the
richness and detail to the findings.
Multiple sources of validation for the exhaustive
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description and fundamental structure would also have added
to the overall validity and reliability of the study.

Sharing the findings with counsellors, coaches, and other

former athletes for validation would have helped to assess
the degree to which the interpretations offered by the

current study resonate with others outside the study. In

addition, validating the tables of c r i t i c a l incidents with
the participants would have added strength to these

preliminary descriptions.

To add breadth to the data, i t would have been

beneficial to have interviewed a larget g m u p of former
athletes, from a variety of geographical locations across

Canada. As well, negative cases reveal a certain truthvalue to studies that other participants can not (Patton,
1990) . Therefore, the experience of the participant who was

deemed inappropriate for the study may have provided useful

information to support, broaden, or change the findings.
çuriniarv

The successful transition from elite-amateur sport,

which offers opportunities for growth, maturation, and

development, is a complex process of establishing a new
sense of self. This process involves finding meaningful
purpose, creating and experiencing continuity , contributing
to others, and adapting to physical changes through self-

determined goals and efforts.
This study should be viewed as a preliminary step in an

ongoing qualitative inquiry of the phenomenon of successful
transitions fran sport. Additional studies with more former
athletes frorn a variety of geographical locations will add
to the understanding of the phenornuion, and transitions in
general. This will help answer the central phenomenological
question: what is the structure or essence of experience of
this phenomenon for former athletes?
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Interview Guide and Sample Questions
1. Establishing the A i m

-Focus :
"Please focus on your decision to retire from the Canadian
National Team. Presumably there were events during your
experience as a National Team member which led you to your
decision to retire from sport. Please turn your attention
to those events. Ir
The Critical Incidents

llPlease identify and describe a particular incident or
incidents which led you to your decision to retire £rom
sport. "
-Examples of additional questions which may be asked to add
detail to responses:
What were some of your thoughts and feelings related to
this incident?"
W o w large an impact did this incident have on your
decision to retire?l1

-Search for any other incidents.

II. Establishing the

-FOCUS:
flPlease focus on your experience of adapting to the
transition from sport. Presumably there were events which
helped you cope with the transition from sport. There may
have also been events which did not help you cope with the
transition. Please turn your attention to both the helpful
events, and to what you perceive as not helpful."
The Critical Incidents

-Incident:
Vlease identify and describe a particular incident or
incidents which helped you cope with the transition from

sport.
-Examples of additional questions which may be asked to add
detail to responses:
specifically about the incident did

find

helpf u l ?"

"How large an impact did this incident have on your coping
with the transition?"
-Search for any other incidents.

-Incident:
"Please identify and describe a particular incident or
incidents which you found not helpful or a hinderance in
coping to the transition from sport."
-Search for any other incidents.
III. Establishing the A i m

- FOCUS :

"Please focus on your experience of adapting to the
transition from sport. Presumably there were tirnes when you
felt as though you were making progress towards a successful
transition. Please t u r n your attention to a particular time
when you felt you were making p ~ o g r e s s . ~ ~

The Critical Incidents
-Incident:
"Please identify and describe a particular incident or
incidents which led you to believe you were making progress
towards a successful transition from sport."
-Examples of additional questions which may be asked to add
detail to responses:
"In what way did this particular incident signal to you
that you were making pro gr es^?^
What were some of your thoughts and feelings related to
this incident?"
-Search for any other incidents.

(Information Letter to Accompany Letter to Field Experts)
To Whom It May Concern:
My name is Dan Drybrough. 1 am a graduate student in
Counselling Psychology in the Department of Educational
Psychology at the University of Calgary, working under the
supervision of Dr. Merry Miller and Dr. Sharon Robertson. 1
am conducting a study of the athletic retirement process for
elite amateur athletes. 1 am asking for your help in
conducting this research study for m y Master of Science
thesis. I would like you to participate in this study as an
"expertn who has had a successful transition from sport.

The purpose of the study is ta gather personal accounts of
the retirement process from former elite amateur athletes
who have experienced a successful transition from
competitive sport. The goal of the research is to have
former athletesl own voices inform research for a greater
understanding of the experience of a successful transition
for elite amateur athletes. To participate in the study,
the former athletes must: a) have retired frorn a Canadian
National Team in one of the following sports in the last six
years: speedskating, bobsleigh, luge, volleyball, figure
skating, track and field, cross-country skiing, biathlon,
and cycling, b) be between the ages of eighteen and thirtyfive, and c) have a self-perception of a successful
transition from sport.

work with me in this study, 1 w i l l need
for a two-hour audiotaped interview
March) . The interview will be conducted
most convenient to you. In the
interview 1 will ask you to reflect and report on critical
events relevant to leaving competitive life and adjusting to
life after sport. The audiotape of the interview will be
labelled using a pen name of your choice and will be secured
in a locked file.
1 will transcribe the audiotapes to
written text. If 1 need clarification or additions to
points raised in the interview 1 will contact you for
follow-up. The written text of our interview and my
interview with other former athletes will be used to create
a profile of successful transition from sport. Upon
completion of the study, the audiotapes, consent forms and
demographic forms will be destroyed by me. As an additional
measure to ensure your anonymity, the sport of each athlete
will not be referred ta in the results.
Should you agree to
you to reserve tirne
(January, February,
at a time and place

If you are interested in participating, and/or if you would
like more information please cal1 me at 246-3735. Your
contact with me will be private and confidential; no other
person will know of your phone c a l l , or of your decision of
whether to participate in the study or not. You may also
contact the following numbers if you have any questions or
concerns about the study: Dr. M e r r y Miller or Dr. Sharon
Robertson at 220-5651, the Office of the Associate Dean
Wculty of Bducation at 220-5626, or the Office of the VicePresident (Research) at 220-3381,

-

Yours truly,

Dan Drybrough

wzMTED

Retired National Team Elite Amateur Athletes to Participate
in MSc. Thesis Research Project

PROJECT
1s Entitled "Athletic Retiremat:

A Descriptive Study of
Successful Transitions from S p ~ r t . ~

BY
Dan Drybrough of The University of Calgary under the
supervision of Dr. M. Miller and Dr. S . Robertson of The
University of Calgary
PURPOSB
To describe the phenomenon of successful transition from
sport for elite amateur athïetes
METBOD

In-depth interviews will be conducted wherein participants
will be askeü to report on critical events or incidents
surrounding the process of retirement from elite amateur
sport. A follow-up contact may be needed to clarify and
make additions to reported incidents.
RBQOIRgMKNT

Two to Five Hours
CRïTERIA POR PARTICIPANTS
participate in this study the person must:
have retired from a Canadian National Team in one of the
following sports in the last six years: speedskating,
bobsleigh, luge, volleyball, figure skating, track and
field, cross-country skiing, biathion, and cycling.
be between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five.
have a self-perception of a successful transition from
sport.
be interested in discussing their experiences of sport
retirement.

IF YOU FIT TBE CRITERIA FOR THE STUDY AND ARE WILLINlt Tû
PARTICIPATE, -Cr:

Appendk E:
(Interview 1nformation)
Dear Participant,
Thank you for participating in this study of successful
transitions from elite amateur sports. Before we begin the

interview, it is important that you read the following
description of the study. If you have any questions or
concerns while reading this letter, please do not hesitate
to stop and ask me for more information or further
clarification,
The purpose of the study is to gather persona1 accounts of
the retirement ptocess from former elite amateur athletes
who have experienced a successful transition from
competitive sport. The goal of the research is to have
former athletesl own voices inform research for a greater
understanding of the experience of a successful transition
for elite amateur athletes.

The study consists of a two-hour interview (today) and a one
hour follow-up interview, both of which will be audiotaped.
In the two-hour interview, 1 will ask you to reflect and
report on critical events relevant to leaving competitive
life and adjusting to life after sport. The audiotape of
the interview will be labelled using a pen name of your
1 will
choice and will be secured in a locked file.
transcribe the audiotape t o mitten text. If 1 need to
clarify information discussed in the fiirst interview 1 will
contact you and arrange a follow-up interview. The written
text of our interviews and my interviews with other former
athletes will be used to create a profile or description of
successful transition from sport. Upon completion of my
Master1s programme, the audiotapes, consent forms and
demographic forms will be destroyed by me. As an additional
measure to ensure confidentiality, the sport of each athlete
will not be referred to in the results.
During the interview ptocess you have the right to t e d n a t e
the session at any time. As the researcher, 1 may also
terminate the interview at any time. In discussing your
experiences of leaving competitive sport, difficult and
upsetting issues may surface. If so, a counsellor at the
University Counselling Services will be made available to
you. The benefits to you for participating in the study -y
include satisfaction of knowing you have furthered the
research knowledge base of sport retirement, satisfaction
in knowing you may assist future athletes in making the
transition from competitive life, anb feelings of further
closure on an important part of your life.

If questions or concerns arise as a result of your
participation in the study do not hesitate to cal1 the
following people :
1) Dan Drybough (246-3735)
2) Dr. M e r r y Miller (220-5651)
3) Dr. Sharon Robertson (220-5651)
4 ) Office o f the Associate Dean - Faculty of
Education ( 2 2 0 -5626)
5 ) Office of the Vice-President (Research)
(220-3381)

Yours truly,

Dan Drybrough

Informed Consent
1,
, am a voluntary participant
in a study exploring personal accounts of the-transition
from elite amateur athietic competition.

1 understand that 1 will be required to attend one
private interview session and the researcher may contact me
for follow-up. The potential risks and benefits of my
participation in this study have been explained to me.
1 understand that if 1 become emotionally distressed
during the process of exploring this topic, the researcher
will assist me to see a counsellor i f 1 so desire or 1 may
contact Mr. Bob Hall at the University Counselling Services
at 220-5893,

1 understand that I am free to withdraw from the study
at any time without penalty; and my involvement in the study

may be terminated by the researcher at any time.
1 have had the research methods explained to me, as
they affect me. 1 understand the method involves: a) taperecordings of the interview ; b) a follow-up interview to
clarify and make additions to reported incidents; c) written
transcripts which will be produced from the recordings; d)
the transcripts are being used by the researcher to produce
a synthesized profile or description of successful
transition from sport; and e) a choice of pen name by me,
for the audiotapes and transcripts.

I further understand that the information contained
the audiotapes and transcripts will be kept private and
confidential between myself and the researchers. Access
tapes and transcripts (identified by pen name only) will
controlled by the researcher and limited to only the
researcher, the researcher's supervisors and two other
members of the researcher's examining conmittee at the
University of Calgary, as necessary and with due care to
privacy and confidentiality.

in
to
be

my

1 understand that no identifying information will be
attached to either the audiotapes or the transcribed pages.
Also, that this consent form, the demographic sheet, and the
tape will be kept secure and confidential until the
researcher has completed the requirements of a Master's of
Science thesis, after which time they will be destroyed by
the researcher ,
1 uoderstand that the results of the study will be made

accessible to me at the studyls termination. 1 also
understand that as a master's thesis, the study may be
published in the professional academic literature; but that,
in collaboration with myself, the researcher will disguise
nty identity, and my name will not be associated with any
published results. To also ensure my anonymity, the
researcher will not make reference to my sport when
reporting nty specific conünents and perceptions.
1 understand that if at any time 1 have questions or
concerns about the study, 1 can contact the researcher at
246-3735 or the following numbers: Dr, Merry Miller or Dr.
Sharon Robertson at 220-5651, the Office of the Associate
Dean - Faculty of Education at 220-5626, or the Office of
the Vice-President (Research) at 220-3381.

Signature of participant:
Signature of researcher :-x
Date :

Appendix G

Demographic Form
1. Present Age:
2.Sex:

male

female

3 . National Team Sport:
4.

How many years did you compete in your sport?

5 . How

, - ,

many years w e r e you a member of the national team?,

6. How many years was sport your full-time pursuit? .-.
7. Retirement D a t e (Month/Year):

AppendUr H
Wayne: C r i t i c a l Incidents

Critical 1ncident

Description

Leading to decision to leave sport

Poor support
from sport
association

Describes his sport coannuiity and support.
"So there was a lack of depth, a lack of

leadership and a lack of quality peoplew
(coaches and sport administrators) .

Personal
decision

What really drove me to retirement was two

things. Number one is personal finances.
Number two was I guess my age (thirty-five),
but 1 am also married. . ."
Decision
point

V . . y o u have to evaluate what you have to

gain and what you have to l o s e ...the sport
couldnrt offer any more persona1

development . . .fl
Others l
decision

?..they

(coaches) told me 1 was retired ...1

was told that 1 was retired...when

niy

equipment came back from (place), the coaches
without my knowing went through a l 1 my stuff

and took al1 my stuff ...I was not welcome i n
their programme."

Indecision

Vveryday 1 q u i t ! Everyday 1 came out of

retirement.. ."

Appendix H (cont d)
Involved in adapting ta life after sport

Disillusionment

"1 guess 1 expected some sort of, not really

pomp and ceremony, but some sort of public

thank you or something...it was bye, see you

Abandonment/
resentment

"It was kind of like you are abandoned...

pushed out the door and the door is closed
and 1 am not welcmed back..,so 1 had a

little bit of resentment with that ...I also

went through a bit of betrayal ...
Bittemess

About not achieving expected goals. "So 1
was very bitter ...lf w e had the same

(equipment) as the other teams 1 think we
would have been in serious contention for

a medal ...1 guess my frustration with
retirement is ... 1 have had o n i y one
international medal ...i t t s unfinished
business. "
Return to
competition

Cornes out of retirement to prove that he

is s t i l l able to compete. III proved that
this year because 1 came out of retirement

for one day to defend my t i t l e . "
Obligation

,

. .it

(the final decision to retire) wasntt

something like a weight being lifted from
you. It was v e q slow ...if was something

1 knew 1 had to do and 1 just did it. . .

No, no 1 wasntt! (Comfortable with the
decision) . No 1 wasn' t ! But 1 did do it !
Thoughts of
returning

"1 just wanted ta close my hand on that

(prize) ...1 have this belief that 1 can
still come out of retirement. . .if 1 started
training now ...I 1 dbe right in the game next

year .
Feels like
a quitter

n...I guess when you know you can (succeed in
sport) and you choose not to cornpete and you

know you haventt accomplished what you
wanted, i t l s kind of like quitting ...itts not
like leaving, itts like quitting ..."
Lowered
status

Describes how difficult it was making the
transition from associating with world
champions to following the directions of a
Company boss. "Ittshard to lower yourself
to that kind of existence after being in the

Olympic Games ."
Indicators of successful transition
Sense of
optimism

"A sense of optimism rather than

'oh man,

this (job) is what Itve got to do the rest

Confidence

"1 think more highly of myself as an
individual."

Appendix II (contfd)

Purpose

"...y ou always have skeletons in the closet,
but 1 a l s o have a purpose ...1 have an

optimistic purpose."

Note. The following comment made by Wayne offers insight

into his doubt about his transition: "Frorn l a s t year t o this

yeas, 1 donft think 1 am at a ten now (on a scale of one to

ten, with ten being successful), maybe 1% at about a five.
Therets still lots of issues ....II

T a b l e II

.

Robgrta: Critxal Incidentg

Des

Incident

Leading to decision to leave sport

Knee injury

First thoughts of possibility of retirement.

Desperate and c o d t t e d to pursue her Olympic
goals. "1 wasnît going to let it go.tr

Declining
performances

Created personal doubts about abilities
and a search for explanations. "Yeu j u s t feel
like maybe youtre not as fast ...why wouldntt
1 be?"

Qualifying
event

Surprised and devastated after not making the
the Olympic team.

...that

"...it

was j u s t devastating

was my l a s t chance ...1 just couldnlt

believe it . . .tt
Second chance

Given another opportunity to qualify. Olympic
dreams and goals re-kindled. After not
qualifying again, felt stunned about the
finality. That was it. 1 was on a plane the
next day. It was just devastating . . . y outre

kind of stunneden

Decision to
retire

T t just seemed like 1 had such a fight that

year that it wasnvt worth it any more ...1 was
just devastated.

Table Il (contfd)

Involved in adapting to life after sport
Persona1 loss

"You were an athlete then al1 of a sudden

youfre not any more ...thatts who you were and
what you were and what you did ...al1 of a

sudden it s gone.. ."
New focus

Returned t o school and planned wedding. "It

would have been worse i f 1 didnft get to
something right away . . . y ou have goals to

aspire to, to some sort of degree.
Personal
support

Frorn partner, family and another former

. .hetd just listen. . .my mom
especially ...I t d j u s t go over there and
athlete.

would

spend a lot of time together j u s t d o h g

things .tg

Sadness

"...at times youtre a little more melancholy
about it and sad.. Jf

Social
encounters

"Telling people about your failure was
really ...p ainful ...1 wanted to c a r q around

a piece of paper, that if somebody asked me
1 could give it to them."

Job in sport

T h a t was finally the last step outward ...1
had a different purpose ...it was something

that meant a lot t o my future ...I finally
f e l t good about myself againOtt

Faith in
self

"1 still had faith in me ...1 think 1 always

Table Il (Contld)
knew that I was going to corne out of it."

Mentor
validation

Asked by mentor to join a committee. "Well
this person thinks 1%
K . . itts been

okay.It

a very positive experience

where I can give back to the sport."
- .

--

-

-

- -

Indicators of successful transition
Acceptance

"Once you f i n a l l y accept that you're not

an athlete any more.*

Permission

"To let go of my hopes and dreams ...to let
myself do that ...and then to l e t myself work
up to new goals and dreams ."
For the first time, participated in her sport

W a t chinq

event

as a spectator. "when I first went to the
race 1 was missing it ...but when 1 went home

anb had a day or two to think ...I was okay
leaving i t ...it was good closure for me."
Note. The length of tirne from (a) Knee Injury to Decision to

Retire was approximately 6 months, (b) Personal Loss to Job

in Sport

(

the last step outwardt9)was 3 months, (cl and

Decision to Retire to Acceptance and closure was
approximately one year.

Table 12

Lana: C r i t i c a l I n c w t s

Critical Incident

Description
-

-

Leading to decision to retire
Devaluation

Training and coaching environment viewed

as devaluing to self. "We were told that we
couldnlt do this or we couldnlt do that .l1
Different than the year before. "1 did not
make the (travelling) tearn and that was a

complete disaster."
Stxong
performances

Tried to "reboundW by going to training camp.

When 1 carne back, 1 was j u s t flying ...1 was

perfonaing at my best."
Feeling
pressure

*From myself ...j ust from myself ...1 had to do

this and I had to perform to at a (specific
level) and 1 had to beat this person and that
was a l there was to it ."
Loss of
passion

"...it

came to the point where it w a s work

and al1 1 said was '1 have to go through
these motionst.lV

Depression

"1 know it sounds weird, but 1 wasn't

thinking about quitting or retiring ...1 was
j u s t thinking I1ve got to get through this ...

oh, 1 was a mess.ft

Table

Qua1ifying
event

D i d not make team for major event. "After

that it was like okay, 'this is enoughLn

Watching
event

"1 was watching the (event) and g i r l s

who 1 competed against and beat, placed
third, fourth and fifth ...thatlswhen it

hit home ...1 knew whete 1 stood."

Final
decision

Based on an accumulation of events. *... it
was many different events that lead up t o
it.. .it was j u s t time to rnove-~n.~~

Involved in adapting to l i f e after sport

New focus

Returned t o university . llSo 1 had other

things on my mind to occupy my time ...
I1ve decided on other goals 1 want to do."
Personal
support

"...now

1 am talking with my friends and

1 am going out with my friends

more ...friends, other athletes, my family
al1 helped me by saying 'you know you did

great and we are proud of youf."

Physical
activity

.there is still that feeling of competing

?'..

which is still great ...but it isnltme
putting pressure on myself that 1 have to
make a team..."

Listening

Not using external standards to determine

to self

success.

whether or not you felt you

were succe~sful...~

Table 12 (contId)
Losing
muscle

T h a t wasn't very helpful for the
self-confidence... 1 think thatls one ththat is very hard to deal with because you
work so hard to gain al1 that muscle and it
just goest'

Coaching
sport

"1 want to give something back ta the sport

and by doing that it helps me (with
transition) as well .It
Indicators of successful transition
E n j oyment

"And what makes me feel like 1 have been

of athletics
successful, that 1 have stayed involved in
athletics. 1 still enjoy training ..."
Balanced
life

"1 have balance now. what 1 want to

accomplish, family, friends and that 1 have
other goals."
Acceptance

new goals and directions.
accepting that thatfs where 1 want to go."

Broader
perspective

"...therefsmore

to life than just athletics.

1 think that 1 came to that realization too,

not that it wasntt a big part of my life, but
there other things in life tao."
Note. The length of time from Final Decision to Acceptance
was approximately 6 months.

Table 13

. .

Marc: C n t s a l Incidents

Critical Incident

Description

Leading to decision to leave sport

Awareness of
retirement

"1 used ta to think it (his retirement)

was pretty sudden. But it was pretty gradua1

_..in my
Olympic event

mind I knew it was c o m i ~ g . ~

After strong preparation, result did not meet
expectations of team. That was it, that was
enough for me. 1 couldnlt do it any more."

Differences
"The differeaces at the beginning werenlt so
with teammates
bad, but at the end it was just really taking

Tiredness

Became tired of the training. "1 was not
physically tired, but tired doing al1 the
(training)...1 no longer had the urge ..."

Evaluation
of career

Reflected positively on sport
accomplishments. "1 did everything I could ...
we were top five in the world, which was my
goal.

Decision to
retire

. .1 was

pretty happy with myself .t9

"1 thinkI was just tiredof doingall this

life of training everyday, going to school
at the same time, going back training, having

no money .

Table 13 (contld)
Involved in adapting to life after sport
Lack of
vitality

ltI was blase, flat, not driven ...y ou
have to go through life j u s t because 1

had ta 1 guess. l1

Persona1
agency

At first, uncomfortable with increased

freedom. Later, feeling a sense of control.
*New, 1

Sporting
event

am controlling most of the things.. ."

Asked to return to participate in one more

conpetitive event. Bis "gutn reaction to the
request solidified his decision. "1 didnrt
feel like i t (participating) at all.I1

Job in sport

Four months after retiring, found job in
coaching. "1 see a continuity in what I have
done with (the young athletes) ."

Life
perspective

belief of saying that you know it's going
to corne out g o ~ d .There
~ ~
is a prayer that

says God gave the sereaity to accept the
things 1 can not change, the courage to

change the things I can, and the wisdom to
know the difference."

Personal
support

From spouse and parents. Y . . she was really

encouraging, she made sure that 1 knew she
was always there and she was always there ...

reinforcing the t a c t that what 1 did was not
for nothing. l1

Table 13 (cont8d)
Physical
activity

"1 started doing weights with a friend..,
1 think physical training ...g ives you a bit

more self-c~nfidence.~
Planning
future

Losiag the direction of sport goals, planned

future.

.- .it

sit
False starts

(sport goal) was gone so 1 had

and re-organize

"1 would have something (to provide purpose)

and then 1 would lose interest.lP
Indicators of successful transition
1nner
contentment

"My self-concept is good ...n'y selfconfidence is back... 1 am comfortable with
who 1 am about -

Social
validation

After comparing transition experiences
with other's, "Holy cow! My transition is
not so bad!It

Feels no
regret

T h a t l s one thing 1 did not regret once, the
decision of stopping ...not once did 1 Say I
should go back, not once. ,.

Note. The length of time between the Olympic Event and the

Final Decision to Retire was 8 months. The length of tirne

from the Final Decision to Retire and Inner Contentment
was approximately 2 years.

Table 14
Christa : Critical Incidents

Critical Incident

Description

Leading to decision to leave sport
Olympic event

At the end of the Olympics, retired for the

first tirne. "1 knew 1 was going to be
retiring after (the Olympics) ...1 started to
work on the Monday right after.ll

Coaching job

"So 1 jumped into that job right away . . .t h a t

was kind of exciting."
Questioned

1

didntt know how to coach and then 1

competencies
started to question, What else can 1 do
beside play?, Am 1 really doing a good job
of this? ...may be 1 should go back playingf."
Asked to
return

"1 did it for eleven years and it l s j u s t so
comfortable...I had a chance to get back
to being an expert again."

Part-time
athlete

Participated part-tirne on national t e a m and
continued coaching local team.

Found new
comfort zone

"1 think for me (the final decision to

retire) was based on getting more cornfortable

with the job and being able to develop some
support systems in the city that 1 had moved

to."
Lost desire

"...the training part of it, 1 started t a

lose some of the desire to do al1 the

Table 14 (cont d)

mileage and al1 the weight training."
Changing
interests

" I ' d really like to have tinte to do something

else besides (sport). . .1 took some courses.

..

sort of stuff that I always wanted to do and
never really did, because 1 had (sport)."
Final
decision

"1 was looking at the events coming up and

thinking, '1 can't go another two years to
get to (the next Olympics) '

...1

didn't want

to give up the job ...it was like, 'Yeh,
1 want to retire now for sure! I l 1

Involved in adapting to l i f e after sport

Freedom

The first thing about retirement was that

there1s so many options and at first itls
sometimes hard to even make de ci si on^...^
Social
support

" . . . t h e more people 1 get involved with the

better it is ...y ou have more people and you

can go to them f o r different things."
Workshops

"...having

information really helped and

listening to the other people there
talking ...and sort of hearing what they are

going through."
Public

iiYou deal with (the transition) by talking

speaking

about it .

Physical
activity

. ..physically

you could still do (the

training)...but you have to find sornething

Table 14 (contld)

that gives you the same satisfacti~n...~

Lifestyle
change

Searched for a n e w social context and a
balance between work and play. This balanced
approach much different than focused life as
athïete. ?..as

an athïete your focused ...it

was a successful way for me to operate, but
1 dontt think it w a s healthy on the job.

Indicators of successful transition
Accomplishment

'
1 think 1 feel pretty good about what 1 have

accomplished since 1 have retiredon
Feedback

"Just from players who will corne up into the

office and talk about where they are at and
Say, 'Thanks, 1 think you have been a big
part of me getting at where 1 am at ..."'
Achieved
balance
--

"...at the begiming it wasnlt like that at
al1 . , ,but now 1 sure am.Ir

-

Note. The length of tirne from Olympic Bvent to Final

Decision was approximately 2 years. The length of time from
Final Decision to Achieved Balance was approximately 7

months .

Critical Incident

Description

Leading to decision ta leave sport
Pefiormance
plateau

Performance in school and sport reached a
plateau. "My best year was ' 8 7 ...al1 1 was
focusing on was (sport) and after that .. .

school plateaued and {sport performance)
plateaued."
Ambivalence

I1Iwanted to keep (participating in sport),
there was more I wanted to achieve, but also
frustrated at school because there was more
1 wanted to do there.It

Changing
interests

"1 was getting a lot of other interests at
the same tirne.,."

Competency

''1 think the one overriding thing was me
knowing 1 was good in {sport), but I wasnlt
convinced that academically 1 could cut it."

Accomplishment
Sacrifice

ir,..Iwas satisfied with where 1 had gotten
to that point -

No longer willing to sacrifice other pursuits

for sport goals. "if you start to think about
al1 the other things that are around and the
extra time needed to get up to the top 25 in
the world ...i t l s going to be mch more of a

Table 15 (cont' d)
Decision to
retire

"...1

looked in the miri-or and was happy with

where I 1 d got t o at that point i n tirne..."

Involved in adapting t o l i f e after sport
Freedom

After choosing to participate in an activity
other than his sport. "It was the freedom of
being able t o do the thing of different

activities, not just being in the weight
room. . ."
Physical
acti v i ty

Finding new ways to participate i n physical
activity was an effort to maintain good
physical condition, hold on t o the athlete

identity and provide feelings of

accomplishment.
New focus

Education became main focus. D I eventually

turned t o an academic focus and put al1 my
time there, and that was a coping strategy ...

let's see h o w good I can get at school (to

address self-doubt)
Recreate
lifestyle

Attempts to recreate some of the lifestyle
attributes of sport to life after sport.
" . . . t h e r e t s things about the lifestyle, about

the way of being that 1 t r y to recreate,
feeling physically tired, feeling that youlve

done something, feeling respected by other
people, being admired for the things that you

Table 15 (contrd)
do, and the social aspect as w e l l .
p
.
-

-

-

Indicators of Success

".. .I1m not

Present centred

yearning to go back to (sport),

that 1 am present-centred and not wanting to

have the stuff that 1 had back then..,and 1

donlt think that my best years and my best
achievements were in (sport)."
"(Sport) doesn't impact on my life as much

Reduced
prominence

as it used to .. .the fact that it was six
months before people (of new social group)
found out that I was a (competitive

athlete).-.the sense that 1 don% have to do
something (physical) every day.. . I 1 mnot as

much of an athlete as 1 was then. "
Y . . I would never ever have given up the time

NO regrets

that 1 was an athlete, no way. P d do it

again. But that is not to Say that 1 donlt
trust the decisions that I have made since
then because i t l s been f a i t l y succe~sful.~
-

-.

-

-

-

-

Note. The length of time from Decision to Retire ta Reduced

Prominence is approximately 5 years.

Table 16

Nancv: Critical Incidents
C r i tical Incident

Description

Leading to decision to leave sport

Retirement was part of overall plan.

L i s t ening

to self

Y.. 1

think it was mostly interna1 ...I always knew

that 1 lm doing (sport) for a limited amount

of time and after that, 1'11 go and pursue

a career . . .
Performance
plateaued

"...I always sort of improved gradually over

time, and then 1 sort of reached a
plateau. . ."

"...in my last year of competition, 1 would

Loss of
motivation

have to Say 1 was losing motivation. ..1 just
didn ' t have the drive to train so hard . . ."

Independent

Wanting more independence and responsibility.
"1 thought 1 am going to be twenty-five after

the Olympics and it is time to start making

money on my own, and not rely on Sport
Canada.
- -

. ."
-

-

Involved in adapting to l i f e after sport

New focus

none helpful thing was getting into school
right away and having something to focus on
right away ."

Persona1

Discussed sport career and retirement with

support

another former athîete. We talked about

Table 16 (contld)

everything.. .she felt the same things
(about retirement) as 1 did. . .
Physical
activity

Maintains a fitness and low key racing
schedule .

...it

(sport) was just a part of

my life and I a l w a y s really enjoyed it. So
the local races..,gives you a goal to keep
fit.. ."
Doubt

Experienced doubt about decision.

"...when

my friend decided that she was going to start
training again ...1 thought, 'Oh not...at the
moment, it made me think about it (returning)
again.
Physical
changes

Changing body was difficult.

know one

thing ...was just about my body changing, and
how I felt about that ...your body changes so
rapidly after quitting.
Indicators of successful transition

Enthusiasm

"Just the way 1 feel at school this year ...1
get pretty enthused about certain subjects
that 1 took ...1 wanted to pursue (school) and
I t m excited about my future career.I1

Social
comparison

"Some of the (former athletes) 1 talked to
were still, ' 1 dontt k n o w what 1 am going to

do..', 1 just feel happy with what I t m doing
and 1 w a n t to go on,

Appendix 5

. .
ritacal
1ncident Data

~~~~~~~a

This appendix explains the process of identifying the
critical incidents involved in the transition for each of
the participants. The data analysis process was organized as
follows :
1. The significant statements resulting from Colaizzils

method were used to identify critical incidents. Following
Borgen and Amundson (1984), critical incidents were taken to
be specific events, emotional shifts or changes in
perspective crucial to the transition experiences of the
participant.
2. Prototypical statements, or statements which most

effectively described the incident, were selected for
inclusion in the final list of critical incidents.
3. Each critical incident and prototypical statement were

categorized into the following issues addressed by the
interview guide: (a) critical incidents leading to the
decision to leave sport, (b) critical incidents involved in
adapting to life after sport, and (c) critical incidents
which were indicators of a successful transition.
The following is an example of the procedures which
identified Persona1 Loss, New Focus and Knee Injury as
critical incidents involved in Roberts's transition
experience (refer to Table Il).

1. Significant

Statements

1-a) "Like it was probably the hardest thing I t d ever
gone through, that last year and the three months
it took me to get over the whole thing. Like 1
had three months where you lose weight, youlre
j u s t ...itfs not really depressed but like you're
mourning the loss .lV
1-b) T o u were an athïete then al1 of a sudden youlre
not any more. Like that was yout life, thatls who

you were and what you were and what you did. And
a l 1 of a sudden it's gone and i t W sgone and for
me it di&%
feel like it was something that 1
had wanted that way."
1-C) "...y oulremourning the

loss of your goals. Youlre
mourning the loss of your dreams. Youfre mourning
your lifestyle, what you did and what you love
and you have to let it go ..."

Note. These statements were consideted examples of an
emotional shift that was experienced by Roberta during the
transitionNew Focus
2-a)

was in university classes forty-eight hours
later. 1 was sitting there going 'oh my god!
1 still had jet lag ...it would have been worse
if 1 didnlt get to something right away, so 1
went and signed up for two classes ..At was good
that 1 did, because i t gave me something to work
at."

III.

2-b) " . . . t h e biggest thing was that 1 was getting
married ...sa 1 had m y wedding to plan and do. So

that gave me a focus. School gave me a focus ..."

2-c) "So 1 started building up a life ...like I was
replacing al1 my other things ...y ou have goals to
aspire to, to same sort of degree. l9

2 -d)

focus. . .because of the
sport 1 was in and training al1 winter I had
missed out on a lot of my education. So 1 knew
like part of what 1% going to have to do is get
a degree. So the fact that 1 was working towards

" it (school) gave me a

my future again, that was the biggest thing."
Note. These statements were considered examples of

changes in perspective experienced by Roberta during the

transition.

3-a)
3

(the knee injury) was the first tirne (1
thought my career was mer) .

I 1 I t

"1 wasntt letting it (sport career) g o . . .
1 had physio everyday and training. So my

whole summer was just totally focused on getting

back .tf

Note. These statements were considered examples of a

specific event crucial to the transition experiences of
Roberta. This specific event, of course, led to a change in

Robertals perspective on the permanency of her sport career.
2. Prototypical Statements

tfYouwere an athlete then a l 1 of a sudden youfre
not any more ...thatlswho you were and what you were
and what you did ...al1 of a sudden i t l s gone...tl
New Focuç
"It would have been worse if 1 didnlt get to something
right a w a y . . .you have goals to aspire to, to some

sort of degree. "

wasn ' t letting

(sport career) go..

3. Excerpts front Table Il.
m

.

Roberta : Crltical Incjdents

Critical Incident

Description

Leading to decision to leave sport

Knee i n j u r y

F i t s t thoughts of possibility of retirement.

Desperate and c d t t e d to pursue her Olympic
goals. "1 wasnvt going to let it go."

Involved in adapting to l i f e after sport

Persona1 loss

"You were an athiete then al1 of a sudden
you're not any more ...thatvswho you were and

what you were and what you did ...al1 of a
sudden itfs gone
New focus

..."

Returned to school and planned wedding. "It
would have been worse if 1 didnlt get to

something right away ...y ou have goals to
aspire to, to some s o r t of degree."
p

p

Note. The reader should be able to follow the Vesearch

trailn which resulted in the content and focus of Table Il,
Roberta: Critical Incidents, £rom the initial significant

statements offered by her.

Appenaix K
Samnle Data Analvsiç

This appendix explains the process of creating the
final fundamental structure of the successful transition

experience (Chapter Five) from the original significant

statements extracted from the participantst protocols. This
process involves writing, reflecting, creative insight and
re-writing over a period of tirne. At times, the uncovering
of meaning is intentional, requiring intense effort and
focus. At other times, insight inter-jects everyday life,

during periods in which the researcher is not directly
engaged in data analysis. Therefore, data analysis is both

linear and circular, logical and intuitive.

The data

analysis process, although not as linear and clean in

practice, is organized as follows:
1. One

significant statement frorn each participant.

2. The fonmilated meanings of each statement.
3. The organization of the formulated meanings into a

descriptive theme ( e . g . , Theme #1: Disengagement).
4. Synthesis of the desciptive thernes into the fundamental

structure of the phenmenon.
5. Excerpt from the discussion essay which contextualizes or

places the fundamental structure within the present

literature.
This rnindful analysis helps to ensure that the

description of the lived experience is grounded in the

participantsr initial words. The following is an example of
the procedures involved in the analysis of one small segment

of the original data.

1-a) 1 don% think there was anything really sudden...
j u s t that there was a loss of motivation and a
loss of passim...and 1 gradually realized that 1
wasnlt as keen every morning when 1 went up to go

out. It *as a b i t more of a jab...chore.

-

Nancy

(p.94)
1-b)

...every year when 1 finished the racing season, 1
was just gung ho, ready to go, new ideas for
training. w h a t 1 have to do to get better...and 1
found ...w h e n the season ended ...1 j u s t didntt have
the drive to train so hard ...and you really need
that passion ta compete at that high level - Nancy
(p.95)

2-a) "Ohw, 1 said, "1 don1t think 1 want to keep doing
the sport...1 am tired of struggling anyway.I1 1
said, I1I dontt w a n t to, 1 donat feel the urge,
like 1 donlt wake up in the morning saying 'oh
man, I'm going to go train todayr
- Marc (p.95)
2 -b)

. . . w e were at the Olympics, in ' 9 2 , and I was, 1
had the best mental preparation. 1 was exactly
like. physically, emotionally and psychologically,
eveqthhg ras exactly where 1 w a n t e d to be. Like
1 was ...it was the best. I t was it. I was really
proud of myself cause 1 had trained for eight
years.. . - Marc (p.95)

3-a) Ana then like, too, the training part of it, 1
started to lose some of the desire to be doing al1
the mileage and al1 the weight training ..."umrtt.
I i d really like to have the time to do something

"...

else besides the sport
it w a s s t i l l fun and
stuff but t was sort of like, "itts a little more
like workn. Christa (p.96)

-

an athlete you always think, you limit yourself
as things that you can do. Like you ptetty much,
f o r me anpvays , 1 focused an training. ..in the
back of your m i n d it was aïways, well Pan-Am' s
are caming up or scmething is coming up. . .
-Christa (p. 96)

3-b) As

4-a)

...cause there was no more of the season and 1
would have to go four more years. It j u s t seemed
like 1 had such a fight that year that it wasnnt
worth it any more. - Roberta (p.98)
athlete 1 was becoming very consistent
internationally and 1 was also having really good
start times and that kind of thing, so 1 was
really feeling that 1 could keep going..-1 w a s
j u s t so into my sport, 1 cauldn't see an end to
it.. . - Roberta ( p . 9 8 )

4-b) So as an

5-a)

...1 figured it w a s about time. It was about
right. 1 didn1t want t o c o d t any more time t o
i t , 1 was spending so much time already. Y e a , 1
w a n t to get
w a n t e d t o get better, but 1 di&%
better at the e
of omet things, o t h e r
things that I wasnlt quite so sure 1 was good at.
- John (p.97)

5-b) My best year ras 187...all 1 vas focushg on was
the sport. ..as 1 remembet I ras alvays focused c
m
this (next sport) goal. . and after that (when he
started focusing on school and sport) it

plateaued, everything sort of plateaued. School
plateaued, or it didnxt get any better, and the
sport plateaued. I need to get back to that state
... - John (p.97)

came to the point where it was work and
al1 1 said was, "1 have to go through these
motions." Ami that's what 1 w a s doing for a w b i l e ,
1 ras just going through the motions. - Lana
(p.96)

6-a) Like it

Hote L The statements above represent only a small

fraction of the total number extracted from the original
transcripts .

Investing oneself in sport gradually becomes more
of a chore, without passion or keemess.
One experiences a loss of passion for the sport.
A loss of emotional c o d t m e n t and motivation
informs the decision to retire, being true to
the loss of inner drive leads to retirement.

One was in a place of physical, emotional and
psychological integration.
Participating in sport began to feel like work
after losing the focused emotional and
psychological commitment.
The responsibility of/to the athletic goals
is conscious and unconscious, leading to
limits in other activities.
The cost to self in continuing was too high.
Being absorbed in sport, one is unable to have
a vision of the end.
One is no longer willing to sacrifice other
sources of challenge and self-esteem for sport.
Sport offers one an exemplary way of being in the
world, focused and present .
Sport becomes more like work, a passionless
completing of tasks.
Note; After these meanings statements were formulated,
the researcher organized them into wemerging themesn. Bach

participantfs meaning statements were recorded on paper with
a specific and unique colour. The strips of coloured paper
(one meaning statement per strip) were manually organized
into l1pilesW,each pile representing an emerging theme.
Originally, the meaning statements above were organized into
several emerging theme piles: a) Athletics - A Way of Being

in the World; b) Launching into the Uncertain; c) Sacrifice

-

the Price of Sport; d) Rmotional and Cognitive Knawing; e)

and Disengagement

-

Pushing Away and Pulling Towad. Through

the data analysis process, these themes were collapsed into
the more succinct and comprehensive theme of Disengagement.

Var these former athletes, participating in
competitive sport involves a complete psychological and
physical codtment. For some, it is the loss of passion or
motivation for their sport that begins to inform their
decision to retire. For others, the personal price and the
sacrifice of other interests begins to be too mch for them
to stay in sport. The athletes begin to disengage, put less
of themselves into their sport. This withdrawal or deinvesting of self contrasts with earlier times in their
athletic careers... (from Theme #1: Disengagement, p.94)

Note: The statement of the fundamental structure is a
synthesis of the overall findings. It attempts to identify
the essential nature of the experience, based on the

descriptive themes. The following segment reflects the
synthesis or combining of Theme #1: Disengagernent with the
other themes of experience.

"Being a competitive athlete requires complete
c o d t m e n t towards sport. Establishing a new sense of self
begins with a change in this conmitment. One starts to
disengage, put less of oneself into sport. Onet$
relationship with sport begins to change. A loss of desire,
motivation or urge to engage in sport, an unwillingness to
pay the price of competing and an awareness of possibilities
beyond sport turns one's attention to the world outside of
competitive life. This emotional and cognitive knowing of
the sport career coming to an end initiates the questioning
of onets new place in the worldti (p.130).

Disengagement attempts to further describe the interna1

changes e x p e r i ~ c e dby athletes during their sport
careers ...these changes eventually led the athletes to
retire from competitive sport,
Previous literature often implied that athletes are
uni-dimensional and narrowly focused on sport goals, which
then places them in a vulnerable situation when they retire
from sport ( B a i l l i e & Danish, 1992; Blinde & Stratta, 1992;
Botterill, 1982). This description appears to capture o n l y
one stage of the competitive careers of the former athletes
in the current study. These participants began to feel and
think differently about their sport at various points during
their careers. Slowly, they started to put less emotional
and psychological effort and c o d t m e n t i n t o
athletes.. . (p.135) .
Note: The reader should be able to follow the "research

trailH which resulted in the content and focus of the

discussion essay from the initial significant statements
offered by the participants.

