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ABSTRACT

Transitioning out of elite sports can be a challenging time
for athletes. To illuminate the gaps and opportunities in
existing support systems and better understand which
initiatives may have the greatest benefit in supporting
athletes to transition out of elite sport, this study examined
the lived experience of retired elite Australian athletes.
Using a sequential mixed-methods approach, quantitative
data were collected via a self-report online survey,

while qualitative data were collected via semistructured
interviews. In total 102 retired high-performance athletes
(M=27.35, SD=7.25 years) who competed in an Olympic
or Paralympic recognised sport at the national and/

or international-level participated in the online survey,
providing data across domains of well-being and

athletic retirement. Eleven survey respondents opted

in for the semistructured interview (M=28.9, SD=6.9
years) providing in-depth responses on their retirement
experiences. Using partial least squares structural equation
modelling (PLS-SEM), latent variables were identified from
the survey data and associations between retirement
support, retirement difficulties, retirement experiences,
well-being and mental health were determined. Interview
data were thematically analysed. The structural model
had good predictive validity for all nine latent variables,
describing positive and negative associations of retirement
experiences, mental health and well-being. Building an
identity outside of sport, planning for retirement, and
having adaptive coping strategies positively impacted
retirement experiences. Feeling behind in a life stage

and an abrupt loss of athletic identity had a negative
impact on retirement experiences. Implications for

sports policymakers are discussed, including support
strategies that could better assist athletes in successfully
transitioning from elite sports.

INTRODUCTION

The transition out of competitive sport is a
dynamic process that may evolve over months
or even years.1 Transitioning from competitive
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WHAT IS ALREADY KNOWN ON THIS TOPIC

= Athletes should be prepared for and supported
through retirement.

WHAT THIS STUDY ADDS

= QOur findings have increased the understanding of
the specific challenges and the potential strategies
to maximise preparation for a successful retirement,
which can guide sporting bodies as to the areas of
greatest need or potential for improvement within
existing support systems.

HOW THIS STUDY MIGHT AFFECT RESEARCH,
PRACTICE OR POLICY

= Sport policymakers might consider providing per-
sonalised and tailored retirement planning that
actively engages athletes, commencing retirement
preparation early in the athlete’s career, focusing
on building multiple domains of self and providing
clarity and agreement as to the roles, responsibili-
ties and accountabilities of all sport stakeholders to
deliver a tailored support framework.

sport is a period of vulnerability for athletes
characterised by complex and multifaceted
changes in lifestyle, social, psychological and
vocational domains.?” Retired athletes report
emptiness, loss, grief and a decreased sense
of purpose during this significant life change,
with retirement a major risk factor for the
onset of mental health conditions, such as
depression, anxiety, substance abuse and
eating disorders.”” Given the well-known risks
of transitioning out of elite sports, there is
enormous scope for programmes to promote
the well-being of retired athletes.® Indeed,
the recent Evidence-Informed Framework
to Promote Mental Well-being in Elite Sport
advocates that athletes should be prepared
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for and supported through retirement and that sporting
bodies should equip athletes with the skills and resources
required to transition out of the elite sporting environ-
ment while maintaining mental health and well-being.”

Research has revealed that preretirement interventions
that address psychological, social, academic and voca-
tional factors can support athletes to adjust to life after
competitive sport.® Postretirement planning that includes
developing identities in non-athletic domains, such as
pursuing a career/vocation, education or recreational
activities, can enhance athlete well-being and well-being
into retirement.” ' Similarly, developing coping strat-
egies such as help-seeking behaviours and psychosocial
support from family, friends and coaches, enhances feel-
ings of closeness in relationships through self-disclosure
and creates shared narratives that can improve mental
health and well-being.!" Notwithstanding this knowl-
edge base, understanding what factors contribute to
the mental health and psychological well-being of elite
athletes in retirement is essential to developing support
services for athletes as they transition out of sport.

There is a strong need for researchers and profes-
sionals working in elite sports to identify, understand
and promote factors associated with positive outcomes of
sporting retirement to lessen the significant challenges
athletes encounter. More is known about the factors that
increase the risk of a poor transition out of competitive
sport or the risks of poor mental health and well-being,
with relatively little exploration of positive factors in
comparison. This present study investigated the lived
experience of retired elite Australian athletes to better
understand the specific challenges and the potential strat-
egies required to maximise preparation for a successful
retirement. Specifically, this study aimed to (1) examine
the circumstances under which athletes retired and their
satisfaction with retirement support systems and (2)
examine the key factors and support system parameters
for athletes to successfully transition from elite sports.

METHODS

Study design and procedure

The authors’ acknowledge from an ontological perspec-
tive that social phenomena exist on a spectrum between
objective and subjective concepts of reality.' From an
epistemological perspective, pragmatism asserts that
the value and meaning of opinions and ‘facts’ captured
in research data are assessed by examining their prac-
tical consequences in specific contexts.” In accordance
with this philosophical position, the authors adopted a
sequential mixed-methods approach." The quantita-
tive phase allowed us to collect data from many athletes
across many measures (to identify trends and compar-
ative analyses). The qualitative phase provided the
opportunity to enhance our understanding and contex-
tualise the relevance/ importance of key findings. We
synthesised qualitative descriptions of athlete retirement
circumstances and experiences with quantitative ratings
of athlete perceptions of retirement supports to develop

a comprehensive account of the key factors and support
system parameters for athletes to successfully transition
from elite sport.

Quantitative data were collected via a self-report online
survey of approximately 40 min duration. The survey was
developed in consultation with the Australian Institute of
Sport (AIS) Athlete Well-being and Engagement (AW&E)
team. In addition to key demographic questions, the
survey included a range of reliable and valid standardised
measures (see online supplemental file). The AW&E
managers embedded in national sporting organisations
promoted the survey, inviting athletes who had retired
within the last 6 years (ie, 2013-2018) to participate. A
link to the anonymous survey was provided to the athletes
via email. The survey was open for 9months (April 2019
to January 2020). Participants provided informed consent
online. A debriefing statement outlining support services
was provided to participants.

Quualitative data were collected via in-depth semistruc-
tured interviews, with participants opting for this process
at the end of the online survey. Written informed and
verbal consent was obtained before the interviews via
telephone/Skype/Zoom. The 1-hour interview focused
on personal experiences of seeking formal and informal
support in preparing for retirement, exploration of
multiple roles and the strength of their current athletic
identity, recommendations for appropriate support
services and preretirement planning, and barriers and
enablers to accessing well-being and engagement services
that were available at the time (see online supplemental
appendix A). After each interview, participants were
advised about available support services.

This research study was approved by the Victoria
University Human Ethics Research Committee (HRE19-
022).

Participants

Individuals aged 18 years or older who had retired from
elite sportwithin the last 6 years were invited to participate.
An elite athlete was defined as a high-performance athlete
competing in an Olympic or Paralympic-recognised sport
at the national and/or international level. A total of 102
retired athletes commenced the survey, and 53 (52%)
completed the entire set of measures. The sample repre-
sented 27 sports, with the greatest representation being
sailing (15%), rowing (13%), swimming (11%), cycling
(10%) and basketball (6%).

Eleven retired Australian elite athletes who completed
the survey also opted in and participated in the semistruc-
tured interview. Interviews were conducted via telephone
(n=9) and online (n=2) due to location differences.

Measures

Quantitative data collection

The quantitative survey instrument created on the
Qualtrics platform (Qualtrics, Provo, UT) included key
measures that addressed five core aspects of athletic
retirement as identified from the literature and reported
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in the introduction: retirement support, retirement diffi-
culties, retirement experiences, psychological well-being
and psychological distress.

Retirement support

Measured using the 8-item self-report subscale of the
Athlete Retirement Questionnaire (ARQ),w participants
rated the support received from interpersonal and insti-
tutional support sources from very little (1) to very much
(5). Sources of support included (A) social (comprised
of items 1. family, 2. Friends and 3. spouse/partner),
(B) sports teams (comprised of items 4. teammates and
6. coaches) and (C) sports organisations (comprised of
items 5. local clubs, 7. state associations and 8. national
sports organisations).

Retirement difficulties

Measured using the 11-item self-report subscale from the
ARQ," participants self-reported difficulties that could
be encountered during their retirement transition. They
rated these from no problem (1) to a big problem (5).
Retirement difficulties were divided into those related
to their identity (eg, missing social aspect of sport, loss
of (elite athlete) status, feeling incompetent in activities
other than sport, lack of confidence) and life stresses
(eg, job/school pressures, relationship difficulties with
family/friends, personal illness (physical/ mental)).

Retirement experiences

Measured using the Retirement Experiences Question-
naire,'® a 10-item validated scale measuring enjoyable
and negative experiences during retirement.'® Partici-
pants rated their perceptions of positive and negative
retirement experiences from strongly disagree (1) to
strongly agree (4).

Psychological well-being

Measured using the Flourishing Scale,'” avalidated 8-item
self-report summary measure of psychological well-being
(Cronbach’s 0=0.87).'* Participants rated each item from
strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (7).

Psychological distress

Measured using Kessler’s K10 scale,'” a validated 10-item
self-report global measure of psychological distress that
assesses a range of symptoms (eg, feeling depressed,
feeling nervous) experienced over the past 30 days on a
scale from none of the time (1) to all of the time (5) with
total scores ranging from 10 to 50 (Cronbach’s 0=0.91).*

Qualitative data collection

Current literature on athlete retirement as described in
the introduction was utilised as a starting point to formu-
late questions, and representatives from the AIS AW&E
programme provided feedback. The interviews facili-
tated an in-depth exploration of personal experiences
of seeking formal and informal support in preparing for
retirement, the strength of their current athletic iden-
tity, recommendations for appropriate support services

and preretirement planning and barriers and enablers to
accessing well-being and engagement services. The full
interview schedule can be viewed in the online supple-
mental files.

Data analysis

Quantitative data

Data analysis was conducted in R (V.4.2). The data were
checked for missingness using the naniar package”
(28.2% of values were missing and data were missing
completely at random, x*(41)=43.9, p=0.351). Missing
values were handled using arithmetic mean imputation.*

Associations of retired athletes’ retirement experi-
ences, mental health and well-being were examined
using PLS-SEM using the SEMinR package.”

First, a measurement model was estimated. Retirement
support from friends and family, sports teams and sports
organisations; life stresses retirement difficulties; and posi-
tive and negative retirement experiences were defined
as formative latent variables,** while identity retirement
difficulties; psychological well-being and psychological
distress were defined as reflective latent variables. The
recommendations for evaluating measurement models
suggested by Hair et al” were used. The initial measure-
ment model was modified, so factors that had a loading
of less than 0.5 were removed from latent variables if
the latent variable displayed inadequate internal consis-
tency (rho,<0.7) or convergent validity (average variance
extracted (AVE)<0.50).

Next, a theorised structural model was estimated. The
model estimated the associations between retirement
support, retirement difficulties, retirement experiences,
well-being and mental health. The model’s explanatory
power was assessed using R?, and the predictive power
was assessed using the root mean square error (RMSE).
The RSME was estimated using k=4and 10 repetitions.
The RMSE from the structural model was compared
with a naive linear regression benchmark.”” The vari-
ance inflation factors from the final structural model
were inspected to ensure that there were no multicol-
linearity issues. Bootstrapping with 10000 resamples was
used to calculate all estimated paths’ 95% CIs. Paths were
considered statistically significant if their 95% CI did not
straddle zero.

Power calculation

Partial least squares SEM uses an iterative approach
to analysing the data, and, therefore, it is suggested
that the sample size should be greater than 10 times
the maximum number of inner or outer model links
pointing at any latent variable in the model to achieve
reliable results (a minimum sample size of 30 participants
would be required for the current model). The study was
sufficiently powered to determine a small-to-moderate
relationship (r*=0.08) for the tested paths.

Qualitative data
Interview data were analysed using thematic anal-
ysis (TA).?” TA was the chosen analytical method to
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identify themes across the qualitative data set by analysing
individual experiences and uncovering patterns in partic-
ipants’ lived experiences.”® As Braun ¢t al*® indicated, this
design decision was informed by identifying patterns
across a data set with a large sample size of 11.

Interview transcripts were read and reread while
listening to the audio recordings by the process of famil-
iarisation. The next phase involved coding, in which one
researcher (CS) closely read the data and tagged a code
for each piece that had some relevance to the research
question using NVivo software. After initial codes were
generated, data were reduced into smaller chunks of
meaning for theme development to uncover overarching
themes, themes and subthemes. An inductive approach
was used to thematically group the codes into categories
where the content itself guided the developing analysis.
Categories were reviewed, modified and developed into
themes to explain the phenomenon.””

Descriptive validity (eg, interviews were audio-recorded
and transcribed verbatim) and theoretical validity (eg,
the researchers met and discussed each code in relation
to the theory) were used to guarantee the rigour of the
results.”” Two researchers (CLB, AP) acted as ‘critical
friends’ to the researcher (CS) who primarily engaged the
qualitative data analysis. This practice served to provide
oversight of the study and encouraged researcher reflex-
ivity at a personal level (eg, acknowledging researcher
subjectivity and biases) and an interpersonal level (eg,
considering any interplay between researchers and
participants) as well as exploration of alternative data
inte]rpretations.29 50

RESULTS

Quantitative data

Descriptive Statistics

Overall, 102 retired athletes participated in this study and
were included in the PLS-SEM analysis. Sample descrip-
tive statistics are displayed in table 1.

Measurement model

Items with low loadings were removed from the original
measurement model for positive retirement experiences,
negative retirement experiences and life-stress retirement
difficulties. In the final modified model, all variables had
acceptable internal consistency (rho >0.7) and conver-
gent validity (AVE>0.5). An overview of the internal
consistency and convergent validity of each of the latent
variables and the items that were removed from each
latent variable are seen in online supplemental appendix
C of the supplementary files.

Structural model

The theorised structural model with the R* value for
each variable is displayed in figure 1. Coefficients for
each of the paths are displayed in table 2. Results show
that support from sporting teams was related to lower
identity retirement difficulties. Support from friends
and family and support from sports teams was related

Table 1 Descriptive statistics of survey respondents

Variable N (%)
Age (years) M (SD) 27.35 (7.25)
Gender
Male 40 (39.2%)
Female 60 (58.8%)
Prefer not to answer 2 (2.0%)
Children
No children 86 (84.3%)
One child 8 (7.8%)
Multiple children 8 (7.8%)

Sport category
Olympic-sport athlete
Para-sport athlete
Not reported

Sexual orientation
Heterosexual
Bisexual
Homosexual
Don’t know
Prefer not to say

Country of birth
Born in Australia
Born overseas
Not reported

Study/employment status
Working full time

Working part time/casual

Studying full time
Studying part time
Other
Time since retirement
0-12months
1-2 years
2-3 years
3-4 years
4-5 years
5-6 years
6+ years
Not reported
Living situation

Living in family home (eg, parent’s

home)
Renting
Own a home
Other

Not reported

97 (95.1%)
4 (3.9%)
1(1.0%)

94 (92.2%)
3 (2.9%)

2 (2.0%)
1(1.0%)
2 (2.0%)

93 (91.2%)
8 (7.8%)
1(1.0%)

43 (42.2%)
16 (15.7%)
32 (31.4%)
6 (5.9%)
5 (4.9%)

16 (15.7%)
19 (18.6%)
17 (16.7%)
14 (13.7%)
7 (6.9%)

5 (4.9%)
10 (9.8%)
14 (13.7%)

34 (33.3%)

28 (27.5%)
31 (30.4%)
8 (7.9%)
1(1.0%)

Continued
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Table 1 Continued

Variable N (%)
Retirement experiences and well-being
Retirement support friends and family  3.54 (0.95)
M(SD)*
Retirement support sport M(SD)* 2.55 (1.07)
Retirement support sporting 1.67 (0.91)

organisation M(SD)*
Retirement difficulties — identity M(SD)t 3.05 (1.14)

Retirement difficulties—life stresses 2.26 (1.02)
M(SD)t

Positive retirement experiences M(SD) 15.88 (2.75)
Negative retirement experiences M(SD) 11.45 (3.05)
Psychological well-being M(SD) 45.63 (8.87)
Psychological distress M(SD) 18.49 (8.12)

For a list of the sports represented, see online supplemental
appendix B.

*1 = very little support, 5 = very much support.

11 = no problem, 5 = big problem.

to lower life stresses and retirement difficulties.
Support from sporting organisations was not related
to retirement difficulties. In turn, identity difficulties
were related to more negative retirement experi-
ences, while life stresses were related to less positive
and more negative retirement experiences. Negative

Retirement support
friends and family

Identity retirement
difficulties

r’=0.108

Retirement support
sports team

Life stresses retirement
difficulties
r2=0.248

Retirement support

sports organisations

Figure 1

Positive retirement
experiences
r2=0.219

Negative retirement
experiences
r2=0.421

retirement experiences were inversely related to
psychological well-being and positively related to
psychological distress, while positive retirement expe-
riences were not related to psychological well-being or
distress. Finally, psychological well-being was related
to lower levels of psychological distress.

Overall, the hypothesised associations explained
10.8% and 24.8% of the variation in identity and life
stress-related difficulties, respectively. Associations
explained 21.9% and 42.1% of the variation in posi-
tive and negative retirement experiences, 43.3% of
the variation in psychological well-being and 58.2%
of the variation in psychological distress. The RMSE
for the structural model and naive linear regression
benchmark are displayed in online supplemental
appendix D. Results showed that the structural model
had good predictive validity for all latent variables.

Qualitative data

Participant profiles

Table 3 reports the participants’ gender, age and years
since retirement from an elite sporting career. The
primary sports of the participants included cycling,
rowing, soccer, hockey, skating and swimming.

Thematic analysis

TA of the 11 semistructured interviews identified
themes relating to positive and negative factors
impacting retirement experiences (figure 2). Quotes

Psychological distress
r2=0.582

Psychological wellbeing
r2 =0.433

Hypothesised structural model linking retirement support, retirement difficulties, retirement experience,

psychological well-being and psychological distress. Dashed lines indicate the structural path was not significant.
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Table 2 Overview of structural model paths

Path B 95% Cl bootstrap
Retirement support friends and family — identity retirement difficulties identity —-0.055 -0.31t0 0.14
Retirement support friends and family — life stresses retirement difficulties —-0.354 -0.58 to -0.12
Retirement support team — identity retirement difficulties -0.322 -0.54 to -0.07
Retirement support team — life stresses retirement difficulties -0.266 -0.45 to -0.03
Retirement support sports organisations — identity retirement difficulties identity 0.080 -0.17 10 0.27
Retirement support sports organisations — life stresses retirement 0.045 -0.20 to 0.24
Identity retirement difficulties identity — positive retirement experiences -0.126 -0.4 to 0.11
Life stresses retirement difficulties — positive retirement experiences —-0.391 —-0.64 to -0.1
Identify retirement difficulties — negative retirement experiences 0.469 0.31 to 0.62
Life stresses retirement difficulties — negative retirement experiences 0.269 0.07 t0 0.48
Positive retirement experiences — psychological well-being 0.172 —-0.05to 0.45
Negative Retirement experiences — psychological well-being —-0.544 -0.71 t0 -0.33
Positive retirement experiences — psychological distress —-0.006 -0.21 to 0.21
Negative retirement experiences — psychological distress 0.422 0.20 to 0.62
Psychological well-being — psychological distress -0.415 -0.65t0-0.19

describing retired athletes’ emergent themes from
interview transcripts are presented in table 4.

Post-sport planning

Participants discussed the benefit of expanding
their interests outside of sports as a positive way to
channel their athlete identity into other life domains.
Investing in off-field development such as establishing
a vocational domain, and feeling supported by sport
to cultivate other life domains through individual-
ised support that addresses challenges associated with
post-sport planning, were key contributors to a posi-
tive retirement experience.

Table 3 Retired elite athlete participant information (17-37
years at time of retirement, M=28.9, SD=6.9)

Age at Years
Retired Elite- retirement since
Athlete (REA) Gender (years) retirement
REA 1 Female 33 5 years
REA 2 Female 85 2 years
REA 3 Female 17 1 year
REA 4 Male 31 2 years
REA 5 Male 19 1 year
REA 6 Female 37 1 year
REA 7 Female 31 3 years
REA 8 Male 26 4 years
REA 9 Male 32 2 years
REA10 Female 22 2 weeks
REA 11 Male B85) 3 years

Athletic identity shift

All of the participants shared challenges with shifting
from an athletic identity to other domains of their
identity outside of sport. Athletes who could redefine
their sense of self to focus on interpersonal domains,
such as family, created a sense of competence and
positive self-regard. Those athletes that could shift
from one dominating sense of self (athlete) to another
(non-athlete, eg, parent) highlight the importance
of a complementary, holistic view of self, or multiple
domains of identity, before and throughout an elite
sporting career.

Family emotional support

Participants described the support they received from
close family members (ie, parents and/or a partner/
spouse) as positively impacting their retirement experi-
ences, particularly if retirement was unplanned. Family
support to ease financial pressures and their willingness
and availability to discuss retirement difficulties was
considered valuable and important support.

Coping strategies

Athletes who could engage in help-seeking behaviour
and source support (ie, psychologist support or career
assistance) seemed to have a more positive experience
with their retirement. Seeking support through their
sporting network (ie, a combination of former team-
mates, peers and high-performance staff) assisted with
employment after sport and fewer athletes who did
this reported difficulties during retirement. Disen-
gagement or withdrawal from the sporting club/
programme immediately after retirement seemed
to facilitate a more positive transition into other
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Factors Higher-order themes

Post-sport planning

Athletic identity shift (11) ]

Family emotional support }\{

Positive Factors

Coping strategies

Self-awareness of retirement

Feeling expendable from sport

Negative Factors

Challenges developing other

Open access

Lower-order themes Sub-themes

Off-field development (8)

Feeling supported with
planning (5)

}\{ Individualised support (4)

Networking (7)

Financial (4)

Seeking support (6)

Disengagement from sport (8)

Engaging in meaningful
activities (5)

Awareness of mentors (4)

Transferable skills (6)

Coaches (5)

Financially (7)

life domains

Loss of athletic identity (4)

Figure 2 Retired athlete emergent themes from interview transcripts. Parenthesis refer to number of participants cited. All of
the participants reported a good quality of life and flourishing following retirement from sport, however, the depth of data was

not sufficient for this to be included as a discrete theme.

life areas and engaging in meaningful activities as a
coping strategy for managing difficult emotions.

Self-awareness of retirement

Awareness of the need to plan for and the importance
of recognising the inevitability of retirement was a
common theme. Specific types of support that may
facilitate this included the role of mentors in building
their awareness for retirement planning due to the
mutual understanding between people who had been
through similar experiences. Drawing on skills (ie,
determination, hard work) learnt in sports and how
to transfer these into other life domains was a positive
factor in retirement.

Feeling expendable from the sport

The majority of participants felt devalued from their
sporting organisation during retirement. This feeling
of expendability arose immediately on retirement
and continued months into retirement. Having no
official contact, follow-up, or offers of support—
including financial support for medical costs—from
their sporting organisations, influenced athletes’
perceptions of their retirement experience. A discon-
nect between the athlete’s perception of support
and how the organisations offer support initially and

during retirement was identified. Some participants
felt unsupported by coaches, that coaches focused on
their role during the end of the season or after major
competition, rather than considering the needs and
well-being of the athletes.

Challenges with other life domains

Participants perceived various challengesin comparing
the development of their life domains to that of their
non-sporting peers. Most participants had a strong
athletic identity, and some described difficulty dealing
with the apparent loss of their athletic life domain or
elite status.

DISCUSSION

This study aimed to explore athletes’ satisfaction with
retirement support systems and examine key factors
and system parameters to optimise support transi-
tion from elite sport while maintaining mental health
and well-being. Our findings complement the frame-
work proposed by Purcell et al’ on promoting mental
well-being in elite sports by providing important
evidence on elite athletes’ retirement experiences,
which better informs sports on resource allocation
and programme planning. In the quantitative phase,
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Table 4 Quotes describing retired athlete emergent themes from interview transcripts

Theme

Supporting quote

Post-sport planning

‘I was invested in my study whilst | was still [in sport), you know, you always need that backup...’
(REA3)

‘...when | retired, | had other things to do. | had uni. | had a job’ (REA10)

‘| think that’s when sport’s looking at post-retirement pathways, that actually has to be the focus. You
know, it’s great to say, “We offer all these things,” but when they're blanket-style approaches, are you
really offering something that’s effective? So | think an individual focus would actually provide a lot of

individuals with at least a degree of structure maybe for when they leave their sport...."” (REA11)

Athletic identity shift

‘...you kind of become really comfortable with, essentially not a new identity but, maybe just a

slightly new identity as an employee, as a father, or as a, ex [athlete)...” (REA11)

‘...l just think the most important thing is that self-awareness and that attitude toward, and your
opinion of yourself, that you're not an athlete. You're someone else as well. You're the person first,
and you perform as an athlete, but you're a person without having to be, you know, that athlete 24/7,
and to give yourself a break sometimes, but, yeah, | think that’s sort of just the most important thing
that | probably took from my career, and the biggest thing that | learned that | was good at was just
knowing myself and knowing who | was before | was an athlete’ (REA2)

Family emotional support

‘...you know, just having people you can talk to. As I've said, my wife is wonderful. You know, she

allows me the opportunity to be able to vent and to express frustration, and she appreciates that
she can't solve any of that. But quite often just to have it out in the world, is a really good thing, you

know’ (REA11)

Coping strategies

‘So | wasn't just moping around in my room all day. So you know, after | quit, me and my friends, we

all went camping and stuff like that. And then uni kept my mind busy. | was always just doing stuff,
which | think helped. If | didn't, if | just stayed around and did nothing-- because one thing | noticed,
as soon as | quit, you have so much free time on your hands... And you're like, “What do | do?” So
and if you keep busy and don't just, you know, lounge around in the free time that you've got, then |
think you'll adjust better’ (REA5).

Self-awareness of retirement

‘Look, hindsight it’s a wonderful thing, you know? Like | really wish that I'd completed a uni degree

in construction management. I'd be a lot better off than | am currently, which is why I've gone back
to, to just do the diploma...you know, you need to plan for it. You need to do all this sort of stuff, and
that’s something that’s-- | don't think-- | wish | knew’ (REA9)

‘| think having gone through it (...) having athletes that have successfully transitioned out to go and,

| guess, share their experiences in retiring is probably the best way to, | guess, educate athletes on
transitioning through because nothing, like | said, nothing can prepare you for it’ (REA7)

Feeling expendable from the sport

‘...then, once that decision was made, there was-- you know, to be honest, there was no support

from anyone. It was purely you're cast out and you gotta fend for yourself now. | even-- they even
made me write my own press release. They didn't even write it’ (REA7)

‘...there was no formal follow up with any team doctors or any physios or anyone following my return
from Europe. It was left to my own devices’ (REA11)

Challenges with other life domains

‘I remember going to my 10-year high school graduation and everyone else from school was either

married or with kids and had a mortgage because they'd been to uni. So | was like, “Wow, that’s
cool. You guys are like doing what you're meant to be doing at this time of life.” And | was like, “I've

got none of that” (REA1)

‘It’'s a weird feeling not having a thing that defined you, not having that anymore. Yeah, there’s
definitely a lot of grief and loss, big part of me. Almost like a bad breakup...” (REA5).

better retirement experiences were associated with
having more support from sporting teams, friends
and family, fewer life stressors and identified difficul-
ties. Negative retirement experiences were associated
with worse mental health and well-being. In the qual-
itative phase, building an identity outside of sport,
planning for retirement and developing coping strat-
egies positively impacted retirement experiences. On
the other hand, feeling behind in a life stage and an
abrupt loss of athletic identity had a negative impact
on retirement experiences.

Factors contributing to positive retirement outcomes

Athletic identity and planning

While both the quantitative and qualitative phases
of this study found that identity difficulties were
related to more negative retirement experiences, the

qualitative phase strengthened and complemented
this by identifying tangible ways in which athletes could
develop multiple domains of identity throughout an
elite sporting career, including feeling supported by
their sport to cultivate other life domains. Therefore,
supported planning for retirement may mediate the
strength and impact of the athlete’s identity.

Coping strategies

Our quantitative and qualitative findings identifying
the value of social support in contributing to a more
positive retirement experience are consistent with
earlier research, showing that athletes adjusted well to
life after sport when they sought support from family
and friends to manage emotions.” >’ Given stigma
is a major deterrent to help-seeking behaviour in
sports,”® * sporting bodies and organisations should
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continue to work towards normalising mental health
concerns to encourage help-seeking behaviour.”
In addition, support through mentors can enhance
athlete awareness of the importance of retirement
planning, as mentors can offer a mutual under-
standing of retirement issues and concerns, provide
comfort and familiarity® and assist with the develop-
ment of identities outside of sport.36 It is, therefore,
beneficial that structured and unstructured support
be available to athletes during the various phases of
retirement.

Previous research states that staying involved in sports
after retirement is important for successful adjustment
by maintaining social connections,”” and our findings
support this. While disengagement from sport imme-
diately postretirement was used to manage distress,
exercising for self-care and keeping in touch with sports-
related friends were still strongly associated with positive
retirement experiences. Therefore, clear communication
and planning for athletes to stay involved with clubs and/
or sporting organisations might support a more positive
experience for retiring athletes.

Factors contributing to negative retirement outcomes
Perceived challenges with developing life domains

Our qualitative finding was that retired athletes who felt
they were behind in a particular life stage resulting from
their commitment to sport perceived this as having a
negative impact on their mental health and well-being.
Thus, it indicates that the concomitant development of
other life domains and identities outside of elite compet-
itive sports is important to reduce a sense of inadequacy
of competence in things other than sports.

Support from sport

The quantitative phase of the study found that few partic-
ipants felt supported by the sporting organisations or
sporting teams, and both the path analysis and quali-
tative phase of the study complemented one another
by indicating the importance of support from coaches
in particular. We propose that structured and unstruc-
tured supports provided by sports bodies should aim to
strengthen both emotion-focused and problem-focused
approaches to coping as identified by.”

Our finding that athletes reported not knowing who
is responsible for managing and supporting them at
different stages of the transition out of competitive sport
indicates that sporting organisations should incorporate
support to increase knowledge and build skills to prepare
and plan for life after competitive sport.™

The recent Framework to promote mental well-
being in elite sports advocates that athletes should be
prepared and supported for key sportrelated transi-
tions. Our current findings go beyond this by identifying
that a tailored retirement support framework and clear
guidance for athletes regarding who is responsible for
managing and supporting them at different stages of the
transition out of competitive sport would be beneficial in

mitigating the negative retirement experiences reported
in this study (Note: At the time of publication, the AIS
and wider Australian high performance system have
developed and implemented further strategies to better
support retiring athletes. These include the AIS Career
Practitioners Referral Network for individualised support
on career development and planning, and individual
support for current athletes to continue their education
and complete work internships while competing; the
AIS Athlete Accelerate programme to support retired
woman athletes who wanted to pursue a career in high-
performance sport; several community engagement
programmes to assist athletes to further develop their
identities by contributing to community programmes
that aligned with their values; continued funding for
athletes in their first year of retirement from elite sport
and continued access to mental health services during
retirement through the AIS Mental Health Referral
Network).

Practical implications

Based on our key findings, the following practical consid-

erations are offered to sports policymakers to enhance

support services for athlete preretirement planning
and strategies to improve accessibility to well-being and
engagement services:

» Provide personalised and tailored retirement plan-
ning that actively engages athletes.

» Retirement preparation should commence early in
the athlete’s career and focus on building multiple
domains of self. Support that focuses on psycholog-
ical preparation for the loss of athletic identity, elite
status, a sense of purpose and routine may assist
in mitigating feelings of inadequacy in other life
domains.

» Access to (sports) psychology, career development
and mentoring from those with a shared under-
standing are key support components.

» Associations of current psychological distress and
psychological well-being are adaptable, and prospec-
tively addressing these with the provision of specific
programmes should be considered. These include
enhancing social connections and support as well as
help-seeking behaviours.

» Provide clarity and agreement on all sport stake-
holders’ roles, responsibilities and accountabilities
to deliver a tailored support framework to manage
the transition from competitive sport. This includes
critical reflection on the contribution of sporting
organisations, high-performance staff and coaches
to retired athletes’ perceptions of feeling devalued,
expendable and unsupported.

Strengths, limitations and future directions

Our combined results of path analyses with individual
athlete descriptions of retirement experiences have
enabled a deeper understanding of athletes’ experiences
of existing support systems and the sort of support that
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might benefit athletes most. Despite the survey and inter-
view samples reflecting a variety of sports, differing stages
of retirement and different genders and ages, additional
demographic information such as length of time as an
elite athlete and sport type (ie, individual or team sport)
was not gathered. As such, it was impossible to ascer-
tain from these samples the differences or similarities
between the length of elite athletic career, sports disci-
pline, competitive experience or the impact of retirement
at different ages on the retirement process. A compar-
ative study of athletes across the high-performance
continuum could provide such insights. In addition, a
longitudinal approach to exploring different retirement
stages and when support is required would provide addi-
tional knowledge on how athletes adapt to life after sport.
Further research could also identify organisational struc-
tures that could be developed to support and enhance
this retirement transition. Additionally, to determine
possible factors specific to para-sport athletes and enable
appropriate support, the experiences of Paralympic
athletes should be explored. Finally, the transferability
of the findings to environments in countries other than
Australia is unknown.

CONCLUSION

Our findings have increased the understanding of the
specific challenges and the potential strategies to maxi-
mise preparation for successful retirement. This can
guide sporting bodies to the areas of greatest need
or potential for improvement within existing support
systems. Our findings are important as they can inform
decisions around resource allocation and programme
planning. This knowledge can be used to develop and
implement physical and mental health, employment,
education and well-being programmes for elite athletes
transitioning out of competitive sports to increase the
likelihood of positive retirement experiences.
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