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ABSTRACT
Sports participation confers many health benefits yet 
greatly increases injury risk. Long- term health outcomes 
in former athletes and transition to life after competitive 
sports are understudied. Ending a sport may pose 
physical and psychosocial challenges. The purpose was 
to determine the lived experiences of former competitive 
athletes and how their sports participation impacted their 
long- term health and well- being. Former college varsity 
athletes participated in semistructured interviews focusing 
on their experiences, including past and current health, 
the impact of injuries, activity, exercise, diet and transition 
to life after competitive sport. Thematic analysis was 
completed using a collaborative, iterative process. Thirty- 
one (16 female, 15 male) former college athletes aged 
51.3±7.4 years were interviewed. Six themes emerged: 
(1) lifelong athlete identity; (2) structure, support and 
challenges of the college athlete experience; (3) a big 
transition to life beyond competitive sport; (4) impact of 
competitive sport on long- term health; (5) facilitators and 
barriers to long- term health after sport and (6) transferable 
life skills. Continuing sports eased the transition for many 
but often delayed their postathlete void. Challenges 
included managing pain and prior injury (eg, If I didn't 
have my knee injury, I would definitely be more active), 
reducing energy needs and intake (eg, When I was an 
athlete, I could eat anything; and unfortunately, that’s 
carried into my regular life), lack of accountability, changed 
identity and lost resources and social support. Participants 
suggested a programme, toolkit, mentoring or exit course 
to facilitate the transition. While former athletes benefit 
from transferrable life skills and often continue sports and 
exercise, they face unique challenges such as managing 
pain and prior injury, staying active, reducing energy intake 
and changing identity. Future research should develop 
and evaluate a toolkit, programme and other resources to 
facilitate life after ending competitive sports under ‘normal’ 
conditions (eg, retirement) and after a career- ending injury.

BACKGROUND
Former elite athletes live longer than non- 
athletes1 2 yet also have higher rates of 
musculoskeletal injury,3–8 osteoarthritis2 9 
and joint replacement.2 10 Limited evidence 
to date presents an unclear picture of long- 
term implications of sports participation on 

cardiometabolic health, body composition, 
function and overall wellness in ageing former 
athletes.11 12 Studies on mid- twentieth century 

WHAT IS ALREADY KNOWN ON THIS TOPIC
 ⇒ Former elite athletes live longer than non- athletes 
yet also have high rates of musculoskeletal injury, 
osteoarthritis and joint replacement. Limited evi-
dence presents an unclear picture of the long- term 
implications of sports participation on cardiometa-
bolic health, body composition, function and overall 
wellness in ageing former athletes. In short, partic-
ipating in high- level sports does not make athletes 
immune to health challenges as they age. Former 
athletes may face unique challenges as they age 
that could be targeted in potential future interven-
tion studies.

WHAT THIS STUDY ADDS
 ⇒ While midlife former competitive athletes experi-
enced many benefits from sport (eg, transferrable 
life skills and social connections), they also faced 
unique challenges transitioning to life after sport 
that impacted their long- term health and well- being. 
Physical challenges included managing prior inju-
ries, modifying diet to accommodate lower ener-
gy needs and finding new or different exercise(s) 
and activities. Psychosocial challenges included a 
changed identity, losing the scheduled and struc-
tured team environment, lack of accountability and 
no longer having such strong social support. While 
many continued to participate in sports as athletes 
and/or coaches, which eased the transition and 
delayed the postathlete void, others made clean 
breaks.

HOW THIS STUDY MIGHT AFFECT RESEARCH, 
PRACTICE OR POLICY

 ⇒ Midlife former competitive athletes suggested a 
programme, toolkit, mentoring or exit course to help 
facilitate the transition to life after sport for current 
competitive athletes. Future research should design 
and evaluate these resources to address athletes’ 
unique physical and psychosocial challenges as 
they age. These resources may ultimately facilitate 
long- term health and wellness in current and former 
athletes.
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former elite athletes suggest that they have better health 
and function as they age13–16 despite high osteoarthritis 
prevalence,14 but sports have changed dramatically in 
recent decades.8 More contemporary data indicate that 
midlife former collegiate athletes have poorer physical 
fitness and health outcomes than recreationally active 
controls.17 Several factors are associated with worse phys-
ical and mental health outcomes, including collision/
high- contact sport, multiple concussions, higher body 
mass index (BMI), persistent musculoskeletal problems, 
low levels of current exercise or activity and involuntary 
retirement from sport.17–20 In short, participating in high- 
level sports does not make athletes immune to health 
challenges as they age, and many athletes have long 
periods of reduced health and function.11 17 18

Despite the common knowledge of struggles athletes 
face after competitive sports,21 limited research has 
examined former athletes’ challenges as they transition 
to life after competitive sports.22 23 Athletes who suffer 
a career- ending injury often experience loss of identity, 
lack of external support and/or mental health decline.24 
Athletes after injury24 and those who recently retired from 
sport25 often struggle with engaging in sufficient physical 
activity, a well- known contributor to overall health.26 27 To 
our knowledge, no research has investigated the health 
experiences of midlife former athletes who have a unique 
perspective on how sports participation impacts their 
ageing and long- term health.

Determining the impact of competitive sports partic-
ipation on long- term health may guide how healthcare 
providers and coaches counsel athletes and elucidate 
areas for future research. Our purpose was to determine 
the lived experiences of midlife former competitive 
athletes and how their sports participation impacted 
their long- term health and well- being. Specifically, we 
interviewed midlife former college athletes to charac-
terise their lived experiences, including their previous 
and current physical, mental and emotional health; the 
impact of sports participation on current health and 
function; activity, exercise and dietary patterns; and tran-
sition to life after competitive sport.

METHODS
Study design
The current study is part of an ongoing mixed- 
methods clinical study investigating determinants of 
the impact of injury history and sports participation 
on health outcomes and physical activity patterns in 
former collegiate athletes (NCT05344001). We used 
a qualitative description methodology, an interpre-
tive methodology yielding results with a low level 
of abstraction that characterise phenomena experi-
enced by participants.28

Participants
Participants were former collegiate athletes 40–64 
years old interviewed between May 2022 and February 
2023. Participants were required to have participated 

in a collision, contact and/or jumping, cutting 
or pivoting sport (eg, basketball, football, soccer, 
softball, volleyball) at the collegiate varsity level. 
Collegiate varsity sports in the USA are the highest 
level of competition excluding professional sports 
for many types of sports. Collegiate varsity athletes 
often train and compete for approximately 20 hours 
(or more) per week at high intensity and have many 
additional team obligations including travel, team 
meals, film sessions and other activities. Individuals 
were excluded for the following reasons: neurologic 
(eg, stroke, Parkinson’s) and/or degenerative disease 
that impairs function, pregnancy and lower extremity 
joint replacement. Participants provided written 
informed consent to participate in this IRB- approved 
study (Marquette University IRB Protocol #3967). 
They signed an additional section on the informed 
consent document explaining the qualitative study 
and their willingness to participate. Every former 
athlete from the parent study (DP5- OD031833) was 
invited to participate during the in- person informed 
consent process until the targeted sample size for 
each gender was met. No participants dropped out.

Data collection
Former college athletes participated in semistruc-
tured interviews (online supplemental appendix 1). 
Interviews were conducted by the first (JJC) and last 
(LBP) authors. JJC is an assistant professor of phys-
ical therapy who has been a physical therapist for 9 
years and is a clinician- scientist and former college 
athlete (National Collegiate Athletic Association 
(NCAA) Division I and III basketball); he received 
training in qualitative study methodology from the 
last author (LBP). LBP is an associate professor and 
nurse practitioner with over 10 years of qualitative 
research experience. The interviewer(s) interacted 
briefly with participants during the in- person assess-
ments at a state- of- the- art athletic research facility 
where the interviews were conducted. Participants 
were informed of the overarching purpose of the 
study and the general types of questions they would 
be asked. Open- ended questions probed previous 
and current physical, mental and emotional health; 
the impact of injuries; activity, exercise and diet; 
and transition to life after college sport (figure 1). 
Interviews were conducted in a private conference 
room by the first and/or last authors; occasionally, 
another research team member (eg, student research 
assistant) observed. Demographic data and sports 
participation history (ie, collegiate sport[s], compe-
tition level) were collected. Anthropometrics were 
measured, including height, weight and BMI. Adden-
dums were added when participants thought of other 
ideas to share, but no other repeat interviews were 
conducted. Interviews were audio recorded. Inter-
viewers recorded field notes immediately following 
each interview.
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Data analysis
Audio recordings were transcribed verbatim using 
an online speech- to- text application ( otter. ai) and 
checked for accuracy. Identifying information was 
redacted; transcripts were not returned to partici-
pants. Coding and thematic analysis were completed 
online (Dedoose)29 using a collaborative, iterative 
process. Three research team members (JJC, TLW and 
LBP) coded transcripts separately and met frequently 
to review coded transcripts and create a compre-
hensive list of codes. Themes were identified from 
the codes until all experiences were represented. 
Conflicts between team members were resolved via 
discussion. Interviews were conducted until addi-
tional data did not add new topics or insights.

Study rigour was ensured through multiple 
methods, including independent coding and collab-
orative development of final codes and themes via 
consensus. Bias was limited by having transcripts 
reviewed by multiple researchers from differing 
disciplines (ie, recent elite collegiate athlete, 
physical therapist researcher and nurse practitioner–
researcher) and frequent discussions. Credibility was 
ensured through establishing rapport with partici-
pants.28 Intercoder reliability was ensured through 
frequent coding meetings and had substantial to 
excellent agreement (Kappa=0.76–0.90).30 31 Direct 
participant quotes in the study findings support the 
themes and allow the readers to consider the validity 
and transferability of the data.

FINDINGS
Thirty- one midlife former college athletes repre-
senting nine sports across all NCAA Divisions and 
the National Association of Intercollegiate Athletics 
competition were interviewed (table 1). Interviews 
lasted an average of 34 min (range 17–69 min). Six 
major themes emerged (figure 2).

Theme 1: lifelong athlete identity
Participants expressed a strong identity as athletes 
who permeated their lives and were integral to how 

others perceived them. Athlete identity transcended 
time: What are you? What do you get up and do every day? 
You go to school, or you play sports. That’s all you do… My 
entire youth through my college years was all about athletics 
(57- year- old man). Another said, It was all sports, 
sports, sports (42- year- old man).

Competitive nature
A strong subcomponent of athlete identity was 
competitive nature, which remained in participants 
long after they retired from college sports and 
affected interpersonal interactions. Channelling 
or redirecting their competitive nature was often 
challenging and could become problematic, as compet-
itiveness goes into something else, whether it’s gambling, 
whether it’s eating—anything that’s a vice for you—it can 
turn bad because your friend has one drink, you have to 
have three (41 -year- old man).

Lost identity and postathlete void
Participants sensed lost identity or a postathlete void after 
their sport ended: It’s in your soul…. And then that’s just 
gone, that competition’s gone (52- year- old woman). Another 
noted that sport becomes your identity. You spend so much time 
thinking about it and doing it… It takes a while to get that out 
of your brain. It took me years (60- year- old man).

Figure 1 General interview categories (see online 
supplemental appendix 1 for the full interview questions and 
prompts list).

Table 1 Demographics

Variable Mean±SD or number (%)

Age 51.3±7.4 years

Sex 16 (51.6%) female, 15 (48.4%) male

Body mass index (BMI) 27.9±6.1 kg/m2

Race/Ethnicity White (not Hispanic/Latino), n=24 
(77.4%)

Black (not Hispanic/Latino), n=6 
(19.4%)

Other (Hispanic/Latino), n=1 (3.2%)

Primary college sport Basketball n=10 (32.3%)

Football n=5 (16.1%)

Baseball n=4 (12.9%)

Volleyball n=4 (12.9%)

Soccer n=3 (9.7%)

Field Hockey n=2 (6.5%)

Tennis n=1 (3.2%)

Track and Field n=1 (3.2%)

Cheerleading n=1 (3.2%)

Highest level of college 
sport

NCAA Division I n=13 (41.9%)

NCAA Division II n=1 (3.2%)

NCAA Division III n=12 (38.7%)

NAIA n=2 (6.5%)

Other n=3 (9.7%)

n, number; NAIA, National Association of Intercollegiate 
Athletics; NCAA, National Collegiate Athletic Association.
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Theme 2: structure, support and challenges of the college 
athlete experience
Disciplined and scheduled lives
Many participants noted their college experiences 
differed substantially from those of their non- athlete 
peers, especially in season. One major difference was 
their disciplined and scheduled lives: I was waking up 
at five o’clock in the morning and going to 6 A.M. practice, 
but it made me very disciplined in my academics… when I had 
an hour to study, I got great grades, so it kept me disciplined 
(49- year- old woman).

Strong social support
Participants enjoyed immediate strong social support 
with great camaraderie and teammates (59- year- old woman) 
that often started during recruitment before coming to 
campus. These relationships often remained decades 
later: You make lifelong friends, and it’s not about winning or 
losing. It is the camaraderie and learning to work together and 
overcoming obstacles together as a team (52- year- old man).

Stress relief from sport
Participants noted significant stress- relieving benefits 
from sport: You had an outlet to go and exercise and sort of get 
rid of the stress and anything that was bothering you. And you 
had these breaks where for three or four hours, you're so engrossed 
in whatever you're doing as a college athlete, that the rest of 
the world goes away (52- year- old woman). Another noted, 
Sports is your sanctuary (55- year- old woman).

Injury
The benefits also came with some risks. Sport- related 
physical injuries negatively impacted experiences, chal-
lenging how participants viewed their identities and 
managed their schedules. Following a major time- loss 
injury, one shared, Academics was very difficult during that 
time. I must admit that was probably the hardest semester that 
I'd ever had… I couldn't handle it. I just I had too much time 
on my hands (55 year- old woman). Another noted, I put so 
much time into basketball. That was my identity. That’s how I 
was seen. That’s how I was defined. When I got hurt, you got to 
reinvent yourself and figure out how you want to define yourself 

Figure 2 Six major themes, sub- themes and representative quotes (the percentages listed for each theme represent the 
proportion of the number of times any codes within that theme were coded out of the total number of coded quotes).
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(44- year- old woman). Others expressed injury leading 
to concerns with psychological health. One participant’s 
injury caused a depression within itself… because I went 
from an All- American to last guy on the bench, then potentially 
being kicked off the team… because they needed my scholarship 
(41- year- old man).

Burnout
Burnout was another component of psychological health 
discussed by at least one- third of the participants. One 
summarised it as, At the end of my playing career, I hated 
basketball. I hated the situation. I didn’t like the team. There 
was a lot of very bad emotions. And I walked away from the sport 
and never played again (49- year- old woman).

Gratitude (‘embrace the experience’)
Despite the strong negative emotions that some partic-
ipants experienced, many expressed gratitude for 
participating in college sports and discussed the perks 
like travel, good food and graduating debt- free. One 
participant noted: I chose to be a college athlete. I'm so lucky. 
I get to be a college athlete… playing college athletics was life- 
changing for me (52 year- old woman).

Theme 3: a big transition to life beyond competitive sport
Transitioning from being a competitive athlete to the 
next phase of life was challenging. Participants described 
experiences of leaving sports, including why they stopped 
competing (eg, abrupt end due to injury, team folding or 
quitting vs graduating as planned) and the impacts on 
their career, family and social networks. Two major tran-
sitions occurred in former college athletes: (1) transition 
from college to postcollege life and (2) transition from 
sport to life after sport. These transitions coincided in 
some participants and occurred years or decades apart in 
others, as some continued sport long after college.

Challenges spanned physical and psychosocial domains
Challenges in transitioning from sports spanned physical 
and psychosocial domains (figure 2). Several partici-
pants expressed making a clean mental break from sport: 
When I got done with college, I boycotted working out. I just 
shut it down (60- year- old man). Another said: After college, 
I didn't do anything (sports) for maybe a few years (59- year- old 
women).

Ending college sports was often linked to strong 
emotions that varied greatly among participants, ranging 
from sadness to gratitude to burnout. One said: I don't 
think I watched a basketball game for probably eight or 10 
years… it’s hard for me to come to an alumni event because I 
just really hate the game (49- year- old woman). In contrast, 
another said, It seemed very final. Having played grade school, 
high school, college, and then all of a sudden, nothing. I think 
that was difficult… (I felt) pretty lost. I think that somewhat 
contributed to my depression (61- year- old woman). Another 
said, I remember my last game: it was terrible. We were crying on 
the sideline… I remember it was just kind of miserable; watching 
it end, because it just becomes your identity (60- year- old man). 
However, for others, the transition after college sports 

seemed natural and logical: I pretty much just flipped from 
being an athlete- student to a wife and entered (my) career … 
And it was like this is what I was supposed to do (55- year- old 
woman).

Continuing sport eased the transition for many, at least initially
In contrast to those who quit sports after college, some 
participants continued to compete in their same sport 
recreationally, competitively or professionally. However, 
not all sports can be continued: American football is not 
a lifelong sport. And once you’re done playing in college, there 
are no opportunities to play again. I mean, you can play flag 
football, but that’s not the same, not even close (42- year- old 
man). Many others changed to different sports like 
running, triathlon or slow- pitch softball. Those who 
continued participating in sports often expressed fewer 
challenges, at least initially. For example, one participant 
who continued to compete into her fifties said she tran-
sitioned just fine. I didn't have any withdrawals from college 
athletics, only because I continued to compete (61- year- old 
woman). However, she had a very difficult transition after 
she stopped playing sports later in life because that was 
her activity and social life.

Coaching helped others transition
Some participants who did not continue playing sports 
after college transitioned into coaching. Coaching 
provided not only a consistent schedule but also meaning 
and purpose: Coaching is obviously a job. I got paid for it. But 
it was so much more than that. It was teaching young minds; it 
was helping them through the experiences that I had to experience 
(44- year- old woman). Another expressed, When they (young 
athletes) realize you put the time and effort into anything, that’s 
a life lesson, natural sports lesson, and I love watching these kids 
realize that. So that’s why I like coaching (53- year- old man). 
Coaching, however, did not satisfy all participants: So then 
I went back to finish competing, just because it [coaching] didn't 
satisfy the void’ (42- year- old man).

Factors facilitating the transition
Several participants suggested methods for facilitating 
the impending transition from college sports. Recom-
mendations included a programme, toolkit or course to 
help facilitate the transition to life after competitive sport 
would be helpful, addressing sleep, nutrition and hydration, 
exercise, mental (45- year- old man) and financial literacy, 
among others. However, another expressed that, while 
communication and education were very important, she 
doubted anything could fully prepare college athletes: It’s 
just like, how do you get prepared to have a baby? … But… 
I think communication and education are just so important 
(44- year- old woman). Participants also discussed posi-
tive role models or mentors as extremely beneficial to 
facilitate transition: For me, the transition to regular life was 
observing his [my coach’s] life, listening to his wisdom. Knowing 
how sports can serve as an example, in how to move through life 
effectively, and how to handle obstacles (56- year- old man).
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Theme 4: impact of competitive sport on long-term health
Participants discussed their health after competitive 
sport, noticing immediate changes after ending sport. 
One participant highlighted these changes, After discontin-
uing college athletics, I think that’s when my weight and physical 
health and strength was at its worst (40- year- old man). Partic-
ipants often asserted that their health was worse than in 
college: Oh, there’s no comparison. I don't think I can ever 
work at that level again. It’s exhausting (46- year- old woman).

Physical health and ageing
Many participants mentioned the effects ageing had on 
their ability to exercise at their desired levels. I can't do 
near what I did as a college kid… I'm not even running anymore 
(59- year- old woman). Regarding ageing, Body wise—just 
aches and pains. You go running one day, and suddenly, your 
hamstring hurts, and it lasts for three months (49- year- old 
woman) and Can I still go at the same rate? No. My knees hurt 
daily (52- year- old woman).

Many noted the effects of sport- related physical 
stressors and injury on top of normal ageing. One partic-
ipant injured her shoulder in practice and told the coach 
she was fine. In retrospect, I wish I would have addressed it 
sooner because now I could be sleeping, and my shoulders will 
pop out in and out and I wake up and my shoulders are sore 
(41- year- old woman). At times, participants expressed 
changes from injury as bothersome, but they did not let it 
stop them: I really don't perceive my injuries as anything other 
than a nuisance. I still keep moving (59- year- old woman).

Some participants thought they were better in some 
aspects of health presently than in college. One former 
athlete felt she was physically fit with more endurance in 
college from playing soccer, but overall, just with the diet, 
things that are different, that I'm healthier in that respect now 
than I was back then (47- year- old woman). A former volley-
ball player mentioned she ran in college to stay in shape. 
Still, her workouts are now more well- rounded, with her 
lifting weights and participating in balance exercises like 
yoga.

Participants also commented on their health compared 
with that of their former teammates. There’s probably only 
5 or 10 of us and I'm one of them, that looks like they could still 
play. Everybody else is kind of either really limping, big and fat 
(62- year- old man). Contrastingly, None of us want to be the 
one that’s not staying in shape, right? And so, I look at them, 
and I'm like, ‘wow, you inspire me.’ Most of us are in better shape 
(‘body type wise’) now (52- year- old woman).

Psychological health was positively and negatively affected by 
sport
Several participants discussed how sports helped them 
manage stress, depression or anxiety, whereas others had 
contrasting experiences. One participant noted, I think 
what I realized late in life is I had a lot of anxiety that was 
masked as a younger person because I had an outlet of athletics 
(52- year- old woman). Transitioning out of competi-
tive sport (theme 3) and managing a changing athlete 

identity (theme 1) presented psychological health chal-
lenges to many (see above).

Theme 5: facilitators and barriers to long-term health after 
sport
Participants discussed barriers and facilitators of 
continuing good health after college. The most common 
barriers included lack of accountability, pain, prior 
injury and changing energy (dietary) needs. Facilitators 
included engaging in continued physical activity and 
competition, often through team or endurance sports 
and prioritising health, sometimes through wellness chal-
lenges or social networks. Several factors, like families 
and work, were considered barriers by some and facilita-
tors by others.

Lack of accountability
One barrier was a lack of external accountability as a 
coach no longer tells you what to do (52- year- old woman). 
As described by one participant, I don’t know if I can push 
myself to that level of exercise because, to me, it was insane. I’m 
grateful for it (college sport). But when it’s gone, it’s really hard 
to stay active at that level (46- year- old woman).

Pain and prior injury
A major barrier to exercise was dealing with pain and 
injury postsports. One participant noted:

If I didn’t have my knee injury, I would definitely be more 
active. I try to be active. I try to swim and get exercise that way. 
But I would definitely be up and around more, I think if my knee 
wasn’t bothering me (61- year- old woman).

Another noted that his constant knee pain due to a prior 
traumatic knee injury led to daily physical limitations and 
that he used alcohol to ‘numb’ the pain (figure 2). Even 
participants who did not have a prior traumatic injury 
experienced pain that limited their activity (see theme 
4).

Overeating and changing metabolism were struggles for many 
former athletes
Overeating was another common concern often 
mentioned by participants that was a barrier to good 
health. Many needed and were often instructed to eat 
large quantities of food during competitive sports, 
and these patterns often continued after they finished 
competing. Participants mentioned needing to trim 
down as their activity levels fell and metabolisms slowed 
with ageing. Others noted exercise was driven by wanting 
to prevent weight gain while continuing to enjoy eating 
as they had as athletes. A football player noted, When 
you stop participating, your metabolism changes, and I didn't 
modify my eating habits when my metabolism started slowing 
down. I started gaining a lot of weight (53- year- old man).

Prioritising health
Many participants recognised exercise’s positive phys-
ical and mental health benefits, which facilitated their 
continued exercise. One participant summed it up: 
athleticism helped me to endure many things in my life. It made 
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me feel stronger, physically and mentally (61- year- old man). 
Others noted that they intentionally tried to learn about 
and improve their health. Notably, several participants 
acknowledged that nutrition was not a focus in college, 
and their nutrition improved as they learnt more about 
healthy eating: Our bodies, I think, look better now. We are 
leaner; we eat better. You know, nutrition was not a thing… I 
can remember eating pizzas—a whole one to myself! (52- year- old 
woman). Social support groups and wellness challenges 
sometimes offered through work or through maintained 
social networks with prior teammates, helped facilitate 
health.

Theme 6: transferrable life skills of the athlete
Participants discussed many skills developed as collegiate 
athletes that were transferable to success in life, including 
organisational skills (ie, time management, punctuality, 
dependability) and workforce skills (ie, strong work ethic, 
team membership, leadership abilities). Participants had 
strong relationship abilities and felt skilled at interacting 
with other people from different worlds (55- year- old woman) 
and being with and around people all the time improved my 
interpersonal skills (52- year- old woman).

Beyond the organisation and relationship skills, partic-
ipants often described mental fortitude or toughness: 
There’s a certain mentality for sure, you know, there is… a 
warrior mentality… a certain like, ‘kick butt’ kind of attitude 
that you have, and it doesn't just go away (60- year- old man). 
This mental toughness came with an ability to handle 
failure: Sport teaches you how to work hard, how to be part of 
a team, how to deal with failures… Sports are a microcosm of 
life…. great laboratories to learn about yourself and learn about 
how you are pursuing life (45- year- old man). Some related 
that employers were particularly interested in hiring 
former athletes because of their work ethic and determi-
nation. Not until much later in life did some participants 
realise the benefit and positive impact it [sport] would have 
on me in the future… from developing your character, devel-
oping different skill sets, and the network that you will have 
(43- year- old woman).

DISCUSSION
While midlife former college athletes experienced many 
benefits from college sports, they also faced unique 
challenges transitioning to life after sport. Challenges 
spanned physical and psychosocial elements. Physical 
challenges included managing prior injuries, modifying 
diet to accommodate lower energy needs and finding 
new or different exercise(s) and activities. Psychoso-
cial challenges included changed identity, loss of the 
scheduled and structured team environment, lack of 
accountability and no longer having such strong social 
support. While many continued to participate in sports as 
athletes and/or coaches, which eased the transition and 
delayed the postathlete void, others made clean breaks. 
Participants suggested a programme, toolkit, mentoring 
or exit course to help facilitate the transition to life after 
sport for current competitive athletes.

Strong athletic identities, including their competitive 
nature, often persisted decades after individuals stopped 
participating in college sports. These traits were viewed 
as both a benefit to many professional and personal 
settings yet also something that needed to be managed 
and channelled appropriately, particularly in some work 
or social environments. Strong athlete identity has been 
identified in other qualitative32 33 and mixed- methods34 
research and is positively associated quantitatively with 
postretirement depression and anxiety in former college 
varsity athletes.35 These and other research studies36–38 
suggest that retiring from sport is complex and often 
challenging as athletes’ identities are tested or changed. 
Further research is warranted, including how to equip 
athletes better to prepare for this transition.

Pain may be a major barrier for many former compet-
itive athletes to continue participating in sports and 
exercise. Several studies have noted that physical activity 
patterns may reduce dramatically and be insufficient 
after sports- related injury, especially ACL injuries,32 33 but 
activity patterns among former athletes are not as well 
documented. Ekhtiari and colleagues found that nearly 
one- third of former professional basketball players have 
moderate to severe problems with mobility, and almost 
half have moderate to extreme pain/discomfort.18 Addi-
tionally, opioid use is high among athletes.39 In the 
present study, most individuals expressed changing their 
exercise or activity patterns after competitive sport, often 
in reaction to prior injuries and/or current pain. Many 
former athletes exercised less or completely stopped 
sports for some time after college; however, a few felt 
their workouts were more well- rounded after college. 
Turning to other sports, including recreational leagues 
like slow- pitch softball or endurance sports like running 
or triathlon, helped athletes stay active and engaged 
socially. Future research should investigate optimal 
management strategies for prior injuries and why some 
athletes continue to participate in sports and exercise, 
and others do not.

There are several limitations to consider when inter-
preting the results of the study. First, the sample was 
heterogeneous (ie, different sports, levels of college 
sport, roles on the team (star player and captain vs end- of- 
the- bench role player), etc); this heterogeneity, however, 
may make the findings more translatable to a broader 
range of former athletes. Second, the study relied on 
qualitative measures, and objective quantifications of 
corresponding outcomes (eg, dietary intake and activity 
levels) were not presented. Finally, the participants were 
college athletes approximately two to four decades ago. 
Thus, the applicability to present college athletes is 
unknown. We chose to focus on midlife because these 
individuals have experienced the transition to life after 
competitive sport and more fully understand the long- 
term implications of their sports participation on their 
overall health. Future research should also explore tran-
sitional experiences of recent former college athletes 
as many factors, including training expectations and 
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resources (eg, nutrition, psychological counselling, etc) 
are ever changing.

CLINICAL IMPLICATIONS
The off- ramp from competitive sport needs to be 
managed. While former college athletes benefit from 
transferrable life skills and often continue sports and 
exercise, they face unique challenges transitioning to life 
after sport. Health challenges included managing pain 
and prior injury, maintaining physical activity, reducing 
energy intake and changing identity. Future research 
should develop and evaluate a toolkit, programme and 
other resources to facilitate life after ending competitive 
sports under ‘normal’ conditions (eg, retirement) and 
after a career- ending injury.

X Jacob John Capin @JacobCapin

Acknowledgements The authors would like to acknowledge all study participants 
for their participation in and invaluable contributions to this research. The authors 
also thank individuals from the Life After Sport Trajectories (LAST) Lab who 
supported aspects of the study, especially Ms. Lindsey Mirkes, MS, for her role in 
recruitment, scheduling, and data management.

Contributors JJC contributed to conception and design; funding acquisition; data 
acquisition, analysis, and interpretation; manuscript drafting; and incorporating 
revisions. TLW contributed to data analysis and interpretation, manuscript drafting, 
figure preparation, and critical review. JHS contributed to data interpretation, 
manuscript drafting, figure preparation, and critical review. CSS, SLL, WBF and SKH 
contributed to conception and design, data interpretation, and critical review. LBP 
contributed to conception and design; data acquisition, analysis, and interpretation; 
manuscript drafting; and critical review. All authors guarantee the accuracy of the 
data and approve the final version of the submitted manuscript. JJC serves as the 
gaurantor of the work, accepting full responsibility for the work, the conduct of the 
study, the integrity of the data, and the decision to publish.

Funding This study was supported by the National Institutes of Health (NIH), Office 
of the Director (OD) and the National Institute of Dental and Craniofacial Research 
(NIDCR) through an NIH Director’s Early Independence Award to Dr. Jacob J. Capin 
(NIH DP5- OD031833). Data management via REDCap was supported by NIH 
2UL1TR001436. The views expressed herein are solely the responsibility of the 
authors and do not necessarily represent the official views of the NIH.

Competing interests The authors have nothing to disclose except for grant 
funding as acknowledged above.

Patient consent for publication Not applicable.

Ethics approval This study involves human participants and was approved by 
Marquette University IRB Protocol #3967. Participants gave informed consent to 
participate in the study before taking part.

Provenance and peer review Not commissioned; externally peer reviewed.

Data availability statement All data relevant to the study are included in the 
article or uploaded as supplementary information. Given the potential for identifying 
information within interviews, full transcripts are not available.

Supplemental material This content has been supplied by the author(s). It has 
not been vetted by BMJ Publishing Group Limited (BMJ) and may not have been 
peer- reviewed. Any opinions or recommendations discussed are solely those 
of the author(s) and are not endorsed by BMJ. BMJ disclaims all liability and 
responsibility arising from any reliance placed on the content. Where the content 
includes any translated material, BMJ does not warrant the accuracy and reliability 
of the translations (including but not limited to local regulations, clinical guidelines, 
terminology, drug names and drug dosages), and is not responsible for any error 
and/or omissions arising from translation and adaptation or otherwise.

Open access This is an open access article distributed in accordance with the 
Creative Commons Attribution Non Commercial (CC BY- NC 4.0) license, which 
permits others to distribute, remix, adapt, build upon this work non- commercially, 
and license their derivative works on different terms, provided the original work is 
properly cited, appropriate credit is given, any changes made indicated, and the 
use is non- commercial. See: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/.

ORCID iD
Jacob John Capin http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9361-3700

REFERENCES
 1 Runacres A, Mackintosh KA, McNarry MA. Health consequences 

of an elite sporting career: long- term detriment or long- term 
gain? A meta- analysis of 165,000 former athletes. Sports Med 
2021;51:289–301. 

 2 Migliorini F, Marsilio E, Torsiello E, et al. Osteoarthritis in athletes 
versus nonathletes: a systematic review. Sports Med Arthrosc Rev 
2022;30:78–86. 

 3 Kay MC, Register- Mihalik JK, Gray AD, et al. The epidemiology of 
severe injuries sustained by National collegiate athletic association 
student- athletes, 2009- 2010 through 2014- 2015. J Athl Train 
2017;52:117–28. 

 4 Kerr ZY, Marshall SW, Dompier TP, et al. College sports- related 
injuries - United States, 2009- 10 through 2013- 14 academic years. 
MMWR Morb Mortal Wkly Rep 2015;64:1330–6. 

 5 Matheson GO, Anderson S, Robell K. Injuries and illnesses in the 
preparticipation evaluation data of 1693 college student- athletes. 
Am J Sports Med 2015;43:1518–25. 

 6 Agel J, Rockwood T, Klossner D. Collegiate ACL injury rates across 
15 sports: national collegiate athletic association injury surveillance 
system data update (2004- 2005 through 2012- 2013). Clin J Sport 
Med 2016;26:518–23. 

 7 Zbrojkiewicz D, Vertullo C, Grayson JE. Increasing rates of anterior 
cruciate ligament reconstruction in young Australians, 2000- 2015. 
Med J Aust 2018;208:354–8. 

 8 Kemler E, Valkenberg H, Verhagen E. More people more active, but 
there is a counter site. novice athletes are at highest risk of injury in 
a large population- based retrospective cross- sectional study. BMJ 
Open Sport Exerc Med 2022;8:e001255. 

 9 Palmer D, Cooper D, Whittaker JL, et al. Prevalence of and factors 
associated with osteoarthritis and pain in retired Olympians, with 
comparison to the general population: part 1- the lower limb. Br J 
Sports Med 2022;56:1123–31. 

 10 Nilsen DH, Furnes O, Kroken G, et al. Risk of total hip arthroplasty 
after elite sport: linking 3304 former world- class athletes with the 
Norwegian arthroplasty register. Br J Sports Med 2022;57:33–9. 

 11 Street JH, Boos ZP, Fial A, et al. Long- term function, body 
composition and cardiometabolic health in midlife former athletes: a 
scoping review. BMJ Open Sport Exerc Med 2023;9:e001605. 

 12 McHugh C, Hind K, Davey D, et al. Cardiovascular health of retired 
field- based athletes: a systematic review and meta- analysis. Orthop 
J Sports Med 2019;7. 

 13 Kujala UM, Marti P, Kaprio J, et al. Occurrence of chronic disease 
in former top- level athletes. predominance of benefits, risks or 
selection effects Sports Med 2003;33:553–61. 

 14 Kujala UM, Kaprio J, Sarna S. Osteoarthritis of weight bearing joints 
of lower limbs in former elite male athletes. BMJ 1994;308:231–4. 

 15 Kettunen JA, Impivaara O, Kujala UM, et al. Hip fractures and 
femoral bone mineral density in male former elite athletes. Bone 
2010;46:330–5. 

 16 Kujala UM. Fitter, healthier and stronger? many factors influence 
elite athletes' long- term health. Br J Sports Med 2021;55:77–8. 

 17 Simon JE, Docherty CL. The impact of previous athletic experience 
on current physical fitness in former collegiate athletes and 
noncollegiate athletes. Sports Health 2017;9:462–8. 

 18 Ekhtiari S, Khan M, Burrus T, et al. Hip and groin injuries in 
professional basketball players: impact on playing career and quality 
of life after retirement. Sports Health 2019;11:218–22. 

 19 Khan KM, Thompson AM, Blair SN, et al. Sport and exercise as 
contributors to the health of nations. Lancet 2012;380:59–64. 

 20 Unt E, Zilmer K, Mägi A, et al. Homocysteine status in former top- 
level male athletes: possible effect of physical activity and physical 
fitness. Scand J Med Sci Sports 2008;18:360–6. 

 21 Ramsay G. How Marathon running stopped former tennis Player 
Monica Puig from descending into a ‘big black hole of depression 
and sadness’: CNN. 2023. Available: https://amp.cnn.com/cnn/ 
2023/06/13/tennis/monica-puig-tennis-marathon-running-triathlon- 
spt-intl/index.html [Accessed 20 Jul 2023].

 22 Voorheis P, Silver M, Consonni J. Adaptation to life after sport for 
retired athletes: a scoping review of existing reviews and programs. 
PLoS One 2023;18:e0291683. 

 23 Chesson L, Jones B, Backhouse SH. Is the focus in professional 
rugby ever really on health?": a qualitative study on the uptake 
of illness prevention guidelines in rugby. Psychol Sport Exerc 
2023;64:102327. 

 24 Fjellman- Wiklund A, Söderman K, Lundqvist M, et al. Retrospective 
experiences of individuals two decades after anterior cruciate 

https://x.com/JacobCapin
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9361-3700
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s40279-020-01379-5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1097/JSA.0000000000000339
http://dx.doi.org/10.4085/1062-6050-52.1.01
http://dx.doi.org/10.15585/mmwr.mm6448a2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0363546515572144
http://dx.doi.org/10.1097/JSM.0000000000000290
http://dx.doi.org/10.1097/JSM.0000000000000290
http://dx.doi.org/10.5694/mja17.00974
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmjsem-2021-001255
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmjsem-2021-001255
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2021-104978
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2021-104978
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2022-105575
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmjsem-2023-001605
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/2325967119862750
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/2325967119862750
http://dx.doi.org/10.2165/00007256-200333080-00001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmj.308.6923.231
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bone.2009.10.008
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2020-102239
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1941738117705311
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1941738119838274
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(12)60865-4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1600-0838.2007.00674.x
https://amp.cnn.com/cnn/2023/06/13/tennis/monica-puig-tennis-marathon-running-triathlon-spt-intl/index.html
https://amp.cnn.com/cnn/2023/06/13/tennis/monica-puig-tennis-marathon-running-triathlon-spt-intl/index.html
https://amp.cnn.com/cnn/2023/06/13/tennis/monica-puig-tennis-marathon-running-triathlon-spt-intl/index.html
http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0291683
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2022.102327


9Capin JJ, et al. BMJ Open Sp Ex Med 2024;10:e001956. doi:10.1136/bmjsem-2024-001956

Open access

ligament injury - a process of re- orientation towards acceptance. 
Disabil Rehabil 2022;44:6267–76. 

 25 Ferrara P- MM, Zakrajsek RA, Eckenrod MR, et al. Exploring former 
NCAA division I college athletes’ experiences with post- sport 
physical activity: a qualitative approach. J Appl Sport Psychol 
2023;35:244–64. 

 26 Chen L- J, Hamer M, Lai Y- J, et al. Can physical activity eliminate 
the mortality risk associated with poor sleep? A 15- year follow- 
up of 341,248 MJ cohort participants. J Sport Health Sci 
2022;11:596–604. 

 27 Jakicic JM, Kraus WE, Powell KE, et al. Association between bout 
duration of physical activity and health. Med Sci Sports Exerc 
2019;51:1213–9. 

 28 Bradshaw C, Atkinson S, Doody O. Employing a qualitative 
description approach in healthcare research. Glob Qual Nurs Res 
2017;4. 

 29 Dedoose [program]. 9.0.90 version. Los Angeles, CA SocioCultural 
Research Consultants, LLC; 2023.

 30 Cohen J. A coefficient of agreement for nominal scales. Educ 
Psychol Meas 1960;20:37–46. 

 31 Fleiss JL. Measuring nominal scale agreement among many Raters. 
Psychological Bulletin 1971;76:378–82. 

 32 Bell DR, Pfeiffer KA, Cadmus- Bertram LA, et al. Objectively 
measured physical activity in patients after anterior cruciate ligament 
reconstruction. Am J Sports Med 2017;45:1893–900. 

 33 Ezzat AM, Brussoni M, Mâsse LC, et al. New or recurrent knee injury, 
physical activity, and osteoarthritis beliefs in a cohort of female 
athletes 2 to 3 years after ACL reconstruction and matched healthy 
peers. Sports Health 2022;14:842–8. 

 34 Quinaud RT, Possamai K, Gonçalves CE, et al. Student- athlete 
identity variation across the undergraduate period: a mixed- methods 
study. Percept Mot Skills 2023;130:876–901. 

 35 Giannone ZA, Haney CJ, Kealy D, et al. Athletic identity and 
psychiatric symptoms following retirement from varsity sports. Int J 
Soc Psychiatry 2017;63:598–601. 

 36 Schmid J, Conzelmann A, Engel R, et al. Retirement from elite sport 
and self- esteem: a longitudinal study over 12 years. Front Psychol 
2023;14:1176573. 

 37 Sanders G, Stevinson C. Associations between retirement reasons, 
chronic pain, athletic identity, and depressive symptoms among 
former professional Footballers. Eur J Sport Sci 2017;17:1311–8. 

 38 Miller L, Buttell FP. Are NCAA division I athletes prepared for end- 
of- athletic- career transition? A literature review. J Evid Inf Soc Work 
2018;15:52–70. 

 39 Ekhtiari S, Yusuf I, AlMakadma Y, et al. Opioid use in athletes: a 
systematic review. Sports Health 2020;12:534–9. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09638288.2021.1962415
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10413200.2021.1996482
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jshs.2021.03.001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1249/MSS.0000000000001933
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/2333393617742282
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/001316446002000104
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/001316446002000104
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/h0031619
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0363546517698940
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/19417381221091791
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/00315125221150476
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0020764017724184
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0020764017724184
http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1176573
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17461391.2017.1371795
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/23761407.2017.1411305
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1941738120933542

	Midlife health crisis of former competitive athletes: dissecting their experiences via qualitative study
	Abstract
	Background﻿﻿
	Methods
	Study design
	Participants
	Data collection
	Data analysis

	Findings
	Theme 1: lifelong athlete identity
	Competitive nature
	Lost identity and postathlete void

	Theme 2: structure, support and challenges of the college athlete experience
	Disciplined and scheduled lives
	Strong social support
	Stress relief from sport
	Injury
	Burnout
	Gratitude (‘embrace the experience’)

	Theme 3: a big transition to life beyond competitive sport
	Challenges spanned physical and psychosocial domains
	Continuing sport eased the transition for many, at least initially
	Coaching helped others transition
	Factors facilitating the transition

	Theme 4: impact of competitive sport on long-term health
	Physical health and ageing
	Psychological health was positively and negatively affected by sport

	Theme 5: facilitators and barriers to long-term health after sport
	Lack of accountability
	Pain and prior injury
	Overeating and changing metabolism were struggles for many former athletes
	Prioritising health

	Theme 6: transferrable life skills of the athlete

	Discussion
	Clinical implications
	References


