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ABSTRACT

The self-reported personal/social needs of a random sample of college
student-athletes and a general student sample were compared. Survey data
revealed that both groups shared many needs. Respondents indicated that
career-related concerns and various sources of stress associated with
participation in athletics were of primary concern. Findings provide
suggestions for the planning and delivery of helping services to student-athletes
and non-athletes.

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Student-athletes have been identified as having collegiate experiences
that are quite different from the experiences of their non-athlete peers. There
have been suggestions that they should be viewed as a special population or
subculture much like minority students (Etzel, Ferrante, & Pinkney, 1991;
Chartrand & Lent, 1987; Lanning & Toye, 1993; Parham, 1993) or be
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and modified cover letter. The second cover letter reminded them that the
survey had been sent and again requested cooperation. Informed consent was
based on the voluntary return of a survey.

Results

The means, standard deviations, and ranks for those 14 needs
assessment items with means greater than 3.0 (*Of some importance™) are
shown in Table 1 for student-athletes and for general students. The five items
rated highest by student-athletes pertained to career developmr t. The other
career development item was rated seventh by the student-athlewcs. A between
group t-test using the means of these six items was significant (t = 2.55, df = 10,
p < .05), indicating that student-athletes expressed more concern about career
development assistance than general students.

Of the other items with means greater than 3.0, six represented social-
personal concerns. A between group t-test on the means of these items was not
significant (t = .93, df = 10, p > .05). The other item, concerning time
management, was “‘of some importance” for both groups.

The preferred delivery mode for five of the career development items
was one-to-one counseling for the student-athletes (49.5%). The exception was
the item on finding career information, where an educational presentation was
preferred (51.5%). One-to-one counseling was also the preferred delivery mode
for the personal/social items (64.1%), except for issues of communication,
assertiveness, and leadership, where the respondents preferred group
counseling.

These preferences were closely paralleled by the general students, with
three exceptions: (1) the general student group favored educational
presentations over group counseling for leadership and time management; (2)
they favored one-on-one counseling over group counseling for assertiveness;
and (3) they favored group counseling over one-on-one counseling for
relationship enrichment.

No comparison was possible between student-athletes and general
students for the items the student-athletes answered that were specific to their
athletic involvement. It is noteworthy that these items all had means above 3.0
with the exception of “The amount of time and effort I must spend practicing
my sport” (M = 1.11, SD = .32).

DISCUSSION

While student-athletes appear to have some specific and unique needs
that distinguish them from general students, more similarities than differences
may exist between the needs of these two groups of students. This possibility is
not surprising since both groups are working through the same basic
developmental tasks of young adulthood (Chickering, 1969; Perry, 1970).
Furthermore, differences between student-athletes and the general student
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student-athletes are realistic about the improbability of a professional sports
career, being an athlete may have assumed a core importance in their identities.
Student-athletes may have career planning problems because they have
“foreclosed” on their identities too early in their development (Nelson, 1983).
The astute counselor should be sensitive to the overlapping of personal/social
concerns (e.g., “retirement” from athletics or injury) with career-related
concerns when working with these clients (Pinkerton, Etzel, Rockwell, Talley,
& Moorman, 1990).

Etzel (1989) found that student-athletes report greater frequencies and
intensities of stressors and stress reactions; this sample of student-athletes
reported that the stress of competition was the area in which they most strongly
felt the need for help (M = 4.15 on a five-point scale). However, concern about
career development and the need for assistance in career development (M =
3.75) was close behind stress associated with competition as an expressed need.

Because of the time constraints on student-athletes, career counseling
and career development resources may be difficult for them to access if such
services are offered in the usual time frame of eight a.m. to five p.m. If many
student-athletes feel that they have a clear career plan and goal (i.e., being a
professional or elite amateur athlete), traditional career assessment may be seen
as unnecessary or intrusive. Career development and counseling with student-
athletes requires creative and involving strategies that are accessible when they
have the opportunity to use them.

With some student-athletes, it may be important to meet them where
they are—with an athletic-dominated view of career options. Rather than
recommending that they approach career planning like general students, the
strategy of encouraging “back-up™ plans as a goal of career planning might be
more productive than assuming the student-athlete will not be a professional or
elite amateur athlete. Some may need to be reminded that even highly
successful professional athletes need to change careers when they are injured or
100 “‘old” to compete at that level.

Another possibility would be to develop a resource about careers in
sport and those careers that occur in athletic settings. A section in a career
library about sport-related occupations could entice some student-athletes into
using occupational information resources that they might otherwise choose not
to tap. Perhaps instructors could be surveyed for ways in which their majors are
related to sports and athletic settings. Sport is an industry, and numerous
examples exist in a variety of careers and majors which can be practiced with an
athletic component.

Pinkney (1983) suggested an approach to career counseling that does
not use traditional assessment but the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator. Some
students assume that career assessment will deliver a single, right answer by
giving them career titles. This mindset can preclude their involvement or
investment in the career planning process. Student-athletes might be betier -
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served by an assessment that is based on what type of person they are and how
their athletic experiences could translate into successful careers. After all,
student-athletes tend to be dedicated to improvement and have learned the need
to work together with diverse people and bosses (coaches).

The majority (49%) of the student-athletes and general students
preferred one-on-one counseling for many of their career planning needs. A
clear implication is that individual counseling should be an option in any carcer
planning program, service, or agency. Student-athletes may be more op  to
exploring career dev pment and the personal aspects of career planning, such
as identity constructs, if they were seen individually. Individual counseling
sessions would also address the student-athletes’ response to the item on feeling
more comfortable with using a counseling service.

The high need scores for wanting to feel more comfortable using
counseling services would certainly suggest that individual career counseling is
a necessary option in terms of the comfort level of student-athletes who seek
help with their career planning. This might also help student-athletes be more
accessible for counseling on some of their developmental issues. Petitpas and
Champagne (1988) note that student-athletes may be behind their peers in
important issues such as handling relationship and emotional maturity.

CONCLUSIONS

The results of the present study suggest that career planning is
important to student-athletes. The issues of response rate and using a single
institution’s student-athletes do not support broad generalizations. But the
likelihood that some significant proportion of student-athletes perceive a need
for career development and have some discomfort with seeking counseling
suggests that more active attempts be made to reach this student group. It
would also seem reasonable that counseling strategies that do not ignore
student-athletes’ long and demonstrable enthusiasm for sport would be more
productive.

The results also support the idea of action research investigating career
planning strategies that would be effective with student-athletes. The results
would not support the description of student-athletes as the “privileged few”
(Lanning, 1982) or the “over privileged minority” (Remer, Tongate, & Watson,
1978). Student-athletes have many needs in common with general students,
plus some unique needs of their own. The need for career development is not
one of the unique needs of student-athletes.
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