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provide a nationally consistent career and education service for Australia’s elite
athletes { Australian Institute of Sport, 1996). Since 1991, the Olympic Job Opportunities
Program has also been developed in Australia, South Africa, and the United States to
assist athletes who are committed to developing a professional career as well as
achieving their sport-related goals (Olympic Job Opportunities Program, 1996). At
the present time, however, there exists a general lack of research on the quality of
these programs { Wylleman, Lavallee, & Aflermann, 1999). In an attempt to address
this issue, the current research sought to evaluate the content, quality, access, and
delivery of the Australian ACE program. More specifically, this study sought to
determine levels of usage of the program, identify athletes” perceived needs, determine
overall satisfaction with the program, and identify athletes’ suggestions for the future.

The Australian ACE Program: The ACE Program is coordinated by the Australian
Institute of Sport (AIS) to provide eligible athletes with skills, resources, and contacts
needed to pursue educational poals and/or careers outside of their sport. This
objective is met by offering services to eligible athletes, including Olympic-level
athletes, scholarship holders, and th  : in development squads at the AIS and state
institutes and academies, These individuals, of which there are over 3,000, range in
age, education level, and sporting experience. The services of the ACE Program
include career planning, educational guidance, business referrals, and a career
transition program. In addition, more than 30 professional development workshops
are available, each of which is structured to assist athletes in meeting their educational
and career aspirations.

METHOD

A two-phase iterative research design was followed to meet the objectives of this
study. Phase one was qualitative in nature, and involved six focus group interviews
(n=4-8 per interview) with key sub-groups of athletes, and one focus group interview
with coaches and administrators (n=5). The athlete groups were formed to include
experienced and inexperienced athletes, older and younger athletes, and both users
and non-users of the ACE program. Approximately equal numbers of male and female
athietes were involved in the focus groups. These interviews were used to develop
an understanding of the key issues, and to identify differences that may exist between
groups of athletes.

Based on the results obtained in phase one, a survey instrument for use in phase
two was developed. Initially, members of the evaluation team independently identified
key points from the focus groups and discussions with ACE representatives to be
included in the survey. Following a team discussion on these points a draft instrument
was developed and sent to the ACE managers throughout Australia. A teleconference
with these managers resulted in refinement of both questions and format. A second
review of the survey by ACE managers resulted in minor changes and the national
manager approved the final version. To further clarify the suitability of the
questionnaire an independent expert with knowledge of both evaluation and the
ACE program examined the instrument and deemed that it was suitable for the
objectives set and required no changes. The final instrument was five pages long
and consisted primarily of closed guestions focusing on such topics as where athletes
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ATHLETES’ SUGGESTIONS FOR THE FUTURE

There were no clear new areas identified by athletes that could be incorporated
into the ACE program. However, athletes were able to make a number of valuable
suggestions on improving and expanding the current service. Of particular note, and
an issue for all centralized programs, was that athletes in regional/remote areas felt
left out and unable to make use of the ACE Program. Possible solutions suggested by
athletes included ACE establishing regional stations that would be visited on a
regular basis by ACE advisors, taking some of the courses outside of the large cities

orf towns, and using a wider range of delivery modes (e.g., reading material, the
internet). Athletes felt that there was need for the advisors to be credible, that is,
competent and qualified to do the job. Furthermore, the athletes suggested that more
empathy could be shown towards their specific needs and desires (e.g., not being
sent for a job they don’t want to do). There was a strong feeling for ACE advisors
being more proactive in initiating individualized contact with athletes, It was also
suggested that ACE look at providing progressive courses, that is, courses which
build on previously completed cour . Finally, the need for a balance between
ensuring everyone has access to the service but not constraining people to use the
service was stressed.

CONCLUSION

The Australian ACE program was founded to provide training programs and
services that facilitate the development of athletes who possess the skills and
resources to pursue educational goals and/or carcers outside of sport (Australian
Institute of Sport, 1996). It is self-evident that for this and other programs to be
successful, athletes must make use of the service and be satisfied with the service
they receive. From the results presented it could be argued that the current ACE
program has a solid base of usage and satisfaction. However, several key points that
are perhaps generic to all such programs emerged. First, career and education programs
for athletes would benefit from clarifying the distinction between helping and
facilitating, and ensuring that athletes understand the difference. If the models for
these programs were based on developing independent self-reliant athletes then it
would be beneficial to take a facilitating approach where athletes are expected to
exhibit some level of self-responsibility for the outcomes.

Second, within the athlete population a number of segments exist largely based
on age and sport. Examining the needs of these different segments, and then targeting
and promoting the program services to these specific groups, may be more effective
than providing an “all-comers” service. For example, athletes in amateur sports have
clear needs to develop skills that assist them to survive financially during their
sporting careers and that act as a basis for self-sufficiency afier their sporting careers.
Those athletes going into professional sports may have less salient needs for these
skills, as their expectation may be that they will be financially secure through sport,
This may make them more vulnerable to career-ending injuries, or simply not making
it to the elite level (Petitpas et al., 1997). Consequently, there may be considerable
value in developing strategies to take ACE services to these different groups of
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TABLE 3

Reasons for using ACE Services

Reason Percentage

They may help with my life outside of sport ... 60.7
They may help my spPOTNE CATEET ....cc.oovverrevirririrrecrreesecereemecees. 3722

They may help my sporting performance ............coocceceeeirceccecinoee. 32.9

A coach/administrator suggested it .........coreecerimrennnnn. JRU 322
LOW COSES oveeeresvamnenrerenmrrerseneneresnec s see s s sbes s s e sme s s rae s saeesemaesime 275
ACE representative is available when necessary .......................... 273
I do NOt USE the SBIVICES .ooiiiieieee e e 263
GENeral INTEIESE ......ci it s 237
Positive professional relationship with ACE advisor ..o vivneennneee 233
Venues/locations of services are suitable ......cccovvevivcnvicninnrinnnn, 223
I am kept well informed about what services are available.................... 21.5

Services are conducted at suitable times «...oococoeeeveeiiecrcccinececeiee e 180
T have been Made 10 v sraerseresessssrr e e rssseesrsssessesnees 17.0
(GOOA PIESENLET ..ovvicirieseieinirieieeriesaaiesnesssssessesensenssessarsessessnssnnsennees LIRS

Other athletes suggested ... e 10.3
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