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ABSTRACT

The major objective of this research was to explore the experience of retiring
from sport following a career in college athletics. The phenomenological method was
used to interview five retired athletes and gather data. A clearer understanding of the
experience of the participant is established by the unstructured interview style inherent
within the phenomenological method, allowing the participant to control the interview
and be the expert of his or her own experience. Following these interviews, a research
group analyzed the transcripts looking for themes that existed for all five participants.
Four main themes with sub-themes emerged from this analysis, including Identity,
with the sub-themes of Void, Emotion, and Life Shift/Redirection; The Game, with
the sub-themes of Stories of Past History, Difference between Levels of Sport,
Contentment in Reminiscing, and Retirement as a Process; Body, with the sub-
themes of Fitness/Being in Shape, Injury, and Speed; and Others, with the sub-
themes of The Team (Coaches/Teammates) and The Community (Family/Friends).
It is the hope of the author that this research will provide a clearer understanding of the
experience of retiring from sport so that coaches, parents, counselors, and the athletes
themselves can take steps toward having a successful and constructive retirement.

INTRODUCTION

Retirement in society today can be considered from several different per-
spectives, with the most common of these perspectives being the employee who ends
his or her work career. This paper will address another type of retirement that affects
large numbers of individuals every year: retirement from sport. The distress experi-
enced by athletes retiring and leaving a sport for the first time is a significant issue in
sports today (Abbot, Weinmann, Bailey, & Laguna, 1999). Obviously, retirement from
sport can take place at any level from elementary school, to college, to the professional
ranks. Few athletic careers extend beyond college, with only 1% of all student athletes
continuing their sport careers in professional athletics (Stankovich, Meeker, &
Henderson, 2001). This fact implies that 99% of college athletes retire at or before the
end of their college careers.

Academic advisement for students participating in intercollegiate athletics is
an important and growing area in student personnelservices in higher education (Gabbard
& Halischak, 1993). Academic performance and athletic performance often have a bi-
directional influence for many athletes. It is therefore incumbent on the academic
advisors to have an appreciation and understanding of the experience of the
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student athlete. All intercollegiate athletes retire at some point, with the overwhelming
statistical majority doing so after college. Reasons for retirement include injury, loss of
motivation, deselection, graduation, or ieaving college. The better the academic advisor
understands the individual athlete’s reasons for and experience of retirement, the better
he or she will be able to help the student athlete get through this potentially difficult
period. An overview of the research methodology used in the study as well as a
literature review of past research on phenomenology, retirement, and sport-retirement
will be provided.

BACKGROUND

Little research has been done to investieate the negative stress experienced by
the specific population of ex-athletes (Baillie &  iish, 1992; Stankovich et al., 2001},
According to Baillie and Danish {1992), this [ack of research is for three reasons. First,
studies on career transitions have been generally focused on older adult or geriatric
populations. Second, the percentage of individuals from the general population partici-
pating in sport may not be significant enough to warrant the effort that a research study
demands. And third, there is a lack of applicable models involving athletic retirement to
facilitate the research process.

Research Models Used for Sport Retirement

Drahota and Eitzen (1998) took the third factor discussed by Baillie and
Danish {1992) into account and attempted to apply Ebaugh’s (1988) role exit theory to
the retirement process of an athlete. In this study, Drahota and Eitzen (1998) success-
fully applied the four stages of Ebaugh’s (1988) role exit theory—doubls, seeking
alternatives, the turning point, and creating the ex-role— to the experience of an athlete
retiring. They did this by holding 27 face-to-face interviews with ex-athletes from a
variety of sports, collecting data qualitatively and relating it to the four stages of role
exit (Drahota & Eitzen, 1998).

Along these same lines, Grove, Lavelle, Gordon, and Harvey (1998) at-
tempted to use the account-making model of Harvey, Weber, and Orbuch (1990} as an
outline for understanding the psychological distress that results from the retirement
process of an athlete, In their account-making model, Harvey et al. (1990} describe the
account as the formation of a narrative about the traumatic event experienced and saw
the ability of the individual to develop this narrative as the essential element in their
therapeutic process. In their application of the account-making model, Grove et al.
(1998) viewed retiring from sport as a traumatic event in the lives of the retired athletes.
They collected data qualitatively through structured interviews over the areas of Trau-
matic Event and Outcry, Denial and Intrusion, Working Through, and Completion and
Identity Change. Upon analyzing the interview transcripts, Grove et al. (1998) con-
cluded that the model by Harvey, Weber, and Orbuch (1990) was applicable to the
retirernent process of athletes.

However, these studies were unique due to the fact that the researchers
collected data qualitatively, contrasting with the majority of research done in the field
that uses quantitative approaches and Likert-type scales. This quantification of data
and use of Likert-type scales has left the field of sport psychology with a lack of
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qualitative research on the topic of athletic retirement. Examples of recent studies
that are quantitative include those done by Blinde and Stratta (1992} and by Abbot,
Weinmann, Bailey, and Laguna (1999). Furthermore, Hayslip et al., (1997} used a
Likert-type measure to study the traditional form of retirement from work, using the
Retirement Anxiety Scale to assess the anxiety that academicians had towards the
retirement process.

Nevertheless, to thoroughly study and understand the topic of retirement,
and in particular, retirement fromn sport, knowledge of the actual experience of
individuals who have lived through retiring from sport is necessary. Leong and
Ponterotto {2003) advocate a research paradigm shift to constructionist methodolo-
gies, such as qualitative phenomenology, st: g that these are the only methodolo-
gies suited to give marginalized and under-studied populations a voice. Hopefully,
the broad range of reactions to and causes of the retirement of athletes can be
revealed and examined.

Impact of Retirement on the Athlete
Every year, thousands of athletes become ex-athletes, enduring the process and
the effects of retirement from sport. As noted by I[saksson and Johansson (2000),
tetirement brings about a number of stressors in the life of the ex-worker. However, the
stress experience is compounded for the athlete during retirement. This transition
period holds more stress-related significance to the athlete due to the lifelong process of
socialization into sport that athletes experience and grow accustomed to in our culture
(Baillie & Danish, 1992}, As noted by Baille and Danish {1992), this socialization
begins as early as elementary school, with children being reinforced for participation in
sports by family, friends, and teachers. Over the years of development, this socializa-
tion, combined with success in sports by the athlete, leads to feelings of prestige and
ultimately, an ego-driven creation of self-identity/image centered upon the role of ath-
lete. An unfortunate consequence of this socialization and athlete-centered identity is
that many athletes focus on developing their physical skills and undergo what Baillie
and Danish (1992} describe as role foreclosure. In this process, athletes focus so much
energy on sports that little is left for other aspects of their personal development,
causing their education/academics to suffer and their self-esteem to hinge upon their
athletic performance (Baillie & Danish, 1992). Given a self-identity concentrated on
athleticism that is built up through the socialization process that the athlete experi-
ences, along with the lack of development of other roles by the athlete, the stage is set
for a stress reaction in retirement when the role of athlete is no longer available. This
issue has been emphasized by Drahota and Eitzen {1998), who point out that retire-
ment is a particularly difficult time for ex-athletes leaving a career in sport because they
lose what had been the focus of their being and identity for the majority of their lives.
Once they have left sport, the retired athlete is then forced to re-associate his/her
personal identity (Stankovich et al., 2001). Other possible losses for the retired athlete
include the camaraderic with teammates, physical prowess, adoration of fans and
peers, and the intense rush and highs of competition (Drahota & Eitzen, 1998).
Finally, as Drahota and Eitzen (1998) assert, athletes retiring from sport are
doing so ata very young age (typically 18 through 23). This young age comes into play
when retired athletes have to start a new life and career differing from the sport-role
identity that they have had all their lives. As Drahota and Eitzen (1998) report, over-
focusing time and effort on this sport-role identity has left college athletes without the



The Academic Athletic Journal Page 4

skills of many college students, leaving these young, retired athletes with fewer of the
skills needed to survive financially (Drahota & Eitzen, 1998). This skill deprivation
found in college athletes is further emphasized by Stankovich et al,, (2001), who assert
that college athletes risk being deficient in career-related developmental tasks normally
accomplished by their peers in the university community. Finally, Blann (1985) de-
scribed these college athletes as being less capable of forming educational and career
goals than other college students. Thus, these young ¢x-athletes have the majority of
their lives ahead of them after sport to atternpt to overcome the educational, economic,
and self-developmental obstacles that sport has created.

Research by Hayslip et al. (1997) investigated control in making the final deci-
sions regarding if and when to retire from a career in academia as a prediction of
psychological stress, In their study, Hayslip et al.  297) found that those who had
control in making the final decision of when to retire were happier and more satisfied in
retirement than those who were forced or told when they had to retire. The relevance
of this finding to the retirement of an athlete is strengthened by the fact that many
athletes end their careers because they are no longer wanted due to injury, lack of ability,
or diminishing physical skills. Thus, the majority of athletes leaving sport would fall
into the Hayslip et al. (1997) category of being forced out of their job. They would
experience less satisfaction in retirement than those who had control over their decision
to retire.

Potts (2001) reiterates these numerous stressors faced by athletes leaving
sport and describes the phenomenon as post-athlete syndrome, stating that it affects
most athletes at the end of their careers. Stankovich et al. (2001} include “loss of
appetite, weight fluctuation, skipped menstrual cycles, insomnia, mood changes, a
sense of being out of control, sadness about the loss of teammates, decline in motiva-
tion, and a lack of trust in others,” (p. 82) as common effects of retirement from sport
on college male and female athletes.

Further research on the psychological effects during the retirement process
of ex-athletes is needed. Such research should improve helping professionals” under-
standing of the retirement experience and possibly enable them to assist athletes in
developing better coping strategies for the retirement experience.

Phenomenology and Sport

A substantial amount of research has been done in the field of athletics using
the existential-phenomenological/hermeneutic approach to describe the experiences of
athletes in a wide variety of sports. The athletic experiences of playing soccer, playing
women'’s basketball, being coached, and having a peak performance experience have
been described.

Hughson and Inglis (2002) phenomenologically described the experience of
playing soccer in the three major themes of Player-Body-Subject, Practical knowledge
and actions, and Form of soccer field space. Johnson (1998) used the existential-
phenomenological method to portray an athlete’s experience of being coached, finding
the three themes of There for me/Not there for me, Knowing and being known person-
aily, and Authority/Power. D’ Anniballe (1996) used the approach to depict elite female
college basketball players’ experiences, finding the three themes of Relationships, "1
in team, and Plgy. These three themes took on meaning in the context, or ground, of
Team. Finally, Privette (1981) used phenomenology to find that the experience of peak
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These methods can restrict the participant’s responses (Markson &
Gognalons-Caillard, 1971). Phenomenological research is conducted through the phe-
nomenological interview, in which participants are asked an open-ended question and,
in responding, have the freedom to explore, be spontaneous, and have total control of
their response (e.g. D’Anniballe, 1996, & Johnson, 1998). This freedom enables the
researcher to gain a better understanding of the participant’s experiences than other
methodologies such as questionnaires or structured interviews (Markson & Gognalons-
Caillard, 1971).

Bracketing Interview

In the bracketing interview, the researcher is interviewed using the same
question that he/she will ask the study’s part  nts in order to help the researcher
become aware of his/her thoughts, biases, anu nypotheses concerning the research
question (Rosenbaum, 2000). Pollio, Henley, and Thomspon {1997) suggested that a
bracketing interview:

is done to provide the researcher with some feel for what it is like
to be interviewed on the present topic and to provide a thematic
description of his or her present understanding of the
phenomenon...The intention is...to have {the researcher) become
more attuned to (his/her) presuppositions about the nature and
meaning of the present phenomenon and thereby (sensitize him/
her) to any potential demands (he/she) may impose on (the} co-
participants either during the interview or in its subsequent inter-
pretation. (p. 48)

Thus, the bracketing interview allows the researcher to gain knowledge of his/
her opinions on the research topic before he/she interviews participants in the study.
This knowledge makes it possible for the researcher to make a conscious effort to
remain unbiased and impartial while conducting the interview process.

Participants

According to Dale (1994), participants in phenomenological research are
selected based on their ability to describe their own unique experience with a certain
incident, thus providing the researcher with a better understanding of that occurrence.
Following this logic, participants in this study were selected based on the following
criteria: 1) the participant had retired from a sport following participation at the collegiate
level, and 2) was willing to discuss retirement. In phenomenological studies, the primary
consideration for including a research participant is whether or not the individual has had
the experience. This study is focused on the intercollegiate athlete who has retired from
his or her sport. If the research participant has had the experience of interest, then he or
she is considered to be an authority on his or her own experience. Factors such as gender,
type of sport, and level of sport are not primary considerations.

It is also important to understand that the five research participants in this
study do not constitute a sample that is meant to be representative of a population.
The goal is to obtain a non-quantitative description of the experience of retiring from
intercollegiate athletics.
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Life Shift/Redirection

The major hurdle revolving around the theme of Identity that these athietes
had to overcome was the realization that their identity would have to change upon
retirement from sport. For the participants in this study, sport had been the focus of
their lives for so long that their identity hinged upon their athletic endeavors. Now that
sport was gone, these participants had to shift their identity to something other than
“athlete.” Kevin described his process of finding an identity outside of athletics with
goals that weren’t in the sport arena.

It was something that 1 grew up with, i.  as who | was. And it was just
incredibly difficult to know that it was over. If somebody would have
asked me in college, or probably even high school, who am 1? | would
have said “a wrestier, or, “an athlete.” I doubt [ would have said
anything like I’'m a citizen, or I'm a human being, or i'm a white
person, of ['m a male, or anything like that. I was an athlete. [ was
a wrestler. H’s a life redirection. So although my career was over, |
mean it came to a stop after I lost my last match my senior year, but
at the same time I guess I see it as a process because you have to find
places to like | said, “channel your energy, find other goals to move
towards and accomptish.” Kevin

The overwhelming emphasis of Freddy’s description of his experience of
retirement from sport was the importance of starting law school immediately following
the end of his collegiate athletic career, giving him an outiet that he could shift his energy
toward.

Just like basketball was with all the hours you put in, law school was
very similar to that... So retirement wasn't too bad for me like 1 said
I guess because of the law school experience so much... the ease of
retiring, it has really been a lot easier with law school. Freddy

THEME II. THE GAME

The Game arose as a theme due to the fact that each college game, or sport,
played by the participants in this study was described at one point or another in their
interviews. As is illustrated in the section below, the participants described The Game
through the sub-themes of Stories of Past History, Difference between Levels of
Sport, Contentment in Reminiscing, and Retirement as a Process.

Stories of Past History

The participants included descriptions of their playing careers, rather than
discussing their experiences of retirement, in their answer to the original phenomeno-
logical research question. These accounts included the number of years that the partici-
pants played their sport, as well as some descriptions of events that took place during
their carcers of playing the game.
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They knew I wasn't really happy on the team. That was kind of a side
issue of the coaches and I. We just weren't clicking. And then [ felt
after 1 got into kind of that role of, you know 1 didn’t practice for a
few weeks after that happened, you know [ had a few bad practices in
a row, and | thought everything was judged on those first few bad
practices, and although 1 knew I could do better 1 felt like I couldn’t
overcome that. Once their judgment was made of what level player
that I was that } couldn’t.. kind of come out of that, Julie

The Team (Teammates)

In the culture of sport, the team envii  nent is the hegemonic norm. Jennifer
described the hardship that she encountered foilowing her retirement when she was no
longer part of the team, severing the bond that she once had with her former teammates.
This separation between her and her teammates caused Jennifer to feel like she no
longer belonged around them.

...it just comes to the point where if I'm not playing, am I supposed
to be hanging out with these people? Or do I go to a game because 'm
an “ex-player” and I think that’s reatly hard. It’s hard to be seen at
the scene of the crime almost. And um it took me a while, [ don’t
think 1 went to a game after 1 quit. [ was in this little kind of sorority/
fraternity with these people, and now | wasn't officially a part of it,
but [ couldn't get away from it. And that was really hard...] just didn™
want to face all the parents. You know, “oh how have you been? We
haven't seen yow.” “Well, ycah no crap you haven't seen me” (ha
ha), It was even hard to hang out. Like ahh go to the soccer parlies.
You know the guys and the girls always hung out together. [t was hard
to go to those because again I wasn't officially part of the team.
Jennifer

The Community (Family/ Friends)

Finally, the participants described the impact that their communities had on
them and their decisions. In the following quote, Julie described her anxiety in not
wanting to disappoint her community and her parents with her decision to quit and
retire from sport.

And in my town, it’s a big thing. It's a small town and when you go off
to college you put in the newspaper you know where you're going to
school and what you're majoring in and if you’re playing a sport at
that college and you know that’s something that I puess was respected
by the town. And so I knew that going back you know they were going
to ask me, oh how’s softball going, and I'd have to say I wasn’t
playing anymore, and that was kind of tough...I felt pressure from
mom and dad, they loved to watch me play. Even though I didn™t play
much in college they’d come up and watch the games and were reatly
involved with the team and stuff like that. So that was hard...to let
thern know that T wasn't happy doing this. They really wanted that
for me. Julie
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I feel that these themes and sub-themes truly reflect my experience,
especially the themes of Identity, The Game, and Others. Jennifer

I think you have all the categories that are appropriate. When you
retire from college sport, you do go through a period when you see
yourself differently. You realize that others maybe like “the athlete™
in you more than “the person.” I think you got it. It seems accurate
and all-encompassing. Bob

Your themes look good to me. | think you hit all the major aspects of
retiring from sport. Freddy

CONCLUSION

The preliminary results of this phenomenological investigation on the expe-
rience of retirement from sport following a career in college athletics yielded several
results that coincide with the findings presented in the review of previous literature on
athletes retiring from sport. The initial similarity comes from Drahota and Eitzen’s
(1998) application of Ebaugh’s {1988) role exit theory to athletes’ retirement process.
In this work, Drahota and Eitzen (1998) point out that athletes who retire go through
a process of secking alternatives to sport and creating the ex-role, all of which were
witnessed in the interviews of participants in the current investigation. First, Drahota
and Eitzen (1998) refer to the experience of Retirement as a Process, which was
found as a sub-theme under the main theme The Game in the data collection. Also, the
sub-theme of Life Shift/Redirection under the main theme of Identity reiterates
Drahota and Eitzen’s (1998) finding that the athlete will seek alternatives to sport while
attempting to create a new identity role foliowing his or her retirement. Life Shift/
Redirection also reiterates the assertion by Grove et al. (1998) that retired athletes re-
channel the time and energy formerly spent in their sport by acquiring new interests.
Stankovich, Meeker, and Henderson (2001} and Drahota and Eitzen (1998) also mir-
rored the sub-theme of Life Shift/Redirection and the main theme of Identity through
their conclusion that athletes who retire lose what had been their ltife-focus for many
years, and with this loss, are forced to re-associate their personal identity.

Support for Identity as a theme of the experience of retiring from sport
continued in Grove, Lavelle, Gordon, and Harvey’s (1998) application of Harvey,
Weber, and Orbuch’s {1990) model on retirement. They concluded that individuals
retiring from sport undergo an identity change. Furthermore, the sub-theme of Emo-
tion under the theme Identity is verified by Grove et al.’s (1998) depiction of retire-
ment from sport as characterizing a traumatic event and outery.

The sub-theme of the retired athletes’ tendency to Tell Stories of Past
History under the main theme of The Game reflected the work of Baillie and Danish
(1992), who established that sport provides a life-long socialization for the athlete. In
the present study, stories of socialization told by the retired athietes also influenced the
identity of the individuals. Baillie and Danish (1992} noted this influence on identity,
asserting that sport socialization leads to the individual’s seif-identity being centered
upon the role of athlete. Thus, Baillie and Danish’s (1992} work substantiates the
themes of Identity and The Game found in the present study.
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