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ABSTRACT

A study was conducted with 502 college students (246 non-athletes, 90
intramural athletes. and 166 intercollegiate athletes) to investigate the
relationship between self-identity variables (i.e.. identity foreclosure and
athletic identity) and college sport participation. Results indicated that identity
foreclosure and athletic identity increase with level of sport participation.
Idenuty foreclosure was significantly lower for upperclass students than for
underclass students among non-athletes. but not among intramural and
intercollegiate student-athletes. These findings suggest that intercollegiate
student-athletes may commit to the role of “athlete™ without exploring
alternative identities. Implications of the results for the academic and career
development of student-athletes are discussed.

INTRODUCTION

At the typical college or university. several hundred students
participate in intercollegiate athletics. Participation in sport at the college level
involves an enormous commitment of time and energy. Despite the prevailing
notion that sport builds character, empirical investigations have demonstrated
that student-athletes lag behind their non-athletic counterparts in terms of
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psychosocial development (Blann. 1985: Kennedy & Dimick. 1987: Malismur
& Schmitt, 1975; Petitpas, 1981: Schendel. 1965: Sowa & Gressard. 1983).

One reason why college student-athletes may show lower levels of
psychosocial maturity is that they engage in selective optimization (Danish,
1983), in which they concentrate on a sport to the exclusion of other activities
during their involvement in the sport. Consistent with this idea. it has been
hypothesized that student-athletes are at increased risk for identity foreclosure
(Nelson, 1983; Petitpas & Champagne. 1988). Rooted in Erikson’s (1959)
theory of psychosocial development. identity foreclosure is a construct used to
describe people who have committed to an occupation or an ideology without
first engaging in exploratory behavior (Marcia. 1966: Petitpas. 1978).

Because of the rewards and demands (both physical and psychological)
inherent in competitive sport, student-athletes may lack incentive or opportunity
to explore identities other than that of “athlete.” Preliminary support for this
argument was obtained in a study of college males by Petitpas (1981). who
found that senior non-athletes were significantly less foreclosed than senior
student-athletes. freshman student-athletes. and freshman non-athletes. No

significant differences in identity foreclosure were found among the latter three
groups of subjects.

Closely related 10 identity foreclosure is athletic identity (Brewer. Van
Raalte, & Linder. in press). a construct tapping the degree to which an
individual identifies with the athlete role. It has been hypothesized that
maintaining a strong and exclusive athletic identity can produce problems in
adjustment to common sport-related transitions such as terminating compeltitive
sport involvement. dealing with injury. and being cut from a 1eam (Baiilie &
Danish. 1992: Blinde & Greendorter. 1985: Pearson & Petitpas. 1990).
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[E(2.490) = 181.08. p < .001] and underclass student-athletes [F(2.490) = 56.76. p
<.001).

Inspection of the simple effects of class within each level of athletic
involvement indicated that. although there were no significant class differences
for intramural and intercollegiate student-athletes. underclass non-athletes had
significantly higher AIMS scores than upperclass non-athletes [E(1.490) = 12.08.
p < .005]. However. the class effect within non-athletes held only for males. since
the AIMS scores of upperclass and underclass female non-athletes did not differ
significantly.

DISCUSSION

This study examined identity foreclosure and athletic identity in male
and female upperclass and underclass college students across three levels of sport
participation. Empirical support was provided for the hypothesis that student-
athletes are susceptible to identity foreclosure. as foreclosure scores increased
with the level of athletic involvement. Similar to the results of Petitpas (1981).
upperclass non-athletes were significantly less foreclosed than underclass non-
athletes. but no such developmental decrease was observed for intramural or
intercollegiate student-athletes. It is possible that the demands of sport
participation and the restrictive. sheltered nature of the competitive sport
environment discourage student-athietes from exploring alternative identities
(Chartrand & Lent. 1987: Nelson. 1983: Petitpas & Champagne. 1988: Shifflette
& Galante. 1985).

Bolstering this interpretation are the {indings for athletic identity in this
study. which. as expected. indicated that strength and exclusivity of identification
with the athlete role increased with Jevel of athletic involvement. It is worth
noting that athletic identity and foreclosure scores were significantly correlated
for the full sample [r(501) =.21.p < .001]. This suggests that athletic identity and
identity foreclosure are distinct yet related constructs.

No gender differences were found for identity foreclosure. Thus. 11
appears that the findings of Petitpas (1981) obtained with male college students
apply to female college students us well. A gender difference was found on
athletic identity only for non-athletes. with male non-athletes having significantly
higher AIMS scores than female non-athletes. This finding suggests that male and
female student-athleles identify themselves with the athlete role in a similar
fashion.

There are several important limitations of this study. First. the cross-
sectional design that was used does not permit causal conclusions regarding the
relations among sport participation. academic standing. and self-identity (athletic
identity and identity foreclosure) in college students. In the future. it would be
prudent to employ longitudinal designs to examine more thoroughly identity
development in student-athletes. Second. participants in this study were students
at NCAA Division 1T and Division 1II institutions. Replication of this
investigation with NCAA Division I student-athletes is recommended. However.
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it might be anticipated that some of the findings of this study might be even
more pronounced among students at Division I institutions, where the
expectation of “turning pro™ by student-athletes is probably much higher than at
NCAA Division 1l and Division IIT institutions.

Implications

The results of this study imply that college student-athletes may
identify strongly with the athlete role to the extent that they fail to explore
alternative identities. These findings have ramifications for the academic and
career development of student-athletes. Because of their intense involvement in
sport, student-athletes may not identify. explore. and eventually pursue
academic and career options of potential interest. Although an association
between identity foreclosure and career maturity has not been demonstrated
empirically in student-athletes. research in non-athletic populations has
indicated that identity foreclosure is positively related to a dependent decision-
making style that is considered maladaptive in the career development process
(Blustein & Phillips. 1990).

Athletes sometimes encounter difficulty upon terminating involvement
in compelitive sport (Baillie & Danish. 1992: Crook & Robertson. 1991:
Gorbett. 1985). For example. documented sequelae of athletic “retirement”
include low life satisfaction (Kleiber & Brock. 1992:; Werthner & Orlick. 1986).
psyvchological distress (Blinde & Stratta. 1992). and substance abuse
(Mihovilovic, 1968). Failure to formulate adequate post-sport career plans may
in part account for the difficulties faced by some retired athletes. The findings
of this study are of concern to the extent that an exclusive identification with the
athlete role prohibits career planning.

The current study and those of Blann (1985). Kennedy and Dimick
(1987). and Sowa and Gressard (1983) provide a rationale for career
development interventions for college student-athletes (Jordan & Denson. 1990:
Lanning. 1982: Nelson. 1982: Pearson & Petitpas. 1990: Petitpas &
Champagne. 1988: Riffee & Alexander. 1991: Sanders. 1992: Wilkes. Davis. &
Dever. 1989: Wiumer. Bostic. Phillips. & Waters. 1981). Preliminary research
suggests that career development programs for student-athletes are effective
(Nelson. 1992) and well-received by participants (Petitpas. Danish. McKelvain.
& Murphy. 1992: Wilkes. Davis. & Dever. 1989). It is hoped that. through
further empirical research and ongoing program evaluation. effective
interventions will be developed 1o ease the difficulties of student-athletes
making the transition out of intercollegiate sport involvement.
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