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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to track changeshiletac identity and life satisfaction
of elite athletes over time as a function of retiemt status and the voluntariness of
retirement decisions. Sixty-two elite Australighlates (45 female and 17 male, mean age of
22 years) from three different phases of theiraitiicareers were surveyed five years apart.
Athletic identity was shown to decrease as athlepgsoached retirement. Athletes who
retired voluntarily reported an increase in liféigfaction post-retirement. These findings
support the need for athlete career education gragthat emphasise autonomy and career

planning.
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Changes in Athletic Identity and Life SatisfactionElite Athletes as a Function of
Retirement Status

Athletic identity has featured prominently in spoareer transition research. The
literature suggests that it declines followingnestient from sport and that this decline
facilitates adjustment to post-sport life (Lallyy(7; Lavallee, Gordon, & Grove, 1997). The
degree of voluntariness of sports career termindtas also been highlighted as affecting
adjustment to life after sport with voluntary caresmination associated with fewer
adaptation difficulties (Cecic Erpic, Wylleman, &@gancic, 2004; Taylor & Ogilvie, 1994).
However, much of what we know about the athlete@atransition experience comes from
research that has employed cross-sectional desigesrospective accounts of athletes’
transition experiences. There is a need for ssuthat track athletes as they move into, and
through, this transition.

The current study adds to the sports career tranditerature by tracking three
groups of elite athletes over a five-year peri@he group remained active in competitive
sport throughout the period of the study; a se@mdp was active at the start of the study
but had retired by the final data collection poartgd a third group was active at the start of
the study but indicated an intention to retire oy €nd of the study. Athletes who had retired
or who were intending to retire were also clasdifecording to whether their retirement was
voluntary or involuntary. The broad goals of thigdy were to track changes in athletic
identity and life satisfaction over time as a fuoctof retirement status and the degree of
control exerted over retirement decisions.

Preparing for Retirement

To the extent that they see themselves as hawwagegr in sport, retiring athletes can

be expected to go through the normal career tiangirocesses whereby the individual

engages in gradual alterations of behaviours aatsgwer time (Cecic Erpic et al., 2004).
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However, because retirement from sport typicallguss at a young age and involves
transitioning into another career rather than dubhe workforce, what we know about the
retirement process from the general literaturetbd® reexamined in the sporting context.
Research has identified seven predictable transitiphases that an elite athlete will face and
seek to resolve over the course of his or her smanteer (Stambulova, 1994). The initial
phases relate to the beginning of sports spedialisand the transition athletes then make to
special intensive training in their chosen spdithe middle phases describe the step up from
social sports to high-achievement sports, and fiteen junior to senior, and from amateur to
professional status. The final two identified prsaare the transition from the peak of the
athletes’ sports career to the final stage, folld\wg the transition to retirement (Stambulova,
1994). Interest in this final transition phase peswvn rapidly over the past 20 years, with
much of the research focussing on the psychosmefsct of retirement on the athlete (Cecic
Erpic et al., 2004; Ogilvie & Taylor, 1993; ShachBrewer, Cornelius, & Petitpas, 2004).
Making the transition from active participationgport to retirement can often see the athlete
experience loss in numerous areas such as sotmabnks, identity, and public attention

(Lally, 2007). Past studies have documented imzide of athletes suffering from
psychological and emotional difficulties duringsigeriod such as decreases in levels of self-
confidence (Sinclair & Orlick, 1993), substance sb(Svoboda & Vanek, 1982), and eating
disorders (Blinde & Stratta, 1992). Other studiase demonstrated the significant impact
that retirement from sport can have upon life §atison (Cecic Erpic, 1998; Sinclair &

Orlick, 1993; Werthner & Orlick, 1986). The aimtbis study was to investigate changes in
athletic identity and life satisfaction as a funatiof retirement status. We begin our review

of the literature by examining the links betweetireenent and life satisfaction.
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Life Satisfaction

Life satisfaction has been defined as a cognitixgumation of one’s life as a whole
(Shin & Johnson, 1978) and has been documenteziregning quite stable over time within
the general population (Cummins, 1998).

Sport-related research exploring the impact ofegtent on athlete life satisfaction
has produced mixed results. A study conductedigl&®r and Orlick (1993) with 199
retired high-performance athletes found 74% ofsidnmple to be satisfied with their lives
post-retirement, with 63% indicating that it hactbe positive change. Contrary findings
were reported by Cecic Erpic (1998) and Werthnér@rick (1986), who noted a decline in
life satisfaction following retirement. Such reasuleflect the dynamic nature of this
transition phase. Although there are some grotm@nticipating an increase in life
satisfaction following retirement, the outcomeikgly to depend on whether or not the
transition was expected or unexpected. Theseiti@msare referred to as normative and
non-normative respectively (Stambulova, 2000). nTel@selection and injury have been
commonly identified as being non-normative, or ikvary, reasons for retirement.
Retirement because of goal satisfaction or losivabon, on the other hand, is considered to
be normative or voluntary (Stambulova, 2000; TagldDgilvie, 1994).

Involuntary retirement has been found to increasathlete’s feelings of anxiety and
depression (Alfermann & Gross, 1997), and to hamegative impact upon an individual’s
feelings of self-respect (Crook & Robertson, 19@hy self-control (Werthner & Orlick,
1986). In a study of 48 former elite-amateur Aaisin athletes, Lavallee, Grove, and
Gordon (1997) reported that those athletes whoresqpzed involuntary retirement from their
sporting careers were more likely to experiencatgreemotional and social adjustment

difficulties than those who retired voluntarily. sitnoother transition may be related to the
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predictability of the situation, allowing individlsato feel that they have a choice and have
more control over their future.

Life satisfaction is an interesting construct tplexe in relation to normative and
non-normative transitions to retirement in a sgetting, especially due to the relatively
young age that this transition occurs for elitdettds. In relation to the general population,
Lang and Heckhausen (2001) found that high posgereeptions of control were
particularly important in the protection of youngdamiddle-aged adults against the
detrimental effects of failure and loss, loweretjsative well-being (SWB) being one of
these negative effects. They concluded that agtsense of control can benefit younger and
middle-aged individuals, especially when faced vexiperiences which commonly result in
negative affect (Lang & Heckhausen, 2001).

Career planning has been identified by researdsone activity that can assist
athletes with their transition from active parteiion in sport to retirement. Studies have
found that those athletes who have engaged inrcpl@®ning prior to their retirement feel
higher levels of perceived personal control, reésglin them having higher self-efficacy in
relation to their ability to successfully adaplife after sport (Alfermann, 2000; Alfermann
et al., 2004; Taylor & Ogilvie, 1994; Webb et 41998). Career planning has also been
identified as having positive associations witk Batisfaction in both elite and student-
athlete populations by other researchers (e.gerilénn et al., 2004; Perna, Ahigren, &
Zaichkowsky, 1999). According to Alfermann et(@004), athletes who have prepared
themselves in this way prior to career terminaiom able to access their resources more
readily upon retirement than those athletes whe HiaNed to make such plans.

Athletic | dentity
One of the key variables that has been identifeedaving the ability to impact elite

athletes in the transition to retirement procesghtetic identity. As defined by Brewer, Van
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Raalte, and Linder (1993), athletic identity is tregyree to which an individual thinks and
feels like an athlete. It is positively associateth athletic performance (Werthner & Orlick,
1986) and is therefore a desirable quality. &l$® one of the major factors impacting on
athletes’ personal and psychological developmettl, the possession of a strong and
exclusive level of athletic identity found to besasiated with the restricted development of a
multi-dimensional self, adjustment difficulties limlving retirement from sport, post-injury
emotional distress, social isolation, and delaysaireer maturity (Brewer, 1993; Kornspan &
Etzel, 2001; Tasiemski, Kennedy, Gardner, & Blagkl2004). Previous research has shown
that those individuals with a strong athletic idignare less likely to plan for their future
vocations before retirement (Lavallee, Gordon |.etl&97; Gordon, 1995; Pearson &
Petitpas, 1990). In the area of elite athleteeragdecision-making, Albion and Fogarty
(2005) found that high levels of athletic identigre associated with indecisiveness, lack of
knowledge about occupations, and internal confattisut career choices.

One of the more commonly reported aspects of athbintity is that it begins to
decline from a relatively young age. Brewer e{H93) found a negative relationship
between athletic identity and age in a sample tbégiate student-athletes. Miller and Kerr
(2003) also observed that the importance of thiet&hole decreased over time as student-
athletes matured. Houle, Brewer, and Kluck (20t@¢stigated the development of athletic
identity over three age groups (10 years, 15 yead,adulthood) and found that it increased
until the age of 15 and then stayed at that lewtel young adulthood. The literature also
suggests that athletic identity can change in nespdo certain events, such as success or
failure. ldentity scores of athletes who had erdw losing season and reported being
dissatisfied with their performance were lower titamse of athletes who had enjoyed a
winning season (Brewer, Selby, Linder, & Petitge#99). A drop in athletic identity has

also been found following state team deselectiash(Fsrove, & Eklund, 1999). Similar
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outcomes were reported in a later study by the sasearch team (Grove, Fish, & Eklund,
2004). In this second study, the athletic iderditgres of 47 female athletes vying for state
team selection were captured on three occasioresweerk before selections; on the day of
team selections; and two weeks afterwards. Athldéntity scores of the unsuccessful
athletes decreased during the two weeks immeditalbbying selection announcements
whilst the scores of the players who were selestathined stable. Other studies have shown
reductions in athletic identity as a result of mj(Brewer, Cornelius, Stephan, & Van Raalte,
2010) and retirement from sport (Grove et al., 2Q@4allee, Gordon, et al., 1997; Shachar
et al., 2004).

The findings relating to the effects of retirementathletic identity are of particular
relevance to the aims of this study. It seemstti@tuality of an athlete’s adjustment to post
sport life is facilitated if athletic identity dezases (Cecic Erpic et al., 2004; Lavallee,
Gordon, et al., 1997; Webb et al., 1998). To esgpthis notion further, Lally (2007) tracked
the changes in identity that took place for six &han student-athletes at three time points
from preretirement through to one-year postretirin&he found that athletes reduced their
athletic identity in preparation for retirement&@yploying a variety of coping strategies,
such as involving themselves in other physical aratlemic pursuits. She also found that
some of the athletes began to negotiate their eesesof self long before they actually
retired. As a result, the athletes reported divelly smooth transition into retirement (Lally,
2007).

Retirement, Athletic | dentity, and Psychosocial Adjustment

The studies reviewed above indicate that a numibkictors can lead to decreases in
athletic identity with perhaps the major ones behgdecline associated with retirement, and
the drop that seems to occur as athletes enterghy twenties and face the realities of

making career choices that will help them to seeucemfortable lifestyle. The literature
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also suggests that retirement accompanied by aasein athletic identity leads to better
social adjustment, however this is one sectiomefliterature that remains unclear. Although
it has been shown that athletes going into retireméh high levels of athletic identity are
likely to experience adjustment problems, we dokmatw much about what is likely to
happen to other important personal characterisios as life satisfaction. In one of the few
studies in this area, Shachar et al. (2004) lo@itede differences in athletic identity,
transitional adjustment difficulties, and life sé#iction of former athletes who chose to be
coaches, and those who chose a career unrelaspaiofollowing their retirement. Using
retrospective recall data, it was found that the gnoups did not differ in athletic identity at
the time of retirement. However, at the time cfemsment, non-coaches were found to have
lower levels of athletic identity. There were ntietences in transitional adjustment
difficulties or life satisfaction, indicating thahanges in athletic identity do not necessarily
influence these factors.
Aimsof the Current Study

While many of the studies discussed above provaigable information relating to
changes in athletic identity, a limitation of thedature on this topic is that much of it is
based on cross-sectional designs, retrospectieands designs, or qualitative studies with
small sample sizes. The current study employemgitudinal design, tracking a group of
young elite athletes over a five-year period. $ample encompassed athletes who were
both actively competing in their sport with no @nt plans to retire, as well as those who
were in different stages of the retirement traasifprocess. Some of the athletes actually
retired from their sport during the study, whiléets indicated their intention to retire.
These differences enabled within-group and betvwggenp comparisons. In order to

investigate whether athletic identity and life s&tction were impacted by the level of
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perceived personal control the athletes had ovéaekmg on their final transition phase, the
effects of voluntary versus involuntary retiremesats also explored.
Method

Participants

Participants were 62 elite athletes (45 femalésnales) who were enrolled in
various Australian academies and institutes oftdpd2003 and who were still contactable
for a follow-up study in 2007. The definition dfte encompasses those athletes involved in
a national senior squad or on a scholarship wehAthstralian Institute of Sport or a state
institute or academy of sport. At the commencemétite study, the average age of these
athletes was 21.61 years with ages ranging fromo B6 (D = 5.10). They represented 23
different sports, with the largest numbers involvath swimming (9), track and field sports
(9), rowing (7), netball (5), hockey (4), crick&)softball (3), volleyball (3), and water polo
(3). By 2007, these 62 athletes separated in&thaturally occurring groups: those who
had retired from elite spom & 16); those who indicated that they intendecetoe before
2010 6 = 14); and a group who had no current thoughtetrfement § = 32). These three
groups were labele@etired, Intending, andContinuing respectively. The average number of
years that the retired group athletes had beerdeir by 2007 was 2.1 years, with a range
of one to three years.
Measures

Demographic and general information. Demographic data included age, gender,
and type of sport.

Athletic Identity Measurement Scale. The Athletic Identity Measurement Scale
(AIMS; Brewer et al., 1993) is a 10-item scale whprovides a measure of the extent to
which an individual identifies as an athlete. Angde item is “l spend more time thinking

about sport than anything else”. Respondents atelitheir level of agreement with the 10
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statements on a 5-point Likert scale which ranga® f1 &trongly disagree) to 5 Gtrongly
agree). The total score ranges from 10 to 50 and pes/@h overall measure of athletic
identity, with higher scores indicating strongegntification with the athletic role. Daniels,
Sincharoen, and Leaper (2005) reported a Cronbatpis coefficient of .82 for the AIMS.
The alpha coefficients for the AIMS in the presstidy were .80 in 2003 and .81 in 2007.

Satisfaction With Life Scale. Life satisfaction was measured using the Satisfiac
With Life Scale (SWLS; Diener, Emmons, Larsen, &ffgr, 1985). This short and widely-
used scale measures a person’s subjective evaluattibis or her life. Consisting of five
statements related to life satisfaction, resporgleare asked to indicate their level of
agreement with these statements on a 7-point s@alging from 1 grongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree). The SWLS includes items such as “I am satistigith my life” and “In
most ways my life is close to my ideal”. The tatabre ranges from 5 to 35 and provides an
overall measure of life satisfactiowith lower values indicating lower levels of life
satisfaction (Diener et al., 1985)Previous tdies have demonstrated the validity and
reliability properties of this scal¢Pavot, Diener, Randall, & Sandvik, 1991; Shevlin,
Brunsden, & Miles, 1998). Diener et al. (1985)aeed a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of
.87 for the SWLS. The alpha coefficients for tials in the present study were .79 for both
the 2003 and 2007 surveys.

Retirement intentions. Participants were asked about their intention tioerérom
active participation in their sport in both the 3Gfhd 2007 surveys. They were asked the
following initial question; “Do you plan to retifeom elite level participation in your sport?”
Four different timeframes were offered: “within thext 12 months?”, “within the next 2
years?”, “within the next 3 years?”, and “withirethext 4 years?Participants were then
askedo indicate eitheyes or no for each of these timeframes. From these resppnses

participants were separated into those who indictitat they were (a) intending to retire
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within the next four years, or (b) intending to tinne to participate. An additional option
was provided in the 2007 survey where participaotgdd indicate whether they had retired
and how long they had been retired (e.g. 1 yelingse questions in 2007 provided the basis
for separating the 62 individuals into one of threrement status groups (a) already retired,
(b) intending to retire within the next four yeans,(c) no thoughts of retirement. For those
participants who indicated that they had retiredyere considering retiring from sport
within the next four years, an additional open-ehgeestion probed the reason for
retirement. A content analysis of responses ®dhestion provided the basis for further
sorting the retired group into voluntary versusollomtary retirees.
Procedure

Data for the current project were taken from thgahand final phases of a five-
year longitudinal study investigating the impacafstralian elite athletes’ participation in
the National Athlete Career and Education (NACE)gpam (Albion & Fogarty, 2002;
Anderson & Morris, 2000). The NACE program wasigeto provide an integrated
program of support for Australia’s elite athlet&8%he program provides personal
development workshops, career and education guedaransition services, and education
support among other services. The essential atimesk services is to assist athletes in
meeting the demands of their sporting careers vadoiteurrently developing educational
and vocational skills (Anderson & Morris, 2000n drder to be eligible for the program,
athletes must be involved in a national senior dguebe on a scholarship with the
Australian Institute of Sport or a state institateacademy of sport. All participants in this
study met these criteria. The project receivedtsttiearance from the Australian Sports
Commission’s Human Research Ethics Committee.0082survey forms were sent to
NACE advisers at all of Australia’s State or Tenyt Academies or Institutes of Sport.

These surveys were then distributed to all athletescholarshipN = 2,915) at these



ATHLETIC IDENTITY AND RETIREMENT 13

institutes and academies in 2003. Completed saneye returned by 917 (476 females)
athletes, giving a response rate of 31.5%. In 20@CE advisers distributed 1,250
surveys to current athletes. Surveys were alsbdseactly to 93 athletes, all of whom had
responded to the survey in previous years and l@tecurrent and retired athletes.
Completed surveys were returned by 435 (251 ferpatbsetes, giving a response rate of
34.8%. Of these respondents, 62 athletes whacpgeated in both the 2003 and 2007
surveys were identified.
Results

The first step in the data analysis involved matgtihe responses to the 2003 and
2007 questions on retirement intentions. This stap taken as a check of the validity of the
process used to establish the three 2007 groump2003 athletes were asked whether they
intended to retire within the next four years octmtinue competing. In 2007 the same
individuals were offered the same two options pinsAlready retired” option. It was
expected that a reasonable proportion of the 2802d group came from those who
indicated in 2003 that they intended to retire wittne next four years. In fact, this is exactly
what did happen. Of the 35 athletes who said B828at they had no intentions of retiring,
all but 3 were still competing in 2007. Of the &Mletes who said in 2003 that they were
thinking of retiring in the next four years, 13 hatired by 2007 and 14 were still intending
to retire.

These data help to define the three retirementpgréon be analysed in this study. The
32 athletes in the 2007 Continuing group had a-tengn commitment to their sport in 2003
and they retained that commitment in 2007. Theng#nbers of the 2007 Intending group
had been intending to retire in 2003 and were akshostill of this mindset in 2007, although
still competing. The 16 members of the 2007 Retgeup comprised 13 individuals who

indicated that they intended to retire in 2003 phuse members who had not indicated an
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intention to retire in 2003 (from other data, weWnthat these were forced retirements). The
consistent patterns in these data suggest thétrbe groups formed from the 2007 data were
indeed distinctive groups in terms of retiremememions.

Descriptive statistics and correlations for the AMnd SWLS scales are shown in
Table 1.
Table 1
Descriptive Satistics and Correlations among Athletic Identity (AIMS) and Life Satisfaction

(SWLYS) Scales Across Survey Periods (2003 and 2007)

M SD AIMS 2003  SWLS 2003  AIMS 2007

AIMS 2003 34.97 5.80

SWLS 2003 25.84 4.84 -11
AIMS 2007 31.19 6.38 .55** -.24
SWLS 2007 25.62  5.54 -.20 ST -.30*

Note.N = 62; ** p< .01, *p < .05.

The means for the scales were less than one sthddaiation above the midpoints
and there was no evidence of skewness or kurtésiexpected, the 2003 and 2007
measures of the same constructs were moderateblated. The negative correlation
between athletic identity and life satisfactiorRD07 will be explored further when analysing
the impact of voluntary versus involuntary retirense

The first aim of the current study was to expldnarges in athletic identity and life
satisfaction over time, and to ascertain whetheathtete’s retirement status has a role to
play in any changes identified. The relevant mearnkstandard deviations are presented in

Table 2.
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Table 2

Means and Standard Deviations for AIMS and SAM_Sfor the Retirement Satus Groups

AIMS SWLS

Group Survey n M D) M D
Continuing 2003 32 37.13 5.98 26.22 5.48

2007 32 3459 495 25.35 5.44
Intending 2003 14  31.86 4.83 26.50 4.24

2007 14  29.64 5.58 24.31 5.89
Retired 2003 16 33.38 456 2450 3.88

2007 16  25.75 5.40 27.19 5.47

To test whether there were differences in mearesdor athletic identity across the
time periods and whether retirement status hadd@enating effect on these scores, separate
repeated-measures 3 x 2 (Group x Time) ANOVAs weréormed for each of the two
measures. Firstly, when conducted in relation ®©AMS, both main effects were significant
and a significant interaction was fouri€{2, 59) = 5.40p < .01. A graph of the AIMS means

of each of the groups at both time points is showfigure 1.
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Figure 1. AIMS means across the three retirement status grimu 2003 and 2007.
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Paired-samples t-tests indicated that the mean Adbtftes of all three groups
significantly decreased over time, Continuit(§1) = 2.49p < .05; Intendingt(13) = 2.36p
< .05; and Retired(15) = 4.98p < .01. When converted to effect sizes, thealues for the
three groups respectively were .16, .30, and 1% biggest decrease in athletic identity was
for the Retired group. When looking at betweendgrdifferences, univariate ANOVAs
revealed that there were significant differenceMeen the three groups in 20632, 59) =
5.56,p < .01, and also in 200F(2, 59) = 16.16p < .01. In both years, post hoc tests using
the Bonferroni correction revealed that the Contigugroup had significantly higher levels
of athletic identity than either the Intendiggpup or the Retired group. However, there were
no differences between the Retired or the Intendnogips.

A consequence of the quasi-experimental desigheottirrent study (naturally-
formed groups) is that there was a main effecafg, with the Continuing group
significantly younger than the similarly-aged Inderg and Retired groupg(2, 59) = 11.44,

p <.01. This outcome raises the possibility thatghoup differences in AIMS scores were
due to age rather than retirement status. Thailpbs/ cannot be ruled out entirely but the
differing effect sizes for the three groups suggésit the effect is not due to age alone.
Furthermore, using a median split to separate thrdiQuing group into a younger age sub-
group @ = 17) with a mean of 20.6 years and an older sobgfh = 15) with a mean of 25.2
years revealed that there were no differences legtwee AIMS scores of these sub-groups
(M =34.1 versud = 35.1,F(1, 30) = 0.33p >.01) even though there were significant
differences in their ageB(1, 30) = 61.73p < .01.

To test the effect of retirement on life satisfant{SWLS), a 3 x 2 (Group x Time)
repeated-measures ANOVA was conducted. A sigmfigderaction was found between
SWLS scores and retirement state®, 57) = 4.02p < .05. The means of each of the three

groups at both time points is shown in Figure 2.



ATHLETIC IDENTITY AND RETIREMENT 17

35
30 +
25
20 —e— Current

15 - ---l-- Intending
10 - --k--Retired

SWLS Means

5

2003 2007
Transition Stage
Figure 2. SWLS means across the three retirement status gffou@003 and 2007.

A series of paired-samples t-tests indicated tiantean SWLS scores of the
Continuing group and Intending group did not chasigaeificantly over time. However, for
the Retired group, life satisfaction increased leetwthe 2003 and 2007 survely$s) =
2.46,p < .05.

A further aim of this study was to investigate thgpact of forced retirement on
athletic identity and life satisfaction. A questim the 2007 survey asked participants to
state their reasons for retiring from elite leyabt. Fourteen members of the Retired group
answered this question. A panel of six expert @sigvho were all experienced sport and
exercise psychologists (i.e., registered to pradtighis area), were asked to categorise the
written responses as indicating either a voluntargn involuntary retirement decision. To
assist the judges in this task, research by Staoaa{P000) and Taylor and Ogilvie (1994)
was used to develop criteria defining the two catieg. For example, retirement because of
injury was classified as an involuntary reason sthiétirement due to satisfaction that
sporting goals had been reached constituted a taslureason. Ebel’s (1951) index of inter-
rater agreement among the six judges was high.(.91)

Of the 14 members of the Retired group who respomal¢his question, nine were

assigned to thinvoluntary group and five to th¥oluntary group. Because of the small
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sample sizes, nonparametric Mann-Whitney U teste wmployed to compare scores
obtained by these two groups on the AIMS and SWie&sures in 2003 and 2007. There
was no difference between the groups on any o203 measures. Whilst AIMS scores for
the Voluntary groupNldn = 20) did not differ from the Involuntary groull@n = 28),U =
8.5,z=-1.87,p> .05, = .25, the large effect size suggests that lackaifstical power may
have masked a genuine difference between thespgrdao terms of life satisfaction, the
Voluntary group fdn = 33) reported significantly higher scores tham ltivoluntary group
(Mdn =25),U =7,z=2.07,p<.05,r> = .31.
Discussion

The current study provided a rare opportunity i@ a group of elite athletes as
they separated into groups at various stages afatreer transition process. The constructs of
athletic identity and life satisfaction were conmgzaat two time points over a five-year
period. The impact of the voluntariness of retiegtnon these constructs was also assessed.
The athletic identity scores of all three groupslided over the period of the study. The
most likely reason for the general decline wasttheeased age at the time of the second
testing, which supports previous studies by Breavet Cornelius (2001) and Brewer et al.
(1993). However, one of the aims of this studychihnade it distinct from previous studies,
was to ascertain whether an athlete’s retiremamtsimoderated this decline. Athletes who
indicated that they were considering retiring freport within the next four years (Intending
group) showed lower levels of athletic identityrithose athletes who indicated no
intentions to do so (Continuing group). The AIM®es of the Intending and Retired
groups were comparable at this time-point, althaihgheffect size reflecting the decline in
AIMS scores over the period of the study was muehigr for the Retired group (.62 vs.

.30).
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These results support Lally’s (2007) findingst ththletes considering retirement
from sport displayed significantly lower levelsathletic identity. Lally viewed this decrease
in the prominence of athletic identity as beingeams of self-protection, with athletes
anticipating disruptions to their identities asitletirement approached.

A plausible explanation for the AIMS results of tharent study is that self-
protection processes may also be operating withéngopulation of Australian elite athletes.
The lower levels of athletic identity of those atlels who are either retired, or who have
intentions to retire, may indicate that these irdlials have started to explore, or at least
think about, other aspects of their lives, sucthag career choices, as they contemplate their
future after sport. These self-protection processay have subconscious or conscious
components as well as the conscious componentgeinpy the preceding explanation.

In relation to life satisfaction, in 2007 a negatorrelation was observed with
athletic identity, supporting previous researchaating that high levels of athletic identity
may be associated with adjustment difficulties.(eBgewer, 1993). However, by separating
athletes into different career-transition groups,have been able to demonstrate that the
relationship between athletic identity and lifeigfarction is moderated by retirement status.
No change was observed between 2003 and 2007d@dhtinuing or the Intending groups
but the Retired group showed an increase in lifisfaation scores suggesting that these
individuals have experienced a positive adjustnh@pbst-sport life. Although these results
conflict with some previous studies conducted witlie sporting context which have
reported declines in life satisfaction of athldwing retirement from sport (Cecic Erpic,
1998; Werthner & Orlick, 1986), it is not difficuid see why life satisfaction may either rise
or decline in this situation. On the negative sldss of identity and loss of prestige are
obvious hazards to be negotiated. On the postoe increased free time, freedom from

injury, and freedom from the stresses associatéda@mpetition are likely benefits. In the
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current study, the fact that the rise in life Jaton was largely associated with voluntary
retirement is evidence that planned retirement lesbyyith decreases in athletic identity is
likely to lead to positive outcomes. This outcomeonsistent with other findings in the
literature where a positive association has beenddetween voluntary career termination
and fewer adaptation difficulties while an abruptrvoluntary retirement has been shown to
have a significant negative impact upon an indigldboth socially and psychologically
(Alfermann, 2000; Alfermann & Gross, 1997; CroolR&bertson, 1997; Lang &
Heckhausen, 2001; Werthner & Orlick, 1986). Whawed in this light, the current study
clarifies, rather than contradicts, previous report the effects of retirement on life
satisfaction among athletes.

It is also interesting that no group showed evidesica decline in life satisfaction,
even those who experienced an involuntary retiren@@noutcome that may be attributable to
participation in the National Athlete Career Edima{NACE) program. Involvement with
NACE has been found to be associated with higheideof motivation to make career-
related decisions and a better knowledge of cane@reducational options (Albion &

Fogarty, 2003). Career planning has, in turn, beentified as having positive associations
with life satisfaction in both elite and studeniates populations (e.g., Alfermann et al.,
2004; Perna et al., 1999).

Practical Implications

There are a number of findings emerging from ttusl\ that can be used to guide
individuals who are working with athletes. As sholay the significant increases in the life
satisfaction of retired athletes in this study, mgkhe transition from active participation in
elite sport to retirement does not always resutheathlete suffering adjustment issues. This
study has added to the volume of research demtingte@negative association between

athletic identity and life satisfaction (see Tab)e In view of the negative psychosocial
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implications associated with an over-commitmerth®athlete role, athletes should be
encouraged to broaden their sense of self whilecetnpeting. Sport and exercise
psychologists, career counsellors, coaches, amh{zacan assist in this process by working
with athletes to identify their strengths, intesgstr talents outside of the sporting
environment, and supporting them in the explorasiod development of these other aspects
of their identity. Athletic identity is positivelgssociated with athletic performance
(Werthner & Orlick, 1986) but not to the exclusioihother interests. Miller and Kerr (2002)
demonstrated the soundness of this advice whenrstimyed that athletes who invest their
time in academic and social goals, along with aithigoals, perform better in the sporting
arena.

The findings relating to autonomy also have imparfaactical implications. The
Retired group comprised mostly athletes who hattatdd an intention to retire in 2003 and
had done so by 2007. This group was further sghrato voluntary and involuntary
retirees. The different retirement outcomes festhtwo retiree groups suggests that there is
a risk factor here that needs to be addressediposuprograms such as NACE. Our
findings indicate that athletes who face an invdmpretirement continue to be at the
greatest risk of experiencing adjustment issudses@ results therefore reinforce the
importance of including strategies in athlete suppmgrams that aim at increasing
perceptions of personal control. These strategfiesild encourage athletes to be
autonomous, to set their own career goals, anéveldp their own social networks outside
of sport. Career planning has been found to irer@shletes’ levels of perceived personal
control (Alfermann et al., 2004), assisting thenfig® more confident in their ability to adapt
to post-sport life. It is therefore recommendeat tithletes be encouraged to access
individualised support services through progranthsas NACE with the aim of educating

them on topics such as how to achieve sport-lifarfz, how to set effective goals in both
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sport and life, and how to manage careers. Asutrethletes will be more equipped to face
significant life events, such as injury or cargansition, and will develop a broader range of
coping resources. Such coping resources may iachgldevelopment of a post-sport career
plan or the development of a variety of stress rgameent strategies.

Finally, it is important to continue to support latles in these same ways post-
retirement. This support is especially necessdrgnan athlete experiences an involuntary
retirement, which may occur as a result of injiéeam deselection, or age, among other
reasons.

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Resear ch

The main limitation of the study was the low powassociated with the small sample
size. Longitudinal research in real life settingalways exposed to this risk. We have
addressed that problem by reporting effect sizesusmg appropriate statistical procedures.
A second limitation relates to the fact that retiemt status and age were confounded. The
Continuing group was younger than both the Integpdind the Retired groups. The
differences in athletic identity noted between @mntinuing and the other two groups (see
Figure 1) could therefore also be an age effecdwéver, the fact that the effect size
associated with the decline was much larger foRé#red group than for the Intending
group, with both groups equivalent in terms of ayggests that the effect cannot be
attributed to age alone. Furthermore, age playepant in the Voluntary versus Involuntary
comparisons, nor were there differences betweeAl& scores for the Continuing group
when it was divided into two age sub-groups. Aeotimitation of this study was that the
five-year gap between data collections opened tissipility of cohort effects. Over this
period, athletes may have been differentially egddse events that influenced their self-view

or psychological wellbeing, such as increased tirdmewards for participating or doing
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well in their sport, engagement in athlete develepmwvorkshops, or accessing support from
professionals, such as those provided by the NA©Bram.

As far as future research is concerned, a majostopureemerging from these
limitations is the extent to which declines in atid identity are attributable to age and the
extent to which they are attributable to retirensatus. To address this question, we are
investigating the relative influence of these vialea in ongoing research using a much larger
sample. From a practical viewpoint, another qoestihat demands investigation is the effect
of interventions such as NACE on life satisfact&nd athletic performance. We have shown
in this study that athletic identity declines wade, that it also declines as athletes approach
and enter retirement, that there is an interadietween athletic identity and life satisfaction,
and that the degree of control an athlete hastheetlecision to retire has an impact on
subsequent life satisfaction. With athlete supporsgrams proliferating in Western
countries, one would expect to see a levellingotffehereby access to and participation in
these programs has a greater effect on variabtdsasiathletic identity and life satisfaction
than the chance events that inevitably occur duaimgthlete’s career. That research has yet
to be conducted.
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