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Playing Multiple Positions: Student-
Athlete Identity Salience and Conflict

Landy Di Lu, Kathryn L. Heinze, and Sara Soderstrom
University of Michigan

Student-athletes enact dual roles, as students and athletes, and hold corresponding
identities. The salience of these identities and conflict between them have
implications for student-athlete wellness. The purpose of this study was to
(a) gain insight into organizational and individual characteristics associated
with identity salience, by examining student-athletes across universities; and
(b) shed light on situations of identity salience and conflict for student-athletes.
We conducted a survey study of student-athletes across 17 universities that
captured both quantitative and qualitative data. Our results reveal a relationship
between identity salience and individual performance (academic and athletic) and
university ranking. Further, we found an interaction between athlete and student
identity salience, such that identifying strongly as a student, athlete, both, or
neither has implications for conflict. Finally, by unpacking situations of identity
salience and conflict, we show similarities and differences across student-athletes’
experiences. This study has implications for universities and athletic departments.
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College student-athletes face significant time and energy demands (Adler &
Adler, 1987; Gaston-Gayles, 2004), and experience corresponding levels of stress
(Krieg, 2013). There are more than 460,000 student-athletes competing in 24
sports every year in the United States, as part of the National Collegiate Athletic
Association (NCAA). Student-athletes’ dual roles and responsibilities, as students
and athletes, have implications for their identities, or the meanings they attribute to
themselves (Goffman, 1963). A student-athlete’s “student” identity may be more
or less salient than his or her “athlete” identity (Lally & Kerr, 2005). Further,
student-athletes can experience conflict between their identities as students and
athletes (Adler & Adler, 1987; Cooper & Cooper, 2015; Settles, Sellers, & Damas,
2002). Identity salience and conflict, in turn, have consequences for student-
athletes’ mental health and wellness (Miller & Hoffman, 2009).

There is a growing body of research on student-athlete identity. In their
seminal qualitative work with a men’s college basketball program, Adler and Adler
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(1987) found that student-athletes’ academic identities became less salient, or
important, over time, as athletes experienced demanding roles, peer subcultures,
and a lack of reinforcement around academic accomplishments. More recent
research in this area looks at relationships between student-athlete identity and
career issues, including career planning (Brown, Glastetter-Fender, & Shelton,
2000; Lally & Kerr, 2005), career maturity (Murphy, Petitpas, & Brewer, 1996),
and career development (Brown & Hartley, 1998). Further, other work identifies
connections between student-athlete identity and psychological factors, such as
adjustment and satisfaction (Killeya-Jones, 2005).

Although knowledge of student-athlete identity is building, there is a need to
better unpack identity salience and conflict. In particular, studies of student-athlete
identity neglect to consider both athlete and student identity salience and their
interaction in the relationship to identity conflict. Further, this work usually focuses
on a single university or college (e.g., Cooper & Cooper, 2015; Settles et al., 2002),
ignoring the potential impact of organizational context on identity salience.
Finally, we lack an understanding of situations of identity salience and conflict
among student-athletes. Student-athletes likely feel like students when in class and
athletes when competing, but we know little about other contexts in which these
identities are prominent and there is conflict between them.

Addressing these important gaps in the literature, we center on the following
questions: What individual and organizational characteristics are associated with
student and athlete identity salience? What is the relationship between student-
athlete identity salience and identity conflict? What are situations of identity
salience and identity conflict? To examine these questions, we administered a
survey to 703 student-athletes across 17 Division I universities that captures both
quantitative and qualitative data, and we collected archival organizational data.

This study contributes to the literature on student-athlete identity in several
ways. First, we identify a relationship between individual performance (academic
and athletic) and identity salience, as well as university ranking (academic and
athletic) and identity salience. Second, the interaction we find between athlete and
student identity salience in the relationship to identity conflict demonstrates how
different combinations of identity (identifying strongly as a student, athlete, both or
neither) have implications for the conflict experienced by student-athletes. Further,
by unpacking situations of identity salience and conflict, we shed light on common
experiences across student-athletes—such as the role of physical appearance in
athlete identity salience and exclusion of opportunities for identity conflict—and
differences across students, including how studying can be viewed as normaliza-
tion or a distraction in situations of student identity salience. The results of this
study can inform university and athletic department policies and practices related
to student-athletes.

Theory and Hypotheses

The concept of identity is complex. Individuals hold multiple identities, or self-
conceptions, that are formed through experiences, behavior, and social relation-
ships (Jones & McEwen, 2000; Thoits, 1983). Some identities are more important
to an individual’s core feelings of identity than others. Identity salience, or the “the
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likelihood of one identity surfacing in a variety of situations” (Stryker, 1968,
p. 560), is shaped by the organizational environment and relative centrality of an
individual’s roles (Adler & Adler, 1991; Hogg & Terry, 2000; Sturm, Feltz, &
Gilson, 2011). In performing and maintaining these different roles, an individual
may experience identity conflict. That is, the individual conceives of two or more
identities as being “constructed so differently in terms of thoughts, feelings, and
traits associated with each that they are irreconcilable” (Killeya-Jones, 2005,
p. 169). Identity conflict surfaces when the demands of one or more roles make it
difficult for an individual to meet the responsibilities of another role (Cooper &
Cooper, 2015; Frone, 2000).

Student-Athlete Identity Salience

Student-athletes have multiple identities tied to their roles as students and athletes,
and they invest in these role identities simultaneously (Brown & Hartley, 1998).
Findings around the salience of these different identities, and how they change over
time, are mixed. Some studies suggest that student-athletes “over identify”with the
athlete role (Lally & Kerr, 2005; Miller & Kerr, 2003), whereas other work finds
that student-athletes identify strongly with being a student and moderately with
being an athlete (Settles et al., 2002). These different results are partly reconciled
by considering changes over time. Although Adler and Adler (1987) found that
athletes’ academic identity diminished over their university careers, more recent
research indicates that student-athletes’ academic roles become more important
over time. In particular, several studies found that student-athletes identified
strongly with their athlete role for much of their university experience, but
increased their investment in the academic role during the upper years (Chen,
Snyder, & Magner, 2010; Lally & Kerr, 2005; Miller & Kerr, 2003).

Student-athletes’ identity salience has implications for career issues and task
performance. Murphy and colleagues (1996) found that strongly and exclusively
identifying with the athlete role has negative consequences for career maturity.
Similarly, in a qualitative study, Lally and Kerr (2005) discovered that over-
identifying with the athlete role was negatively related to career planning during
student-athletes’ early university careers. Notably, other scholars found no signifi-
cant relationship between athlete identity and career development (Brown &
Hartley, 1998; Martens & Cox, 2000). In terms of task performance, through
an experimental design, Yopyk and Prentice (2005) found that when student-
athletes were primed with their athlete identity, they had lower self-regard and
performed less well on a challenging math test than did those primed with their
student identity.

Although the literature indicates that there are important implications of the
student-athlete identity, we know less about the factors affecting student-athlete
identity salience. At the individual level, there is some evidence that, compared
with males, females hold a stronger student identity (Harrison et al., 2009; Sturm
et al., 2011). Some research shows that the year in college reflects a gradual
decrease in student-athletes’ perception of athlete identity (Chen et al., 2010).
Beyond sex and year in college, factors related to academic and athletic perfor-
mance likely shape student-athlete identity salience through role evaluation. Adler
and Adler (1987) found that college athletes who received poor or marginal grades
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subsequently diminished the importance of their student role. These findings align
with the social psychological literature that indicates identity salience is positively
affected by the degree to which its respective role is positively evaluated with
regard to one’s performance (Hoelter, 1983). Together, this work suggests that
student-athletes are likely to embrace identities that give them positive feedback
and distance themselves from identities for which they receive negative reinforce-
ment. Thus, we would expect that the greater a student-athlete’s academic
performance, the more likely the individual is to identify as a student. Similarly,
if the student-athlete is a top performer on his or her team, he or she is more likely to
hold a strong athlete identity, reinforced through praise and accolades.We offer the
following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1a: The greater the student-athlete’s academic performance, the
stronger his/her student identity salience.

Hypothesis 1b: The greater the student-athlete’s athletic performance, the
stronger his/her athlete identity salience.

There is very little research on the relationship between organizational-level
factors and student-athlete identity salience, partly due to single-university design.
One of the only studies at the organizational level, by Sturm and colleagues (2011),
looking at two schools, found no significant relationship between the university’s
competition division level (i.e., Division I vs. Division III) and student-athlete
identity salience. University rankings are another relevant factor that has not been
examined. Academic and athletic rankings are artifacts of a university’s culture that
are indicative of organizational norms and values, as well as the availability of
resources and supports (Schein, 1990, 2010). This cultural context can attract
individuals who share the organization’s values, as well as shape the salience of
members’ identities, through socialization and motivational processes (Hogg &
Terry, 2000; Pascale, 1985). Thus, for example, universities with higher academic
rankings may drawmore student-athletes who greatly value academics and identify
strongly as students—and/or, as student-athletes participate in high academically
ranked universities, and interact with fellow students and professors, student
identities become more prominent. A similar dynamic could be found for
universities with higher athletic rankings, but with a different set of organizational
values and resources. Given both possibilities in the relationship between organi-
zational context and individual identity salience, we offer the following
hypotheses:

Hypothesis 2a: The greater the university’s academic ranking, the stronger the
student-athlete’s student identity salience.

Hypothesis 2b: The greater the university’s athletic ranking, the stronger the
student-athlete’s athlete identity salience.

Student-Athlete Identity Conflict

As student-athletes invest in their student and athlete identities, they may experi-
ence difficulty in meeting the responsibilities of both roles. Adler and Adler (1987,
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1991) found that student-athletes experienced a high degree of role conflict due to a
combination of demanding roles, college athlete peer subcultures that value
athletics over academics, poor academic performance, and a lack of reinforcement
around academic accomplishments. Student-athletes face increasing demands and
pressures due to more rigid scheduling, greater academic expectations, and
exhausting training and competitions (Jolly, 2008; Lu, Hsu, Chan, Cheen, &
Kao, 2012). Thus, student-athletes likely experience more conflict between their
roles than in the past.

The conflict student-athletes experience may depend on the salience of their
different identities. There is scant research, however, on the connection between
identity salience and conflict among college student-athletes. Settles and collea-
gues (2002) found that greater identification with being an athlete was associated
with more role interference at one university; the authors did not consider student
identity. With a related, but different focus, Killeya-Jones (2005) examined
student-athletes’ valuation of their roles, rather than identity salience. They found
that student-athletes who positively valued their student role were more likely to
show greater convergence between the student and athlete roles.

Building on the literature, we examine both student and athlete identity
salience and the relationship to identity conflict in a cross-university study.
Further, unlike prior work, we consider the interaction between student and
athlete identity salience on conflict. Examining this interaction allows us to
identify different types of student-athletes: those who identify strongly as
students and athletes, and those whose identity salience is low on one or both
dimensions. Different combinations of identities may be associated with more
frequent identity conflict. Based on the insights in the prior literature, we offer the
following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 3a: The more salient the student-athlete’s student identity, the less
frequent his/her identity conflict.

Hypothesis 3b: Themore salient the student-athlete’s athlete identity, the more
frequent his/her identity conflict.

Hypothesis 3c: There will be an interaction effect between athlete identity
salience and student identity salience on identity conflict.

Situations of Identity Salience and Conflict

The salience of student-athletes’ identities and their identity conflict likely depends
on the situation. Student-athletes enact different roles across competition, training,
class, studying, and interacting with various individuals and groups. Certain
situations or interactions may increase the salience of a student or athlete identity,
or heighten the conflict student-athletes experience in trying to fulfill the duties of
multiple roles. Studies in social psychology indicate that situational factors
influence identity salience and conflict (Aquino, Freeman, Reed, Lim, & Felps,
2009; Chattaraman, Rudd, & Lennon, 2009; Ross & Nisbett, 1991; Yip, 2005).
Prior research indicates that organizational context—including athletic department
culture, relationships with coaches, and academic advising—has implications for
student-athlete development (Andrassy, Svensson, Bruening, Huml, & Chung,
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2014; Paule & Gilson, 2010). Regarding context and identity more specifically,
Cooper and Cooper (2015) found that Black male student-athletes’ academic
disengagement and identity conflict was shaped by peers and (a lack of) reinforce-
ment around academic accomplishments, among other factors.

There is a lack of systematic study of situation and identity for student-athletes
across universities. In particular, we know little about contexts that heighten the
salience of certain identities or engender conflict between them. Thus, in this study,
we use qualitative data from student-athletes across universities to uncover themes
around situations of identity salience and conflict. We address the following
questions: When do student-athletes feel most like students, outside of class, and
when they feel most like athletes, outside of competition? Further, in what
situations do they experience the most identity conflict? Our study sheds light
on a set of circumstances under which different facets of a student-athlete’s identity
are more or less salient, and enriches knowledge of the interplay between
situational factors and identity salience and conflict.

Methods

Procedures

We conducted a survey of collegiate student-athletes across 17 universities in the
United States, using Qualtrics survey software (http://www.qualtrics.com/, Provo,
UT). Data collection took place from April through September of 2016. Partici-
pants were recruited by email. Respondents were invited to complete a 10–15-min
online survey. We offered participants the option to enter into a raffle for a $50 gift
card (this process was managed through our institution’s Human Subject Incentive
Program). We distributed emails with the link to the survey to all current student-
athletes at each target university. The survey was composed of three parts. The first
part focused on student-athletes’ identity salience and conflict, asking about their
experiences in athletics and academics. The second part included open-ended
questions to generate qualitative data on situations of identity salience and conflict.
The final section included demographic questions. Participation was anonymous
and voluntary. This study was approved by the University of Michigan Institu-
tional Review Board, in accordance with the NCAA guidelines.

The survey response rate was around 15%. We used two approaches to
control for the threat of nonresponse bias found in sport management scholarship
(Jordan, Walker, Kent, & Inoue, 2011). First, we compared early and late
respondents, based on the theory that late respondents are most similar to
nonrespondents (Jordan et al., 2011; Lindner, Murphy, & Briers, 2001). Follow-
ing prior scholars (Jordan et al., 2011; Lindner et al., 2001; Rogelberg & Luong,
1998), we defined participants who took the surveys in the last wave of responses
as late respondents in this study. The results of a series of independent sample t
tests did not show any significant difference of student [athlete] identity salience
and identity conflict at .05 significance level between early and late response
groups. In addition, we created an independent variable (“days to respond”) and
included it in the regression analyses (Jordan et al., 2011). This new variable did
not yield any significant result in the mixed-effect regression equation. There-
fore, we concluded that nonresponse error did not constitute a problem to the
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external validity of the findings (Dooley & Linder, 2003; Jordan et al., 2011;
Lindner, 2002).

Participants

Our original sample included 703 respondents (31% male, 69% female). The
universities were selected to include representation across the five main collegiate
athletic conferences: the Big 10 Conference (70.0%), the Big 12 Conference
(8.1%), the Atlantic Coast Conference (12.5%), the Pacific-12 Conference (4.1%),
and the Southeastern Conference (5.3%). The sample included athletes from 23
different sports (the most common were cross-country, football, rowing, soccer,
swimming and diving, and track and field, with approximately 5–10% of our
sample involved in each). Five academic classes were represented in the sample:
freshman (11.3%), sophomore (28.5%), junior (25.1%), senior (32.0%), and fifth-
year graduate (3.1%). The race and ethnicity of respondents included Native
American (1.3%), Asian (3.5%), African American (7.6%), Hispanic (3.6%),
White (82.8%), and “other” (1.2%). Approximately 68.6% of respondents reported
receiving some form of scholarship. The median college cumulative grade point
average (GPA) was 3.01–3.5 out of a possible 4.00.

Measures

Identity salience. Student identity salience and athlete identity salience were
measured individually using 10 items adapted from existing scales (e.g., Athletic
Identity Measurement Scale; Brewer, Van Raalte, & Linder, 1993; Murphy et al.,
1996). Items included “Being a capable athlete [student] is central to who I am” and
“I have many goals related to athletics [academics].” Responses were made on a 7-
point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree. As an initial
analysis for evaluating this multiple item scale, we used the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin
(KMO) statistic and the Bartlett test of sphericity to measure for sampling
adequacy (Hair, Anderson, Tatham, & Black, 1998). A KMO value that exceeds
.80 is considered meritorious (Paridon, Carraher, & Carraher, 2006). For both
athlete and student identity salience, the KMO values were .855 and .851. The
Bartlett tests were also significant for both constructs, indicating that our sampling
was adequate. Principal factor analysis yielded a one-factor solution for both
constructs. Each identity salience item had factor loading more than .40. The
present sample yielded a Cronbach alpha of .84 for the athlete identity measure-
ment and .85 for the student identity measurement. Items were then averaged to
construct the athlete [student] identity salience scale. In addition, we used two
open-ended questions to collect qualitative data on situations of identity salience
(e.g., “When do you feel most like an athlete [student] outside of class [competi-
tion]?”). We received 615 valid responses for situations of athlete identity salience,
and 612 for student identity salience that yielded over 90 pages of qualitative data
for further coding.

Identity conflict. Identity conflict was assessed with the question, “How fre-
quently do you feel a conflict between your role as a student and your role as
an athlete?”. Participants used a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (never) to 5 (very
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frequently) to respond to the item. Situations of identity conflict were measured
through an open-ended question (e.g., “Please provide an example of a time when
you felt conflict between your role as a student and your role as athlete.”). We
obtained 638 valid responses for situations of identity conflict that generated over
45 pages of qualitative data for detailed coding.

Individual and organizational characteristics. We included four key individual
and organizational background variables to test their effects on identity salience:
individual academic [athletic] performance, and organizational academic [athletic]
ranking. Individual academic performancewas measured using GPA grouped into
five ordinal subsets (<2.0; 2.0–2.5; 2.51–3.0; 3.01–3.5; 3.51–4.0). This was treated
as a continuous variable. Individual athletic performance was measured dichoto-
mously by asking respondents whether they were a top performer on the team. We
used the education rankings provided byU.S. News &World Report (https://www.
usnews.com/best-colleges) to account for organizational academic ranking, and
the athletic rankings offered by Niche (https://www.niche.com/colleges/search/
best-college-athletics/) to measure for organizational athletic ranking. We chose
the Niche athletic ranking because this variable was calculated based on a
comprehensive list of factors, including student surveys on athletics, athletic
department revenue, conference and division revenue, performance on major
national championships, average head coach salary, and athletic participation
rates.

Controls. We included several control variables in the analyses. Demographic
controls included sex (male/female), family income (less than $50,000; $50,000–
$74,999; $75,000–$99,999; $100,000–$149,999; $150,000–$199,999; more than
$200,000), and race (which we grouped into White/non-White). To control for the
potential effect of career aspiration on identity salience and conflict, we included a
dummy measure by asking respondents whether they wanted to become a
professional athlete or not after graduation. Further, a dummy variable of revenue
vs. nonrevenue sport was also included to control for the potential impact of “the
climate of different sports” (Poux & Fry, 2015, p. 370) on identity salience and
conflict.

Data Analysis

Quantitative analysis. We tested our hypotheses using general linear mixed-
effect modeling (also called multilevel model or hierarchical model), adding
university as a random effect. The mixed-effect model is appropriate because it
allows for the combination of individual and aggregate levels in one analysis
(Duncan, Jones, & Moon, 1996). A mixed-effects model consists of two parts,
fixed effects and random effects. All of the explanatory variables were included in
the model as fixed effects. Universities were included as random effects. We also
included demographics, career aspiration, and revenue/nonrevenue generating
sport as controls in all models.

For hypotheses H1a, H1b, H2a, and H2b, the dependent variable was student
[athlete] identity salience and the key predictors were individual academic
[athletic] performance and organizational academic [athletic] ranking.
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StuIdentitySalienceim = β0 þ β1 GPAim þ β2 AcaRankingim þ uo Universitym

þ εim

AthIdentitySalienceim = β0 þ β1 TopPerf ormerim þ β2 AthRankingim

þ u0 Universitym þ εim

i = 1,2, : : : n, m = 1,2, : : :M, uom∼Nð0,σ2mÞ, εim∼Nð0,σ2mÞ
where i represents a student-athlete, m represents a university, β1 and β2 are the
coefficients of key independent variables, and u0 Universitym refers to the random
effects.

For hypotheses H3a, H3b, and H3c, the dependent variable was identity
conflict and the key predictors were student identity salience, athlete identity
salience, and their interaction. The mixed-effect model is written as follows:

IdentityConf lictim = β0 þ β1 StuIdentitySalienceim þ β2 AthIdentitySalienceim

þ β3 Stu � AthIdentitySalinceim þ uo Universitym þ εim

i = 1,2, : : : n, m = 1,2, : : :M, uom∼Nð0,σ2mÞ, εim∼Nð0,σ2mÞ

Qualitative analysis. We used an inductive approach to analyze the qualitative
data on situations of identity salience and conflict (Yin, 2009). That is, we did not
apply preexisting theoretical constructs in our analysis. In the first step of our
analysis, the three authors and a research assistant reviewed participant responses
independently and then compared insights, identifying recurring themes and
resolving discrepancies. Thus, our procedure included analyst triangulation,
minimizing the influence of biases (Patton, 2002).

Step one yielded an initial set of codes and subcodes. These were refined in
subsequent iterations of reviewing the data. For situations of student and athlete
identity salience, key inductive codes and subcodes included the following:
settings (e.g., athletic, academic, social), activities (athletic, academic, social,
volunteering), appearance (look a certain way-dress, physical fitness), and inter-
actions with others (e.g., athletes, family/friends, classmates, community, fans,
coaches, professors). For situations of identity conflict, key inductive codes
included settings (athletic, academic, social), decision conflict (e.g., study, sleep,
train, compete, class), emotional work (e.g., stress, anxiety), interactions with
others (e.g., with nonathlete students, with professors), and exclusion of opportu-
nity (e.g., low level, moderate level, high level).

In the second step of the qualitative analysis, the coding scheme was applied to
the entire data corpus. The process started with three researchers coding a random
sample of 100 responses (10% of collected responses), with at least two researchers
coding the same responses. For each response, researchers independently recorded
the presence (1) or absence (0) of each of the codes derived in step one. In order to
assess intercoder reliability, we calculated Krippendorff’s alpha (also known as
Kalpha) for each code (De Swert, 2012; Hayes & Krippendorff, 2007). Krippen-
dorff’s alpha is considered as a rigorous index that measures agreement among
multiple coders (Krippendorff, 2004; Poetz & Schreier, 2012). A Kalpha with
a value of .80 or greater denotes a good strength of reliability (Hayes &
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Krippendorff, 2007; Krippendorff, 2004). We used the SPSS program (IBM Inc.,
Armonk, NY) and the Kalpha macro developed by Hayes (2005) to run these tests.
The average Kalpha coefficients for situations of student [athlete] identity salience
and identity conflict were .94, .92, and .81, respectively. On average, researchers
agreed on over 90% of recording units, thus one researcher performed the
remainder of the coding and consulted with the other researchers in situations
of ambiguity.

In the third step, we identified themes around situations of identity salience
and conflict. Two researchers went back to the data around the most prevalent
codes. This was done independently, at first, and then researchers discussed and
compared insights around emergent themes. Our analysis revealed main themes for
student identity salience and athlete identity salience, as well as several subthemes.
For situations of identity conflict, we compared responses between student-athletes
who reported low and high levels of conflict. We divided identity conflict into low
(1–2) and high levels (4–5), based on the quantitative measure. This analysis
uncovered three main themes. Based on our quantitative findings around the
interaction between identity salience and identity conflict, we also analyzed how
situations of identity conflict varied by different levels of identity salience. We
created categories of high and low athlete [student] identity salience based on the
quantitative data, using the mean plus one standard deviation as the cutoff. Finally,
we assessed how situations of identity salience and conflict differed depending on
the independent variables of interest: individual academic and athletic performance
and university academic and athletic ranking. We presented and received feedback
on qualitative findings, at various stages of our analysis, at academic forums where
participants included current and former athletes.

Findings

Regression diagnostics (i.e., the variance inflation factor) yielded no values greater
than 3, which makes multicollinearity less of a concern. In general, student-athlete
respondents reported relatively high levels of athlete identity salience (M = 5.26,
SD = .90); about 55% of respondents identified themselves as a top performer on
the team or in their sport and around 24% of respondents indicated that they
planned to pursue professional sport careers after graduation. Student-athlete
respondents also reported, on average, moderately high levels of student identity
salience (M = 4.60, SD = .90); 64% of respondents’ self-reported GPAs were
above 3.0, on a 4-point scale. On average, participants experienced relatively
high levels of identity conflict (M = 3.65, SD = 1.00). The random effects were not
statistically significant. Based on our findings around student-athletes’ identity
salience and conflict, we developed a conceptual model of the relationships
between identity constructs (Figure 1).

Identity Salience

The results of the mixed-effect models are presented in Table 1. Model 1 tested
the effects of student-athletes’ academic performance and their universities’
academic ranking on student identity salience. Hypothesis 1a predicted a positive
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relationship between GPA and student identity salience. The results provide strong
support for H1a. The coefficient for GPA is positive and significant at .001 level.
Thus, student-athletes who earned higher GPAs were more likely to have stronger
student identity salience. Furthermore, in line with Hypothesis 2a, the estimated
coefficient for organizational academic ranking is positive and statistically signifi-
cant at .05 level. Thus, students who attended higher academic ranking universities
were more likely to report greater student identity salience.

Model 2 tested the relationship between student-athlete athletic performance
and university athletic rankings on athlete identity salience. Hypothesis 1b
predicted a positive relationship between athletic performance and athlete identity
salience. The results show that the coefficient for top performer is positive and
significant at .001 level. Thus, student-athletes who were top performers were more
likely to have greater athlete identity salience. In addition, consistent with
Hypothesis 2b, our results provide moderate support for organizational athletic
ranking on athlete identity salience. The coefficient for athletic ranking is positive
and significant at .10 level. Thus, students from higher athletic ranking universities
tended to report greater athlete identity salience.

Several of the controls are also significant predictors of identity salience. The
coefficient for career aspiration indicates a positive effect on student identity
salience and a negative effect on athlete identity salience. Thus, student-athletes
who reported a desire to become professional athletes tended to have greater athlete
identity salience, while those who did not have aspirations of going professional
were more likely to identify strongly as students. Sex has a moderate effect on
student identity salience, such that male student-athletes are more likely to identify
as students. In addition, the coefficient of race signals a negative effect on student
identity salience. Compared with White student-athletes, non-White student-
athletes identify more as students.

Taken together, the results in Model 1 and 2 suggest that individual back-
ground variables with respect to academic [athletic] performance and career
aspiration are significantly associated with student-athletes’ identity salience

Figure 1 — Conceptual model of the relationships between identity constructs.
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(student and athlete). Our results also provide support for the relationship between
organizational ranking and identity salience.

Situations of Identity Salience

Student identity salience. An overarching theme we identified regarding situa-
tions of student identity salience was studying. Student-athletes in our study
(70.9%) reported feeling most like students outside of class when they were
working on class assignments and studying for exams. Within this broader theme,
we found three subthemes: studying as normalization, studying as distraction and

Table 1 Mixed-Effect Regression Model

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

GPA .30***
(.04)

−.08*
(.04)

−.08+

(.05)
−.07
(.05)

Top performer −.11+

(.07)
.39***
(.07)

−.03
(.08)

−.02
(.08)

Academic ranking −.004*
(.001)

−.002
(.001)

.001
(.002)

.00
(.00)

Athletic ranking .002
(.002)

.003+

(.002)
−.001
(.002)

−.00
(.00)

Career aspiration .38***
(.08)

−.42***
(.08)

.28**
(.10)

.29**
(.10)

Sex −.13+

(.08)
−.03
(.08)

.09
(.09)

.10
(.09)

Race −.29***
(.09)

.08
(.09)

−.13
(.10)

−.14
(.10)

Family income −.01
(.02)

.03
(.13)

−.01
(.03)

−010
(.03)

Revenue sport −.07
(.15)

−.18
(.15)

.38*
(.17)

.37*
(.17)

Athlete ID salience .10*
(.04)

.42*
(.17)

Student ID salience .004
(.04)

.39*
(.19)

Athlete*student ID salience −.07*
(.04)

Likelihood ratio −878.63 −879.97 −986.60 −984.54

Wald x 98.10*** 89.69*** 19.77* 24.01*

N 703 703 703 703

Abbreviations: GPA = grade point average; ID = identity.
Note. Significance tests are two-tail for controls and one-tail for hypothesized effects. Standard errors
are in parentheses. In Model 1 and 2, the dependent variables are student [athlete] identity salience. In
Model 3 and 4, the dependent variable is identity conflict.
+p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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challenge, and studying within structures and resources for athletes. Regarding the
first subtheme, student-athletes reported feeling like students when they studied
and worked on class assignments, because this activity made them feel like typical
students. This subtheme was also characterized by the absence of, and separation
with, athletics, as well as interactions with students who were not athletes. The
quotes below illustrate the theme of studying as normalization.

“I feel most like a student when my practice is over and I finally have time to sit
down and organize my workload and get started on the assignments I have. I
think downtime is when I feel most like a normal student.”

“I feel most like a student when I am in the library studying or when I am
participating in a study group. I think this is because I am surrounded by few,
if any, athletes and all regular students. It’s nice to be seen as someone’s equal
in the academic world.”

Regarding the second subtheme, another set of student-athletes reported that
they felt most like students when struggling to study in the midst of training and
competing. Whereas studying in the prior subtheme was about normalization, here
it was characterized as stressful, a challenge, and a distraction. One respondent
wrote he or she felt most like a student, “When I’m traveling to a tournament and
am doing work in the van for the whole time.” Another responded, “[When I] feel
the pressure of tests or assignments loom over my thoughts during practice or even
an important game weekend.” Thus, unlike the prior subtheme, in this subtheme,
athletics featured prominently. Similarly, in the third subtheme, athletics were the
focus, but, in this case, student-athletes referenced activities designed to support
student-athletes with academics. In particular, student-athletes reported feeling
most like students when they were engaged in the activities such as academic
tutoring or at the student-athlete academic centers: “I have felt most like a student
outside of class when going to tutor sessions. My tutors really challenge me to
delve deeper into my class subjects and really challenge myself.” Interestingly, we
did not find any variation in the subthemes of studying, based on academic or
athletic performance.

Athlete identity salience. Our analysis of situations of athlete identity salience
revealed a theme around physical appearance. Student-athletes in our sample
(39.05%) reported that they felt most like athletes, outside of competition, due to
dress or appearance. In particular, team apparel and physical fitness served as
visible markers of athletics and athleticism. As one respondent noted, “professors
automatically assume I am an athlete because of the clothes I wear or how I may
appear”, and another stated, “When I wear the gear to class : : : it puts a stamp on
one’s back that they are an athlete.”

Student-athletes experienced both separation and attention from others on
campus related to their physical appearance. In terms of separation, respondents
expressed: “. . . we are given all the free gear to wear around campus. I feel like it
separates us from all the other students”, and “I’malways walking around in school
sponsored athletic clothes : : : I stick out like a sore thumb”. Student-athletes also
described how their team apparel—signifying their status as athletes—attracted
attention and shaped the way others interacted with them.We found that sometimes
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this interaction was positive for student-athletes, such as when they received
admiration or praise. One student noted, “. . . walking around campus in the
team issued gear, it is really easy to notice who the athletes are, which is kind of nice
because it helps you stand out from the crowd . . . I have people ask for my
autograph.” Top athletic performers were more likely to reference attention
received from looking like an athlete in a positive or neutral sense.

Our findings, however, suggest that, often, student-athletes felt that dressing in
team apparel had negative implications for the way they are treated by professors
and classmates: “In class everyone notices your gear and they always ask about
your sport : : : people know that you’re on a team and they treat you differently off
the field.” Some student-athletes even reported that they choose not to wear their
team apparel to be taken more seriously as a student, as the quote below reflects.
Respondents with high academic performance were more likely to reference the
negative aspects of a differentiating physical appearance.

“I don’t wear my gear to classes, especially the upper level ones. There’s a
stigma surrounding student-athletes that they either aren’t smart or didn’t
earn their spot here. I’d rather be known for my academic valor in class (no
gear, I don’t tell people I do sports) and keep athletics on [athletic campus] if
possible.”

Additional evidence of the themes we identified for situations of identity salience
can be found in Table 2.

Identity Conflict

Model 3 tested the effects of identity salience on identity conflict. As predicted in
Hypothesis 3a, the estimated coefficient of athlete identity salience indicates a
positive and statistically significant effect. Holding other variables constant, a one-
unit increase in identity salience as an athlete results in a .10 unit increase in
identity conflict. Thus, student-athletes who identify strongly as athletes experi-
ence frequent identity conflict. Contrary to the prediction in Hypothesis H3b, we
found little support for the relationship between student identity salience and
identity conflict.

Our results further indicate a significant interaction between student identity
salience and athlete identity salience in the relationship to identity conflict. Model 4
incorporated the interaction term and the coefficient is negative and significant, in
line with Hypothesis 3c. As shown in Figure 2, we found that student-athletes who
identify strongly as athletes experience frequent identity conflict, regardless of
their student identity salience. Further, student-athletes who identify strongly as
students experience frequent conflict, irrespective of their athlete identity. In other
words, strongly identifying as either an athlete or student (or both) is associated
with frequent identity conflict. The biggest difference in identity conflict is among
students who identify weakly as athletes; in this group, those with high student
identity salience experience more frequent conflict than those with low student
identity salience. As athlete identity salience increases, the difference between the
identity conflict of student-athletes with high and low student identity salience
decreases.
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Table 2 Additional Data for Situations of Identity Salience

Situations Additional Evidence

Student Identity Salience

Studying as normalization “Never when I’m around anything football related,
that’s for damn sure. Probably the only time is
when I have to go to an on campus computer lab in
my major’s building with other engineers who are
also just as oblivious to what’s going on as
myself.”

“Going to the library versus the student-athlete
success center makes me feel more like a student
than an athlete.”

Studying as challenge
or distraction

“Having to study for exams or complete essays
while I was on the road competing in a competition
or for a championship event : : : . I feel academics is
a distraction to my athletic performance once I am
on the road.”

“I always feel like a student because I’m always
stressing out about my school work. Even at
practice or social events, I commonly find myself
thinking about what I have to get done by the next
day or end of the weekend in terms of classwork.”

Studying with academic
resources or supports

“I feel like a student whenever I attend study
sessions or tutoring.”

“I joined a club that is related to my major, which I
am trying to be involved with to gain experience.”

Athlete Identity Salience

Physical appearance as separation “I mostly feel like an athlete when I am surrounded
by my teammates in a public place. We all wear the
same issued gear and talk about rowing all the time.
I feel like this may make it hard for people to
approach us . . .”

“. . . I try not to wear my gear to class as well. I do
not want to be associated as an athlete for the fear
that I may be seen as only this in the eyes of my
peers and be looked down upon for my athletic
ability and not acknowledged for my academic
ability.”

Physical appearance and
responses from others

“Also the way nonathletes look at you/judge you
when you walk in late the first day wearing all your
practice stuff. They think we prioritize our sport
over school.”

“I was in a class one time and had sat with a fellow
student for 6 weeks. Randomly he noticed that I
had an athlete, [University] backpack and had a
football tag attached to it. He immediately freaked
out and proceeded to treat me differently the rest of
the semester.”
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In addition, two controls—career aspiration and revenue [nonrevenue] sport—
were significantly and positively related to identity conflict. These results indicate
that student-athletes without the intention of becoming professional athletes and
those that play revenue-generating sports are more likely to experience identity
conflict.

Situations of Identity Conflict

We compared situations of identity conflict between student-athletes who reported
high levels of conflict between their student identity and athlete identity and those
who reported low levels of conflict. We identified three main themes. Student-
athletes with high identity conflict were more likely to describe situations
involving stress, interactions with coaches, and the exclusion of opportunities.
In terms of stress, respondents wrote about the mental and emotional struggles of
balancing or enacting multiple roles. Often, stress stemming from these roles
related to sleep and exhaustion. Responses suggest student-athletes with high
identity conflict struggle with deciding if and when to get more sleep versus
practicing and studying. The quotes below recount situations in which student-
athletes felt conflict between being a student and athlete.

“I couldn’t keep myself awake to study for a quiz that I needed to prepare for
because of exhaustion and knowing I had to wake up at 5:45am to go to lift
and practice the next morning. I usually know when my roles are conflicted
because they cause me to stress a lot and I underperform.”

Figure 2 — Student and athlete identity salience interaction on identity conflict.
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“There are many times when I know I need to be getting more schoolwork
done and I should stay up later to do more, but I also know that I need to get
adequate sleep in order to perform well athletically. This is an everyday
occurrence for me and causes me a lot of stress.”

“When I had an exam to study for and I chose to attend practice even though I
was so overwhelmed with stress, because I felt obligated to maintain my spot
on the team.”

“I was chosen as a finalist for an entrepreneurial competition : : : [but] I leave
for California for a meet : : : I am now forced to pick one or the other and
jeopardize my place on the team or my start-up that I am working on. It is an
absolute head spin.”

Student-athletes with high identity conflict were also more likely to describe
situations with coaches. This subtheme was characterized by contentious inter-
actions with coaches or as coaches exacerbating student-athletes’ struggles to meet
the demands of different roles: “. . . our coaches get mad if we have class and have
to miss practice” and “. . . our coach said we could not ‘steamroll over’ his
authority and miss practice because we had final exams.”We found that the role of
coaches in situations of identity conflict was also often connected with the prior
subtheme around stress, as the quote below illustrates.

“Coaches are pushing us in practice and demanding more out of us, but the
team is exhausted from class all day and have stress because we have
homework, group meetings and other commitments after practice that the
coaches ‘understand’ but it doesn’t change.”

Finally, compared with respondents with low identity conflict, those with high
identity conflict were more likely to reference the exclusion of opportunities. This
theme was characterized by missing academic activities, and not being able to
pursue academic areas of interest. Those with high conflict reported situations of
identity conflict ranging from not being able to attend review sessions and office
hours, to constraints around taking certain classes, to the inability to pursue a
particular major, as the responses below indicate.

“Practice almost always conflicts with review sessions for exams and
professors office hours which makes learning challenging. In addition, I
feel as though I don’t have enough time to do my school work or meet with
groups for projects.”

“I have a hard time scheduling classes necessary for my major . . . classes that
I would enjoy to take because of conflicts with my practice schedule . . . I would
also like to attend more office hours.”

“I am currently trying to pick my major and I was told I wouldn’t be able to
take what I wanted due to my sport.”

We also found that the themes around situations of identity conflict varied
by individual academic performance. Student-athletes with lower academic
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performance were more likely to describe situations of identity conflict related to
interactions with coaches. Responses included references to the relationship
between lower grades and coach expectations:

“. . . the coaches don’t understand why I need time off to study yet also don’t
understand why I have mediocre grades.”

“Our coach tells us ‘C’s get degrees’ . . . saying if you can, get an extra hour of
sleep for practice instead of studying.”

Participants with higher academic performance were more likely to describe
situations of identity conflict around the exclusion of opportunities. More specifi-
cally, student-athletes with high GPAs were more apt, than respondents with lower
GPAs, to reference not being able to participate in academic and career-based
events and programs outside the classroom, including internships, study-abroad,
and student clubs: “I sometimes wish I could be involved with more academic
clubs/jobs that pertain to my major” and “[I felt conflict around] not being able to
participate in an internship . . . because of my athletic requirements.”

We also found that the themes around situations of identity conflict differed
somewhat by university ranking and sex. Student-athletes from higher-ranked
universities—in terms of both athletics and academics—and females were moder-
ately more likely to cite identity conflict around the exclusion of opportunities.

Identity conflict by salience. We also compared situations of identity conflict by
identity salience. We discovered different themes around conflict for those with
high athlete identity salience and those with high student identity salience. For
respondents who reported high athlete identity salience, we found that situations of
conflict often related to a desire to focus on athletics, but feeling distracted by or
pulled to complete academic requirements. As the quote below illustrates, our
results suggest that student-athletes who identify strongly as athletes often priori-
tize athletics over academics.

“I think I find this conflict when I want to stay after practice to work on a skill
or take a few more shots but I should be going to the academic center to get a
start on my homework . . . I usually don’t care if I am late to a tutor because my
skills on the field are important and feel I have a limited amount of time to
work on them.”

For respondents with high student identity salience, we found that situations of
identity conflict related to a desire to be a good student and be recognized as such.
Yet, the perception and demands of multiple roles made the aforementioned goals
difficult to achieve. Our results suggest that these student-athletes prioritize their
academic roles. The following quote reflects the conflict experienced by student-
athletes who identify strongly as students.

“Sometimes I feel people in my classes underestimate me or think I only got
into [university] because of athletics. The reality is that I wasn’t even
recruited, and I strongly see myself as a student participating in an
extracurricular.”
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These qualitative findings align with, and provide additional insight around,
our quantitative results, as we discuss below. Additional evidence of the themes we
identified for situations of identity conflict can be found in Table 3.

Table 3 Additional Data for Situations of Identity Conflict

Situations Additional Evidence

Stress “There are times when you have to choose what to
prioritize. There are nights when I know should be
getting 8+ hours of sleep to perform at my best
ability the next morning, but if I have an important
paper or project, I will stay up late to focus on
academics. This choice does affect my athletic
performance the next day and is stressful to think
about, but again, necessary.”

“I am pre-medical so there are times when I have
games or travel and I miss many lectures of my
hardest classes, such as Organic Chemistry. This
puts a lot of stress and anxiety on me to try and
catch up to the class and teach myself the material.”

Interactions with coaches “Student-athlete isn’t a real term at the athletic
department. My coach values athletics over
academics even though he says he wants us to
study and go to class. It’s not realistic when you
have 5 hours of training every day.”

“Pressure from coaches to take classes that do
not conflict with practice times, even when it’s
the only time the class is offered and it is required
for your major. A major amount of guilt from
having to take the required class.”

Exclusion of opportunities “Not being able to put as much time into my studies
as some of the other students because of my athletic
participation. Also not being able to participate
in things like study abroad, guest lectures, or
conferences.”

“There’s always a conflict when choosing which
classes to take and how they’ll fit in with practice.
I’ve missed out on a number of classes I’m
quite interested in due to such scheduling issues.”

. . . when high athlete
identity salience

“Every single day, having to sacrifice athletic
time for student time is the worst part of my day.
Or when I’m done with practices/games for the
day and have to do homework/study.”

“When I’m at a big track meet and have exams
and homework I tend to put it off because my
competition comes first and I don’t want to be
distracted from winning.”

(continued)
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Discussion

This study yields findings that add important nuance to our understanding of
student-athlete identity salience and conflict. Our results indicate that organiza-
tional and individual factors are associated with identity salience. Further, student-
athletes with high student and/or athlete identity salience experience identity
conflict, but our qualitative data suggest that the situations of identity conflict are
different across these groups. Below, we discuss the contributions of our findings
to the literature on student-athlete identity and the implications of this study for
administrators.

Student-Athlete Identity Salience

Very little research looks across universities at the relationship between organiza-
tional factors and student-athlete identity; yet, we know that in other settings,
organizational variables play a significant role in shaping individual identity (Hogg
& Terry, 2000; Sveningsson & Alvesson, 2003). We found support for the
relationship between organizational academic and athletic rankings and student-
athlete identity salience. More specifically, our results suggest that student-athletes
at higher academic [athletic] ranking universities are more likely to identify
strongly as students [athletes]. These results add new insight to the relationship
between organizational factors and student-athlete identity. Whereas Sturm and
colleagues (2011) did not find a significant relationship between university athletic
division (i.e., Division I and III) and student-athlete identity salience, we find
effects for rankings (for universities within the same division) with a much larger
sample across multiple universities.

Our findings around organizational context can be understood through the lens
of organizational culture: individuals learn and perpetuate patterns of beliefs,
values, and behavioral expectations through socialization and motivational pro-
cesses (Hogg & Terry, 2000; Pascale, 1985). Universities with higher academic
[athletic] rankings may signal, or embody, values and competencies around
academics [athletics], through demonstrating, training, and rewarding certain

Table 3 (continued)

Situations Additional Evidence

. . . when high student
identity salience

“I feel like sometimes it is hard to dedicate yourself
100% with practice whenever I have tests and
other things on my mind. If I have an exam that
day, I tend to not be as engaged in my training
because I know in the end academics is going to
build me a future, and athletics is not.”

“Constantly. It is very difficult to balance a
biochemistry degree, medical school aspirations,
and demanding coaches. It feels like it is
impossible to give 100 percent to all three. I have
to be careful with how I allocate my time and I
feel like each time commitment is a trade off
with something only marginally less important.”
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behaviors. Another explanation for our findings is that student-athletes self-select
into universities with values and capabilities that align with the individuals’
existing identities. This rationale aligns with research on person-organization
fit: the congruence between the individual’s values and their perceptions of
recruiting organizations’ values predicts organizational entry (e.g., Cable &
Judge, 1996). Future research should continue to explore the role of organizational
context for student-athletes, including examining the influence of particular
structures (e.g., practices, rules and policies) and resources.

Prior work on the influence of individual factors on student-athlete identity
salience identified the role of sex (Harrison et al., 2009; Sturm et al., 2011) and year
in college (Chen et al., 2010). Our results shed new light on the relationship
between individual performance and student-athlete identity. In particular, we
found that academic performance was a positive and significant predictor of
student identity salience, and that athletic performance predicted athlete identity
salience. As student-athletes excel in one area, the positive reinforcement they
receive likely leads to identifying more strongly with that role. Being rewarded or
praised with, for example, wins or good grades, may increase an individual’s self-
efficacy, or “one’s belief in one’s ability to succeed in specific situations or
accomplish a task” (Bandura, 1994, p. 71). Efficacy, in turn, shapes identity:
individuals identify more strongly with roles they succeed in fulfilling (Stets &
Burke, 2000). Our results around individual factors and identity salience comple-
ment and extend Adler and colleagues’ (1987) participant observation at a single
university. Whereas that early study suggested that poor grades may lead to a
decrease in college athletes’ student roles, our larger-scale, quantitative study
found a positive relationship between academic performance and student identity
salience. Going beyond prior work, we identified a positive relationship between
athletic performance and athlete identity salience.

In addition to examining the role of individual and organizational factors in
student-athlete identity, this study provides valuable insights into contexts and
situations that may enhance the salience of certain identities. Our findings around
situations of athlete identity salience reveal a theme around physical appearance.
Student-athletes described how they felt most like athletes when they wore athletic
apparel and team gear, and that this “dress” separated them from classmates, drew
attention, and shaped the way others behaved toward the student-athlete. These
findings align with the perspective that “dress” is an important artifact of culture
that helps create a shared team identity or in-group (Hogg & Terry, 2000; Schein,
1990), and that specialized dress can differentiate or divide individuals and groups
from others (i.e., the outgroup). As reflected in the findings above, dress is a visible
marker of a group (student-athletes) and thus allows (sometimes negative)
stereotypes to manifest.

We found more variation around situations of student identity salience. At a
higher level, we identified a common theme around studying. However, lower
order codes revealed more nuance: some student-athletes viewed studying as a
chance to feel like “normal” students, whereas others saw it as a distraction from
competing athletically, or as an activity that was done within the context of athletic
department supports. These findings extend prior work, noting important differ-
ences in student-athletes’ academic experiences, including the benefits and
challenges they face while attending college (Bell, 2009; Paule & Gilson, 2010).
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Student-Athlete Identity Conflict

Identity conflict has important implications for student-athletes’ task performance,
career, and mental health (Lally & Kerr, 2005; Settles et al., 2002; Yopyk &
Prentice, 2005). However, previous research suggested that student-athlete identity
conflict was not very high (Killeya-Jones, 2005; Settles et al., 2002). By contrast,
we discovered that identity conflict, on average, is moderately high. Notably, our
sample size was much larger than those in other studies and included individuals
from multiple universities. Further, and perhaps more importantly, our research
was conducted more recently—more than a decade later. A number of scholars and
practitioners suggest that student-athletes are facing currently significant demands,
based on their multiple roles, and that these pressures have increased over time
(Jolly, 2008; Lu et al., 2012). Our findings provide additional support for these
arguments.

We found that student-athletes with higher identity conflict described situa-
tions of identity conflict involving stress. These findings align with research that
demonstrates higher identity conflict is linked to worse mental health and wellness
outcomes for student-athletes (Killeya-Jones, 2005; Settles et al., 2002). Our
results also suggest that many student-athletes experience identity conflict and
stress in situations where they must decide between sleeping, studying, and
practicing. Student-athletes describe a “catch-22”: do they sacrifice athletic
performance (e.g., by studying late and not getting enough sleep) or academic
performance (e.g., by skipping homework and going to bed early)? Correspond-
ingly, participants reference tiredness and exhaustion around this dynamic. This
finding speaks to the more prominent sleep deprivation problem in the student-
athlete population (Armstrong & Oomen-Early, 2009; Fullagar et al., 2015) and
further indicates that athletic departments need to pay closer attention to student-
athlete sleep patterns.

Our findings also reveal that student-athletes experience identity conflict in
interactions with coaches and through the exclusion of opportunities. Coaches
may cause or exacerbate the conflict student-athletes experience as they try to
meet the demands of their different roles. Further, our results indicate that there
are different types of exclusion, including classroom-based and extracurricular,
and different levels of exclusion that range from a low level (e.g., missing office
hours and review sessions), to a moderate level (e.g., the inability to register for
certain classes), to a high level (e.g., being deterred from selecting certain majors
that may be of interest). Our findings also suggest that situations of identity
conflict vary by individual academic performance. Academic high-performers
were more likely to experience conflict over exclusion from opportunities
outside the classroom, such as internships and clubs. High-achievers likely
desire participation in activities that have implications for their careers and
professional growth. Low academic achievers were more likely to reference
interactions with coaches as situations of identity conflict. Coaches’ expecta-
tions were cited as a factor in respondents’ grades. Those with lower grades
may perceive that coaches expect them to put athletics above academics and/or
that the athletic demands of coaches are deterrents to studying. The findings
around situations of identity conflict have important practical implications, as
discussed below.
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Student-Athlete Identity Salience and Conflict

Few studies look at student-athlete identity salience and conflict, and none consider
athlete and student identity salience and the interaction between them (e.g., Adler
& Adler, 1987, 1991; Settles et al., 2002). By examining all three identity aspects,
we demonstrate the implications of different identity combinations for conflict. In
particular, our results suggest that student-athletes who identify strongly as
students and/or athletes experience frequent identity conflict, regardless of the
salience of the other identity. Thus, student-athletes who are significantly invested
in their academic career and/or their athletic career likely face regular conflict.
Identity conflict is less frequent for those who weakly identify as both students and
athletes. These individuals are perhaps not strongly driven to be top performers in
either academics or athletics. Notably, however, very few (3.2%) student-athletes
in our study fell into this category.

Although student-athletes who identify strongly as students and those who
identify strongly as athletes both experience identity conflict, our qualitative
findings suggest that the conflict is different. In particular, our findings around
situations of identity conflict suggest that student-athletes who identify strongly as
athletes experience conflict due to feeling distracted by or pulled to complete
academic requirements. By contrast, student-athletes who identify strongly as
students seem to experience identity conflict because of a desire to be strong
students, and be recognized as such. Yet, they must also meet the demands of
athletics and are perceived (not always positively) as athletes.

Practical Implications

Our findings have implications for universities and athletic departments, including
administrators, coaches, and faculty. The positive association we identified
between student-athletes’ academic performance and identification as students
suggests that, to promote student-athletes’ investment in their student role,
universities should consider different ways of recognizing academic performance.
In addition to more typical athlete-scholar awards based on GPA, faculty and
athletic departments should consider opportunities to recognize academic achieve-
ments that are more incremental or that signal progress. This recognition can be
informal, such as faculty sending a note of praise to a student who contributed
valuable insight to a class discussion, or more formal, such as an award that
recognizes academic improvement. These types of practices allow more student-
athletes to be acknowledged and align with our qualitative data that suggest many
student-athletes want to be recognized for their academic achievements.

Our findings around the role of dress suggest that coaches and administrators
should weigh the benefits and risks of requiring or promoting athletic apparel in
different situations. Athletic apparel can reinforce athlete and team identity, but
also draw (often unwanted) attention to student-athletes, particularly high aca-
demic performers, and create separation between them and the rest of the student
body. Faculty should also consider how their behavior toward students is shaped
by students’ dress, and whether they as faculty have (implicit) biases towards
student-athletes. Our study helps show that there is no “typical” student-athlete—
there are differences across student-athletes in terms of their identities and
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experiences. Many student-athletes want to be “normal” students and some
expressed real concern about how being identified as a student-athlete negatively
shaped interactions with faculty and fellow students.

Athletic departments should also be aware of variation across the student-
athlete population in designing and implementing structures and practices. In
particular, our results indicate that some student-athletes want more integration
with the student body (opportunities to feel like “normal” students), rather than
separate resources and structures (e.g., student-athlete academic centers). Other
students expressed significant frustration with and stress around managing the
responsibilities of their student identity, including studying and completing
coursework, and training and competing in their sport, while trying to get adequate
sleep. These student-athletes would perhaps benefit from additional athletic
department resources and supports.

In terms of mitigating student-athlete identity conflict, our findings suggest that
universities and athletic departments should consider how policies and practices
result in student-athletes’ exclusion from academic opportunities. Scheduling con-
flicts and restrictive or prohibitive policies for academic majors, for example, could
perhaps be reduced through increased communication and coordination between
academic programs and athletic departments. Coaches should also be aware of their
part in potentially promoting or exacerbating the conflict student-athletes experience
as they try to meet the demands of different roles. Overall, it behooves universities
and athletic departments to continuously evaluate the situations in which student-
athletes are placed and identify opportunities to reduce conflicts.

Limitation and Future Directions

Future research should address the following limitations and suggestions. First,
although our sampling included 17 universities with the goal of representing a
diverse group of student-athletes, most of our participants were drawn from the
Power Five conferences (e.g., Big Ten, Big 12, Pacific-12, Atlantic Coast, and
Southeastern). These conferences are known for placing a strong emphasis on
athletics. Thus, our findings may not generalize to smaller and less athletically
strong conferences and divisions. More research is needed to examine the
precursors and effects of student-athlete identity salience and conflict at universi-
ties that tend to have fewer resources and support for athletics.

A second limitation of our study concerns the representativeness of our
sample. Compared with the NCAA Division I student-athlete population
(NCAA Sport Sponsorship, Participation, and Demographics Search, 2016),
our sample included an overrepresentation of female and White student-athletes,
and those from the following sports: cross-country, rowing, and swimming and
diving. Males, African-Americans, and basketball and baseball players were
underrepresented in our sample, based on the NCAA population. Future research
should attempt to collect data from more diverse samples and examine how race,
sex, and sport played influence student-athletes’ identity salience and conflict. For
instance, an African-American male who plays basketball may experience differ-
ent situations of identity conflict than a White female who runs cross-country.
These differences could have implications for athletic department staff and
university faculty.
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In this study, our main organizational-level variable of interest was university
ranking (athletic and academic). Future research could look at the effect of
additional organizational factors on student-athletes’ identities. For example,
studies might consider the influence of organizational culture (including within
the athletic department and across the university), academic and support resources
for student-athletes (e.g., tutors, academic centers, counselors), and student-athlete
housing (i.e., whether athletes live with the general student population). Lastly, as
with most survey methodology, there are potential biases associated with self-
reporting. In particular, in our study, the variable of individual athletic performance
was assessed subjectively by asking respondents to classify whether they were a
top performer on the team. With this approach, there is a potential for social
desirability bias (Fisher, 1993; King & Bruner, 2000). Future research should
consider the use of both subjective and objective measurement of student-athletes’
performance.

Conclusion

The bifurcated identity of student athletes as “students” and “athletes” has been the
subject of prior work. With quantitative and qualitative data on student-athletes
across multiple universities, our study adds important nuance to understanding
student-athlete identity. Organizational and individual factors shape student-
athletes’ identities, and student-athletes experience identity conflict, but in differ-
ent ways. The findings of this study inform policies regarding collegiate athletics,
including how to address the needs of student-athletes and promote greater
inclusiveness in the student experience.
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