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Identity gripping or identity flight? Two distinct experiences
correlated with self-reported depression in retired
professional ice hockey players
Peter R. Astona*, Mikaela A. Brewera*, Dustin W. Kieschnickb, Monica C. Allena, Peter
J. van Roessela, David E. Lavallee c and Carolyn I. Rodrigueza

aDepartment of Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences, Stanford Medicine, Stanford, CA, USA; bDepartment of
Psychiatry, University of California, San Francisco, CA, USA; cDivision of Sport and Exercise Sciences, Abertay
University, Dundee, UK

ABSTRACT
This study presents qualitative data on the retirement experiences
of retired professional ice hockey players and the relationship of
these experiences to self-reported depressive symptoms and
measures of athletic identity. Data were obtained from an online
survey sent to retired professional hockey players within the
Professional Hockey Players’ Association (PHPA) database. A total
of 213 retired players completed the qualitative section of the
survey and were included in the study. Former players expressed
an array of responses to questions about the best and most
difficult parts of their athletic retirement experiences, and what
they believe would help future generations of retiring hockey
players. Within these responses, there were two distinct patterns
of identity-based challenges among depressed former players.
One subset of depressed former players, captured by our
proposed term athletic identity flight, scored lower in athletic
identity, and emphasized positive aspects of retirement related to
“building a new identity.” A second subset of depressed former
players, who we described with the term athletic identity gripping,
noted an identity crisis upon retiring and retained a strong
athletic identity post-career. Non-depressed former players in our
sample were more likely to emphasize the importance of career
support to help future retiring hockey players, whereas depressed
former players emphasized the importance of mental health
support. Our findings may inform future preventative
interventions to assist retiring hockey players in their end-of-
athletic-career transition and suggest the value of tailoring
interventions based on the strength of athletic identity and the
presence of depressive symptoms.

Lay summary: Retired professional ice hockey players with self-
reported depression symptoms experienced two distinct identity
challenges when transitioning out of sport. Some appeared to
actively distance themselves from their former athletic identity

ARTICLE HISTORY
Received 9 February 2022
Accepted 22 October 2022

KEYWORDS
Athletic retirement; athletic
identity; mental health; duty
of care

© 2022 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any
medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way.

CONTACT Peter R. Aston paston@stanford.edu Department of Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences, Stanford
Medicine, 401 Quarry Rd., Stanford, CA, 94304 USA
*Peter R. Aston and Mikaela A. Brewer are co-first authors.

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SPORT AND EXERCISE PSYCHOLOGY
https://doi.org/10.1080/1612197X.2022.2152853

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/1612197X.2022.2152853&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-12-03
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3829-293X
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
mailto:paston@stanford.edu
http://www.tandfonline.com


(athletic identity flight). Others experienced an identity crisis and
appeared to maintain their athletic identity over time (athletic
identity gripping).

Implications for practice: Based on both quantitative and
qualitative data analysis, results suggest that athletic identity is a
factor to consider when tailoring interventions for professional
hockey players transitioning to athletic retirement. Interventions
may vary based on relationship with athletic identity during the
transition; some will experience an “identity crisis” and attempt to
hold onto their athletic identity, which may be a risk factor for
long-term depressive symptoms. Others may actively distance
themselves from their athletic identity during the transition,
possibly due to emotional pain associated with the athlete role.

Depending on the presence of depressive symptoms, retiring
players may have different intervention needs to assist with
athletic retirement. Non-depressed players may benefit from
practical support, such as planning their next career. Depressed
players may benefit more from mental health outreach. Aligned
with duty of care principles, results indicate a need for screening
retiring athletes to identify those at risk for depression.

Players who obtain a high score on the Athletic Identity Measurement Scale, particularly
those who retire suddenly and involuntarily (e.g., due to injury), should be considered at
higher risk for depression during transition to athletic retirement and may benefit from
mental health outreach.

Approximately one in five elite athletes experience distress upon retiring from sport
(Grove et al., 1998; Park et al., 2013). A recent survey of over 800 former professional ath-
letes in the UK found that an even larger proportion of retiring athletes may face
emotional difficulties during the transition, as approximately 50% of participants reported
concerns about their emotional wellbeing (e.g., depressive symptoms, loss of identity;
BBC Sport, 2018). Due to increasing knowledge that athletic retirement is a challenging
event in the lifespan of an athlete, there is increasing awareness that supporting retiring
professional athletes is a duty of care issue (Grey-Thompson, 2017). In a recent study (N =
409) of active and retired professional hockey players, retired players exhibited signifi-
cantly higher self-reported depressive symptoms compared to the general population,
and approximately twice the rate of moderate to very severe levels of depression com-
pared to active players (Aston et al., 2020).

Athletic retirement presents an uncommon and often abrupt change in life circum-
stances (Stambulova et al., 2021). Athletes describe difficulty replicating aspects of
their athletic lifestyle post-retirement, including camaraderie with teammates and
outlets for their competitive drive (Grove et al., 1998; Lally, 2007). The demanding
and intensive schedules that athletes are accustomed to during their careers are
also challenging to recreate in retirement (Baillie, 1993). Additionally, retiring athletes
often lose access to an important social support network achieved through team-
mates and other team personnel (Stephan et al., 2003a). Throughout their careers,
professional athletes can also miss out on pursuits that would otherwise help with
athletic retirement and career transition. Higher educational attainment may be
delayed or arrested due to the demands of being a professional athlete;
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subsequently, low educational status can preclude higher-level vocational opportu-
nities (Stronach & Adair, 2010).

Altogether, these considerations point to the importance of pre-retirement planning,
which is associated with successful adjustment to athletic retirement (Grove et al.,
1998; Martin et al., 2014). Athletes experience fewer difficulties and more positive
experiences when provided with pre-retirement information and guidance from team-
mates, coaches, and organizations (Stephan et al., 2003b). Life Development Interven-
tions (LDI), outlined by Danish et al. (1993), allow athletes to build helpful coping
strategies and identify skills developed through sport that can be transferred to
other areas of their lives, which positively impacts their career transition experiences
(Lavallee, 2005).

Athletic identity and adjustment to retirement

Athletic identity has been a central focus in research on retirement from sport for several
decades (Brewer et al., 1993; Park et al., 2013). The term was first defined by Brewer et al.
(1993), who described athletic identity as the degree to which an individual identifies with
their role as an athlete. Similar to identity development in general, athletic identity devel-
ops prominently during late childhood and adolescence. It remains intact in young adult-
hood, unless competitive sport participation comes to an end, in which case athletic
identity tends to diminish (Houle et al., 2010).

To compete at the highest levels, high-performance athletes are often required to
organize their behavior along a single trajectory toward athletic improvement. As such,
their identity as an athlete can easily become dominant and overshadow other viable
alternative identities that might be useful when new demands and constraints in the
social environment arise. This can result in identity foreclosure: absorption into the
athlete role at the expense of exploration of different careers or philosophies (Brewer &
Petitpas, 2017). Research by Finch (2009) suggests further reinforcement of athletic iden-
tity through standards of compliance that promote group orientation above autonomous
thought within teams. Due to these social factors in the life of an athlete, a strong athletic
identity is common and often beneficial, as it promotes stability, consistency, social cohe-
sion, and achievement of long-term goals related to athletic pursuits (Brewer et al., 1993;
Brewer & Cornelius, 2001).

Despite the adaptive features of athletic identity-related to sport performance, a
strong athletic identity can contribute to emotional challenges upon retirement from
sport (Erpič et al., 2004; Grove et al., 1998; Martin et al., 2014). Strong athletic identity
can increase the vulnerability of professional athletes to anxiety and depression upon
retirement; especially when retirement is involuntary (Cosh et al., 2012; Martin et al.,
2014). High athletic identity scores are also associated with the use of maladaptive
coping strategies (Grove et al., 1997) and a prolonged adjustment period after retire-
ment (Stambulova et al., 2007). Baillie and Danish (1992) suggested that athletes often
underestimate identity-related challenges associated with retirement, making them
under-prepared to deal with the social and psychological impacts stemming from ath-
letic retirement. Altogether, athletes with a strong athletic identity tend to experience
more intense difficulties during their transition to retirement from sport (Erpič et al.,
2004).
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Purpose

This mixed-methods study examines the retirement experiences of former professional
hockey players via their retrospective descriptions of their transition to retirement from
sport and current measures of athletic identity. We analyzed how different responses cor-
relate with depressive symptoms post-career. From a duty of care perspective, our goal
was to understand experiences impacting the long-term wellbeing of professional
hockey players to inform future research and interventions.

Method

Participants

Participants in this study were former members of the PHPA, a union that represents per-
sonnel in the American Hockey League (AHL) and the East Coast Hockey League (ECHL).
Approximately 4,000 retired players were sent a survey via email using contact infor-
mation available in the PHPA contact information database, collected between 1993
and 2018. The only inclusion criteria for the study was that contact information
through the PHPA database was available. Participants were provided informed
consent in writing at the beginning of the survey. A total of 213 retired players completed
the qualitative section of the survey and were included in the study, representing an esti-
mated 56% of retired players who clicked on the survey link.

The mean age for study participants was 35.8 years of age (SD = 7.1), and the mean
number of years since their transition to retirement from professional hockey was 7.0
years (SD = 4.1). The most frequently stated reason for retirement was personal choice
(42.7%), followed by acute or recurring injury (32.7%), and declining skills or aging (10.4%).
The sociodemographic characteristics of study participants are summarized in Table 1.

Measures

Retrospective post-Retirement survey

This survey was originally developed by the authors of this study to investigate the mental
health of current and former professional hockey players. Other data from this survey
have been published previously (see Aston et al., 2020). In the present study, we used
survey data to examine the subjective experiences of retirement reported by former
players. Participants provided free-response answers reflecting on their retirement experi-
ences. The three qualitative survey questions were: (a) What was the best part of the tran-
sition to retirement from professional hockey? (b) What was the most difficult part of the
transition to retirement from professional hockey? (c) What do you think would help with
the issues professional hockey players face when retiring? Participant responses consisted
of short phrases, sentences, and infrequently, short paragraphs.

DASS-21 (Current)
The Depression, Anxiety and Stress Scale is a 21-item self-report measure composed of
three subscales assessing depression, anxiety, and stress (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995a).
Participants completed the DASS-21 as a reflection of their current symptoms. Items
are rated on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 0 (does not apply to me at all) to 3
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Table 1. Sociodemographic characteristics of retired hockey players.

Variable

Retired players
(n = 213)

M SD

Age 35.8 7.1
Age retired 28.6 4.1
Years retired 7.0 5.5

N %
Racea

African American/Black 1 0.5
White 204 96.7
Asian 0 0
Indigenous peoples 2 0.9
Other 0 0

Missing data 6 2.8
Citizenship
Canada 124 59.3
United States 79 37.8
Other 6 2.9

Missing data 4 1.9
Marital status
Single (never married) 38 18.2
Engaged 11 5.3
Married 155 74.2

Separated 2 1.0
Divorced 3 1.4

Variable Retired players
(n = 213)

n %
Missing data 4 1.9
Educational attainment
Less than high school diploma 1 0.5
High school or equivalent 27 12.9
Some college, no degree 45 21.5
Associate degree (e.g., AA, AS) 13 6.2
Bachelor’s degree (e.g., BA, BS) 91 43.5
Master’s degree (e.g., MA, MS, Med) 27 12.9
Professional degree (e.g., MD, DDS) 4 1.9
Doctorate (e.g., PhD, EdD) 1 0.5

Missing data 4 1.9
Annual income (USD)
Less than $25,000 14 6.7
$25,000–$49,999 28 13.5
$50,000–$99,999 99 47.6
$100,000–$199,999 49 23.6
$200,000–$399,999 15 7.2
$400,000 or more 3 1.4

Missing data 5 2.3
Reason retired
Own choice 90 42.7
Declining skills or aging 22 10.4

Recurring injury or illness 47 22.3
Sudden injury or illness 32 15.2
Team politics 6 2.8

Variable Retired players
(n = 213)

N %
Other 14 6.6
Missing data 2 0.9

Note. Demographic data missing for a subset of participants who chose not to respond to specific survey items.
aParticipants allowed to select multiple entries.
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(applies to me very much or most of the time). In scoring the DASS-21, scores for each 7-
item subscale are doubled to fit with the cutoff scores of the original full-scale version
(DASS). Score ranges are 10–13 for “mild” depression, 14–20 for “moderate” depression,
21–27 for “severe” depression, and 28 + for “very severe” depression. For this study, we
only used the 7-item depression subscale of the DASS-21 (e.g., “I felt I wasn’t worth
much as a person”; “I couldn’t seem to experience anything positive at all”; α = .89, 95%
CI [.87, .90]). The DASS has demonstrated adequate discriminant and convergent validity
with the Beck Depression Inventory (Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995b) and good internal
reliability (α = .88; Henry & Crawford, 2005).

AIMS (Current)
The Athletic Identity Measurement Scale (AIMS) is a 7-item self-report measure designed
to assess how strongly and exclusively an individual identifies with the athlete role
(Brewer & Cornelius, 2001). Participants completed the AIMS as a reflection of their
current athletic identity. The questions are answered using a 7-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Scores range from 7–49, with a
higher score indicating a stronger and more exclusive athletic identity. Brewer and Cor-
nelius (2001) demonstrated the AIMS is a multidimensional model that is internally con-
sistent (α = .81), with three highly correlated first-order factors (social identity, exclusivity,
and negative affectivity) subordinate to one higher-order factor (athletic identity). Items in
the Negative Affect scale of the AIMS include reference to depression (e.g., “I would be
very depressed if I were injured and could not compete in sport”). Because we examined
the relationship between athletic identity and depression in our study, we excluded the
Negative Affect scale to avoid spurious correlations. Additionally, items within the Social
Identity scale (e.g., “Most of my friends are athletes”; α = .56, 95% CI [.46, .65]) possessed
inadequate internal consistency. As such, we used the Exclusivity subscale of the AIMS as
a proxy for athletic identity (“Sport is the most important part of my life; I spendmore time
thinking about sport than anything else”; α = .86, CI [.82, .89]).

Procedure

The research protocol was approved by the Administrative Panel on Human Subjects in
Medical Research within Stanford University’s Institutional Review Board (Registration
#4947). All retired professional hockey players for whom the PHPA had e-mail contact
information in their database were sent the survey link. Participants were asked to
provide their full legal name, email address and for permission to be contacted for
future studies. Participant data was stored on a HIPAA-compliant encrypted server.

The first two study authors and primary coders (PA, MB) analyzed responses using a
general inductive data analysis approach – a method involving an iterative process of
coding and grouping coded data into categories and subcategories to develop a concep-
tual model representing the data (Mayring, 2014; Thomas, 2006). The goal of this phase was
to identify distinct factors underlying thoughts about retirement experiences from pro-
fessional hockey and to formulate a theoretical framework that could help direct interven-
tions and further research. Initial categories were identified through coding the first 50% of
the data via discussion between PA and MB of each participant’s response. Next, we itera-
tively revised and reorganized data into major categories and subcategories while
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concurrently refining definitions of each category. We then coded the remaining 50% of
responses using established categories and subcategories. After coding the dataset,
authors (PA, MB) provided an additional study author (MA) the category definitions. Initially,
MA was randomly assigned 50% of participant responses for each question. After coding
the data, PA and MA discussed all discrepancies from primary raters, and category
definitions were updated to account for those discrepancies to further reduce ambiguity.
The remaining randomly assigned 50% of participant responses were then assigned to
MA to determine intercoder reliability. The average intercoder reliability of all three research
questions in the present study was 98.99% agreement, with a Cohen’s Kappa (κ) of .98. A
Cohen’s Kappa above .75 is considered excellent (Fleiss et al., 1981). Due to high intercoder
agreement, primary raters PA and MB decided to use their coding for analyses instead of
attempting to resolve any remaining discrepancies through discussion. The data that
support the findings of this study are available on request from the corresponding
author (PA). The data are not publicly available to protect privacy of research participants.

Analyses

Demographics and group comparisons were primarily analyzed using SPSS 26 for Mac OS,
and multiple regression models were analyzed using R statistical software, version 3.5.3.
We employed a mixed-methods study design, which combines the strengths of quantitat-
ive and qualitative methods (McKim, 2017). Statistical significance was evaluated using an
alpha level of .05 (two-tailed). Percentages and means were calculated to determine the
sociodemographic characteristics of participants. Answers to qualitative questions were
only coded if they were interpretable and directly relevant to the question. Frequencies
of coded responses were calculated and converted to percentages. Means and standard
deviations of depressive symptoms were calculated and stratified by major categories and
subcategories. Pearson correlation coefficients were computed to examine the relation-
ships between qualitative data and both depressive symptoms and athletic identity.
We used pairwise deletion for instances of missing data. Independent-samples t-tests
were used to follow-up on significant Pearson correlations, and Cohen’s d was used to
estimate effect size. To account for potential Type I error and to control for possible con-
founds, we ran multiple linear regression equations with depression as the outcome vari-
able and included all subcategory responses in the model for each study question while
controlling for factors known in the research to be related to adjustment to retirement or
depression in general, including age, years retired, the reason for retirement, educational
attainment, annual income, and marital status. We did not control for race in regression
equations due to the sample being predominantly White. For multiple regression models,
frequencies of coded responses were formatted as multiple observations. Data was for-
matted and shaped in R using the reshape2 package (Wickham, 2007). Questions that
were unanswered or did not endorse a response category were filtered out of the data
set. This procedure was conducted to allow for the inclusion of multiple coded response
subcategories per participant into the analysis, while enabling exclusion of coded
response subcategories that were not endorsed by the participant so that unendorsed
subcategories were not falsely associated with depression scores. This allowed us to
analyze multiple observations of endorsed coded responses as categorical predictors in
the multiple regression models.

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SPORT AND EXERCISE PSYCHOLOGY 7



Results

Overview

For all three qualitative questions, a conceptual visualization of categories and subcate-
gories derived from coding procedures is presented in Figure 1. Representative verbatim
participant responses for each category or subcategory are presented in Table 2. Frequen-
cies of coded responses and correlations of response categories with depressive symp-
toms are presented in Table 3.

Figure 1. Overview of categories and subcategories.

8 P. R. ASTON ET AL.



Table 2. Representative verbatim participant responses.
Question Participant themes Participant responses

Question 1: What was the best part of the
transition to retirement from professional
hockey?

Having a “home
base”

Stability in living
circumstances

Knowing where you were going to be for an
extended period of time.

Stability of being home, not having to travel.
Connected
relationships

Knowing that I could put my family first now
Getting time back to spend with loved ones.

Renewed freedom
More time for
activities

Getting to do the things that I never got to because
of hockey season.

Having my weekends back to do other things.
Pursuing new goals Finding ways to apply my athletic and teamwork

skills
Having an opportunity to jump to a new career.

Building a new
identity

The freedom to become [who] I desire to become
apart from hockey

It made me feel like I wasn’t one dimensional
I began to find out who I was after hockey no longer
defined me.

Ending the “grind”
Reduced physical
demands

No more having to beat the hell out of my body for
pennies.

No longer having to stay in peak physical condition.
Had several injuries so was happy to not be in pain
every day.

Leaving hockey
culture

Leaving behind the bullshit grind of minor league
hockey where I was being exploited.

No longer being associated with a culture which
promoted sexism, racism, bullying, bigotry and
oppression.

The freedom. In hockey you are a robot to the
organization and people who were in your shoes
before […] a lot of the times they forget you are
people.

Question 2: What was the most difficult
part of the transition to retirement from
professional hockey?

Next career
preparation

Not knowing what to do with my career and finding
a job.

Having to go into something that I was not an
expert at and basically starting from the bottom.

Even with college experience and an internship, I
still didn’t stand a chance in the “real world” […]
it’s really like starting your hockey career all over
again – but a business career.

Social changes
Social isolation Upon retiring other than a few close friends I was

completely isolated from everyone. No support
from therapists either as they are too expensive.

It was very challenging for me to develop the skills
to meet people outside of sport.

Missing team
environment

Not having the daily feeling of significant
accomplishment, comradery and common
purpose.

No longer hanging around teammates and for the
most part best friends. Nothing beats the guys.

Identity challenges
Identity crisis Hockey ends and there’s nothing. You have to

redefine yourself without any help or direction.
Feeling like you’re less of a person because you no
longer play the game that defines you.

(Continued )
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Table 2. Continued.
Question Participant themes Participant responses

People not understanding your identity is
essentially undergoing a life change.

Career regrets Wondering why I wasted so much time playing a
game I loved so much to have it end the way it
did.

The dream that I worked for my whole life was over.
Will I be able to find something else I am as
passionate about?

Missing the lifestyle
Rigors of normal
life

Having to work a full 8-hour day with no notoriety
or perks.

Waking up every morning and not going to the rink
for practice.

Suddenly, your life is not planned for you anymore.
You’ve been told to be here and there at a specific
time or date since you’ve been 16 years old.

Missing the game Missing the daily competition with myself,
teammates and opponents.

Letting go of the excitement of playing in front of a
crowd, the competitiveness, and working towards
a goal personally and as a team.

Prolonged injury Dealing with post-concussion syndrome and the
suddenness of an acute injury and how it thrusts
you into real life.

Was badly injured with TBI. Took a very long time to
feel like myself.

Question 3: What do you think would help
with the issues professional hockey
players face when retiring?

Social support
Support networks A support system. A call or face-to-face meeting to

see how things are going and help to provide
support in career choice, self-identity and
emotional challenges.

More involvement from agents, unions, and teams
on preparing for life after hockey.

Alumni support Have current and retired hockey players discuss
experiences, fears, and difficulties of transitioning
from a hockey player to a retired hockey player.

Connecting current players with players who are 2–
5 years out of the game.

Setting up a mentorship program with the team
[and have] alumni come speak a few times a year
about what they are doing and how they
transitioned.

Mental health
outreach

Unbiased and unconnected team counsellors.
Former players or professionals who can be there
to speak about problems, life, and transition
beyond hockey.

Periodic Mental and physical health check-ins
offered to retired players.

Next career support
Industry skills and
strategies

A program that outlines the many different career
paths and how the tools learned in the sport of
hockey are an asset.

As soon as we come into the league, help us with
finances, planning ahead, school, jobs,
networking etc., so we are more prepared.

Teaching guys how to network for positions and
use their status as a hockey player to make
connections before their career ends.

Education
opportunities

I think it would help if there were more career or
educational programs that were offered.

Make education a priority, do not allow hockey

(Continued )
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Question 1: what was the best part of the transition to retirement from
professional hockey?
We ran a multiple linear regression model on data derived from answers to all three ques-
tions with depression scores as the dependent variable; covariates of age, the reason for
retirement, years retired, education, income, andmarital status; and question subcategories
as predictor variables. The model was significant (F19,245 = 3.61, p < 0.001) and accounted for
22% (r2 = 0.22) of the variance in depression scores. Results showed a significant relation-
ship between participants who endorsed Building a New Identity as being the best part
of their athletic retirement experience and depression scores (b = 6.67, t = 2.56, p = 0.011).
Those participants who stated their reason for retirement was due to either recurring
injury/illness or sudden injury/illness had significantly higher depression scores (b = 5.1, t
= 3.88, p < 0.001; b = 4.58, t = 3.01, p = 0.003). Education (b =−1.45, t =−3.8, p < 0.001)
was also a significant predictor and negatively correlated with symptoms of depression.

Estimated marginal means were calculated, showing that participants who endorsed
Building a New Identity averaged a depression score of 14.9 (95% CI [9.51, 20.3]), which
falls in the moderate range of depression. The estimated marginal means for depression
scores of all participants who endorsed other subcategories fell in the normal range for
depressive symptoms. Estimatedmarginal means of depression scores for Question 1 sub-
categories are presented in Figure 2.

Question 2: what was the most difficult part of the transition to retirement from
professional hockey?
Multiple regression results show that the model was significant (F20,255 = 3.80, p < 0.001)
and accounted for 23% (r2 = 0.23) of the variance in depression scores. Results showed
a relationship between participants who endorsed Social Isolation as being the most
difficult part of their retirement experience and depression scores (b = 6.24, t = 2.33, p
= 0.02), as well as between participants who endorsed Identity Crisis and depression

Table 2. Continued.
Question Participant themes Participant responses

players to become people that have no desire to
learn.

The key is education. How you administer it and get
players to listen is the tricky part.

Internship
opportunities

Co-op type jobs when players are still playing
would help players find what they want to do
next, instead of spending a couple years
searching for the right job.

Any program that attempts to bridge this gap via
internship or on-the-job training that is also
somehow compatible with the rigors and
demands of off-season training.

Employment
opportunities

Having a better program set up for employment
after hockey.

Message boards with potential job opportunities for
PHPA Alumni.

Having opportunities for players within hockey
lined up (e.g., direct hires to NHL, AHL, and ECHL
clubs in coaching, scouting, etc.).

Having jobs lined up that entail competitive nature;
jobs that require athletic nature and hard work.
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scores (b = 4.24, t = 2.39, p = 0.02). Participants who stated their reason for retirement was
due to sudden injury or illness had significantly higher depression scores (b = 3.56, t =
2.82, p = 0.005). Education (b =−1.82, t =−4.94, p < 0.001), level of income (b =−1.00, t
=−2.24, p = 0.025), and being married (b =−4.28, t =−3.04, p = 0.003) were also signifi-
cant predictors and negatively correlated with depression.

Estimated marginal means were calculated, showing that participants who endorsed
Social Isolation as being the most difficult part of their retirement experience averaged
a depression score of 13.6 (95% CI [7.42, 19.7]; mild range of depression), and participants
who endorsed Identity Crisis averaged a depression score of 11.1 (CI [6.83, 15.3]; mild
range of depression). The estimated marginal means for depression scores of all partici-
pants who endorsed other subcategories fell in the normal range for depressive symp-
toms. Estimated marginal means of depression scores for subcategories in Question 2
are presented in Figure 3.

Question 3: what do you think would help with the issues professional hockey
players face when retiring?
Multiple linear regression for Question 3 showed the model was significant (F19,210 = 3.69,
p < 0.001) and accounted for 25% (r2 = 0.25) of the variance in depression scores. Results

Table 3. Frequencies of coded responses and correlations with self- reported depressive symptoms.
Questions n (%) M (SD) depression Pearson’s r

Question 1 N = 196 (92%) 6.9 (8.4)
Having a “home base” 104 (53%) 6.4 (7.2) –.07
Stability in living circumstances 42 (21%) 6.5 (5.7) –.03
Connected relationships 71 (36%) 6.5 (7.8) –.05

Renewed freedom 98 (50%) 6.8 (8.5) –.02
More time for activities 31 (16%) 7.3 (8.5) .02
Pursuing new goals 55 (28%) 5.2 (7.5) –.13
Building a new identity 16 (8%) 11.6 (11.2) .17*

Ending the “grind” 56 (29%) 8.1 (10.1) .09
Reduced physical demands 30 (15%) 7.3 (10.1) .02
Leaving hockey culture 30 (15%) 8.8 (11.0) .09

Question 2 N = 207 (97%) 7.3 (8.8)
Next career preparation 60 (29%) 8.1 (9.6) .05
Social changes 76 (37%) 7.6 (9.0) .03
Social isolation 9 (4%) 12 (12.6) .11
Missing team environment 66 (32%) 6.9 (84) –.03

Identity challenges 52 (25%) 10.2 (11.1) .18**
Identity crisis 37 (18%) 11.7 (12.1) .23**
Career regrets 17 (8%) 6.1 (6.9) –.04

Missing the lifestyle 90 (43%) 6.7 (7.8) -.06
Rigors of normal life 51 (25%) 6.5 (7.6) –.06
Missing the game 46 (22%) 6.5 (8.0) –.05

Prolonged injury 6 (3%) 7.7 (15.0) .01
Question 3 N = 179 (84%) 7.3 (9.1)
Social support 65 (36%) 9.0 (9.7) .14
Support networks 29 (16%) 7.2 (8.8) –.002
Alumni support 29 (16%) 7.7 (9.1) .02
Mental health outreach 16 (9%) 16.5 (11.4) .32***

Next career support 135 (75%) 6.4 (8.7) –.18*
Industry skills and strategies 94 (53%) 7.0 (9.5) –.03
Education opportunities 36 (20%) 5.8 (8.0) –.08
Internship opportunities 21 (12%) 5.3 (6.3) –.08
Employment opportunities 19 (11%) 6.0 (7.5) –.05

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .0001.
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showed a relationship between participants who endorsed Mental Health Outreach as
being the most important way to help players transition to athletic retirement and
depression scores (b = 9.04, t = 3.5, p < 0.001). Furthermore, participants who stated
their reason for retirement was due to sudden injury or illness had significantly higher
levels of depression (b = 4.99, t = 3.47, p < 0.001). Education level (b =−1.7, t =−3.88, p
< 0.001) was also a significant predictor and negatively correlated with depression.

Estimated marginal means were calculated, showing that participants who endorsed
Mental Health Outreach averaged a depression score of 18.1 (95% CI [12.9, 23.4]; moder-
ate range of depression). The estimated marginal means for depression scores of all par-
ticipants who endorsed other subcategories fell in the normal range for depressive
symptoms. Estimated marginal means of depression scores for subcategories in Question
3 are presented in Figure 4.

Two subsets of identity challenges

Our initial findings showed elevated depression scores for participants who expressed
that “building a new identity” was the best part of their transition (n = 16), as well as par-
ticipants who expressed that “identity crisis”was the most difficult part of their retirement

Figure 2. Estimated marginal means for question 1 subcategories. Note. Estimated marginal means
from multiple linear regression model examining relationship between question 1 subcategories
and depression while controlling for age, years retired, reason for retirement, educational attainment,
annual income, and marital status.

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SPORT AND EXERCISE PSYCHOLOGY 13



experience (n = 37). As a result, we conducted a Pearson correlation to evaluate if the
same participants endorsed identity-based responses to both questions. We did not
observe a statistically significant correlation, r(196) = 0.13, p = 0.08, indicating nonsignifi-
cant crossover between participants with an identity-based response to Questions 1 and
2, respectively.

Next, we compared athletic identity scores of participants in these two groups (“build-
ing a new identity” and “identity crisis”). Participants who expressed that “building a new
identity” was the best part of their transition (M = 5.1, SD = 3.5) scored significantly lower
in their athletic identity exclusivity compared to the rest of the sample (M = 7.2, SD = 3.5; t
(194) = 2.36, p = 0.019, d = 0.61, CI [0.36, 3.96]). In contrast, participants who expressed
“identity crisis” as being the most difficult part of their retirement experience (M = 8.4,
SD = 3.4) scored significantly higher in their athletic identity exclusivity compared to the
rest of the sample (M = 7.0, SD = 3.6; t(201) = 2.06, p = 0.041, d = 0.40, CI [0.06, 2.70]).
These differences suggest there may be two distinct identity-based challenges retiring
professional hockey players face that may confer risk for depression. A summary of
these two subsets of athletes, including depression and athletic identity scores, is pre-
sented in Figure 5.

Figure 3. Estimated marginal means for question 2 subcategories. Note. Estimated marginal means
from multiple linear regression model examining relationship between question 2 subcategories
and depression while controlling for age, years retired, reason for retirement, educational attainment,
annual income, and marital status.
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Discussion

To our knowledge, this is the largest study reporting qualitative data by sample size to
date examining the retirement experiences of professional athletes. Our findings high-
light two discrete types of identity challenges among participants experiencing
depression. A subset of these participants retrospectively emphasized the benefits of
“building a new identity” upon retiring from professional hockey and scored significantly
lower in athletic identity. In contrast, another subset of participants expressed that an
“identity crisis” was the most difficult aspect of their athletic retirement experience and
scored significantly higher in athletic identity. Our findings also highlight general differ-
ences in preferred forms of support among participants: those with lower depression
scores generally articulated “next career support” as the most beneficial intervention
for retiring hockey players, while those with higher depression scores were more likely
to emphasize the crucial importance of mental health outreach.

Interestingly, we found that participants who expressed that “building a new identity”
was the best part of athletic retirement had both lower athletic identity and higher

Figure 4. Estimated marginal means for question 3 subcategories. Note. Estimated marginal means
from multiple linear regression model examining relationship between question 3 subcategories
and depression while controlling for age, years retired, reason for retirement, educational attainment,
annual income, and marital status.
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depression scores compared to the rest of our sample. There are several possible expla-
nations for this finding. If we assume that during their playing career these individuals
had a stronger athletic identity compared to the time they completed the survey, this
response suggests that these athletes may have been distancing themselves from their
athletic identity since the end of their playing career. Athletic identity has been shown
to decline as athletes near the end of their careers (Martin et al., 2014) and as athletes
anticipate a disruption in their athletic identity, they actively decrease its prominence
prior to retirement (Lally, 2007; Yao et al., 2020). Additionally, previous research
demonstrates that endorsement of athletic identity predicts anxiety and depression
post-retirement (Giannone et al., 2017). Our findings suggest that depression related
to identity challenges during the retirement process may be prolonged for some ath-
letes. Given the observed higher depression scores in this subset of athletes, it may be
that this distancing from athletic identity is not an entirely positive process, even
though there is an implied positive valence if we contextualize responses with the
question itself (i.e., the “best” part of the transition to retirement). Rather, the distan-
cing may be a response to painful associations with their previous role as a pro-
fessional athlete, leading them to retrospectively consider the opportunity to
construct a new identity as a positive aspect of ending their hockey career. We
propose the term athletic identity flight as a way of describing this experience observed
in our data.

Figure 5. Two subsets of athletes with self-reported identity-based experiences during athletic retire-
ment. Note. Depression and Athletic Identity Exclusivity of former hockey players with identity-based
responses for questions 1 and 2, including t scores comparing athletic identity and depression to the
rest of the sample. * p < .05.
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A second explanation for this finding may be that these individuals have difficulties
with identity in general, as is the case in identity diffusion. Identity diffusion is associated
with depressive symptoms, and is characterized, in part, by uncertainty about one’s
beliefs, preferences, and long-term goals (Renton et al., 2021; Taylor & Goritsas, 1994). Ath-
letes experiencing identity diffusion may have difficulties identifying strongly with any
role (including their role as an athlete) and may also be more vulnerable to depression
in general. Finally, it may be that depressed former players are simply more likely to be
self-referential in their thinking style – a known feature of depression (Mor & Winquist,
2002) – and are therefore more likely to frame their thinking toward positive changes
during retirement in terms of identity, rather than by more externally oriented pursuits
such as goals or activities.

Participants who expressed experiencing an “identity crisis” as being the most difficult
aspect of their transition out of hockey were also more likely to be depressed compared to
the rest of our sample. These individuals also obtained significantly higher scores on ath-
letic identity – specifically in contrast to the subset of participants who regarded “building
a new identity” as a positive aspect of athletic retirement – suggesting long-term main-
tenance of athletic identity. We propose the term athletic identity gripping to capture
the experience of this subset of depressed former hockey players. These findings align
with the research literature, as numerous studies show the potential for an identity
crisis during athletic retirement, particularly if individuals have an exclusive athletic iden-
tity (Ronkainen et al., 2016). Additionally, exclusive athletic identity during retirement is
associated with a longer adjustment period (Brewer et al., 1993; Grove et al., 1997) and
the use of maladaptive coping strategies during the transition (Grove et al., 1997). It
may be that exclusive athletic identity following athletic retirement was a maintenance
factor for depressive symptoms over time, with maladaptive coping strategies playing
a mediating role. Irrespective of causal explanations, our findings clearly suggest a
subset of depressed former professional hockey players tend to sustain their athletic iden-
tity into their retirement years.

We also found differences in preferred forms of support among participants, depend-
ing on their depression scores. Participants with lower depression scores were more likely
to emphasize the importance of “next career support,” whereas participants with higher
depression scores instead focused on the importance of mental health outreach. This
finding aligns with a taxonomy of career transition interventions for athletes, which
exist on a continuum between preventative/educational and crisis/coping (Stambulova
et al., 2021). Although retiring athletes may benefit from both approaches, our results
suggest the prospective benefits of a given intervention may partially depend on an indi-
vidual’s mental health status.

Limitations

There are several important limitations to note when interpreting the results of the
present study. Given the subjective nature of qualitative data analysis, alternative cat-
egorization of the data are conceivable, and we cannot ascertain whether all partici-
pants accurately interpreted the study questions. Although our regression models for
each study question were statistically significant and accounted for several potential
confounds, they accounted for a small amount of the variance of depression scores.
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There may be more powerful models based on other reasonable ways of categorizing
the qualitative data. Importantly, as the reflections about retirement experiences from
our participants were retrospective and measurements of depression and athletic
identity were current, we cannot make any conclusions based on causality. It may
be that depressive symptoms influenced participants’ responses through mood-
dependent memory and biased their responses to qualitative questions about their
retirement experiences. As participants self-selected to participate in the survey,
there may be response biases impacting generalizability of the findings. Our data
should also not be seen as statistically representative of the true frequencies of par-
ticipant experiences, as participants tended to list only one response to each ques-
tion. Assuming participants had diverse aspects of their retirement experience that
were relevant to a given study question, this may have resulted in an underestima-
tion of the true frequency of certain retirement experiences. As an example, a large
proportion (∼38%) of our sample noted that they retired due to injury or illness,
whereas only 3% of respondents emphasized injury as being a difficult part of
their retirement experience. We should also not assume a lower frequency of a
response category indicates a lower impact of that retirement experience across
our sample. Indeed, our regression analyses demonstrate that participants who
reported they retired due to injury averaged statistically higher depression scores
than the rest of our sample. Finally, professional hockey may represent a unique
culture, and our sample was highly homogenous with race and gender (White and
male). Caution should therefore be used in generalizing study findings to other
athlete populations.

Clinical implications

Several clinical implications emerged from our data that may be relevant for future inter-
ventions to support professional hockey players in their transition to athletic retirement.
First and foremost, individual differences should be considered when devising interven-
tions for a particular athlete. Our results indicate that factors to consider may include ath-
letic identity and depressive symptoms. Athletes seeking to distance themselves from
their athletic identity may benefit from interventions encouraging exploratory behavior
in service of cultivating a new identity, including garnering new experiences, and devel-
oping interests and skills outside of their sport. Other athletes more firmly attached to
their athletic identity may similarly benefit from exploratory behavior as a prophylactic
activity to stave off an identity crisis; though they may find additional benefit from oppor-
tunities to stay connected to the game via employment or through alumni connections.
Our results further suggest that retiring players may have different intervention needs
depending on the presence of depressive symptoms – non-depressed players may
benefit more from practical support in planning their next career, and depressed
players may benefit more from mental health outreach. Taking a duty of care perspective
on transition support for retiring athletes, our study highlights the crucial importance of
regular mental health screening of retiring athletes. Outreach should be provided for ath-
letes who screen positive for depression. Players retiring due to injury or players who
score high on athletic identity should also be considered at higher risk for depression fol-
lowing athletic retirement.
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Future directions

In addition to better understanding the retirement experiences of professional hockey
players, this study was intended to generate hypotheses for future research. Follow-up
quantitative research may be helpful to more accurately estimate the true frequencies
of the various issues related to athletic retirement identified in our study. Further research
should also be conducted to clarify and explore the two subsets of identity-based chal-
lenges found in depressed retired players. Of particular interest may be longitudinal
studies to capture the nuances of how former professional players in ice hockey and
other sports navigate their athletic identity as they transition to athletic retirement and
to investigate causality in the relationship between retirement experiences and
depression symptoms later in life. Such research may serve to clarify the identity-based
challenges associated with depression in the present study, inform existing models
(e.g., Stambulova, 2017; Wylleman, 2019), and extend the taxonomy of career transition
intervention (Stambulova et al., 2021) through developments in hockey and other
sports. Utilizing the findings from this study, research-informed interventions designed
to assist professional hockey players facing identity-based challenges as they transition
to athletic retirement should be developed and tested. Key intervention strategies to
test may include individualized interventions based on depressive symptoms and athletic
identity, alumni-led mentorship programs for retiring players, and – perhaps most funda-
mentally – thorough mental health screening to identify players needing additional
support. Finally, knowing the importance of a proactive approach to retirement planning
for athletes, we should also test the effectiveness of services already in place, while differ-
entiating between the needs of athletes tending toward identity gripping vs identity
flight. For instance, since 1997, the PHPA has offered services and partnerships through
their Career Enhancement Program to assist its members in their transition to athletic
retirement. Future research should investigate the impact of engagement with such ser-
vices on mental health outcomes following athletic retirement.

Conclusion

The mixed-methods design and large sample size of the current study provided a unique
look at different facets of the retirement experiences of professional ice hockey players.
The research indicates there may be two distinct identity-based challenges players face
during athletic retirement which confer risk for depression following athletic retirement.
It may be that tailoring interventions for retiring athletes based on their depressive symp-
toms and athletic identity will contribute to successful adjustment to athletic retirement
and improve post-career mental health outcomes in athlete populations.
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