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ABSTRACT

Student-athletes often represent a highly visible, yet decidedly misunder-
stood population on college and university campuses. In the general student popula-
tion, the combination of multiple stressors often leads students to seek professional
counseling services. Unfortunately, student-athletes, who are often faced with a multi-
tude of psychosocial stressors germane to balancing athletic and academic responsibili-
ties, seldom seek out professional counseling services. However, when they do seek
services, the authors posit that an understanding of the construct of the therapeutic
working alliance and the application of the working alliance model (Bordin, 1979) offers
a useful template for fostering positive counseling outcomes with student-athletes. In
this article, the major elements of this construct and model are presented along with a
discussion and implications for its application to a college or university student-athlete
population.

INTRODUCTION

On many college and university campuses student-athletes are viewed differ-
ently than other college students. Revered as heroes by some and chastised as an over-
privileged minority by others, student-athletes potentially may experience a great deal
of stress and anxiety as a result of the role conflict they expenence through their
participation in athletics in university and college settings (Chartrand & Lent, 1985).
Researchers (Broughton & Neyer, 2001; Ferrante, Etzel, & Lantz, 1996) examining the
subjective experiences of student-athletes have noted that unlike other college students,
student-athletes face unique challenges as a result of their involvement in college athlet-
ics. These unique challenges include balancing athletic and academic demands, develop-
ing social interests, managing sport-related career transitions, and maintaining peak
physical condition {Parham, 1993). For many student-athletes, these challenges affect
their cognitive, social, moral, educational, and psychosocial development (Ferrante,
Etzel, & Lantz, 1996), rendering them vulnerable to greater levels of psychological
pressure and distress than non-athletes (Bergandi & Wittig, 1984; Etzel, 1989; Etzel,
Pinkney, & Hinkle, 1994). Fletcher, Benshof¥, and Richburg (2003) also recently noted
the complex array of entities student-athletes must often negotiate in order to remain on
scholarship, including: (a) NCAA policies; (b) college or university policy; (¢) team
dynamics; and even (d) policies within each athletic department. Navigating such unfa-
miliar terrain may place undue additional pressure on student-athletes, especially given
that athletic scholarships, which must be renewed yearly, are the primary financial
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support system for many student-athletes. Subsequently, recognition of student-ath-
letes as a special “at-risk” population with specific needs has generated significant
interest in the counseling needs of these students. Researchers (Hinkle, 1994; Murray,
1997) have suggested that approximately 10 percent of student-athletes may warrant
the need for clinical attention based on their presenting issues. Unfortunately, student-
athletes remain an under-represented population in college and university counseling
centers (Maniar, Curry, Sommers-Flanagan, & Walsh, 2001).

The absence of student-athletes in college and university counseling centers
has been a longstanding trend. As a whel  tudent-athletes have traditionally shied
away from using counseling services because they anticipated their counselor not
understanding the special concems, needs, and pressures they faced (Greenspan &
Andersen, 1995). Their preference has been to seek help from family, friends, and
coaches before turning to professional help (Selby, Weinstein, & Bird, 1990). Further
understanding of the chronic underutilization of established counseling services can be
accomplished by examining the perceptions student-athletes hold of counselors and the
therapeutic process. Student-athletes often report being unfamiliar with counseling
and find it difficult to conceptualize what their participation in a counseling relation-
ship might involve. Thus, perceptions of professional counseling services are often
formed based on information from friends, teammates, and the popular media. These
perceptions include the belief that secking professional help is a sign of personal
weakness (Linder, Brewer, Yan Raalte, & DeLange, 1991), that counseling is reserved
solely for the psychologically disturbed (Ravizza, 1988), and the belief that counseling
interventions will be largely ineffective (Martin, Wrisberg, Beitel, & Lounsbury, 1997).
These perceptions leave student-athletes with a negative and often distorted image of
the counseling profession that could preclude them from taking advantage of counseling
services on campus or in their communities. Given the often uninformed or biased
views student-athletes possess of the counseling profession, counselors need to con-
tinually evaluate the viability of their approaches when working with a student-athlete
population.

CURRENT MODELS

Research in the domain of applied sport psychology is trending toward a more
holistic understanding of the issues affecting both service delivery and positive therapeu-
tic outcornes (Simons & Anderson, 1995; Holt & Strearn, 2001). As a result, practitio-
ners are beginning to address personal growth and development in addition to their
traditional focus of performance enhancement. In the past, however, research exploring
the effectiveness of counseling methods with college student-athletes has been limited.
More recent studies have examined the factors of the counseling process that could
enhance student-athletes’ expectations for positive outcomes and contribute to successful
outcomes. These studies have found that the relationship established between the coun-
selor and student-athlete is a strong determinant of overall counseling success (Brewer,
Van Raalte, Petipas, Bachman, & Weinhold, 1998, Broughton & Neyer, 2001; Martin,
1998, Watson, in press). This research also suggests that counselors who are able to
relate to their clients and understand the dynamics of the student-athlete role are more
successful. Building upon this research, several others have advocated for counselors to
become more familiar with the subjective experiences of
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counseling is a sign of personal weakness (Linder, Brewer, Van Raalte, & DeLange, 1951);
() counseling is the domain of only the psychologically troubled (Ravizza, 1988); and (d)
that counseling will simply not work for them (Martin, Wrisberg, Beitel, & Lounsbury,
1997). Once student-athietes present for services, however, the building of a solid working
relationship is critical to effecting positive therapeutic change. Because a student-athlete’s
schedule is often structured to address demanding (and often competing) athletic and
academic requirements, the working alliance model provides student-athletes and counse-
lors with the opportunity to work together to shape the treatment goals best suited to the
individual concerns and needs of the student-athlete. Importantly, this process provides an
opportunity to experience ownership of the therapeutic process (Horvath & Symonds,
1991), which may help reduce resistance to counseling and foster positive therapeutic
outcomes. Further, the pantheoretical nature (Bordin, 19" of the working alliance model
altows for its adoption by a multitude of professional orientations. Academic advisors,
professional counselors, and other student affairs professionals may benefit from this
model. In essence, addressing mutually agreed upon goals and tasks while conceptualizing
alliance ruptures as the basis for therapeutic gains offers student-athletes, counselors, and
allied professionals a constructive perspective for resolving problems. Evidence of its wide
applicability was identified by Horvath and Symonds (1951), who noted the working
alliance’s ability to enhance counseling outcomes across different counseling approaches
(Horvath & Symonds, 1991).

Conflicts between “individual abilities and environmental demands™ (Carodine
et al,, 2001, p. 20) could negatively impact the student-athlete’s academic/athletic perfor-
mance as well as their self-concept. These difficulties include the potential for student-
athletes to experience role conflict (athlete vs. student), role strain (distress related to
meeting perceived demands of parents, coaches, professors, etc...), value alienation (as-
similating personal values vs. athletic department/societal values), and/or exploitation
{extensive time demands given to athletic endeavors at the expense of academic/personal
needs) (Blinde & Greendorfer, 1992). Such conflicts may be the trigger to clients seeking
counseling serviees. However, student-athletes are unlikely to characterize problems as
role strain or value exploitation. It seems more realistic to suggest that these and other
issues may manifest as mood disorders, anxiety disorders, poor academic achievement,
relationship problems, or simply fatigue and adjustment issues. For the practitioner, being
able to conceptualize these complex issues clearly is instrumental in fostering trust and
credibility with student-athletes. But how is this accomplished?

Strengthening the alliance involves counselors gaining trust, respect, and cred-
ibility from the student-athiete (Ravizza, 1988), which ultimately requires the counselor to
have an awareness of the challenges facing student-athletes. Expressing warmth, respect,
and interest in the client is viewed as the initial step in facilitating the establishment of a
strong bond within the therapeutic dyad (Safran & Muran, 1998b). One technique counse-
lors might utilize to strengthen their working alliance with student-athlete clients is to
demonstrate that they are knowledgeable of the complexities inherent in the student-
athlete role. If the counselor genuinely is able to communicate recognition of at least some
of the issues inherent in the student-athlete role, student-athletes may perceive them as
more knowledgeable and empathetic to their concems, thus creating a stronger bond. For
example, counselors might illustrate their familiarity with university or college policy
regarding student-athlete travel requirements and the subsequent impact on the student-
athlete’s ability to balance premium athletic performance while maintaining their aca-
demic eligibility.
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The dynamic nature of the modet also provides a foundation for addressing
the inevitable conflict that occurs in any interpersonal relationship, especially those
marked by the stressors associated with an athletic scholarship. For example, the daily
routines of a student-athlete’s collegiate experience are often very structured. This
structure is regulated as much by NCAA and institutional standards as it is by each
individual coach’s program. As such, student-athletes may sense not only a loss of
their personal identify, but may come to resent their inability to make effective per-
sonal decisions absent the approval of their coach or other athletic or academic advisor.
Despite its complexity, the therapeutic process offers an excellent environment from
which to engage student-athletes in a collaborative process where they are encouraged
to participate in all aspects of their i tment. Specifically, involving the student-
athlete in the decision making (i.e., goals and tasks) process increases the chances for
the formation of a strong working alliance and, ultimately, the achievement of success-
ful counseling outcomes. However, counselors should remember that effective treat-
ment goals should focus on issues that are both realistic and relevant to the current
issues impacting the client (Prout & Strohmer, 1994),

Embracing the therapeutic gains of the student-athlete is also crucial as progress
in treatment can help them generalize such gains to other relationships in their lives.
The working alliance notion of conflict as inevitable in relationships and as a vehicle for
growth provides student-athletes with a more constructive template from which to
engage fissures in relationships that may arise with peers, coaches, or even family
members during their tenure on campus. For example, conflict between teammates may
reduce overall team cohesion, ultimately resulting in poorer team or individual perfor-
mances. Allowing student-athletes to experience the rupture and repair of the alliance
within the context of a safe counseling environment provides them with the opportu-
nity to recognize similar breakdowns in alliances with others in their lives. Further,
successful resolution (or even unsuccessful events) can provide a constructive perspec-
tive for addressing problematic interpersonal and intrapersonal issues once they leave
the higher education environment.

As noted, the working alliance model promotes a collaborative effort be-
tween the counselor and the student-athlete. The foundation of the alliance, the emo-
tional bond, correlates well with literature noting the critical influence of the relation-
ship between the counselor and student-athlete for effecting positive changes in coun-
seling (Brewer, Van Raalte, Petipas, Bachman, & Weinhold, 1998; Broughton & Neyer,
2001; Martin, 1998; Watson, in press). In addition, the collaborative effort inherent
within the working alliance model {and by extension the counseling environment) offers
the student-athlete an opportunity to engage in the development of personally relevant
goals with counselors who are sensitive to the unique world and stressors of the
student-athlete. For student-athletes, this process provides an opportunity to experi-
ence ownership of the therapeutic process (Horvath & Symonds, 1991), an experience
that may help minimize both current and future resistance to treatment and foster
positive therapeutic outcomes. In short, the working alliance’s focus on collaboration,
combined with the reframing of threats to the integrity of the alliance as an opportunity
for change, offers student-athletes and practitioners alike another constructive frame-
work for identifying and resolving problems. This perspective may also equip student-
athletes with the knowledge that successful problem resolution is often a collaborative
process and the means to stronger overall relationships and personal well-being.



The Academic Athletic Journal Page 50

CONCLUSION

The working alliance model {Bordin, 1979) is offered as an adaptable, empiri-
cally validated framework for helping practitioners help student-athletes address prob-
lernatic issues and behaviors. The elements of the working alliance model are presented
along with suggestions for its implementation with a student-athlete population. Over-
all, the authors reason that the working alliance model’s (Bordin, 1979) collaborative,
dynamic, and pantheoretical framework makes it readily adaptable for counselors and
allied professionals working with student-athletes.
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