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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: The purpose of this study was to examine the feasibility of an intervention program focused on career transition

Retirement psychological support for retired Olympic athletes in Japan. It was expected that the intervention program would

Self"help significantly enhance knowledge about career transition support for athletes and also enhance attitudes towards

:;(C)lril support seeking career transition support. 24 retired Japanese female athletes who had competed in the Olympics be-
tween 1996 and 2016 participated in the study. The content of the support program was delivered in a three-part
workshop, focusing on career transitions in sport, post-retirement psychological adjustment difficulties, and
coping strategies. Pre-workshop and post-workshop assessment were conducted. Career transition support
knowledge for athletes and attitudes about seeking career transition support significantly increased. The current
results suggest that increasing knowledge helps retired and retiring athletes seek professional help. Practical
applications and future research recommendations are provided.

Introduction indicates potential consequences of athletes’ retirement (career transi-

One of the only inevitabilities in sport is that elite athletes will
eventually retire from their sport. Retirement from elite level sport,
often referred to as the transition out of sport, is the process of ending a
highly competitive sporting career as an elite athlete and making a
transition into the world of work (Park et al., 2013). In this retirement
process, various research has indicated that athletes need to adjust to
numerous psychological, social, and vocational changes (Ceci¢ Erpic
et al., 2004; Stambulova et al., 2007). Park et al. (2013) conducted a
systematic review of retirement from sport that included 126 studies
published between 1968 and 2010 and found that 1768 (16 %) of the 13,
511 athletes studies reported that their career transition experiences had
involved psychological adjustment difficulties.

Lavallee et al. (2014) developed a conceptual model of psychological
adjustment to retirement from sport based on the underpinning extant
literature. In the model (Fig. 1), the quality of adjustment to athletic
retirement is influenced by three factors as follows: the cause of athletic
retirement, with a focus on voluntary and involuntary reasons for
retirement; coping resources that affect the responses to retirement,
including social support; and developmental experiences related to the
adaptation process, including identity-related issues. The model also
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tion distress or healthy career transition) and suggests providing in-
terventions if athletes require psychological support. The model can
assist in the development of effective support programs because once
specific retirement difficulties are demonstrated, appropriate psycho-
logical support can be put in place at the organizational level (Lavallee
et al.,, 2014). At the present time, however, there has been very little
research conducted on the design of intervention programs to provide
career transition support retiring athletes.

The extant research points to a significant role that career transition
support can play in addressing career transition adjustment difficulties
(Cohen, 2004). Studies have demonstrated that the type of social sup-
port perceived and received by athletes is linked to the quality of
adjustment to retirement (Park et al.,, 2013). Athletes who received
tangible support to develop their career within a formal support pro-
gram from national sporting organizations experienced fewer difficulties
following retirement than athletes who did not receive support (Leung
et al., 2005). However, Brown and Potrac (2009) found that athletes
who struggled with their career transition reported a lack of organiza-
tional support. Other researchers (Breslin et al., 2018; Bu et al., 2020)
have also highlighted the importance of increasing their knowledge
related to their support needs can assist athletes in seeking professional
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help.

There are two major perspectives associated with career transition
support for athletes: pre-retirement preventive; and coping with nega-
tive consequences (Stambulova & Wylleman, 2014). The preventive
perspective approach is aimed at helping athletes to prepare themselves
for the forthcoming transition demands. The approach associated with
coping with negative consequences focuses on assisting athletes to
analyze traumatic situations and identify ways of coping. Career tran-
sition support is often structured into programs, organized by an insti-
tution, and can involve: workshops, seminars, educational modules,
individual counseling and/or a referral network providing individual-
ized and/or group-oriented support services to athletes with regard to
their post-sporting career (Wylleman et al., 2004). For example, sports
organizations such as national Olympic committees (NOCs) have
developed career transition support programs for Olympic and Para-
lympic athletes.

Stambulova and Ryba (2013) have provided a review of career
transiton support programs for elite athletes across 19 countries. The
authors concluded that career support is highly contextualized and
culturally-informed, even though some commonalities in the content of
programs in different countries exists. The importance of
evidence-based local practices and programs based on the needs of
athletes was also highlighted. At the present time, however, there has
been very little research conducted on evaluating career transition
support intervention programs for retiring and retired athletes.

In Japan, several studies have been conducted on the retirement
experiences of elite athletes. Toyoda and Nakagomi (1996) found that
Japanese athletes faced some psychological difficulties following ath-
letic retirement, including identity-related issues. Nakagomi (2012)
highlighted the risks associated with a strong and exclusive athletic
identity for retiring Japanese athletes. In terms of career transition
support, the Japanese Olympic Committee (JOC) started developing a
career program for Olympic athletes in 2002. Hong and Coffee (2018)
reviewed the contents of career programs across the world a found that:
the JOC is responsible for delivering a JOC Career Academy (JCA)
program; JCA runs its own program distinct from the IOC Athletes
Career Program; JCA offers tailored support services depending on
athletes’ needs; and JCA does not have specific practitioners who have
knowledge of athletic career transition for the program. Further
research on support programs for retired athletes in Japan is, therefore,
warranted.

The purpose of this research is to conduct a feasibility study of an
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intervention program focused on career transition psychological support
for retired Olympic athletes in Japan. The intervention was developed
through a three-step system engineering method (Walden et al., 2015):
employed to solve a recognized problem by: identifying stakeholder
needs (step 1); defining the requirements according to the stakeholder
needs (step 2); and designing and evaluating the intervention program
(step 3). In the present research, a system does not refer to an infor-
mation system for processing data using a computer, but rather a com-
bination of interacting elements organized to achieve one or more stated
purposes (Walden et al., 2015). Oulevey (Oulevey, 2021) has recently
employed a system engineering method to identify the needs of retiring
athletes in Japan (i.e., step 1: stakeholder needs) and the system re-
quirements according to their needs to help them make an optimal
transition (i.e., step 2). The system requirements include coping with
stress, planning for post-sporting career, and decision-making to help
control the future, while specific requirements include managing a po-
tential stigma associated with being seen receiving career transition
psychological support (Oulevey, 2021). The present study focuses on the
design and evaluation of an intervention program (i.e., step 3) to fulfull
the needs of the stakeholders (i.e., retired Olympic athletes in Japan)
while taking into account the identified requirements. It was expected
that the intervention program would significantly enhance knowledge
about career transition support for athletes and also enhance attitudes
towards seeking career transition support.

Material and methods
Participants

The present study included 24 retired Japanese female athletes who
had competed in the Olympics between 1996 and 2016 participated in
the study. All participants were recruited through snowball sampling
(Parker et al., 2019). The age of the participants was: 25-29 years (n =
2); 30-34 years (n = 3); 35-39 years (n = 7); 40-44 years (n = 8); and
45-49 years (n = 4). They competed in the sports of swimming (n = 14)
and artistic swimming (n = 10), and last participated in the Olympic
Games at Atlanta in 1996 (n = 2), Sydney in 2000 (n = 4), Athens in
2004 (n = 4), Beijing in 2008 (n = 8), London in 2012 (n = 4), and Rio de
Janeiro in 2016 (n = 2). Their best result at the Olympics was: Gold
medal (n = 1); Silver medal (n = 8); Bronze medal (n = 10); and 4-8th
place (n = 5). They retired in: 1995-1999 (n = 1); 2000-2004 (n = 8);
2005-2009 (n = 8); 2010-2014 (n = 3); and 2015-2019 (n = 4).
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Fig. 1. Conceptual model of psychological adjustment to retirement from sport.
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Procedures

Permission to conduct this study was received from a University
ethics committee. All participants provided written informed consent
before participating in the study.A career transition support intervention
program was designed and delivered online by the first author (MO) in
the form of a self-help workshop lasting 90 min held in October 2021.

Career transition support intervention program

To design the career transition support intervention program, the
system requirements from the stakeholder’s needs of the psychological
support was applied (Oulevey, 2021). This approach ensured that the
program effectively addressed the unique challenges faced by the retired
athletes. The content of the program was delivered in three parts, with
each part structured around the conceptual model of psychological
adjustment factors (Lavallee et al., 2014). The career transiton support
intervention program was designed as an online workshop delivered
anonymously, with names and faces of participants not visible during
the program.

Part 1 of the program provided an introduction to the overall issue of
retirement from sport, with a specific focus on the causes for retirement
and how to achieve a balance between a sporting career and non-
sporting activities. This part of the program outlined how the lack of
control over the reason to retire may cause problems for the athlete due
to the loss of structure and decision-making they may have previously
experienced as part of their daily routine.

Part 2 focused on the psychological stress that can be experienced
post-retirement. An emphasis was placed on the unique challenges
encounteed by athletes who retire from sport, including the possible
stigma linked to seeking psychological assistance during career transi-
tion planning.

Part 3 focused on increasing knowledge of the developmental ex-
periences related to psychological adjustment to retirement from sport,
including athletic identity. This part of the program also concentrated
on how to effectively utilise coping resources, including social support,
that have the potential to impact the response to retirement from sport.

Assessment

Assessments of knowledge about career transition support for ath-
letes were conducted at two time points (baseline and post-workshop)
and designed in line with guidance by Andrade et al. (2020). At each
time point, the participants completed an 8-item assessment question-
naire related to knowledge about career transition support for athletes in
the following areas: athletic identity; control; coping; decision-making;
dual career; planning; stigma; and stress. Scoring for the knowledge
items invovled an assessment of either a correct or incorrect (don’t
know) answer.

Participants were also invited to complete 1-2 questions measuring
attitudes towards seeking career transition support (Andrade et al.,
2020). The first question was: "Is it easy for you to go to a psychologist for
help with your career or life?" and used a 7-point Likert scale anchored by
Not Easy (1) and Easy (7). For participants who responded with 1, 2, or 3
in the first question, they were invited to respond to a second question:
"Why is it not easy to seek professional help?" with the following three
options: Because I think I can solve my career problems on my own; I do not
want others to see my weaknesses; and Because I do not know how or what to
ask.

Face validation procedures and pilot testing were employed on the
assessment questionnaires. The assessment questionnaire ideas were
also based on the needs identified by the stakeholders as part of the
validation process. With regards to reliability, acceptable measures of
internal consistency were determined; Knowledge about Career Transition
Support for Athletes: baseline (Kuder-Richardson Formula 20; KRyy =
0.87) and post-workshop (KRgo = 0.83); and Attitudes Towards Seeking
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Career Transition Support: test-retest reliability assessment = 0.71.

Data analysis

Percentages were calculated for eight knowledge scores across the
participants at each time point, while Mean and Standard Deviation
scores were calculated for an overall knowledge score and the two
attitude questions. Non-parametric paired-samples tests (Wilcoxon
signed-rank test and McNemar’s test) were conducted, considering the
distribution of the data, to examine whether the knowledge of career
transition support significantly changed between pre- and post-tests.
Parametric paired-samples tests (Paired t-tests) were used to examine
changes in attitudes towards seeking help between baseline and post-
test. The level of significance was set at P < 0.05 (two-sided). Statisti-
cal analysis were conducted using Stata/SE 15.1, StataCorp LLC, College
Station, TX, USA.

Results
Knowledge about career transition support for athletes

The proportions of correct answers to each question were elevated in
the post-test compared with the baseline for all questions as shown in
Table 1. The total score across the eight questions were significantly
elevated after the workshop had been given, with a mean percentage of
72.42 % (SD = 27.38) in the post-test compared with 31.76 % (SD =
28.63) at baseline. Prior to the workshop, none of the participants had
knowledge related to dual career support. Few participants had
knowledge related to control, athletic identity, and decision-making. In
contrast, the participants understood the importance of planning (45.8
%), control (50 %), coping (54.2 %), and stigma (83.3 %).

Attitudes towards seeking career transition support

In the response to the question, "Is it easy for you to go to a psychologist
for help with your career or life?", the degree of the ease significantly
increased from baseline (M = 3.33, S.D. = 1.69) to post-test (M = 4.38,
S.D. = 1.84). This improvement was statistically significant, t (23) =
—3.43, p = 0.0023.

A total of 17 participants answered Not Easy (response 1, 2, or 3) at
baseline in response to the question "Why is it not easy to seek professional
help?", whereas eight answered Not Easy (response 1, 2, or 3) post-test.
In terms of the specific reasons for perceived difficulties, the responses
changes as follows: Because I think I can solve my career problems on my
own (baseline = 2; post-test = 0); I do not want others to see my weaknesses
(baseline = 2; post-test = 2); and Because I do not know how or what to ask
(baseline = 13; post-test = 6).

Discussion

The findings of this study advance knowledge pertaining to career
transition psychological support for retired athletes. The originality of

Table 1
Proportions of correct answers (%) on knowledge about career transiton support
for athletes.

Knowledge area Baseline (%) Post-test (%) Statistical Comparison

Stress 4.2 16.7 7°=3.00
Planning 45.8 87.5 7?=8.33%*
Athletic identity 8.3 95.8 7*=8.00%*
Dual career 0.0 95.8 7?=23.00%**
Stigma 83.3 87.5 7?=0.20
Decision-making 8.3 37.5 7*=5.44*
Coping 54.2 75 7?=2.27
Control 50 83.3 72=6.40%

Note. *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001.
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the research was that the intervention was developed through a systems
engineering method (Walden et al., 2015), with the features (e.g., online
and anonymously) and content derived through a requirement analysis
of the needs of retired elite athletes (Oulevey, 2021). The results support
the findings of previous studies that increasing knowledge helps athletes
seek professional help (Breslin et al., 2018; Bu et al., 2020). The results
also support research by Cunningham et al. (2014) that highlighted how
self-help interventions might be a first step in encouraging retired ath-
letes to engage with seeking help, especially if delivered online.

The findings of the study advance existing theory, including in
relation to career transition support (Cohen, 2004). Specifically, the
results highlight the importance of developing a greater perceived
availability of career transition support through novel offerings (in this
case, on-line self-help support). Many athletes report a lack of organ-
isational support post-retirement (Brown & Potrac, 2009) and often, as a
result, have difficulty knowing how to find psychological support asso-
ciated with career transition adjustment. Retired athletes who are aware
of, and access, different types of support are more likely to experience a
successful career transition. Collectively, these results add detail to the
conceptual model of psychological adjustment to retirement from sport
(Lavallee et al., 2014).

The findings also have several practical implications for both current
and retired athletes. Both career transition support knowledge and at-
titudes about seeking career transition support were observed to in-
crease significantly as a result of intervention (in this case, an online
workshop focused on career transitions in sport, post-retirement psy-
chological adjustment difficulties, and coping strategies). However, the
knowledge areas about career transition support for athletes related to
stress and coping did not improve significantly. This could be due to the
perceived difficulties highlighted by participants regarding attitudes
towards seeking career transition support. This highlights the impor-
tance for organisation to facilitate access for individuals to seek pro-
fessional help association with psychological difficulties both prior to
retirement (for current athletes), at the point of retirement (for retiring
athletes), and post-retirement (for retired athletes) (Park et al., 2013;
Lavallee et al., 2014). It also emphasizes the need for practitioners to
design and deliver interventions based on the specific needs of current,
retiring, and retired Olympic athletes.

Several limitations may be noted in the present research study. First,
the number of participants was small because participation in the
workshop was limited to elite athletes who competed in the sports of
swimming and artisitic swimming in the Olympics between 1996 and
2016. Generalization of the present results to sub-elite or general ath-
letes should therefore be with caution. Second, the effectiveness of the
workshop was verified without a control group, considering the feasi-
bility of having medalists participate. Finally, the career transition
support intervention program was delivered only online.

Future researchers could replicate the current methodology to
include broader sporting populations from more diverse populations.
This would generate the opportunity to corroborate and enhance the
generalisability of the findings. In addition, the findings of this study
lend support for further research on self-help aspect of the intervention.
Finally, qualitative research focused on career transition psycholgical
support could inform further interventions, and is therefore worthy of
further exploration.

Conclusions

The aim of the research was to test the feasibility of an intervention
program focused on career transition psychological support for retired
Olympic athletes in Japan, as the extant literature showed that there has
been limited research on evaluating sport career transiton support
programs. The investigation found, through pre- and post-analysis, that
the program significantly enhanced knowledge about career transition
support for athletes and also attitudes towards seeking career transition
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support. Overall, the findings support several practical implications and
new lines of enquiry associated with career transitions in sport. The
results also provide evidence supporting the acceptability of the inter-
vention from a feasibility perspective and serve to inform more rigorous
tests of such an approach with retired athletes to support psychological
adjustment difficulties.
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