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ABSTRACT 

National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) Division I women student-athletes are 

high-level athletes who experience the traditional demands of job-hunting, interviewing, and 

the range of emotions experienced by college students transitioning from postsecondary 

education into the workforce. In addition, they have unique experiences related to their 

collegiate playing careers ending and being women in the workplace. Guided by Nancy 

Schlossberg’s (1981) Model for Analyzing Human Adaptation to Transition, this qualitative 

study explored eight former NCAA Division I women soccer players’ perceptions about the 

transition to the workforce. The focus was on the student-athletes’ psychosocial and 

institutional influences related to the career transition process. Five themes emerged from the 

interviews: 1) institutional career support, 2) transferable skills, 3) career connections, 4) 

moving on, and 5) advice from former student-athletes. All the participants had a positive 

experience being a collegiate student-athlete, but still, they felt a lack of support and 

resources provided to them to aid with the career transition from their coaches, athletic 

department, and university. The participants acknowledged that internship experiences 

contributed to a positive transition into the workforce but expressed challenges completing an 

internship opportunity due to the time demands associated with being a student-athlete. The 

respondents also expressed other challenges with transitioning from being a student-athlete to 

a young professional, but all collectively used their families, friends, and teammates for 

support during the transition. The former student-athletes also unanimously believed they 

acquired several skills such as time management, conflict management, and discipline from 

being student-athletes that helped them have a more successful transition. Each participant 
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provided advice to current student-athletes and recommendations to athletic programs, 

coaches, and administrators about the career transition process for student-athletes.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Each year across America more than 480,000 National Collegiate Athletic Association 

(NCAA) student-athletes transition from collegiate athletics to become professionals in various 

careers (Irick, 2014). Through their experiences as student-athletes, they are encouraged to 

succeed on the field and in the classroom and community. The NCAA sponsors 3,005 Division I 

women’s sporting teams, which means there are a total of 96,154 Division I women student-

athletes currently competing on the field and in the classroom (NCAA, 2020). Among those 

women student-athletes, 8,749 are women soccer players, who soon will be entering the 

workplace (NCAA, 2020). After graduation, some college student-athletes will pursue job 

opportunities similar to their peers, while others will try out for professional teams. Even though 

the transition from college and collegiate sports is inevitable for college student-athletes, few are 

sufficiently prepared for the significant life event (Baillie, 1993).  

Student-athletes have an 87% graduation success rate and have a 90% graduation success 

rate compared to their nonathletic peers. Through the Graduation Success Rate (GSR), the 

NCAA reports student-athletes graduating at the highest rates ever, with the GSR up 12% since 

2002 (NCAA, 2020). Statistics show that more than eight out of ten student-athletes earn a 

bachelor’s degree, with more than 35% percent earning postgraduate degrees (NCAA, 2020). 

More notably, women student-athletes have a higher graduation rate than their men counterparts 

(NCAA, 2020; Rishe, 2003).  

While student-athletes are successful academically, there are concerns about their 

workplace readiness. NCAA Division I student-athletes demonstrate lower career maturity and 
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greater identity foreclosure, have less time to devote to career development and have high 

athletic identities (Brewer et al., 1993; Linenmeyer et al., 2010; Shurts & Shoffner, 2004).  High 

athletic identities are associated with lower levels of career optimism, and NCAA Division I 

women student-athletes have higher athletic identities than men (Brewer et al., 1993; Tyrance et 

al., 2013). Student-athletes' athletic identity also influences their adjustment to retirement. 

Athletes who maintain a strong and exclusive athletic identity up to retirement are vulnerable to 

career transition difficulties (Lavallee et al., 1997). No matter what level, athletes are poorly 

prepared for their retirement from competition (Baillie, 1993), and student-athletes report feeling 

sad, scared, and vulnerable about their retirement (Lally, 2007).  

It is clear the career transition process is essential for student-athletes, and multiple 

studies have utilized Nancy Schlossberg’s Model of Analyzing Human Adaptation to Transition 

(1981) to explore these experiences. Schlossberg’s model views adaptation to a transition as a 

dynamic process with various stages. The model presents a framework in which all kinds of 

transitions, positive or negative, dramatic or ordinary, event or non-event, can be analyzed, and 

possible interventions can be formulated. Several studies have applied Schlossberg’s model to 

explicitly explore the transition from sport to post-sport life for student-athletes (Saxe et al., 

2017; Wheeler et al., 1996). Each study suggested that the framework effectively explores the 

various transitions that student-athletes experience (Saxe et al., 2017; Stokowski et al., 2019).  

Likewise, studies show that student-athletes realize the significance of planning and 

having a passion for their future career despite their athletic identity and recognize the value of 

hard work in the career transition process (Harrison & Lawrence, 2003; 2004). Student-athletes 

acknowledge the significance of academic and athletic success in their careers (Harrison & 
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Lawrence, 2003; 2004). More specifically, research has shown that institutional and social 

support networks surrounding transitioning college student-athletes need to be implemented, and 

more successful transitions may be achieved if the characteristics of pre- and post- transition 

environments are made more clear from early stages (Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015; Stokowski et 

al., 2019). Multiple studies state that providing support to student-athletes through their 

transition helps with adjustment to life after sport and that academic support service programs 

improve student-athlete career decisions (Brown et al., 2018; Burns et al., 2013). 

Student-athletes have strong athletic identities and experience different demands such as 

extensive amounts of hours in sport participation and the retirement from elite competition, that 

make the career transition process different compared to their peers (Ballie, 1993; Brown et al., 

2000; Linnemeyer& Brown, 2010; Shurts & Shoffner, 2004). Data shows that student-athletes 

are graduating at rapid rates (NCAA, 2020), have a complex career development process, and 

experience difficulty with athletic retirement (Lally, 2007; Powell & Mainiero, 1992). 

Furthermore, women face different career opportunities than men, and their family situations 

influence their work identity (Spenner & Rosenfeld, 1990). Literature shows that the wage gap 

between women and men is large, there is gender segregation in the workplace, and more 

external barriers impact women's career development (Sterrett, 1999). These findings indicate 

that more research is needed to explore the many factors that influence women student-athlete’s 

transition into the workforce. The literature suggests there are multiple factors influencing 

women student-athletes transition process, but most of the existing literature focuses exclusively 

on men student-athletes, explores women student-athletes while still in college, and studies the 

career transition process of women student-athletes who transition to careers in athletics 
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(Cummins& O’Boyle, 2015; Harrison & Lawrence, 2003; 2004; Saxe et al., 2017; Smith & 

Hardin., 2018). It leaves the former woman student-athlete voice unheard.  

Purpose of Study 

Research that focuses on the former woman student-athletes’ experience suggests that the 

transition out of sport leads to questions about their purpose, provides major uncertainty about 

their social circles and physical fitness, and indicates coaches carry a significant weight within 

their collegiate experience (Saxe et al., 201; Smith & Hardin, 2018). The research presents 

evidence that women student-athletes experience sadness associated with leaving their sport and 

college as well as with the uncertainty of the future (Saxe et al., 2017). These findings imply that 

more research needs to be done on women student-athletes transition from college to the 

workforce. More purposefully, investigating the psychosocial and institutional influences related 

to the career transition process for women student-athletes would bring new knowledge to the 

field and provide recommendations on facilitating a more successful transition for this 

population of students.  

The purpose of the study was to investigate the transition from college to the workforce 

of former NCAA Division I women soccer players who attended an urban institution. Literature 

on the transition process of college student-athletes explores the unique transition that all 

student-athletes encounter, but there is limited research that focuses specifically on former 

women student-athlete’s perspectives. Thus, this study explored former NCAA Division I 

women soccer players transition into young professionals. The study bridges the gap in research 

and contributes to athletic programs, coaches, and administrators’ comprehension of the factors 

that influence women student-athletes' transition from college to careers.  
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Research Questions  

 The qualitative study took place at a four-year NCAA Division I-Football Bowl 

Subdivision urban institution on the east coast. Guided by Schlossberg’s Model for Analyzing 

Human Adaptation to Transition, the study followed the grounded theory approach for analyzing 

data.  Demographic information and semi-structured interviews with eight participants were used 

to understand the phenomena. All eight participants were former NCAA Division I women 

soccer players who attended the same institution. The interview questions focused on the 

psychosocial influences, institutional influences, and the overall transition into the workforce for 

women student-athletes. The central research question was: How do former NCAA Division I 

women soccer players perceive their transition from college to the workforce?  

Definition of Key Terms 

 The following section defines key terms used in the study. 

1. Student-athlete/player: is defined as a participant in an organized competitive sport 

sponsored by the educational institution in which the student is enrolled. Student-athletes 

are full-time students and athletes at the same time (NCAA, 2020). The terms student-

athlete and player are used interchangeably within the study.  

2. Men/women: although the athletic community uses the terms male and female to refer to 

sporting teams and athletes, within this study, the terms men and women are used when 

referencing gender-based sporting teams and athletes.  

3.  Career development: is defined as the series of activities and ongoing process of 

developing one’s career (Linnemeyer & Brown, 2010).  



 

6 

 

4. Career maturity: is the readiness to make a career decision and cope with vocational 

and education development (Savickas, 1984).  

5. Identity foreclosure: is a state in which an individual rigidly commits to an occupation 

or ideology (e.g., “athlete”) without considering additional options (Marcia, 1966).  

6. Athletic identity: is the degree to which an individual identifies with the athlete role and 

looks to others for acknowledgment of that role (Brewer et al., 1993).  
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

In the following section, I provide a comprehensive review of the literature on student-

athletes transition to the workforce. The literature shows that the career transition process for 

student-athletes is complex, and there are additional factors women student-athletes experience 

as they transition into the workplace that makes it even more challenging. The review presents a 

discussion and critique of the literature pertaining to student-athletes’ graduation success rates, 

career development process, retirement from elite competition, student-athlete career 

development programing, and the different challenges women face in the workforce. The review 

aims to analyze the unique transition collegiate student-athletes encounter as they transition from 

collegiate athletics to young professionals.  

Graduation Success Rate  

In 1990, Congress decided prospective students should be aware of the educational 

commitment of an institution of higher education and determined that the reporting of graduation 

rates were necessary for students to make informed judgments about the educational benefits 

available at a given institution. Congress also found that the academic performance of student-

athletes was a source of concern (Consumer Information, 1992; NCAA 2020). Therefore 

Congress passed the Student Right-to-Know Act. The Student Right-to-Know Act requires 

institutions eligible for Title IV funding under the Higher Education Act of 1965 to calculate 

graduation rates of certificate or degree-seeking full-time students entering those institutions 

(Consumer Information, 1992). It requires any institution that participates in the Higher 

Education Act assistance programs and has students receiving athletically related student aid to 
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provide information with respect to the graduation rates of student-athletes (Consumer 

Information, 1992). Thus, there are two mandated reports related to the graduation success of 

students at NCAA member institutions. Congress requires reporting of the Federal Graduation 

Rate, and the NCAA requires reporting of the Graduation Success Rate (GSR) for NCAA 

Division I institutions.  

 The Federal Graduation Rate and Graduation Success Rate rates are based on comparing 

the number of students who entered the college or university in a given year and the number of 

those who graduated within six years of their initial enrollment (NCAA, 2018). These rates differ 

in how each defines the relevant cohort of students. The Federal Graduation Rate cohort for a 

given academic year includes undergraduate students who enrolled in the fall of the academic 

year as first-time, full-time, baccalaureate-degree seeking freshmen. The Federal Graduation 

Rate cohort for the entire student body includes all students who meet that definition and receive 

athletics aid from the college or university for any period during their freshman year. Athletic aid 

includes grants, scholarships, tuition waivers, or other awarded assistance based on athletic 

ability. The GSRs are calculated only for student-athletes who are on a team that plays at the 

NCAA Division I level. For a given year, an institution’s GSR cohort consists of the student-

athletes in the federal cohort for that year and student-athletes who entered midyear, and those 

who transferred into the institution from either two-year or four-year institutions. For teams that 

offer athletically related financial aid, midyear enrollees and transfers must receive athletic aid in 

their first term at the institution to be included in the GSR cohort. Not all Division I institutions 

offer athletic related financial aid, such as Ivy League and military academics. Thus, the GSR 

cohort for these institutions consists of freshmen who are on the roster as of the team’s first date 
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of competition (NCAA, 2018). The NCAA legislation requires all colleges and universities to 

report the GSR, making it a valuable measure at NCAA Division I institutions.  

Due to these mandated reports, research on NCAA Division I institutions focuses on the 

Graduation Success Rates (GSR) of college student-athletes (NCAA, 2020). DeBrock et al. 

(1996) looked at data from NCAA Division I schools on graduation rates, academic 

characteristics, and athlete characteristics. Their study took place in 1993, and 298 schools were 

used as the data set. The primary focus of the study was the graduation rates of football players, 

but graduation rates of men basketball players and women basketball players were also gathered. 

Basketball players’ graduation rates were used to make a natural point of comparison for the 

results in football. If labor market opportunities in professional sports influence athletes’ 

graduation rate, it was assumed that the effect would be more dramatic in men’s basketball than 

in football. Approximately 100 men football players’ graduation rates and approximately ten 

basketball players’ graduation rates from each school were used as the sample for the study.  

Results showed that professional employment opportunities in their sport have a significant 

impact on the graduation rate. In sports with professional leagues, such as men’s football and 

basketball, the opportunity to play in these leagues significantly impacted graduation rates, with 

most student-athletes not graduating. 

On the other hand, student-athletes participating in women’s basketball were more likely 

to stay in school as no professional league existed at the time of the study. As a result, women 

basketball players sought alternative labor market opportunities and graduated at higher rates 

than their men counterparts (DeBrock et al., 1996). The study adds to the literature on student-

athletes graduation rates and the factors contributing to those rates but focuses on sports with 
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professional opportunities. Only a small sample of women basketball players were studied 

during a time when no professional sports opportunities existed for women, which is a limitation 

in the study. More updated research on women student-athlete graduation rates when 

professional opportunities exist for women is needed and would contribute new information to 

the research on student-athletes’ graduation success rates.  

In addition, Ferris et al. (2004) explored the GSR of student-athletes and found that as 

universities’ graduation rates increase, student-athlete graduation rates also tend to increase, 

supporting the findings that student-athletes are graduating at rapid rates. Ferris et al. explored 

four questions: (1) Do athletes graduate at rates different from their student cohort? (2) Do 

universities with higher graduation rates also graduate athletes at a higher rate? (3) Do 

academically selective universities graduate athletes at higher rates? and, (4) Do athletically 

successful universities graduate athletes at lower rates? To answer these questions, Ferris et al. 

constructed a database based on ten NCAA Graduation- Rate Reports for each of the Division I 

universities from 1992-93 through 2002. They supplemented this database with institutional 

academic profiles from the College Board’s 2001 College Handbook and the annual finishes of 

each university in the Sears Director’s Cup, a reward that honors broad-based athletic success. 

Together these data produced the finding that over ten years, Division I universities’ student-

athlete graduation rates alone are insufficient and misleading unless they account for the widely 

varying constituencies served by different universities. Universities with more selective 

admission policies graduate both students and student-athletes at higher rates, but student-

athletes graduate at lower rates compared to their student cohorts. The results showed that the 

federal mandated graduation rates are an excellent first step to understanding the graduation rates 
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of student-athletes, but more research is needed to improve our understanding of what the 

graduation rate tells us. The study used a portfolio system to explore graduation rates of student-

athletes, but research that includes education predictors, family income, academic credentials, 

parental education, and the student-athletes voice would provide more insight.  

 Rishe (2003) also used the GSR to compare student-athletes to their non-athletic peers 

and looked at whether a higher level of athletic success positively or negatively affects college 

graduation rates. The sample used within the study started with 308 Division I institutions, but 

56 schools were omitted from the sample because of incomplete data, including 18 historically 

Black colleges and universities. The 252 schools that remained in the sample were classified as I-

A, I-AA, and I-AAA. Paired t-tests were used to report the comparisons for the entire sample and 

across each divisional level. Rishe’s examination revealed two interesting points. First, student-

athlete graduation rates are statistically more significant than undergraduate non-athletic 

graduation rates; and second, women student-athletes have higher graduation rates than men 

student-athletes. The results from the study contribute to the literature on student-athlete 

graduation rates, but the study is dated and uses a quantitative approach. Qualitative research that 

investigates the student-athlete opinion on the relationship between athletic success and 

graduation success would add new knowledge in the field and deepen our understanding of the 

graduation success rates of student-athletes.  

Because Congress and the NCAA legislation requires data on college student-athlete 

graduation rates, the GSR is a highly researched area. The research on the GSR provides 

informative information but is skewed. It only measures NCAA Division I student-athletes and 

does not include enrollees and transfers at Ivy Leagues and military academics (NCAA, 2018).  
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Additionally, while studies such as Debrock et al. (1996), Ferris et al. (2004), and Rishe (2003) 

also provide essential information about college student-athletes such as the aforementioned 

graduation rates, they do not share the student-athlete experience after graduation or the student-

athlete perspective on the transition into the workplace. Research examining college student-

athletes transition into the workplace, particularly women student-athlete perspectives, would 

close the gap in the literature and add new knowledge in the field.  

Career and Identity Issues   

Beyond the abundant research on college student-athletes GSR, considerable research 

focuses on college student-athletes career maturity, career development, identity foreclosure, and 

athletic identities. Studies on career maturity and identify foreclosure show that student-athletes 

demonstrate lower career maturity and greater identity foreclosure than their non-athletic peers 

(Linnenmeyer et al., 2010; Shurts & Shoffner, 2004). The extensive number of hours in sport 

participation, failure to explore alternative roles, and the belief that one’s career outcomes are 

unaffected by one’s actions are all associated with lower self-efficacy for career decision-making 

tasks (Brown et al., 2000). Additionally, Division I student-athletes in particular have higher 

athletic identities, leading to lower level of career optimism. Explicitly looking at the gender 

difference, men Division I student-athletes have more career optimism than women, but women 

have higher levels of athletic identity than their men counterparts (Tyrance et al., 2013). Division 

I student-athletes with higher expectations to play professionally are more likely to be optimistic 

regarding their future career (Tyrance et al., 2013). 

Burns et al. (2013) examined the relationship between evaluations of academic support 

services and student-athletes’ career decision self-efficacy. They distributed surveys to 158 
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NCAA Division I student-athletes from 11 teams at a midwestern and an eastern university. The 

participants were 68% male, 86% Caucasian, and the average age was 20 years old, with the 

majority of the respondents in their freshman or sophomore year. The teams represented included 

ice hockey, basketball, lacrosse, tennis, and track. All participants were required to participate in 

academic support programs involving career exploration and development, which included 

access to career counselors, workshops, resume writing, career planning, and internships. The 

survey used Rotter’s 16-item force choice Locus of Control Scale, Schwarzer and Jerusalem’s 

10-item Generalized Self Efficacy Scale, Riemer and Chelladurai’s Athlete Satisfaction 

Questionnaire, and Betz, Klein, and Taylor’s 26-item short form of the Career Decision-Making 

Self-Efficacy scale. Altogether, the survey measured the satisfaction of the student academic 

support services, career decision-making self-efficacy, general self-efficacy, and locus of control.  

Student-athletes who were more satisfied with their academic support services center had 

higher levels of career decision-making self-efficacy (Burns et al., 2013). It was evident that 

student academic support service programs improved student-athletes career decision-making 

self-efficacy. Furthermore, satisfying career development programs were more beneficial to 

student-athletes who felt that they would generally be unsuccessful in making career decisions 

and those who believed that their career outcomes were a product of outside influences rather 

than internal determination (Burns et al., 2013). Although the study presented significant 

findings, there are several limiting factors. First, all the student-athletes were required to 

participate in academic support services that included career counseling. Therefore, it is 

impossible to determine if the academic support services influenced career decision-making self-

efficacy or vice versa. Second, the results relate to the overall attitude about academic support 
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services and not specific attitudes toward career services. Lastly, over half of the participants in 

the study were men, 86% were Caucasian, and the majority of the student-athletes were in their 

freshman and sophomore years. Research that explores student-athletes after they enter these 

programs and move into the workforce would contribute new knowledge to the field.  

 In a more recent study, Houle and Kluck (2014) explored the relationship between 

athletic identity and career maturity in relation to scholarship status, the belief in sustaining 

oneself financially as a professional athlete, and career decision-making. Utilizing a 

questionnaire that included a demographic information sheet, Athletic Identity Measurement 

Scale, Career Decision-Making Self-Efficacy Scale, and Career Decision Scale, 221 student-

athletes from a large southeastern Division I university were sampled. The participants included 

106 men and 115 women with a mean age of 20. Results showed that higher scores on the 

measure of career decision-making self-efficacy were associated with higher scores on the 

measure of career maturity. Moreover, women participants scored significantly higher on the 

measure of career maturity than men participants, and there was a significant difference across 

ethnic groups in relation to career maturity. Female Caucasian student-athletes had significantly 

higher career maturity than their African American counterparts, and the African American and 

“other” student-athlete groups did not differ significantly from one another on any career 

variable (Houle & Kluck, 2014). The investigation revealed that student-athletes experience 

many factors throughout their collegiate career that affects their career maturity and identity 

foreclosure, and these factors differ by gender and race. Even though it informs the research 

about student-athlete career issues, several shortcomings exist. The sample was only from one 

institution in the southeastern region where student-athletes were recruited outside a student-
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athlete academic support services building, and the results were self-reported, thus limiting the 

generalizability of the findings.  

Additional research on career development includes Krumboltz’s Social Learning Theory 

of Career Decision-Making. Krumbotlz’s (1976) theory attempts to explain how educational and 

occupational preferences and skills are acquired and how occupational decisions are made. The 

theory identifies the interactions of genetic factors, environmental conditions, learning 

experiences, cognitive and emotional responses, and performance skills that produce 

advancement towards one career path or another. The concept of the theory is that individuals 

acquire their preferences for various activities through a multitude of learning experiences 

(Krumboltz, 1976). Krumboltz’s theory is further expanded into the Learning Theory of Career 

Counseling (LTCC).  

Shurts and Shoffner (2004) explored career development in student-athletes and how 

career counselors can use the LTCC as a guide for working with collegiate student-athletes. 

Through exploring the literature on LTCC and reviewing case studies, Shurts and Shoffner 

(2004) suggested that career counselors infuse the LTCC into their work with student-athletes. 

The goal of LTCC is to help the student create new learning experiences and opportunities. 

LTCC also attempts to help the student learn how to address future challenges without the aid of 

a counselor (Shurts & Shoffner, 2004). Student-athletes have specific needs warranting attention 

from career counselors; in particular, student-athletes have less time to devote to career 

development and life preparation activities (Shurts & Shoffner, 2004). Student-athletes also may 

develop career dependency or identity foreclosure more often than their peers, and they have 

complicating factors of athletic identity to consider in their future planning. The philosophies and 
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techniques within the LTCC are believed to be a good fit for the population of student-athletes 

because their needs can be addressed through structured learning experiences and expansion of 

interests, skills, and beliefs (Shurts & Shoffner, 2004). LTCC is a well-known theory that many 

academics utilize, but the theory is vague and does not provide enough instruction on how to use 

it. Like others, Shurts and Shoffner (2004) explored the theory with different populations, but 

little research has used the theory as the conceptual framework for a study.  

Taken together, these studies are essential for understanding the career development of 

college student-athletes and suggest valuable techniques for working with student-athletes. 

However, the research is dated and does not address the career transition process. Moreover, 

each study samples student-athletes currently enrolled at the university with the mean age of 20. 

Research on student-athletes as young adults in their late twenties who have transitioned from 

collegiate athletics would add to the literature. More specifically, research that utilizes a well-

documented theory such as Nancy Schlossberg’s Model of Analyzing Human Adaptation to 

Transition (1981) to explore the specific population of women student-athletes as they transition 

into the workplace would bridge the gap in research and provide important information about 

women student-athletes' career transition process.  

Student-Athlete Career Development Programming 

 Although graduation rates of intercollegiate student-athletes have reached record high 

rates in recent years, many student-athletes lag behind their non-athlete peers regarding career 

readiness (NCAA, 2020). The NCAA developed an innovation-in-practice program to enhance 

NCAA student-athletes career readiness. The Career Self-Exploration for Student-Athletes 

workshop was designed to help student-athletes understand how transferable skills developed 
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during sport participation are valued in the workplace. The workshop includes a transferable 

skills inventory, an instrument that yields scores from eleven transferable skills. It also 

incorporates student-athlete led large and small group discussions about transferable skills 

developed through sport and the applicability of these skills in a professional setting. The 

workshop concludes with a discussion on what student-athletes learned and subsequent steps in 

the career development process. A presenter guide with step-by-step explanations and video tips 

is provided to institutions so they can lead this one-hour workshop for student-athletes, if they 

choose to implement the workshop (Van, 2017).  

 Two studies have been conducted to evaluate the Career Self-Exploration for Student-

Athletes workshop. The first study included 28 college and university professionals who served 

in various roles at colleges and universities in the United States. The participants were 

strategically selected from a diverse group of professionals who might present workshops for 

student-athletes. The participants reviewed the workshop materials and answered four open-

ended questions to provide feedback on the workshop regarding strengths, areas of 

improvements, acceptability, and ease of administration. Results showed enthusiasm for the 

workshop. Participants thought the workshop was easy to implement, and favorable comments 

were made about the availability of online materials. Some improvements were suggested, such 

as creating a series of workshops on career topics and integrating the workshop programming 

with career services (Van, 2017).   

 The second study was to determine the extent to which the program was acceptable to 

and effective in enhancing the career self-efficacy of NCAA student-athletes. A controlled field 

trial was developed to determine the effectiveness. Stress awareness for student-athletes was 
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selected as the topic of the control workshop. Participants were 158 college student-athletes from 

NCAA Division I and III institutions. Student-athletes were assigned to either an experimental 

group that participated in the Career Self-Exploration for Student-Athletes workshop or a control 

group that participated in the Stress Awareness for Student-Athletes workshop. Analysis of 

covariance was performed to compare the experimental and control group in terms of 

postworkshop career self-efficacy while controlling for baseline career self-efficacy. Results 

showed a significant difference between the experimental and control groups, with the Career 

Self-Exploration for Student-Athletes group indicating greater career self-efficacy after the 

workshop than the Stress Awareness for Student-Athletes group. The responses from the open-

ended questions about the Career Self-Exploration for Student-Athletes workshop reported that 

student-athletes found the workshop to be valuable, engaging, and enjoyable. Suggestions for 

improvement were to extend the workshop over multiple sessions, provide more examples of 

jobs and careers, and provide online information (Van, 2017). 

 The studies revealed that participating in the Career Self-Exploration for Student-Athletes 

workshop was effective in increasing career self-efficacy for student-athletes. The NCAA 

suggests the career development program be used to enhance student-athletes career 

development outcomes. The materials can be incorporated into outreach programs at institutions 

with solid career programming and institutions with limited resources. Additionally, 

disseminating the materials via the internet makes the career development programming 

available across NCAA divisions, geographic regions, and resource availability levels (Van, 

2017). The NCAA does not require institutions to use the workshop, but materials on conducting 

the workshop can be found on the NCAA’s website.  
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Implementing career development programming for NCAA student-athletes is a newer 

initiative for many NCAA institutions. The NCAA released the Career Self-Exploration for 

Student-Athletes workshop in 2017. Before 2017, the NCAA did not provide resources related to 

career development for student-athletes. Around the same time the NCAA released the 

workshop, more institutions started to offer career development programming specifically for 

student-athletes. For example, in 2015, Vanderbilt University launched a summer internship 

program for student-athletes. The summer internship program provides student-athletes with the 

opportunity to gain professional-level experience and perspective on their long-term career goals. 

Based on the student-athletes’ interest, they intern twenty hours a week at a Nashville area 

business. In addition to the internship, the university’s Career Center and local professionals 

administer weekly professional development workshops. Workshops include workplace culture 

and ethics, self-awareness, public speaking, LinkedIn and online presence, the importance of 

networking, developing interview techniques, and discovering a potential career path 

(Vanderbilt, 2020).  

In 2015 when the program was first launched, 36 Vanderbilt student-athletes participated 

in the program, and it has since grown, with 85 student-athletes participating in 2018. The 

internship is unpaid, but Vanderbilt provides the student-athletes with room and board and a 

meal plan. Student-athletes in the program work Monday through Thursday, and Fridays are 

reserved for professional development workshops. The internship program concludes with a 

short capstone project where participants present to their fellow student-athlete interns about 

their experience. The program was established to help student-athletes learn lessons that go 

beyond the classroom and the playing field. Vanderbilt takes pride in the program and states that 
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they do not know of any other institutions that have instituted such a comprehensive career 

development program as they have at Vanderbilt (Elliot, 2018).  

More recently, Temple University in 2017-18 developed a program called “Verified” to 

help student-athletes enhance their academic experience and consists of professional 

development content that equips student-athletes with the knowledge and confidence to direct 

their success. The “Verified” program focuses on developing the competencies of oral and 

written communications and career management. The program collaborates with the university’s 

Career Center in educating student-athletes about diverse perspectives of professionalism and 

work ethic goals (Dougherty, 2018).  

 The program is an opt-in program where student-athletes must start a profile on 

Handshake, an exclusive job portal for Temple University students, and select three relevant 

career opportunities. Then they must choose one posting on Handshake and create a resume and 

cover letter. A Career Center Coach, a Career Representative, or an Academic Support Center 

for Student-Athlete Support staff member, must then review the resume and cover letter the 

student-athlete developed. Student-athletes must also create a LinkedIn Profile that includes a 

professional headshot, summary, and at least ten connections, and five professional groups. In 

addition, student-athletes must complete a mock interview with Interview Stream or a Career 

Coach. Lastly, the student-athlete must attend at least two networking events (Temple University 

Annual Report, 2018). Student-athletes that participate in the program are given the ability to 

attend invitation only campus employer and alumni networking events, travel to exclusive “Owl” 

events, which are typically outside the Philadelphia region, to meet with employers, inclusion in 

Temple Athletics “Pro Owl” social media campaign, a professional business kit, and V.I.P. 
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access to employers before events with opportunity for exclusive introductions. The program is 

advertised as taking five steps towards your professional future (Dougherty, 2018).  

Vanderbilt University and Temple University, as seen, have very comprehensive career 

development programs. Other institutions such as The University of Arizona provides 

professional development programs for student-athletes, but the opportunities are not as 

comprehensive. The University of Arizona provides opportunities, including career fairs, 

networking nights, lunch & learns, industry specific information sessions, career tours, 

opportunities to work special events, workshops, professional development series, and webinars, 

but the offerings are not part of an overall program. The opportunities are offered to student-

athletes as resources. Student-athletes can opt-in to participate in the one-off career development 

opportunities if they choose (The University of Arizona, 2020). Overall, there is minimal 

research on both the comprehensive and non-comprehensive career development programs 

offered to student-athletes. It is evident that professional opportunities for student-athletes exist 

at institutions, but no public or qualitative research explores the programming. Thus, research is 

needed to explore these programs. Since career development programs are still new, researching 

student-athletes transition from college to the workforce is the first step in evaluating such 

programs. Research on the career transition for student-athletes would help inform institutions on 

the elements needed for a successful career development program. More specifically, research 

that focuses on women student-athletes’ career transition would provide guidance on how to 

facilitate a more effective career development program for women student-athletes and would 

add new knowledge to the field.  
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The Transition 

Student-athletes are graduating at high rates (NCAA, 2020) and experiencing low levels 

of career maturity (Linnemeyer & Brown, 2010; Shurts & Shoffner, 2004), yet the transition 

from collegiate athletics is inevitable for all student-athletes. Harrison and Lawrence (2003) 

conducted studies to explore student-athlete perspectives on the athletic career transition process. 

Their studies distributed the Life After Sports Scale (LASS) to student-athletes (Harrison & 

Lawrence, 2003; 2004). The LASS is a 58-item inventory utilized to qualitatively and 

quantitatively examine seven different domains, which influence the perception of the career 

transition process. In one of their studies, they used the LASS with student-athletes who attend a 

predominately White NCAA Division II southeastern college (Harrison & Lawrence, 2004). In 

another study, they focused on twenty-six African American student-athletes (Harrison & 

Lawrence, 2003). In both studies, Harrison and Lawrence (2003; 2004) used a mixed-method 

approach. The qualitative section included a student-athlete profile, and the quantitative section 

included four domains: career transition, athletics, academics, and social.  

The findings of these studies (Harrison & Lawrence, 2003; 2004) indicated that student-

athletes realized the significance of planning and having a passion for their future career. 

Student-athletes recognized the value of hard work in the career transition process and expressed 

the importance of academic and athletic success in the career transition process, specifically 

being able to manage their time and balance the different aspects of their lives (Harrison & 

Lawrence, 2003; 2004). These results contribute to understanding the career transition process 

for student-athletes but only scratch the surface. The open-ended narrative response included in 

their qualitative analysis is unique to the career transition literature of sports and allowed the 
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student-athletes to have a voice (Harrison & Lawrence, 2004). It is suggested that more research 

be done utilizing qualitative methods to better understand the transition process (Harrison & 

Lawrence, 2004).  

There is limited research that shares the student-athlete’s voice about the career transition 

post-college. A study conducted by Cummins and O’Boyle (2015) explored the student-athlete 

perspective about the process. Cummins and O’Boyle studied nine NCAA Division I men 

basketball players as they transition from college to post-college athletic or non-athletic careers. 

Qualitative, semi-structured interviews were used to capture the student-athletes’ voices, and 

through the study, five categories were identified related to the transition process. The five 

categories identified were motivation to transition, overall college experience, perception of 

transition, career direction, and identification with basketball. Within each of the five categories 

identified, psychosocial factors, balanced college experience, pretransition planning, positive 

social support, and openness to explore alternatives were associated with the successful 

transition from college to post-college career (Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015).    

The study reported that men basketball players found intrinsic motivation an essential 

factor in their transition out of college and professional careers. The participants praised their 

university for teaching them life skills, such as time management, punctuality, cultural 

awareness, and the ability to question authority. However, they mentioned a lack of tangible 

institutional support such as career advice, information on the professional athlete role, and 

guidance from past student-athletes about the transition process. Six out of the nine participants 

also stated that there was a lack of help with the career decision-making process. Overall, the 

results from the study suggest that institutional and social support networks surrounding 
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transitioning college student-athletes need to be implemented. More successful transitions may 

be achieved if the characteristics of pre-and post-transition environments are made clear from 

early stages (Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015). The study was limited by a small sample of four 

current and five former male student-athletes in one particular sport that volunteered as 

participants. All participants were or had been starting players on their basketball team with the 

aspiration to progress to the professional game upon graduation. Further, the study was limited 

because all participants who volunteered were successful post-college, making the findings 

limited in terms of generalizability (Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015).    

Canigilia and Pellegrino (2014) performed a case study focused on a NCAA Division I 

woman soccer player during her senior year. The student played soccer and was a mathematics 

student teacher. The participant had a 3.99 GPA, was the president of the student-athlete 

advisory committee and was one of four returning seniors on the team that had strong family 

support for not only academics but also for all her pursuits. Utilizing a qualitative case study 

approach, the study investigated the student-athlete's behaviors during athletic competition and 

how these behaviors transferred from the field to the college classroom and into a profession.  

The approach was applied to allow for a more in-depth understanding of the participant’s 

perspective. Multiple data sources were used, including journal entries, student teaching 

commentaries involving lesson plans, instruction, assessment, videos, and interviews. Four 

themes emerged from the participant’s journals and appeared in their student teaching 

experience. They included: time management, goal orientation, team cohesiveness, and problem 

solving. The study suggested many parallels between the skills acquired while the student 

participated in sports and their student teaching experiences. In addition, these themes appeared 
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to transfer to the classroom. The study gives an in-depth understanding of what one student 

experienced as they balanced academics, athletics, and social expectations, but it does not 

examine the student-athlete’s perspective about the transition from college to a post-college 

athletic or non-athletic career. Furthermore, the student-athlete in the study was a high achieving 

student with a robust family support system. Thus, the results give subtle and revealing insights 

but cannot be generalized.  

 The current literature that explores the transition process of college student-athletes 

utilized mixed-method approaches, primarily focused on men student-athlete’s transition 

process, or examined only one high achieving student-athlete’s behavior. The research 

contributes many significant findings about the unique transition that all student-athletes 

encounter, but a gap in the literature remains regarding women student-athletes' transition. 

Adding to the research on women student-athletes transition from college to the workforce is 

called for and would contribute to the current research on the transition of college student-

athletes. 

 More recently, Smith and Hardin (2018) explicitly explored the experiences of ten 

women student-athletes who had completed their collegiate eligibility and had transitioned out of 

collegiate competition. The purpose of the study was to examine the experiences of former 

women collegiate student-athletes who transitioned out of collegiate sport and began a career in 

collegiate athletic administration. The women in the study all competed in collegiate athletics 

and held graduate assistant positions in collegiate athletics at one NCAA Division I-FBS 

conference institution. The women had graduate assistantships in multiple areas of the athletic 

department, including coaching, marketing, academics, and athletic training. All ten participants 
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were single and heterosexual. Eight out of the ten identified as White, and two identified as 

African American. All had been working in their positions for less than two years. Semi-

structured interviews were used to understand the participants’ experiences and innermost 

thoughts about the transition process out of collegiate sport. An interview guide based on the 

theoretical framework of athletic identity was used for consistency. The questions in the 

interview guide were constructed to reflect the issues highlighted in the literature related to the 

loss of athletic identity, emotional and physical hurdles, and possible change socially. The 

interviews were conducted via telephone and ranged from 19 minutes to 56 minutes in length 

(Smith & Hardin, 2018).  

 Three themes emerged from the interviews: a) identity crisis, b) losses and gains, and c) 

enjoy the experience. Identity crisis is defined as trouble identifying as a person without their 

sport and depression that accompanied this crisis, losses and gains relate to finding a new social 

circle and exploring physical well-being on their own terms, and enjoy the experience is advice 

to future transitioning collegiate student-athletes which includes respecting the process, keeping 

your contacts, and discovering another passion. The findings suggest that the transition out of 

sport for the student-athletes leads to a sense of loss or questions about their purpose. It provided 

major uncertainty about their social circles and physical fitness. Each participant felt the need to 

express advice to collegiate student-athletes facing transitioning out of collegiate sport. It 

revealed that student-athletes struggle with creating an identity outside of sport and indicated 

establishing new social circles, new routines with fitness, and separating from sport was 

challenging. Essentially, the study provided evidence that it is essential for college student-

athletes to feel prepared for their upcoming transition into finding employment or an advanced  
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 Smith and Hardin’s (2018) study delivered important findings to the transition process for 

women student-athletes but is limited to women student-athletes who work in collegiate 

athletics. All the participants were graduate assistants who had been working in their positions 

for less than two years. The study does not explore the transition process of former student-

athletes that work in occupations other than athletics, hold full-time jobs, or have been out of the 

transition process for more than two years. Additionally, the interview guide utilized is based on 

the theoretical framework of athletic identity. Athletic identity is one factor that influenced 

student-athletes transition, but career aim, expectations, and perceptions about the transition 

process, institutional influence, and the experience of transitioning in and out of sport were also 

important factors to the student-athletes transition process (Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015; Saxe et 

al., 2017). The study provided evidence that the transition out of sport and developing an identity 

after sport are important issues to former student-athletes, thus continuous research needs to be 

done to explore the issue of transition. More specifically, research that explores former women 

student-athletes transition from collegiate athletics to other occupations and the support received 

by the athletic departments would add to the literature and provide coaches, administrators, 

family members, and friends a better understanding of the difficulties women student-athletes 

experience during the transition from collegiate athletics.   

Retirement 

Substantial amounts of research focus on the athletes’ preparation for and adjustment to 

retirement from competitive sport. More specifically, the literature focuses on coping skills 

needed for athletes to deal with the complex life changes that accompany the end of their sports 

career and sport identities. Baillie (1993) described the meaning that sport involvement might 
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have for an athlete and indicated how the affiliation with an identity as an athlete might influence 

adjustment to retirement. He suggested that many athletes, no matter the level, are poorly 

prepared for their retirement from competition. He noted that sports involvement has a 

significant proportion of the athlete’s life span, making retirement from competition so difficult. 

He explained that retirement may occur at any stage in life, whether competing at the high 

school, college, elite or professional level, and it marks a point of transition. He suggested that 

various programs be implemented to assist athletes before, during, and after their retirement and 

specifically suggested applying a life development intervention approach (Baillie, 1993).   

Lally (2007) explored student-athlete identity and athletic retirement using a longitudinal, 

prospective design. Lally used a prospective design to examine identity in real time and track 

identity changes as they took place across the retirement transition process. One-on-one, in-depth 

interviews were conducted with three men and three women university student-athletes at three 

times: at the onset of their last season of competition, approximately one month after their 

retirement, and approximately one year later. All six student-athletes attended a large urban 

Canadian university. Canadian intercollegiate sports are comparable to Division II sports in the 

United States. The study posed the question, “when will the identity transformation that 

accompanies athletic retirement be successful, and when will it be difficult?” The purpose of the 

study was to reexamine the issue of identity reformation during athletic retirement. The findings 

revealed that the student-athletes committed themselves firmly to their athletic goals and 

anticipated disrupted identities upon retirement. It was found that many participants committed 

themselves physically and psychologically to their athletic goals while at university, often 

sacrificing attractive academic and social opportunities. Student-athletes also reported feeling 
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sad, scared, and vulnerable in reaction to their upcoming retirement. Finally, student-athletes 

appeared to have transitioned out of their athletic identities and into their new roles without 

major upset one year post-retirement (Lally, 2007). The study provides an unprecedented look at 

student-athletes’ ability to safeguard their identities and sense of self as retirement neared, but 

only with a small number of collegiate athletes at the Division II level. Future studies with a 

larger sample of student-athletes at various competitive levels would add to the research on 

student-athlete retirement.   

Brown et al. (2018) also examined athletic retirement. Utilizing semi-structured 

interviews with four men and four women British elite athletes from eight different Olympic 

sports, their study aimed to gain a more comprehensive insight into how social supports 

influence how elite athletes adjust to life following retirement from sports. Questions and probes 

were developed according to guidelines on conducting interviews from a phenomenological 

perspective. They included questions such as “can you tell me about your sports career?” and 

“can you tell me about the circumstances regarding your retirement?”.  It was found that the 

athletes who had difficulty asking for support found the transition to be a more distressing 

experience. As the transition from retirement progressed, the adjustment process was closely 

linked to the participants’ evolving sense of self. Providing support to the athletes through their 

transitions helped the participants to experience a sense of growth that facilitated adjustment to 

life after sport. Ultimately, support systems were critical in the transition process, and the stigma 

around asking for help was a barrier to seeking support (Brown et al., 2018).  The study 

contributed to the literature on retirement by exploring the social support influences on 

retirement for both men and women but focuses on elite athletes, not student-athletes. In 
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addition, only one single interview was conducted. Conducting one single interview restricts the 

opportunity for the interviewer to build a rapport with the participants, limiting what they are 

willing to reveal about their personal and emotional experiences. A study where the interviewer 

and interviewees have a close relationship could add to the literature and reveal more significant 

findings.  

Moreover, Grove et al. (1997) conducted a study on elite athletes coping with retirement 

from sport. As part of a large-scale investigation on career transition from sport, 51 retired 

members of Australian national or state teams were mailed a questionnaire that asked them to 

provide descriptive information about their careers in sport. Additionally, they were asked to 

complete the Athletic Identify Measurement Scale (AIMS) and the COPE inventory. Out of the 

51 athletes who were mailed a questionnaire, 48 completed it who were athletes from the sports 

of basketball, cycling, diving, gymnastics, netball, hockey, rowing, squash, swimming, track and 

field, volleyball, and water polo. Most of the athletes were semi-professional athletes who 

received government subsidies to offset training and competition expenses and worked outside of 

sport to generate an income. On average, the participants retired at the age of 25 and had been 

retired for 3.44 years at the time of the study (Grove et al., 1997).    

The findings suggested that competitive athletes are confronted with several adjustments 

during the career transition process. It was found that athletes who maintain a strong and 

exclusive athletic identity up to retirement are vulnerable to career transition difficulties. 

Athletes had negative relationships with pre-transition career planning and positive relationships 

with zeteophobia, which is the anxiety associated with post-athletic career exploration and career 

decision-making (Grove et al., 1997).  The study proposed that athletes are at risk to experience 
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career transition difficulties and Grove et al. (1997) suggested that there needs to be a better 

understanding of the retirement process and more research be conducted, specifically to help 

practitioners advise athletes about the effective ways of coping with the stress of retirement from 

sport. 

There is significant research on the elite athletes’ retirement from sport and their 

transition process at retirement. The majority of the literature focuses on the transition from sport 

but does not study the transition process into the workplace once their sport career ends. In 

addition, most research studies focused on the elite athletes’ retirement for athletes in other 

countries. The college student-athlete retirement process in the United States is omitted. The 

studies revealed essential information that gives insight into the retirement transition process 

from sport, but more research specifically on the collegiate student-athlete perspective and their 

transition into young professionals in the United States would contribute to a better 

comprehension of the factors that influence college student-athletes transition into the workplace.  

Women in the Workplace  

Extensive research on women’s careers focuses on the gender difference between 

women's and men’s careers, women’s career development once employed and addresses the 

external factors that influence women’s career transitions. Limited research focuses exclusively 

on the transition process for women into the workplace as young professionals. Powell and 

Mainiero (1992) reviewed the literature regarding women’s career development theories and 

presented an approach to understanding women’s careers. They found women’s careers differ in 

many ways from men and theorists believe women measure career success based on how they 

feel rather than how their careers look to others. Additionally, Powell and Mainiero (1992) found 
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women place considerable emphasis on the non-career aspects of their lives, thus the career 

development process for women is different. They suggested when researching women’s career 

transitions, it is vital to take into account non-work aspects of life as well as work issues, 

incorporate subjective as well as objective measures of career and life success, incorporate the 

influence of personal, organizational, and societal factors of women’s choices and outcomes, and 

do not assume that women’s careers go through a predictable sequence of stages over time. Such 

an approach is drastically different from traditional models of men’s careers (Powell & Mainiero, 

1992). 

Not only do women feel differently than men do about their careers, but they also face 

different labor market opportunities. The wage gap between women and men is significant; there 

is gender segregation in the workplace, and more external barriers impact women’s career 

development (Sterrett, 1999). Sterrett (1999) used the U.S Department of Labor, Bureau of 

Labor Statistics (BLS) (1995) to obtain percentages of the entire U.S labor force employed by 

field of employment to study women’s job transitions compared to men. Nineteen local 

employers in mid-Atlantic states were selected to fit BLS job fields. The sample consisted of 

employed adults who responded to a survey questionnaire developed by Sterrett and distributed 

at their places of employment. A total of 650 questionnaires were distributed, and 215 were 

returned. The questionnaire probed several aspects of the respondents’ job change process and 

asked questions such as “Considering all the paid jobs you have in your life, what do you 

consider to be the biggest job change you ever made?”. The results found that women make 

significantly more radical job changes than men. These radical changes were attributed to a 
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women’s place in the family life cycle and the number of subordinate primary and secondary 

labor force jobs held by women, forcing women to be on the lookout for other opportunities. 

 Similarly, Spenner and Rosenfeld (1990) looked at the concept of identity to understand 

constancy and change in women’s work histories. The event histories of a Washington state 

sample of women at age 30 in 1979 and 13 years earlier in 1966 were used to estimate discrete-

state-continuous-time models to capture the details and dynamics of women’s work lives. The 

study found that women’s transition rate from an employed-career identity to not employed was 

higher than the reverse transition. In other words, women had an easier time giving up their work 

identity and entering unemployment than leaving unemployment and reentering the workforce. 

This was partly due to women's career opportunities and family situations, such as when they 

married or had children. Overall, each study suggested that women experience the workplace 

differently than men and that women’s role in the family unit influences career opportunities yet 

is dated. The studies took place in the 20th century, therefore more up-to-date research that 

explores women’s experience in the workforce in the 21st century is needed. Research that 

focuses on women’s transition process and their perspectives as they enter the workforce and 

become young professionals would add to the literature. More specifically, research conducted 

on the women student-athletes transition from college would contribute new knowledge in the 

field and give insight into women student-athlete’s transition into young professionals. 

Theoretical Framework  

This study aimed to investigate former NCAA Division I women soccer players' 

perspectives on the transition from college to the workforce. Nancy Schlossberg’s (1981) Model 

of Analyzing Human Adaptation to Transition was used as the theoretical framework for this 
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study. Schlossberg’s model (1981) provided a guide for developing the interview questions 

within the study to better understand the psychosocial and institutional factors that contribute to 

former women soccer players’ career transition process. An overview of Schlossberg’s model is 

presented.  

Nancy Schlossberg’s (1981) Model of Analyzing Human Adaptation to Transition is a 

model used to explore the transition process. The model gives context in understanding students' 

transitions and provides insight into the factors related to the transition, the individual, and the 

environments that are likely to determine the degree of impact a given transition will have at a 

particular time (Evan et al., 2010). Schlossberg defines a transition as something that can occur 

in an event or nonevent, resulting in a change in assumptions about oneself and the world, and 

requires a corresponding change in one’s behavior and relationship (Schlossberg, 1981). The 

early ideas that influenced this model consisted of the notion that adaptation was affected by the 

interactions of the individual’s perception of the transition, characteristics of the pre-transition 

and post-transition environment, and characteristics of the individual experiencing the transition. 

All these interactions either combined or experienced separately, were reported to have an 

influence on the ability to cope with a particular transition (Evans et al., 2010).   

Schlossberg (1981) believed that the transition is not itself the primary importance, but 

rather how that transition fits with an individual’s stage, situation, and style at the time of 

transition in mind. This led to the development of the Model of Analyzing Human Adaptation to 

Transition. Her main goal of the model was to respond to the question, how can we understand 

and help adults as they face the inevitable transitions of life, knowing that people react and adapt 

so differently to transitions? Adaptation is a crucial term within her model, and Schlossberg 



 

35 

 

defines it as a process during which an individual moves from being totally preoccupied with the 

transition to integrating the transition into their life (Schlossberg, 1981). Schlossberg believes 

that adaptation to transition is such a complicated process. She felt it necessary to catalog and 

categorize the number of variables that seem to affect the outcome of the transition on an 

individual (Schlossberg, 1981).  

Schlossberg’s Model for Analyzing Human Adaptation to Transition is presented in 

Figure 1. The model posits three major sets of factors that influence adaptation to transition: 1) 

the characteristics of the particular transition, 2) the characteristics of the pre-and post-transition, 

and 3) the characteristics of the individual experiencing the transition. All three sets of factors 

interact to produce the outcome of the transition, whether that is adaptation or failure to adapt 

(Schlossberg, 1981).   
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Figure 1. 

A Model for Analyzing Human Adaptation to Transition, Schlossberg, 1981 

 

According to Schlossberg’s model, one factor affecting adaptation includes the 

characteristics of transition. The characteristics of transition can be described using a common 

set of variables such as: role change, affect, source, timing, onset, duration, and degree of stress. 

Role change might be a gain or a loss, affect could be positive or negative, source can be internal 

or external, timing could be on-time or off-time, onset may be gradual or sudden, and duration 

could be permanent, temporary or uncertain. Whether represented as a gain or a loss, each of the 

characteristics involves some degree of stress. Any change or transition whether predominately 

positive or negative, causes some kind of stress. To cushion the impact of stress, the model 

introduces the role of characteristics of pre-transition and post-transition environments 

(Schlossberg, 1981).  
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Within Schlossberg’s model, there are three aspects of pre-transition and post-transition 

environments that contribute to the success of adaptation or failure to adapt to a transition. The 

three aspects are: interpersonal support system, institutional supports, and physical setting 

(Schlossberg, 1981). Interpersonal support systems are noted as being essential to successful 

adaptation. In the model, Schlossberg (1981) specifies three different types of interpersonal 

support systems: intimate relationships, the family unit, and the network of friends. Intimate 

relationships refer to the trust, support, understanding, and sharing of confidences. The family 

unit contributes to one’s ability to adapt to a crisis or to ease the process of adaptation as it 

relates to one of its members, and a network of friends refers to the presence of friends during a 

transition. All three are different interpersonal support systems that contribute to the success or 

failure to adapt to a transition. Institutional supports are another aspect of Schlossberg’s model 

that influences the transition. Institutional supports are categorized as occupational organizations, 

religious institutions, political groups, social welfare, and other community support groups, in 

addition to various other less formal outside agencies that individuals turn to for support. The last 

environmental aspect in Schlossberg’s model is physical supports, which include climate, 

weather, urban or rural location, neighborhoods, living arrangements, and workplace. These pre- 

and post-transitional environmental factors contribute to stress and a sense of well-being; thus, 

they play a role in adaptation transition (Schlossberg, 1981). 

The third major determinant of adaptation to transition in Schlossberg’s model is the 

individual themself. There are many individual characteristics that could be considered 

significant, but Schlossberg focuses on: psychosocial competence, sex, age, state of health, race-

ethnicity, socioeconomic status, value orientation, and previous experience with a transition of a 
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similar nature. Psychosocial competence is one’s ability to deal effectively with the demand and 

challenges of everyday life. One’s psychological competence may depend on the individual’s life 

stage and the particular situation or transition involved. Sex and adaptation to transition are 

complex. One theory is that men in our culture are taught to hide emotion and deny problems, 

while women are given greater freedom to express their feelings. In general, women have a 

greater capacity for intimacy, making it easier for them to adapt to a particular transition. Age 

also can affect the way one reacts to a transition as well as the state of health. An individual’s 

state of health affects their ability to adapt to a transition and may itself be a source of stress. 

One’s race and ethnicity could affect their ability to adapt too. It could be an isolating factor 

making the adaptation more difficult or allow for stronger interpersonal support during a 

transition. Socioeconomic status influences transitions in different ways. Financial and 

educational barriers associated with a lower-class background may be considered a disadvantage. 

On the other hand, upper-class individuals can be vulnerable to greater stress. Finally, an 

individual who has successfully weathered a transition in the past will probably be more 

successful at adapting to another transition of a similar nature. These are all examples of 

individual characteristics that can influence the adaptation to transition. Schlossberg (1981) 

argues that the characteristics of the transitions itself, the characteristics of the pre-and post-

transition supports, and the characteristics of the individual all influence a transition. 

Schlossberg’s (1981) Model of Human Adaptation to Transition views adaptation to a 

transition as a dynamic process with various stages. The model presents a framework in which 

all kinds of transitions, positive or negative, dramatic or ordinary, event or non-event can be 

analyzed, and possible interventions can be formulated, thus making the model applicable to 
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researching transitions. Schlossberg’s model can be used as a guide to explore the psychosocial 

influences, institutional influences, and the overall career transition process for NCAA Division I 

women student-athletes. Gaining a better understanding of women student-athletes' career 

transition process will provide athletic programs, coaches, administrators, families, and friends 

better comprehension of the contributing factors that influence the transition for women student-

athletes and give suggestions on how to facilitate a more successful transition. 

Application of Schlossberg’s Model  

At present, Schlossberg’s model has been used to examine and understand athletes' 

experiences as they transition from sport. Wheeler et al. (1996) examined the transition 

experience and adjustment to retirement among 18 athletes with disabilities. The participants 

included 18 men and women athletes, with ten being permanently retired from sport, four 

semiretired having been forced out of sport due to injury, and four were actively competing. All 

participants shared common health concerns and were considered as functioning well in their 

daily lives. Adopting a grounded theory approach, the study interviewed athletes using a semi-

structured format based on Schlossberg’s model. Questions included, “Tell me about your life 

and experiences as an athlete,” “Describe your life now, your career, your hobbies, and your 

health,” and “Describe the point of retirement, how you came to retire and how you felt about it.” 

(Wheeler et al., 1996). The study showed that sport was a highly valued part of the lives of 

athletes, that retirement from sport was an emotional experience, and coping with retirement 

appeared to be facilitated by readiness and having other jobs and family interests outside of 

sport. Wheeler et al. (1996), suggested that Schlossberg’s model is a useful framework for 

examining athlete transition and adjustment to retirement, but more research should be done with 
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different populations of athletes. Their study focused on a specific population of athletes with 

disabilities bring different experiences to the transition process.  

Additionally, Saxe et al. (2017) used Schlossberg’s model as the conceptualization to 

explore the experience of women student-athletes through their collegiate career. The study 

focused specifically on the experience of transitioning in and out of sport. Utilizing semi-

structured interviews, the study explored ten Division I women student-athletes at a NCAA 

Division I- FBS university located in the southeastern United States who were currently in their 

third and fourth year of eligibility. The sports the women student-athletes participated in were 

tennis, volleyball, soccer, swimming, basketball, softball, golf, track and field, and rowing. Three 

primary themes emerged from the study: 1) transition blues, 2) revolving door, and 3) passing it 

on.  

Transition blues refers to the emotions that accompanied the transition in and out of the 

student-athlete experience. Many participants addressed their personal experience transitioning 

out of sport and exhibited sadness associated with leaving and with the uncertainty of the future. 

Most participants expressed their team as being a support system that they were going to miss. 

Revolving door refers to the transition experiences as it related to the change in teammates and 

coaches during their collegiate athletic career. It was found that athletes were not the only people 

in transition, but coaches came and left, even sometimes more than once per year. From the 

student-athlete’s responses, it became evident that coaches seemed to carry significant weight 

within their collegiate experience. Lastly, the transition out of their collegiate career also had a 

special meaning for the participants regarding wanting to pass on what they have learned and set 

an example for their younger teammates. This became known as passing it on. The student-
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athletes acknowledged that their athletic experience was a learning curve, and now that they are 

transitioning out, they felt obligated to pass on their experience to their teammates. The findings 

from this study revealed a unique perspective of women student-athletes who are nearing the 

transition phase of their elite competitive sports career (Saxe et al., 2017). Although the study 

elicited rich data regarding the lived experiences of collegiate women student-athletes, the 

student-athletes in the study were all from the same institution and division. There may be 

varying experiences between institutions and divisions. Future research that explores women 

student-athlete lived experiences employing Schlossberg’s transition model to examine the 

transition of women student-athletes into the workplace at other institutions, and across different 

divisions would add to the literature and provide another perspective of the transition process for 

women student-athletes. 

More recently, Stokowski et al. (2019), informed by Schlossberg’s Model of Analyzing 

Human Adaptation to Transition, studied former college athletes’ perceived experiences as they 

transitioned out of college sport utilizing a social networking site. Former college athletes were 

asked about their transition out of sport via Twitter. The question that was posed via a Tweet 

was, “Former college athletes, in a Tweet (240 characters), what was your experience like 

transitioning out of college sport?” Posing the question on Twitter created a snowball effect in 

terms of sampling. Within five days, the Tweet was re-Tweeted 109 times, liked 191 times, and 

the initial question received 178 responses. The respondents were both men and women who 

indicated they had participated in various sports such as basketball, cross country, football, 

swimming, track, and volleyball. They also competed at all different levels, Division I, Division 

II, and Division III (Stokowski et al., 2019).  
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Most of the participants reported a sense of loss upon leaving their sport. The results 

found that 34% of the respondents felt lost or not ready to adapt to their new environment, and 

57% indicated a negative response toward adaptation. However, 42.7% of the participants 

indicated a positive experience transitioning out of sport, with most of the athletes remaining 

connected to their sport or athletics. Schlossberg’s (1981) model indicates how an individual 

perceived transition (positive or negative) or role change (gain or loss) and how the source 

(internal or external) can influence how an individual perceived a transition. The study showed 

that although all the participants went through a similar experience, they perceived the transition 

differently. Some participants had positive experiences while others had negative experiences, 

which aligns with Schlossberg’s model. In addition, the participants who perceived a difficult 

transition noted a lack of institutional support and internal support systems. Again, this supports 

Schlossberg’s model that the characteristics of the pre-and post-transitional environment play a 

significant role in an individual’s ability to adapt. Although the study provides influential 

findings, there are shortcomings. Specific demographic data was not collected due to the data 

collection method; therefore, it cannot be determined if individuals’ characteristics influenced an 

individual’s ability to adapt to transition. Also, utilizing Twitter to collect data limited the 

participation to those who saw the tweet. The researchers for the study were Sports Management 

faculty members thus, those who saw the Tweet and responded most likely were related to sport 

in some way and more likely to respond. Therefore, the results of the study cannot be generalized 

(Stokowski et al., 2019). 

As described, Schlossberg’s Model of Analyzing Human Adaptation to Transition 

(1981), provides a framework for data collection for those interested in studying transitions and 
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multiple transition variables. Overall, the model begins with a transition that leads to three 

factors that influence the transition and ends with how an individual adapts to transition 

(Schlossberg,1981). To date, the studies conducted utilizing Schlossberg’s (1981) model include 

exploring the experience and adjustment to retirement for athletes with disabilities, student-

athlete’s transition as it related to the transition in and out of sport, or on athletes’ transition to 

retirement (Saxe et al., 2017; Stokowski et al., 2019; Wheeler et al., 1996) Each study suggested 

that Schlossberg’s model is effective in exploring the transition for student-athletes but does not 

investigate the psychosocial and institutional influences related to the transition process for 

women student-athletes.  

To bridge the gap in the literature, this study utilized Schlossberg’s (1981) model to 

develop interview questions that explored the psychosocial influences, institutional influences, 

and the career transition process of former NCAA Division I women soccer players. 

Schlossberg’s three factors that influence adaptation to transition: 1) the characteristics of the 

particular transition, 2) the characteristics of the pre-and post-transition, and 3) the characteristics 

of the individual experiencing the transition guided the interview questions. This study asked 

participants about their experience adjusting to being a young professional and the advice or 

recommendations they would like to provide to current student-athletes and athletic 

administration. These questions were influenced by the characteristic of the transition from 

Schlossberg’s model. Other questions in this study asked about significant stressors that affected 

the career transition process and resources provided to help with the career transition, which 

developed from the characteristics of the pre-and post-transition factor in Schlossberg’s model. 

And lastly, this study questioned the participants about their student-athlete experience, the 
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challenges of being a student-athlete, and if the participation in Division I collegiate athletics 

influenced achieving professional goals, which generated from the characteristics of the 

individual in Schlossberg’s model. Similar to previous research, the study used Schlossberg’s 

model to examine and understand the transition process of student-athletes, but specifically 

explored the career transition of former NCAA Division I women soccer players. 

Summary 

Current literature explicitly explores the GSRs of college student-athletes, studies 

student-athletes currently enrolled, explores sports with professional opportunities, or 

exclusively researches men's student-athlete perspectives on the transition process (Burns et al., 

2013; Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015; DeBrock et al., 1996). Data shows that student-athletes are 

graduating at rapid rates (NCAA, 2020), have a complex career development process, and 

experience difficulty with athletic retirement (Ballie, 1993; Brown et al., 2000; Lally, 2007; 

Linnemeyer & Brown, 2010; Powell & Mainiero, 1992; Shurts & Shoffner, 2004). Literature on 

the transition process of college student-athletes provides many important findings about the 

unique transition all student-athletes encounter, but there is limited research that focuses 

specifically on women student-athletes’ perspectives. The few studies that do focus on women 

student-athletes investigate the transition in and out of sport or concentrate on women student-

athletes who transition into careers in athletics (Saxe et al., 2017; Stokowski et al., 2019).  

There are roughly 350 NCAA Division I institutions that support women's sports, and 

almost all those women student-athletes will go pro in something other than sport (NCAA 2020). 

Research shows women student-athletes have a higher graduation rate than their men 

counterparts and experience sadness associated with graduating (Saxe et al., 201; Smith & 
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Hardin, 2018). Additionally, women student-athletes have higher levels of athletic identity and 

experience different labor market opportunities compared to men (Spenner & Rosenfeld, 1990; 

Sterrett, 1999; Tyrance et al., 2013). Therefore, exploring the career transition process for 

women student-athletes would provide coaches, athletic programs, administrators, and support 

staff a better understanding of the process. The findings would inform NCAA Division I 

institutional leaders on best practices to foster a more successful transition for women student-

athletes. Evaluating athletic programming and incorporating initiatives to support the career 

transition process for women student-athletes would differentiate and diversify institution’s 

athletic programs. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY  

Justification and Research Design 

The study explored former NCAA Division I women soccer players who attended an 

urban institution and their perspective on the transition into the workplace. The central research 

question was: How do NCAA Division I women soccer players perceive their transition from 

college to the workforce? The focus was on the student-athletes’ experiences with the transition 

from college to the workforce and psychosocial and institutional influences related to the career 

transition process. Targeting former women student-athletes' transition into young professionals 

was warranted for several reasons. Current literature overwhelmingly utilizes quantitative data to 

explore these issues, which leaves the “student voice” unstudied. The few studies that do seek to 

explore the “student voice” have been conducted with student-athletes who are currently enrolled 

in the southern or western part of the United States, at Division II predominately White 

intuitions, have specifically researched men student-athlete’s perspectives, and focus on sports 

that have professional opportunities (Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015; DeBrock et al., 1996; Harrison 

& Lawrence, 2003; 2004). Additionally, the few studies that explore former women student-

athlete perspectives about the transition process have been conducted with participants who all 

held jobs in athletics, were connected to sports in some way, or were still enrolled in university 

(Saxe et al., 2017; Smith & Hardin, 2018; Stokowski et al., 2019) 

A qualitative study helps uncover the meaning of a phenomena and contributes to a better 

understanding of how women student-athletes interpret the transition from collegiate athletics to 

the workforce. Qualitative research is designed to understand how people interpret their 
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experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what meaning they attribute to their 

experiences (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Questions are asked to understand individuals lived 

events and use their words as data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). To understand the phenomena 

from the participant’s point of view and to unfold the meaning of their experiences, the study 

used semi-structured interviews (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Semi-structured interview questions 

that are open-ended yield descriptive data and allow participants to tell stories about the 

phenomenon (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Women student-athletes' voices are unheard; therefore, 

the study employed a qualitative approach to explore the women student-athletes’ perception of 

the transition from college to the workforce.   

The study expanded on the work of Cummins and O’Boyle (2015), Saxe et al. (2017), 

and Smith and Hardin (2018). Cummins and O’Boyle (2015) explored the psychosocial aspects 

of athletic career transition, Saxe et al. (2017) investigated women student-athletes transition 

during their final years of athletic eligibility, and Smith and Hardin (2018) examined former 

women student-athletes who transitioned out of collegiate sport and began a career in collegiate 

athletic administration. These studies assess the transition process for student-athletes in different 

ways, but more research that focuses explicitly on the institutional influences and the transition 

process from being a student-athlete to a young professional would expand the literature. 

Therefore, a qualitative study that utilizes interviews with former NCAA Division I women 

student-athletes bridges the gap in research and allows college women soccer players to 

personally express their experiences with institutional influences and the transition into the 

workforce. 

Additionally, Schlossberg’s (1981) Model of Human Adaptation to Transition guided the 
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study's design. Schlossberg’s model defines a transition as any event or non-event that results in 

changed relationships, roles, identity, or routines (Schlossberg, 1981). The model provides 

variables that seem to affect a transition's outcomes and presents three sets of factors that 

influence adaptation to transition. The three factors that influence adaptation to transition are 1) 

the characteristics of the particular transition, 2) the characteristics of the pre-and post-transition, 

and 3) the characteristics of the individual experiencing the transition. Schlossberg’s model 

suggests that all three sets of factors interact to produce the outcome of the transition, whether 

that is adaptation or failure to adapt (Schlossberg, 1981). The three factors in Schlossberg’s 

model guided the development of the interview questions to better understand the psychosocial 

and institutional factors that contribute to the adaptation or failure to adapt to the career 

transition process for former Division I NCAA women soccer players.  

The study was a qualitative study that used the grounded theory approach for analyzing 

data. The grounded theory approach to analyzing data includes collecting data from interviews 

and utilizing deductive or inductive coding. A deductive analysis strategy involves testing 

existing theories, and an inductive analysis strategy involves developing new categories based on 

common experiences. These strategies result in constructing categories or themes that become 

the study's findings (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015; Tufford & Newman, 2012). The data were 

grouped together, given a name, and became a category. The overall objective of the approaches 

was to identify patterns in the data and arrange the patterns in relationships to each other to 

develop findings (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). The study aimed to understand the career transition 

process of former NCAA Division I women soccer players through semi-structured interviews.  
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Research Setting  

The institution for this study was a large urban research university on the east coast. The 

university has seventeen schools and colleges, eight campuses, and more than 38,000 students 

enrolled in hundreds of degree programs. The university’s mission is to educate a vibrant student 

body and create new knowledge through innovative teaching, research, and other creative 

endeavors. The university's urban setting provides the opportunity for students to engage in 

experiential learning and discovery of themselves and others. The university has a rich, diverse 

student population that enrolls students locally, nationally, and globally. The institution is 

committed to recruiting, retaining, and supporting outstanding faculty that prize diversity of 

thought, excel in scholarly endeavors, and support the aspiration of capable students. 

The university sponsors nineteen varsity sports at the NCAA Division I level, which 

includes: men’s basketball, men’s crew, men’s cross country, football, men’s golf, men’s soccer, 

men’s tennis, women’s basketball, women’s cross country, women’s fencing, women’s field 

hockey, women’s gymnastics, women’s lacrosse, women’s rowing, women’s soccer, women’s 

tennis, women’s indoor track & field, women’s outdoor track & field, and women’s volleyball. 

The institution is affiliated with the American Athletic Conference (AAC), the Big East 

Conference for field hockey, the Eastern Collegiate Athletic Conference for women’s 

gymnastics, the National Intercollegiate Women’s Fencing Association, and the Intercollegiate 

Rowing Association for men’s crew. There are about 500 student-athletes in 93 different majors 

that currently represent the university. In 2020, the institution’s student-athletes earned a record-

setting 91% graduation success rate. The 2020 GSR is the sixth straight year that the institution’s 

athletic teams have recorded an overall GSR of 85% or higher. The graduation success rate 



 

50 

 

reflects the proportion of student-athletes on any given team who earn a college degree within a 

six-year window of their initial enrollment (NCAA, 2020). 

The targeted university’s women’s soccer team is led by a head coach, two assistant 

coaches, a volunteer assistant coach, and assistant strength and conditioning coach. The women’s 

soccer coaching staff is only a tiny part of a more extensive athletic department at the university. 

The athletic department at the targeted university is made up of many different units such as 

athletic administration, business and administration, compliance and student-athlete affairs, 

corporate partnerships, development, digital strategy and production, marketing, facilities, 

mental health, wellness, and performance, strength and conditioning, strategic communications, 

sports medicine, and other coaching staff for both men’s and women’s teams. The women’s 

soccer team offers both full and partial athletic scholarships. A full scholarship covers tuition and 

fees, room, board, and course-related books. A partial scholarship at the targeted university still 

offers a significant portion of college costs but can vary. Partial scholarships could cover only 

tuition or parts of tuition or only covers the cost of books.  

The NCAA has high expectations for Division I student-athletes. Student-athletes are 

required to practice twenty hours per week in season with one day off, and out of season, the 

requirement is eight hours per week with two days off. There is also a pre-season which refers to 

athletic related activities that occur before the first day of classes or the first scheduled contest, 

whichever is earlier. During preseason, daily and weekly hour limitations do not apply. At the 

target university, the women’s soccer team begins preseason at the beginning of August, regular 

season happens from September to November, and off-season, also known as “spring season,” 

takes place from February to May. NCAA Division I women’s soccer players must also be 
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enrolled in twelve credit hours each semester and successfully complete six of the twelve credits. 

They must complete eighteen degree applicable credit hours during the regular academic year, 

excluding summer. They must also earn twenty-four credit hours prior to their third year at the 

university. Women soccer players must also complete forty percent of their degree requirement 

by the end of their second year in college and an additional twenty percent each year thereafter to 

stay eligible to play. Division I women soccer players must also meet the minimum grade-point 

average (GPA) requirement related to the university’s GPA standards of graduation (NCAA, 

2020). Student-athletes must earn a 1.8 GPA after twenty-four semester credit hours, a 1.9 GPA 

after forty-eight semester credit hours, and a 2.0 GPA after both seventy-two and ninety-six 

semester credit hours at the target university. Student-athletes at the university are allowed five 

years of eligibility and athletically related financial aid.  

More specifically, the targeted university’s women’s soccer team is a member of the 

AAC made up of nine NCAA Division I teams. Each year, the university’s women’s soccer team 

is made up of approximately 34 members. The women on the team participate in strength and 

conditioning, community service, and mandatory year-round drug testing. The women on the 

soccer team at the targeted university tend to room together their first semester at the university 

and typically continue to stay roommates with team members throughout their time as a student-

athlete.  

The university has a Student-Athlete Academic Support Center that provides academic, 

personal, and professional guidance to student-athletes. While support for student-athletes has 

been in place at the university for some time, the center in its current form has been in place 

since 2012. The center offers academic advising, tutoring, mentoring, and career development. In 
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2017-18 the university’s Student-Athlete Academic Support Center worked to establish career 

services into their office and developed a career development program. The program’s purpose is 

to help student-athletes enhance their entire academic experience and consists of professional 

development content that equips student-athletes with knowledge and confidence to direct their 

success. The program focuses on developing the competencies of oral and written 

communication and career management. In collaboration with the university’s central Career 

Center, the program educates student-athletes about the diverse perspectives of professionalism 

and work ethic goals. The program aims to give student-athletes the content knowledge and 

confidence to pursue rigorous experiential opportunities as undergraduate students and 

successfully achieve their goals for life after college. The career development program is an opt-

in program where student-athletes must complete five steps towards their professional future 

(Dougherty, 2018).  

Participants  

This study included former NCAA Division I women soccer players who attended an 

urban university on the east coast. The study had a set of inclusion criteria. The inclusion criteria 

for the study were former collegiate women student-athletes who have been out of the 

undergraduate college system for three to nine years and were members of the university’s 

women’s soccer team for four or more years. The participants had to be members of the 

university’s collegiate women’s soccer team between 2006-2016, graduated from the targeted 

university, and entered the workforce after receiving their undergraduate degree. For 

consistency, women soccer players who were members of the university’s women’s soccer team 

between the years of 2006-2016 were investigated. While the targeted university implemented a 
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career development program in 2017-18, the study aimed to explore former women soccer 

players who did not have the option to participate in an organized career development program.  

Approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) was received to ensure the integrity 

of the study. The decision to select one NCAA Division I-FBS urban institution on the east coast 

was for convenience and to narrow the sample size. The researcher was a former student-athlete 

and found women student-athlete who met the criteria by utilizing their contacts. Some of the 

participants in the study included the researcher’s former teammates. This purposive sampling 

technique was used to find participants who met the criteria for participation.  

About 162 former women soccer players from the targeted university received the 

recruitment email. The response rate was approximately 9.7%, or 16 responses. It is important to 

note that there may have been bias in the distribution based on how the participants received the 

recruitment email. The email was sent to the researcher’s contact list of former women soccer 

players who attended the targeted university. It is also important to note that former women 

soccer players received the request twice, about two weeks apart in April 2021. A total of 16 

individuals responded to the recruitment email and completed the eligibility survey. Nine 

individuals were identified as qualifying for the study out of the 16 responses, and eight agreed 

to participate in the study. The other seven did not qualify for the study because they enrolled in 

a full-time graduate program immediately after graduating from the targeted university, were 

transfer students who did not play at the targeted university for four or more years or did not 

graduate undergraduate between 2006-2016. The experience of the career transition process of 

student-athletes who were transfer students and were only at the university for a short amount of 

time could differ from the experience of student-athletes who attended the university for four or 
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more years and did not attend another institution. Similarly, student-athletes who attended a 

graduate program immediately after graduating from the targeted university and then transitioned 

into the workplace later could experience the career transition process differently. Therefore, the 

individuals who replied to the eligibility survey but did not meet all criteria were not asked to 

participate in this research study.  

Data Collection Procedure 

The qualitative study used demographic information and semi-structured interviews to 

understand the phenomena. The participants for the study were recruited via email through the 

researcher’s contacts. The researcher sent a recruitment email to former women soccer players 

from the targeted university (see Appendix A). The recruitment email introduced the study and 

asked participants if they are interested in being a part of the study to complete a short eligibility 

survey (see Appendix B). The selection of participants was chosen from the former student-

athletes who volunteered as a response to the email. A total of 16 former student-athletes 

responded to the initial recruitment email and completed the eligibility survey. The researcher 

reviewed the responses to the eligibility survey and contacted the nine former student-athletes 

that qualified for the study. The researcher contacted the nine qualifying participants via their 

preferred method of contact to inform the participants of the background of the study. At that 

time, participants were able to voice any concerns about the study. Out of the nine participants 

who qualified for the study, eight wanted to continue with the study. The eight qualified 

participants were asked to review a consent form to ensure they permit their narrative anecdotes 

as data for the study (see Appendix C). In addition, they were asked to complete a short 

demographic questionnaire (see Appendix D). The demographic questionnaire was an electronic 
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document that was provided to the participants via email. Once the participants reviewed the 

consent form and completed the demographic questionnaire, the researcher communicated with 

the participant to set up an interview. Participation in the study was confidential; the participants’ 

names and private personal information were not revealed to the public. 

Before the researcher selected the participants and began the interviewing process, the 

researcher participated in a reflective process. The reflective process included thinking about the 

reason for undertaking the research, assumptions regarding NCAA Division I women student-

athletes, the researcher’s place in the power hierarchy of the research, the researcher’s personal 

values, potential role conflicts with research participants, and feelings that may indicate 

assumptions about the research. Engaging in a reflective process is one bracketing method used 

by the researcher to set aside their experiences and take a fresh perspective toward the 

phenomenon under examination (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Tufford & Newman, 2012).  

Each participant participated in an interview via Zoom for convenience and consistency. 

The participants were asked to schedule a 60-minute Zoom which included reviewing the 

consent form, having the participants pick a pseudonym, and then engaging in a semi-structured 

interview. The semi-structured interviews ranged from 25 minutes to 46 minutes in length, with 

an average of 33 minutes. Semi-structured interviews were used to understand the phenomena 

from the participant’s point of view and to unfold the meaning of their experiences (Creswell & 

Poth, 2018). The interviews included 17 open-ended questions to reveal the student-athletes 

perspectives (see Appendix E). Open-ended questions alluding to psychosocial influences, 

institutional influences, and the career transition process remained constant throughout the 

interviews. The questions being open-ended allowed the participants to respond with their 
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thoughts and experiences. Interviews with open-ended questions allowed the individuals' views, 

experiences, and beliefs to be seen and provided a deeper understanding of the phenomenon. 

Based on the participant’s responses to the open-ended questions, subsequent questions were 

asked to clarify points or extract examples to gain a better understanding (Cummins & O’Boyle, 

2015). As seen in Table 3.1, the interview questions were developed to explore the psychosocial 

influences, institutional influences, and the overall transition into the workforce for former 

NCAA Division I women student-athletes (see Appendix E for complete interview protocol). 

Table 3.1  
Exploring Former NCAA Division I Women Soccer Players’ Transition: College to Career 
Interview Questions:  Concepts:  

Tell me about your experience being an NCAA Division 
I women’s soccer player?  

• Characteristics of the Individual (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Identity Crisis (Smith & Hardin, 2018)  
• Psychosocial Factors (Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015) 

What challenges did you have balancing academics and 
athletics?  

• Characteristics of the Individual (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Balanced College Experience (Cummins & O’Boyle,2015) 

How would you describe your relationship with your 
coach(es)?  

• Pre- and Post-Transition (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Positive Social Support (Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015)  
• Revolving Door (Saxe et al., 2017) 

Did your coach(es) help you to make post-college career 
decisions? And if so, in what ways?   

• Pre- and Post-Transition (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Revolving Door (Saxe et al., 2017) 
• Positive Social Support (Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015)  
• Pretransition Planning (Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015) 

What resources did the athletic department offer to help 
you make post-college career decisions?  

• Pre- and Post-Transition (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Positive Social Support (Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015)  
• Pretransition Planning (Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015)  

What university resources or community-based resources 
did you use to help make post-college career decisions?  

• Pre- and Post-Transition (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Pretransition Planning (Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015) 

If you were faced with an important career or life 
decision, from whom did you seek guidance?  

• Pre- and Post-Transition (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Positive Social Support (Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015) 

What was your experience with asking your coaches, 
athletic department, or university for help with career 
decisions? 

• Pre- and Post-Transition (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Positive Social Support (Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015)  
• Pretransition Planning (Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015) 

What type of support/help would you have wanted from 
your coaches, athletic department, or university with 
career decisions if you feel like there was anything 
missing?  

• Characteristics of the Individual (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Pre- and Post-Transition (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Characteristics of the Transition (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Passing It On (Saxe et. al, 2017) 

In what way are you still connected to your university?  • Characteristics of the Individual (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Passing It On (Saxe et. al, 2017) 
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Each interview was recorded and transcribed via Zoom. In addition to Zoom 

transcription, each interview’s recording was uploaded to Otter to generate a transcription. Otter 

is an AI-powered voice transcription service used to transcribe meetings and interviews. Each 

transcript was edited to clean up stammers, repetitions, grammatical errors and ensure that the 

core message of what was said in the interview was clear. Editing the transcripts allowed content 

analysis to take place upon completion of all interviews. Overall, the interview questions were an 

open forum in which the discussion was tailored to focus on researching the “student voice” 

about transitioning from collegiate sports and becoming a young professional. This allowed for a 

variety of interpretations and brought forth a solid conclusion.  

Regarding reliability and validity, before conducting interviews, the researcher employed 

the “peer examination” strategy to ensure internal validity and credibility (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2015). The peer examination involved asking a colleague and two peers knowledgeable about the 

topic and the methodology to review data collection materials (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). The 

strategy checked for the soundness of the data collection instruments and increased the 

credibility of the research. The peer examiners helped refine the clarity of the questions on both 

the eligibility survey and interview protocol. For example, on the eligibility survey, the peer 

examiners suggested changing the question, “what year did you graduate?” to “what year did you 

earn your undergraduate degree?”. Additionally, adding more questions to the eligibility survey 

was suggested, such as, “what is your highest level of education?” to acquire more information 

about the participant’s educational backgrounds. The peer examiners also suggested adding more 

questions to the interview protocol to gain more information about the participants' experience as 

a student-athlete. The recommendations included asking about stressors in their personal or 
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collegiate experience that affected their career transition. There were specific questions added to 

explore whether their experience as a student-athlete positively influences their career transition, 

and conversely, did it hinder their transition. And lastly, it was suggested to ask the participants 

about their overall experience being a student-athletes. The peer examiner's feedback helped 

ensure the research obtained consistent and dependable data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015).   

Member checking was also utilized in this study to ensure credibility from the 

participant’s lens. Member checking involves taking data, analyses, interpretations, and 

conclusions back to the participants so that they can judge the accuracy. Transcripts were 

returned to participants to check for accuracy and resonance with their experience (Creswell & 

Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Each participant confirmed their transcript was accurate 

and did not provide any edits. Additionally, during the data collection process, the researcher 

employed bracketing to set aside their experiences as much as possible and take a fresh 

perspective towards the phenomenon under examination (Creswell & Poth, 2018). In addition to 

these strategies, the majority of the reliability of the study was due to the trustworthiness of the 

participants to respond honestly, as well as the researcher to record the data accurately. The 

researcher interpreted the responses of the participants in a manner that reflected the participants’ 

perspectives. The study's validity is supported by the detailed responses of the participants 

gathered from the open-ended interview questions. The open-ended questions support validity 

because they provided informative and accurate answers to the central research question through 

the questions.  
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Positionality Statement  

 The researcher's position in this study has been shaped by experiences as a former NCAA 

Division I woman student-athlete. The researcher has a personal connection to the study in that 

their background fits part of the study's criteria. The researcher is a former NCAA Division I 

woman soccer player who graduated between the years of 2006-2016. Interest in the study is 

because of the personal and professional path of the researcher. Personally, the researcher had to 

navigate the transition process from being a NCAA Division I woman soccer player and was 

interested in knowing how other student-athletes experience the transition. Professionally, the 

researcher works in higher education and desires to work with student-athletes in the future. The 

researcher is interested in assisting student-athletes through the transition process from being 

college student-athletes to young professionals.  

The researcher acknowledges that their experiences as a former NCAA Division I woman 

soccer player influences their perceptions and interpretations of this study. Therefore, it was 

important for the researcher to set aside their preconceived notions and personal experiences to 

create an open mind when conducting the interviews. The researcher engaged in a reflective 

process before choosing the participants and conducting the interviews to mitigate the biases that 

may have tainted the research process. Additionally, member checking was used where the 

participants were provided a copy of their transcript to check for accuracy. Although the 

researcher engaged in a reflective process and member checking, it was hard to completely 

bracket out previous experiences and biases. The researcher recognized that it was their duty to 

give opportunities to the participants to share their perspectives on the career transition process. 
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The researcher’s experience as a former NCAA Division woman soccer player allowed 

them to fully engage with the participants as they described their experience since they were 

once in a similar situation. Insider research has become relatively commonplace, and a large 

body of methodological literature highlights the advantages of conducting insider research 

(Taylor, 2011). The advantages of insider research include deeper levels of understanding 

afforded by prior knowledge, knowing the lingo of the participants, the quicker establishment of 

rapport and trust between researcher and participants, and more open and readily accessible lines 

of communication between the researchers and participants (Taylor, 2011). Additionally, 

research has shown insider research data collection is significantly greater in volume and depth 

(Sveinson et al., 2019; Taylor, 2011). Therefore, the researcher’s experience as a former 

women’s soccer player and some of the participants being the researcher’s former teammates 

provided many benefits to the study. It allowed the researcher to focus on the participant’s body 

language and non-verbal communication during the interviews, permitted sensitive topics to be 

discussed, and allowed the researcher to empathize with the participant's experiences (Sveinson 

et al., 2019; Taylor, 2011). 

Data Analysis Plan 

The data analysis plan consisted of memoing descriptive coding, opening coding, axial 

coding, and selective coding. While interviewing the participants, detailed notes were taken, and 

the process was video recorded. The interviews were conducted via Zoom, allowing the 

researcher to note the participants' body language, gestures, and other nonverbal cues. Operating 

via Zoom also meant the participant selection was not geographically limited. Additionally, 

Zoom resulted in a video recording and transcription of the interview. Having a video recording 
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and transcription of each participant allowed the researcher to focus more on observing the 

participants at the time, become more engaged within the conversation, and allowed the 

researcher to write down ideas during the data collection process, which is known as memoing. 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

Both deductive and inductive approaches were used to analyze the data. A deductive 

strategy takes existing theories and tests the assumptions that emerge from those theories, and an 

inductive analysis strategy develops new categories based on common experiences (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2015; Tufford & Newman, 2012). After the researcher conducted the first interview, 

they examined the transcript. During the examination, the researcher clustered data units that 

seem to “go together” and used descriptive coding to develop the clusters. Descriptive coding 

involved reading through the transcripts and coding passages according to a topic. As the 

researcher read through the transcript, they identified a word that summarized the topic and 

wrote it in the margin. The word then was numbered. As the researcher continued to read the 

transcript, if an excerpt related to a word already identified, the researcher put the corresponding 

number next to the excerpt that related to the word. The result of descriptive coding was a 

categorized inventory of data organized by topic (Saldana, 2016). The researcher then reviewed 

the second transcript and again used descriptive coding to cluster the data. The process was 

repeated a third time with the third interview transcript. The researcher then conducted opening 

coding to identify common themes, patterns, and correlations discovered through descriptive 

coding (Saldana, 2016; Tufford & Newman, 2012). 

After the third interview transcript was reviewed, the researcher conducted axial coding. 

Axial coding was the process of grouping the open codes. Axial coding goes beyond descriptive 
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coding. It was coding that formed interpretation and reflection on meaning. The researcher kept a 

running list of the groupings on each of the three transcripts. The researcher then took the 

groupings developed from the first interview transcript and checked to see whether the groupings 

were also present in the second interview transcript and again in the third transcript. The lists 

were then merged into one master list of concepts derived from all three sets of data. These 

patterns became the categories or themes in which subsequent items were sorted (Tufford & 

Newman, 2012). A codebook was developed that defined each category or theme and was used 

for selective coding (see Table 3.2; Creswell & Poth, 2018). 
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Table 3.2  
Codebook  
Theme Categories Definition Data Example 

Institutional 
Career 
Support  

Support provided to an 
individual from the 
institution, including 
coaches, athletic 
department, or university 
services. (Support)  
 
Absence of support 
provided to an individual 
or lack of relations with 
one another. (Constraint)   

Any mention of resources 
or support provided that 
contributed to the 
participant's transition from 
college to the workforce. 
(Support)  
 
Any mention of lack of 
resources or support from 
the institution with the 
transition from college to 
the workforce. (Constraint)  

Sarah – “My one professor, I still have a good relationship with 
him now. He actually was a huge part of my career decisions.”   
 
 
 
 
 
Layla- “Our academic advisor like helped you graduate. I mean, 
they guided you through to graduate, but other than that, I didn’t 
feel like there was anyone telling me to apply here, or here is 
some help with your resume. I never felt like anyone really cared 
what happened to me after I graduated.”  

Transferable 
Skills 

Skills acquired as a 
student-athlete that helped 
with the transition to the 
workforce. (Skills)  

Any mention of skills 
acquired from being a 
student-athlete that helped 
with the post-college 
career transition or 
currently used as a young 
professional. (Skills) 

Kim- “I think being a student-athlete prepares you well for the 
workforce. You are not phased by having to stay late at work. 
You are not really phased by solving complex problems, or like 
having to deal with multiple things at once because you were 
juggling so many things at once school, soccer, relationships, 
whatever. So I do think it set me up for a successful career.”  

Career 
Connections 

Communication that 
indicates a connection to a 
desired career. 
(Connection)  
 
Supportive interaction with 
one another that 
contributed to a future 
career. (Relationship)  

Any statement that 
indicates a useful 
connection towards a 
career. (Connection)  
 
Any mention of 
relationships used to gain 
career experience. 
(Relationship)  

Madison- “It wasn’t till after school that I made a decision to be 
an occupational therapist. The first time I was exposed to that 
career was in my first job when I saw an occupational therapist in 
the classroom.”  
 
Lucia- “Every single opportunity I’ve had in my career has been 
based on my own personal network.”  

Moving On  

Experience from being a 
student-athlete to a young 
professional. (Adjustment)  
 
 
 
Support systems or 
resources used while 
moving on to a young 
professional. (Moving On)  

Any statement that 
indicated adjusted from 
being a student-athlete to a 
young professional. 
(Adjustment)  
 
Any mention of resources 
or support used while 
moving on from being a 
student-athlete to a young 
professional (Moving On).  

Kim- “The biggest adjustment is being alone. You are so used to 
being around a team. You probably lived with four people on 
your team, so it is different to go from that environment to living 
on your own.”  
 
 
 
Tegan- “I have a couple of older cousins. So I just kind of talked 
to them, like, how do you get a job? What do you do now?”  

Advice from 
Former 
Student-
Athletes  

Advice to student-athletes 
or athletic departments 
about the career transition 
process. (Recommend)  

Any statement that gives 
suggestions to student-
athletes or athletic 
departments about the 
career transition process.  

Lennon- “You are more ready than you think you are. All the 
skills that you learn by playing a sport, ya know, the time 
management, the leadership, the competence, the perseverance, 
the endurance, the conflict resolution skills, like all of that, you 
are practicing that every day and you’re ready.”  
 
Tegan- “There needs to be a little bit more personalized support. 
Some type of program or I do not know, opportunity to guide 
student that the process would be awesome.”  

During selective coding, categories were identified by the researcher and were tentatively 

used to examine the rest of the interview transcripts. Through the data collection and analysis 
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process, some categories remained, and others did not hold up (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Tufford 

& Newman, 2012). The themes identified through this coding stage formed more accurate 

explanations about the factors related to former women student-athlete’s transition into the 

workplace. Both positive and negative factors associated with women student-athlete’s 

transitions were recognized (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Connections were made between the 

categories identified, and final theoretical interpretations were produced (Creswell & Poth, 

2018). 

Limitations and Ethical Concerns  

The primary limitation to this study was that it was only conducted with former NCAA 

Division I women soccer student-athletes at one urban university on the east coast. Even though 

studying the perspective of former Division I women soccer student-athletes adds to the 

literature and lessens the gap, the findings do not apply to the whole population of women 

student-athletes. The study did not investigate student-athletes who participated in other Division 

I women sports, nor did it investigate women student-athletes at Division II or III institutions. In 

addition, the study did not gain insight into women student-athletes who participate in sports at 

two-year or community colleges. Future research should explore the proposed questions with 

more women student-athletes who compete in different sports, at more intuitions and gain insight 

from the whole population of women student-athletes at all levels. Researching these other 

elements would add more depth to the findings of the original study.   

Furthermore, the targeted university for this study was unable to provide a list of personal 

email addresses of former women soccer players who graduated from the targeted university 

between 2006-2016. The researcher had reached out to several departments at the university, but 
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none could provide a list. This is a limitation because the recruitment email was only sent to 

individuals in the researcher’s personal contacts. The researcher for this study was a former 

NCAA Division I women soccer player who graduated from the targeted university and used 

their contacts to recruit participants for the study. A larger number of email addresses the 

researcher used from their personal contacts were invalid and bounced back. Thus, the 

recruitment email potentially only reached a small portion of the former student-athletes who 

qualified for the study. If the university was able to provide a more comprehensive list of 

personal contacts, more former student-athletes could have potentially received the recruitment 

email and opted to participate in the study. 

Additionally, this study required the participants to be members of the university’s 

women’s soccer team for four or more years between the years of 2006-2016. This is a limitation 

because the university did not have a specific career development program established for 

student-athletes during this time. In 2017-18 the university developed a career development 

program that educates student-athletes about diverse professional perspectives and assists 

student-athletes with developing career management. The program aims to equip student-athletes 

with the professional development they need to be successful in life after college (Dougherty, 

2018). Therefore, the study did not include former women student-athletes' perspectives of the 

career transition process for those who participated in the program focused on career 

development. Future research should explore the career transition process for former varsity 

women soccer players at the university who opted into the athletic career development program. 

A comparative study could be conducted in the future to determine the similarities and 

differences between the women soccer players’ perspectives on the transition process for those 
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who did not have access to the career development program and those who completed the 

program.   

Finally, the researcher’s bias was an added limitation in the study. The researcher for this 

study was a former NCAA Division I women soccer student-athlete who attended an urban 

university on the east coast. Therefore, when interpreting the data, the researcher may have 

amplified participants’ responses if they shared common experiences and may have strengthened 

their responses due to the notion of perceiving them as something experienced. In opposition, the 

researcher may have disregard responses they believed to be unwarranted if they experienced 

different events or have different personalities. Bracketing was essential to this study. The 

researcher engaged in a reflective process as previously described. Another form of bracketing is 

writing memos throughout the data collection and analysis process to examine and reflect upon 

the researcher’s engagement with the data. Memoing was used in both the data collection and 

analysis process (Tufford & Newman, 2012). Utilizing bracketing through the reflective process 

and memoing increases the rigor of the research, but interpreting data always incorporates the 

assumptions that the researcher brings to the topic, which is a limitation (Creswell et al., 2018). 
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS  

 The qualitative study focused on the psychosocial and institutional influences on the 

career transition and the overall transition process from being a student-athlete to a young 

professional. Five themes emerged from the analysis of this research question: 1) institutional 

career support, 2) career connections, 3) transferable skills, 4) moving on, and 5) advice from 

former student-athletes. The results are organized with the theme's description followed by direct 

interview quotes highlighting and personalizing the data. The quotes have been edited for 

grammatical clarity.  Additionally, all participant’s names have been changed to protect their 

identity. Next, descriptions of the participants are provided to offer depth to the results.  

Demographic Data 

 The recruitment email was sent via email to approximately 162 former women soccer 

players who attended the targeted university. A total of 16 individuals responded to the 

recruitment email and completed the eligibility survey. The response rate was approximately 

9.7%, or 16 responses. Nine individuals were identified as qualifying for the study out of the 16 

responses, eight agreed to participate in the study. Descriptive data on the respondents are 

presented in Tables 4.1 and 4.2. The respondents were asked to report demographic data, 

university data, and career data.   

As shown in Table 4.1, all participants identified as White and Not Hispanic or Latino, 

which is not atypical based on NCAA statistics from 2020 indicating that 66% of Division I 

women soccer players identified as White, 7% identified as Black, and 27% identified as Other 

(NCAA, 2020). There is a ten year age range with participants ages varying from 27-37 with an 
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average age of 32. Additionally, most of the participants are married, two are single, but 

cohabiting with a significant other, and one is single, never married.  

Table 4.1  
Demographic Data  
Participants Age Race Ethnicity Family Structure 
Emily 35 White Not Hispanic or Latino Married 
Kim 31 White  Not Hispanic or Latino Single, but cohabitating with a 

significant other 
Layla 30 White  Not Hispanic or Latino  Married  
Lennon 32 White Not Hispanic or Latino Married  
Lucia 34 White Not Hispanic or Latino Married 
Madison 29 White Not Hispanic or Latino Single, never married 
Sarah 27 White Not Hispanic or Latino Single, but cohabitating with a 

significant other 
Tegan  37 White Not Hispanic or Latino Married 

In terms of university data (see Table 4.2), the participants all majored in different areas 

as undergraduate students. The average cumulative GPA of the participants is 3.20, with 

individual cumulative GPAs ranging from 2.44- 4.00. All participants reported being on an 

athletic scholarship, with 50% indicating partial scholarship and 50% indicating full scholarship. 

Additionally, 75% indicated that they have at least a bachelor’s degree, with 25% at least earning 

a master’s degree. The participants graduated undergraduate from the targeted university in ten 

years from 2006-2016.  
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Table 4.2 
University Data  

Participants Major 
Cum 
GPA  

Athletic 
Scholarship 

Year Earned 
Undergraduate 
Degree 

Highest Level of 
Education  

Emily  
Sports & 
Recreation 
Management  

3.71 Yes- full 2007 Bachelor’s 

Kim  Political Science 3.49 Yes- full 2011 Bachelor’s 

Layla  Journalism 
Broadcast  2.79 Yes-partial 2013 Master’s 

Lennon Secondary 
Education 3.35 Yes- partial 2011 Master’s 

Lucia Business 
Administration 3.08 Yes-full 2009 Bachelor’s 

Madison Public Health  2.81 Yes-partial 2013 Bachelor’s 
Sarah  Criminal Justice  4.00 Yes- full 2016 Bachelor’s 
Tegan  Biology  2.44 Yes-partial 2006 Bachelor’s 

As shown in Table 4.3, the time between graduating undergraduate and obtaining a full-

time position ranges between 0 to 11 months. Three participants were offered a full-time job 

before graduation and the other five obtained their first-full time position within months of 

graduating. All participants are in their second full-time position, with the maximum number of 

full-time positions being four. About 62.5% of the participant’s current careers are in the 

industry related to their undergraduate major, with 37.5% in careers unrelated to their 

undergraduate major. The data indicates that some participants have been in their current 

position for a long time, with the maximum being eight years and one month, while others being 

in new positions for as long as only one month. The average length of time the participants have 

been in their current roles is three years and six months.  
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Table 4.3 
Career Data  

Participants Industry Job Title 

Time in 
Current 
Position 

# Of Full-
time 
Positions 

Time Between 
Graduation & 
First Full-time 
Position 

Emily  Software/ 
Tech  

Director of 
Product 

2 years 
 4 months 4 5 months 

Kim  Financial 
Services 

Principal- AML 
Investigative Unit 7 years 2 8 months 

Layla  Sports  

Associate 
Athletic Director 
for Creative and 
Branding  

2 years 3 3 months 

Lennon  Education  Teacher  4 years 2 0 

Lucia Human 
Resources 

Principal 
Recruiter 1 month 4 0 

Madison Health Care 

Certified 
Occupational 
Therapy 
Assistant  

1 year 
 6 months 3 11 months 

Sarah  Law 
Enforcement  Police Officer  3 years  

9 months 3 8 months 

Tegan 
Health 
Information 
Technology  

Assistant 
Director Clinical 
Informatics 

8 year  
1 month 2 0 

Participant Profiles 

 The participants in the study each completed an eligibility survey, demographic 

questionnaire, and a Zoom interview. Data from each instrument was used to provide a brief 

overview of each participant below.  

Emily 

Emily is a married white female in her mid-thirties. She has been in the workforce for 

approximately fourteen years and has held four full-time positions. Emily was recruited to play 

on the collegiate women’s soccer team at the targeted university and played on the team for four 

years. Even though she was recruited to play soccer at the university on a full scholarship, she 

chose to attend the university because of the specific sport and recreation management major the 
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university offered. Emily earned her bachelor’s degree in Sports and Recreation Management, 

which is her highest level of education. After graduating, it took Emily five months to obtain her 

first full-time working position, which was a personal trainer. Emily worked as a personal trainer 

for a bit of time but then changed careers and got a job in software. It was her first experience in 

technology and opened the door to other opportunities within the industry. She has remained in 

the technology industry for the remainder of her career. Currently, she works as a Director of 

Product and has been in her position for almost two and a half years.  

Kim  

Kim is a white female in her early thirties. She is currently single but cohabiting with a 

significant other. Kim has been in the workforce for about ten years and has held two full-time 

positions. Upon graduating from the targeted university, it took Kim eight months to obtain her 

first full-time working position. Kim graduated with a bachelor’s degree in Political Science, 

which is her highest level of education. Kim majored in political science because she thought she 

wanted to pursue a career in law. After graduation, Kim took a part-time position at a law firm 

working 15 to 20 hours a week and realized she wanted a more corporate position. Currently, 

Kim works as a Principal for an Anti-Money Laundering Investigative Unit and has been in the 

role for seven years. Kim was recruited to play on the women’s soccer team at the targeted 

university. She played on the team for four years and was on a full athletic scholarship. 

Layla 

Layla is a married white female in her early thirties. She has been in the workforce for 

eight years and has held two full-time positions. Upon earning her undergraduate degree, it took 

Layla about three months to land her first full-time position at a university in Tennessee as an 
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Athletic Content and Marketing Coordinator. She currently works in the sports industry, which 

aligned with her undergraduate major of Journalism Broadcast. Layla eventually went back to 

school and has earned her master’s degree, which is her highest level of education. Layla grew 

up playing soccer and knew she wanted to play soccer at the collegiate level. Layla played soccer 

at the targeted university for four years. She was recruited to walk on to the targeted university 

women’s soccer team with no scholarship at first but eventually earned a partial scholarship. 

Lennon  

Lennon is a white female in her early thirties. She is married with two kids. Lennon has 

been in the workforce for about ten years and has held two full-time positions. Lennon was not 

sure if she wanted to play soccer in college. She applied to a handful of institutions her senior 

year of high school, and the targeted university was not one of them. She then visited a friend 

one weekend at the targeted university and fell in love with the institution. After the visit, she 

contacted the women’s soccer coach and inquired about playing soccer on the women’s 

collegiate team. She was offered a partial scholarship to play soccer at the university and was a 

women’s soccer team member for five years. Lennon changed her major while at the university, 

which required her to have to attend a fifth year to earn her undergraduate degree. Due to NCAA 

rules and regulations, Lennon was only eligible to play for four years, but in her fifth year, she 

was able to keep her scholarship and became an assistant to the coaching staff. As a coaching 

staff member, she continued to attend practices and traveled with the team keeping her connected 

to the women’s soccer program. Lennon earned her bachelor’s degree in Secondary Education. 

During her student teaching experience in her last semester at the targeted university, she was 

offered a full-time teaching position at the school she was student teaching. While working as a 
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full-time teacher, Lennon went back to school to earn her master’s degree in Special Education, 

which is her highest level of education. 

Lucia 

Lucia is a white female in her mid-thirties. She is married with one child. Lucia has been 

in the workforce for 12 years and has held four full-time positions. In high school, Lucia was a 

multi-athlete earning letters in three sports. Upon graduation, Lucia was offered a full 

scholarship to play soccer at the targeted university. She played soccer for the university all four 

years and earned her bachelor’s degree in Business Administration with a minor in Real Estate, 

which is her highest level of education. After earning her bachelor’s degree, Lucia took a job in 

commercial real estate as an Acquisition Analyst. She was let go from that position after only a 

short bit of time due to the market crash. From there, Lucia used her personal connections and 

pivoted her career. She obtained a job in operations for a clothing store which led her to a career 

as a Creative Director. Lucia spent many years with that company but eventually took a step 

back and decided she wanted to pursue a career in Staffing. She has been in the staffing industry 

for about three years recently, just taking a new position as a Principal Recruiter having only 

been in the position for one month.  

Madison 

Madison is a single, never married white female in her late twenties. She has been in the 

workforce for about seven years and has held three full-time positions. Post-graduation, it took 

Madison 11 months to obtain her first full-time position. Her first full-time position was working 

at an elementary school as a one-on-one aid for a student with disabilities. During this 

experience, she was exposed to the occupational therapist career and decided to go back to 
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school to pursue an occupational therapist career. She earned a certificate at a local community 

college, studied for the board exam, and worked as a Certified Occupational Therapy Assistant 

ever since. Madison’s highest level of education is a bachelor’s degree in Public Health which 

she earned from the targeted university. Madison was recruited to play soccer at the targeted 

university and earned a partial scholarship.  

Sarah 

Sarah is a white female in her late twenties. She is currently single but cohabitating with 

a significant other. She has been in the workforce for about five years and has held three full-

time positions. Sarah knew she wanted to pursue a career in federal law enforcement; therefore, 

right after graduation, she began the filing process to get her background check and other 

credentials approved to move forward in the process of achieving her career goal. During this 

time, Sarah worked a full-time job in security which took eight months to land post-graduation. 

Once her credentials were approved, she got a job in federal law enforcement and began training 

for the job. Four years later, she is still in law enforcement. Sarah always knew she wanted to be 

a college athlete and was recruited to play soccer at the targeted university. She entered the target 

university on a full scholarship for soccer and played on the collegiate women’s soccer team for 

four years. Sarah earned a bachelor’s degree in Criminal Justice, which is her highest level of 

education.   

Tegan 

Tegan is a white female in her late thirties. She is married with two kids. Tegan has been 

in the workforce for 15 years and has held two full-time positions. She has been in her current 

position for a little over eight years. Tegan participated in an internship at a community hospital 
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while at the targeted university because she thought she wanted to pursue a career in pharmacy. 

During her time interning, she was asked to use her computer skills to manage different projects, 

and upon graduation, her internship offered her a full-time position. This led Tegan to a career 

that she loves in the field of health information technology. Growing up, sports were a huge part 

of Tegan’s life. After graduating high school, Tegan used soccer as an avenue to open the door to 

a college education. She sought out institutions that provided soccer opportunities and decided to 

enroll at the targeted institution on a partial scholarship. Tegan played soccer at the institution for 

four years and earned her bachelor’s degree in Biology, which is her highest level of education.  

Emerging Themes   

Participation in the study included completing an informed consent statement, a 

demographic questionnaire, and participating in a video conference using Zoom. The interviews 

ranged from 25 minutes to 46 minutes in length, with an average of 33 minutes. Five themes 

emerged from the interviews: 1) institutional career support: resources/supports or lack of 

resources/supports provided from the institution regarding the transition from college to the 

workforce 2) transferable skills: skills acquired as a student-athlete that helped with the post-

college career transition 3) career connections: connections or relationships that were useful to 

future career 4) moving on: adjustment to being a young professional and supports/resources 

used while moving on from being a student-athlete 5) advice from former student-athletes: 

advice to student-athletes or athletic departments about the career transition process for student-

athletes. These themes were chosen based on repetitive phrases and key terms made by 

participants.  
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Institutional Career Support  

 Athletic Department Support  

Each participant discussed the support and resources provided to them by their coaches, 

athletic department, and university. All participants mentioned the athletic department provided 

them with academic advising and academic support with their undergraduate courses, such as 

required study hall or tutoring opportunities, but unanimously all reported a lack of support and 

resources by the athletic department regarding their future career. When asked about the support 

provided by the athletic department, Lennon said,  

Not really, I would say that my academic counselors helped with, you know, scheduling 

and helping with placement for my student teaching, but other than that, afterwards, I felt 

like I was kind of on my own with making those decisions. I don't recall going or seeing 

anyone about a job or career fairs or anything like that for my major. I'm sure there were 

some, maybe I just didn't go to them, but I definitely don't think I was guided to go to 

them. I feel like I would have gone if I was.  

Layla had a similar experience as a student-athlete regarding the academic advising 

services provided by the athletic department at the university. She felt like her academic advisor 

helped her to graduate but felt alone with post-graduation decisions. Interestingly she mentioned 

that she felt like the athletic department cared more about what happened to the football and 

men’s basketball players. Layla mentioned this was her experience when she was at the 

university, but she believes the university has changed and makes more of an effort in these areas 

to date. Layla stated,  
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Our academic advisor helped you graduate. I mean, they guided you through to graduate, 

but other than that, I didn’t feel like there was anyone telling me to apply here, or here is 

some help with your resume. Now, I think that’s changed. Under new administration, 

they have made an effort to do that, but when I was there, I never felt like anyone really 

cared what happened to me after I graduated. I felt like honestly that they cared what 

happened to football players and men basketball players, but I didn’t feel like anyone was 

guiding me towards a job post-graduation. I would say a lot of us felt kind of alone in 

that. I also felt like because we were student-athletes, we did not have many opportunities 

to do internships and other things that people had. So when I graduated, my resume 

literally was just student-athlete, and I had no experience with anything else, and that 

ended up kind of being a detriment when I graduated. 

  More specifically, all participants reported that they never discussed post-college career 

decisions with their coaching staff, yet a majority of the participates indicated that they spent a 

lot of time with their coaching staff and believed they could have had more discussions about 

post-college life. Additionally, six of the participants reported having a change in coaching staff 

while at the university, which could have led to the lack of discussion about post-college careers. 

Those who experienced a coaching staff change reported that the coaching staff impacted their 

experience as a college student-athlete. Lucia stated,   

I had very open relationships with all of my coaches. The assistant coaches changed and 

definitely switched up the vibe. My coaches did not help to make post-college career 

decisions. I don’t think our coach was really that interested in what we were doing off the 

field. 
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Tegan expressed similar feelings as Lucia. Tegan experienced two different head coaches 

while she was at the university, and even though she had a positive relationship with both, each 

relationship was different. Tegan also conveyed that her coaches did not assist her with post-

college career decisions. She did mention, though, that her second coach taught her about overall 

life choices. Tegan explained,  

I would say as a whole, my relationship with my coaches were positive, not perfect, but 

positive. My first coach was purely athletics; we didn’t talk anything but soccer. My 

second coach was a little bit younger. He did not talk about career choices but more about 

life choices. I saw my second coach interact with his family and his wife, and we had 

some life conversations, which were great and positive, but never really about what I 

wanted to do when I graduated or how I wanted to shape my stance on the world. 

Additionally, Madison articulated that her experience as a student-athlete changed over 

time and contributes a huge part of that to coaching staff changes. In her freshman year, she did 

not believe that her coach was totally fair or fought for the team to have resources. Her second 

coach, though, provided the team with more resources like practicing on campus, which made 

things easier for her as a student-athlete. She did believe that her coaches were there for her if 

she needed anything but did not communicate with them about academics or career 

opportunities. Madison stated,  

I never went to my coaches with career questions because I only saw them as soccer-

minded. I know they were there for me if I needed anything, but I always went to my 

academic advisor for academic stuff. I never talked to my coaches about the transition to 

the workplace, but I probably could have or should have. 
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University Support  

Regarding university resources, the demographic survey specifically asked participants if 

they used university career service resources during undergrad. Only one participant answered 

yes. The participant who answered yes indicated they used a personality career service 

assessment. Then during interviews, the participants were asked a more general question about 

what university resources or community-based resources they used to help with post-college 

career decisions. About half of the participants communicated that there was no support or 

resources provided by the university, while the other half mentioned using their professors as a 

resource. This suggests the participants perceived career service resources and university 

resources differently. The participants related the career service resources to the career center on 

campus but looked at university resources as interactions outside the career service center, such 

as connecting with professors. The participants that discussed the lack of resources provided by 

the university mentioned that there might have been university resources and support available, 

but they did not utilize them because they did not know they existed. Tegan explains, “I didn’t 

even know of university resources or was aware of them. There could very well have been 

opportunities out here, and I just overlooked them.”  

Lucia also expressed limited awareness of university resources available to assist with 

career decisions. Lucia does not recall the university providing her with resources to find career 

opportunities but stated that the university might have offered them, and she was just unaware of 

them. Lucia noted, “As far as support from the university on internships or whatnot, we didn’t 

have that, from what I remember. Unless I did not utilize it because I was not made aware of it.” 
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The participants who reported connecting with professors mentioned that because they 

were student-athletes they had to communicate with their professors about traveling and missing 

class which led to meaningful relationships. Furthermore, some of the participants mentioned 

that they had the same professor for more than one of their major courses, which helped foster a 

good relationship. They also felt that their professors took a personal interest in mentoring them. 

Sarah simply stated, “My one professor, I still have a good relationship with him now. He 

actually was a huge part of my career decisions.” 

Similarly, Emily mentioned that she talked with her professors quite a bit, especially 

during her junior and senior years, leading her to build “pretty close” relationships. She revealed 

that her school at the university provided many career resources but noted she did not have 

support from anyone in athletics with the career transition process. Emily explains,  

I did talk to some of my professors quite a bit. So I knew all my professors, especially by 

my junior and senior years. I knew my professors pretty closely and had pretty good 

relationships with them, but no one in athletics. I did not really get along with my coach, 

so maybe that is why. I was in a school at the university though that had a lot of resources 

for us that I tried to use, but I think I ultimately ended up finding stuff outside on my 

own. I did try to use what they had, though. 

Kim had a similar experience connecting with professors. One professor, in particular, 

took a personal interest in her, even though she was not sure why. The personal connection she 

made with the professor she felt was very beneficial but overall did not think her institution was 

great with the after college transition. Kim noted,  

I don't think my institution was great with the after college transition, to be honest. I 
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happened to have a personal mentor to me and helped me a lot. She was the Dean of the 

College. I still keep in touch with her. She just had a personal interest in my success, and 

I was very fortunate that she took the time to, you know, basically engage with me and 

take me under her wing and respond to my emails. I'm sure she's very busy. So I just 

happen to have a personal relationship that I felt was beneficial at my university, and that 

helped me as I transitioned, but I don't think every student-athlete has that. 

Lastly, Lennon expressed that her professor for her senior seminar course really helped 

her prepare for her interview for a full-time teaching position. She mentioned that without the 

guidance of her professor, she would not have known how to write a resume or the appropriate 

interview etiquette. Lennon said, 

My professor for my senior seminar class really was who prepped us on career stuff. She 

was amazing, and if it weren't for her, I wouldn't know any interview etiquette or 

anything. So she was amazing, but she's the only one that ever helped me learn how to 

write a resume or like any of it. 

Transferable Skills  

 Nearly all the participants discussed the different skills they developed from being a 

student-athlete that helped them transition into the workforce. Time management, discipline, 

conflict resolution, and work ethic were some of the common skills noted by the participants. 

The participants described these skills as ones they acquired from balancing being a student, an 

athlete, and having a personal life. They also stated these skills developed from the interactions 

they had with their coaches and teammates. Many participants additionally mentioned that they 

believe being a student-athlete is attractive to employers. Each participant expressed that being a 
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student-athlete and having developed these skills helped them positively transitioned into the 

workforce. Kim said,  

I think the student-athlete experience makes you definitely an advantageous employee. I 

think employers really like the work ethic, the dedication, the commitment, the drive. I 

think being a student-athlete prepares you well for the workforce. You are not really 

phased by having to stay late at work. You are not really phased by solving complex 

problems or having to deal with multiple things at once because we were juggling so 

many things at once with school, soccer, relationships, whatever. So I do think it set me 

up for success in my career. 

Layla reiterated those thoughts saying,  

I think people think if you're a student-athlete, then you're a good hire because you're 

obviously a team player, and you can grit things out. Also, working a ton of hours and 

doing all this, I am like, it's not that bad in reality, because what we used to have to do 

sometimes was so much harder, like mentally. 

Madison also had similar feelings about employers, noting that she is always asked about 

her student-athlete experience. In addition, she also mentioned a few other skills that she 

acquired from being a student-athlete that helped her transition into the workforce. She said, “I 

think so in terms of like time management, team player, that kind of stuff helped. Also, every job 

I've interviewed for asked about my experience being a Division I soccer player, which is cool.” 

Likewise, Tegan discussed the skills she developed as a student-athlete that transitioned 

with her as a young professional. She specifically mentions time management and conflict 

resolution as the two skills that she learned as a student-athlete. She said,  
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Time management is number one. Number two is conflict; I could care less about 

conflict. It does not affect me negatively. I find that I am very good when other people 

are tense, and I can defuse a situation. You know, the messiness of humans doesn’t affect 

me, and I really think it's because I was slapped together with 30 some other girls dealing 

with, you name it, and trying to get out on the other side. 

Lucia reiterated this feeling as well. She stated,  

It allowed me to have good time management. I would say that's huge. Then, you know, 

obviously, being the captain and whatnot, it's a lot of dealing with people, different 

personalities working together as a team, so that, I think prepared me for a lot of the 

management and sales aspect of my positions. 

Lennon also specifically mentioned time management and working with people but reveals that 

knowing more people gave her confidence. She said,  

The whole experience really helps me with time management. I feel like I am really good 

at doing and juggling a lot of things now because of that. I also feel like I knew more 

people from being a student-athlete. It made me more confident with meeting people 

because it's such a social thing, and just dealing with conflict too. 

Lastly, Sarah and Emily echoed these feelings about balancing academics and athletics, 

saying it taught them time management, discipline, and hard work. Emily said, “It teaches you 

discipline, hard work, resiliency, and a lot of general skills.” Sarah also stated, “Being a student-

athlete and having to balance academics and your athletics teaches you time management. It 

teaches you discipline and all the important things you need as an adult.” 

 



 

84 

 

Career Connections  

All participants were asked about internship opportunities. As shown in Table 4.4, all 

eight participants confirmed that they participated in an internship opportunity during college. 

Five participants completed two internship opportunities, and three completed one internship 

opportunity. Of the five participants who completed two internships, two participants completed 

both internships because the internships were required for their undergraduate program. Two 

completed one internship because it was required for their undergraduate program, and the other 

for their own personal gain. Lastly, one participant completed two internships for personal gain. 

Of the participants who completed one internship experience, two participants completed the 

internship opportunity because it was required for their undergraduate program, while the other 

participant completed the opportunity solely on their own for their own personal gain. 

Table 4.4 
Internship Opportunities  

Participants 
Completed 
Internship 

Number of 
Internships  

Internship Required Credit or Personal 
Gain 

Emily Yes  1 Required Credit  
Kim Yes  2 Required Credit and Personal Gain  
Layla Yes  2 Required Credit and Personal Gain  
Lennon Yes 1 Required Credit 
Lucia Yes  2  Personal Gain and Personal Gain  
Madison Yes  2 Required Credit and Required Credit  
Sarah Yes  2 Required Credit and Required Credit  
Tegan  Yes  1 Personal Gain  

The majority of the participants reported completing an internship opportunity was good for their 

resume and helped lead them to their future careers. Still, many participants also expressed that 

interning was not easy while being a student-athlete. Madison said,  

I engaged in an internship for my program, but I could have engaged in more. I don't 

think that I realized it until now, or even till I was out of school. But as a student-athlete 
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you also didn't have the time to do these types of things unless it's offseason. 

Kim expressed similar feelings about the difficulty of being a student-athlete and having an 

internship. Kim shared,  

I remember when I took my internship class, I interned for a congressman who was going 

through an election cycle during campaign season. I had to miss practice on Tuesdays, 

and I remember my coach was like, “you’re benched”, basically, which is like, fine, but I 

knew that for the rest of my life, I was not going to be a professional soccer player, so I 

needed the opportunity to have an internship on my resume when I graduated if I wanted 

to be competitive in the marketplace. So, you know, I kind of made that decision. Like, I 

don't care, I need this internship, and that's what I'm going to focus on, and I made a lot 

of great connections through that internship. 

Emily also discussed her internship experience and how she could only complete an internship in 

her last semester of college since soccer season ended. Additionally, she compares herself to 

other non-student-athletes and hints that being a student-athlete prevented her from having 

internship experiences like her peers. She stated,  

My last semester, I did an internship. It was the only thing I did for my last 16 credits. It 

was with a sports marketing agency in New York. It was full-time, and I didn't get paid, 

and it was the length of a full semester. I think other people worked part-time throughout 

the academic years, but I couldn't do the halftime thing. So I did that internship my last 

semester in the spring since my season ended in the fall. That was like the first spring 

where I was completely free. I think internships are really key because there is just so 

much more that you learn when you're in the field than when you're in the classroom. 
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Layla also discussed her internship experiences. She participated in two internship opportunities, 

one for college credit and one to build her resume. She felt like the internship was good for her 

resume and helped her decide what career to pursue. Layla said,  

I think my first year, I got credit for it, and then my second year doing it, I just did it to 

build my resume and stay in touch and network a little bit. I think it helped me know that 

I wanted to work in sports. I think that was good for me and helped me understand, I love 

the day-to-day and the excitement of sports. So it guided me in that. As far as getting a 

job after, I think it was good on my resume. I think it was necessary to have on my 

resume and kind of helping me understand the difference between working in pro sports 

versus working in college sports because now my whole career, I've pretty much been in 

collegiate athletics. 

Similarly, Tegan participated in an internship because she needed the experiences for her 

resume. Tegan said,  

I did an internship. It was not required for my major, but if I did go into pharmacy, it 

would have been necessary to even be a qualified application. So it was not for credit, but 

it was to look good for my resume. 

Lucia held two internships during her college experiences which she obtained through her 

personal network. Lucia’s aunt introduced her to one of her close friends and colleagues, which 

became her first internship opportunity. Then later, she landed her second internship through a 

family member as well. She reached out to her uncle’s best friend from college, who offered her 

a position at his company. Lucia’s internships helped her decide her future career. Lucia 

mentioned,  
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I did two different internships. I got both internships through my network. Then the 

second internship, I had turned into a full-time position. The internships were not 

required for my degree. They were on my own time. Every single opportunity I've had in 

my career has been based on my own personal network. 

Lucia obtained her first full-time position from her internship experiences, but notably, she 

obtained her internship that led to a full-time job from her own personal network. Many other 

participants expressed the feeling of knowing someone from their personal network to land a 

full-time position. Kim stated,  

When faced with an important career decision, I sought advice from people I knew were 

successful in business and my parents. I also would leverage, like, I had a soccer coach 

growing up, for instance, he was a lawyer at the Justice Department. So I would email 

him and say, you know, I am interested in becoming a lawyer, can I meet with you and 

pick your brain on what it's like and what your thoughts are? I was very aggressive with 

external mentors, which really helped me tremendously in the long run. I got my current 

job because I sent an email to someone I knew introducing myself and saying I was 

thinking of going to law school, will you meet with me? He met with me, and he said, 

you know what, this is what I do. This is how my job works and how I got my job, and I 

was really interested. He was like, I think it'd be a great place for you to look if you're 

looking for that type of a job. So I basically only applied to that company for a long time, 

and then I was able to get in, and it's been the most rewarding decision I ever made. 

Lennon also shared that she got her first full-time position through her internship experience of 

student teaching. The school she was student teaching at happened to be the school she went to 
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as a teenager. She said,  

Spring of my last year, I was matched to student teach, where I went to high school. It 

just so happened that one of the math teachers there was retiring that year, so it kind of 

fell into my lap. I didn’t get interviewed while I was student teaching because they had 

observed me a ton of times, and they, you know, like that I was an alum, so I really just 

feel like everything aligned perfectly. It was awesome. I got hired before I even 

graduated, which was so comforting because I didn't know what to do. So that was 

amazing. I had that job, I graduated in May, and then I started that August.  

Lastly, Madison expressed frustration with the job search process and expressed her 

feelings about having to know someone to get a job. Madison said, “I feel like you really have to 

know someone to get in anywhere. Like my resume was going through black holes online.” 

Moving On  

 Transitioning from being a student-athlete to a young professional comes with a lot of 

adjustments. Some participants' biggest adjustment was separating from their teammates, and 

others were figuring out how to be an employee. Regardless of the different adjustments, all 

participants commonly expressed having the same support system: their family and friends. 

Lucia said,  

The summer after I graduated college, I definitely was kind of lost, I would say. It's like, I 

played college soccer my entire life, and then all of a sudden, it was like, okay, you're 

done. I struggled a lot. That was my identity, and I didn't have that anymore, and that's 

what I was good at, or that's what I enjoyed. So to not have that was kind of like, now 

what do I do? 
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Kim also expressed some uneasy feelings about the transition. Kim shared,  

The biggest adjustment was just being alone, you know, you're so used to being around a 

team that you live with probably four people on your team. So it's different to go from 

that environment to living on your own and trying to figure out, like, who’s your group 

now, you know, you always kind of had a group that you could lean on who were going 

through the same experience you were going through. 

Likewise, Sarah’s adjustment was not easy. She struggled with the loss of structure that being a 

student-athlete provided her. Sarah said,  

A lot of stuff is done for you as a student-athlete, and then it's time to become self-

sufficient. So I think that is tough because your whole day is structured as a student-

athlete. It's planned for you. Then you go from that to having to plan it for yourself and to 

kind of learn to be an adult. I think that transition is tougher for athletes, to be honest, 

than it is for a normal student. 

Tegan and Layla articulated challenges with the transition from being a student-athlete as 

well. Both felt like the biggest transition related to work and being a good employee. Layla 

simply said, “The biggest balance was just understanding what goes into being a good employee 

because I just hadn't had that much experience in it.” Tegan echoed these feelings. She stated,  

I feel like when you get done with college, you're like, I'm on top of the world, but really 

you're not, and you really have to do the same thing you did in college and work your 

way up the hill. And I think that was the biggest transition.  
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Even though many participants expressed challenges with transitioning from being a 

student-athlete, every participant mentioned that their family and friends were the support system 

they used as they were making the transition. Layla said,  

I leaned on my parents a lot, my dad a lot. I also leaned on my friends just to have banter. 

I remember all my friends that summer, after we graduated, were all trying to figure out 

what the heck we wanted to do. So it felt like none of us really had it figured out. It was 

mostly myself, my friends, and my parents just trying to navigate what the right thing to 

do was. 

Lennon had a similar support system. She said,  

Honestly, it was more just my friends and teammates. I didn't trust the coaches. It just 

didn't feel like they were well versed in my field in particular. So I wasn't, you know, 

willing to seek advice from them or the counselors. If anything, my last semester 

professor was really awesome, but most support was from my friends and teammates. 

Tegan and Emily also mentioned that their families helped them during the transition 

from college to the workforce. Tegan said, “I had a couple of older cousins. So I just talked to 

them, like, how do you get a job? What do I do now?” Emily said, “My dad, my brother, my 

family, people, but mostly my family and teammates were my main support system.” Even 

though the participants faced different adjustments from being student-athletes to young 

professionals, they collectively shared that their families, teammates, and friends supported them 

through the transition.  
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Advice From Former Student-Athletes 

 Advice for Student-Athletes  

Moving on from being college student-athletes left the participants uncertain about the 

transition to the workforce and adulthood. Based on their experience with the transition, each 

participant shared advice for current student-athletes who soon will transition from being a 

collegiate student-athlete to a young professional. Each participant had a little different advice. 

Lennon said,  

You’re more ready than you think you are. All the skills that you learned, just by playing 

a sport, you know, the time management, the leadership, the competence, the 

perseverance, the endurance, the conflict resolution skills, like all that, you know, you're 

practicing that every day. 

Tegan similar mentioned,  

Get yourself established. You don't have to find your passion and your forever job 

immediately. You don't have to get paid the biggest bucks immediately, you have to get 

yourself established and use the fact that you worked hard for four years, you're not 

afraid to work hard to allow that to separate yourself. 

Sarah pursued a career in law enforcement, a profession with similar characteristics to being a 

collegiate student-athlete. Therefore her advice was,  

 I would say think about jobs where athletics translates very well. There are a lot of jobs 

where athletics are very much valued. Also, have a good relationship with all those 

around you like, your professors and everything. I think that sets you up for success 
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because they can really have awesome connections for you later. You know, later in life 

and in the career field and stuff. 

Many participants wanted to let current student-athletes know not to be discouraged by 

the job hunt and encouraged current student-athletes to use their connections. Emily said, “You 

can really get discouraged if you’re trying to jump into the workforce and you get turned down 

multiple times. Practice and just keep at it.” Similarly, Madison said,  

Be persistent in terms of the interviewing process. Don't be afraid to ask people for 

resources and help, and I feel like in the workforce when you're getting your first job, you 

have to know someone, so don't be afraid to reach out to people and ask them about their 

job or how to get involved. You got to do what you got to do. 

Kim also encouraged current student-athletes to utilize their network. She really 

emphasized the importance of networking. She said,  

I would say to be confident in asking people in jobs that you think are interesting or that 

you aspire to do. Networking is the most critical part of working in corporate America, 

building a network, being aggressive with finding people. That's the best advice, 

networking. I can't emphasize it enough. I feel like not just networking within your job, 

but networking with alumni too would help you figure out where you want to go. 

Layla also suggested student-athletes reach out to people. She said, “I would tell them to 

find people to help you with your resume. Find things that will make you stick out and go the 

extra mile in an interview process.” 

Lastly, Lucia offered some different and unique advice. Since she experienced multiple 

career changes at this point in her life, her advice to current student-athletes about to transition 
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into the workforce was, “Just try to understand the why behind everything that you do. “Why for 

what” has become my motto in life.”  

Advice for Athletic Programs, Coaches, and Administrators  

Not only did the participants offer advice to current student-athletes about the transition, 

but each participant also provided recommendations for athletic programs, coaches, and 

administrators. Collectively, the participants wished athletic administration had more 

conversations with them about their future and suggested that they use their alumni network 

more to make connections for student-athletes. Each participant was willing to be a resource for 

current student-athletes and wanted to better connect with the athletic department as an alumnus. 

Lennon said, 

I feel like it would have been nice to just talk more academics within the soccer 

community. I just feel like they focus so much on keeping your grades up, so you're 

eligible, and then just soccer. I don't feel like we ever had much guidance about careers. 

It would be cool to have like, instead of practice one day just have, everyone gather and 

hear from people in different careers. Like, here is someone from education, someone 

from finance, here's someone from engineering and actually set you up with either a 

graduate student or a professor or someone that you could get to know and use as a 

reference that you could go to with questions. 

Madison had similar feelings but also suggested volunteering opportunities. Madison 

stated, “I wish different volunteering opportunities were presented to us, or even shadowing 

opportunities to help me figure out what I want to do.” Emily echoed these feelings saying, 

“They could have been helpful just guiding through like how to even pursue job opportunities.” 
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Lucia relatedly stated,  

Just having a conversation would have been helpful. If there is any improvement, it is 

that just having some sort of career counselor or even someone to just ask, what are you 

doing after college? Because I think if someone would have asked me that, I think I 

would have taken a step back. I was just kind of going through the motions. Also 

connecting alumni with current athletes. I think that is missing. 

Layla specifically recommended connecting student-athletes with individuals who can 

help with resumes and building a network. She said,  

Don't just wait till they graduate and try and help them. Explain the basic things to them, 

like what it means to be successful in the classroom, the importance of going to class, and 

just basic things. Then help them with their resume. Help student-athletes find tangible 

forms of success to put on their resume. Also, help with networking. Introduce student-

athletes to the right donors. 

Tegan recommended a comprehensive program that guides student-athletes through the process 

would be valuable. Tegan said,  

Athletic departments need to recognize that maybe there needs to be a little bit more 

personalized support. However, some type of program, or I don't know, opportunity to 

guide you through the process would be awesome. 

In addition to providing student-athletes with a program to help them through the career 

process, Sarah suggested athletic departments teach student-athlete adult skills. Sarah said, 

“Budgeting and financial planning for the future and stuff like that would be helpful.”  In 

closing, Kim suggested utilizing the institution’s alumni network to expose student-athletes to 
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different careers. Kim said, “I don't think my university leveraged its alumni network enough to 

try to recruit into different companies. Exposing student-athletes to various careers and people 

who have been successful, I think will inspire them.”  

Summary of Findings 

Based on the participant's responses to the demographic questionnaire and interview 

questions, five themes emerged: 1) institutional career support, 2) transferable skills, 3) career 

connections, 4) moving on, and 5) advice from former student-athletes. Each participant 

discussed the support and resources provided to them by their coaches, athletic department, and 

university. The majority of the participants expressed having little support from their coaches 

and athletic department with the career transition process. The bulk of the support the 

participants received was from professors. All participants also expressed that they acquired 

several skills such as time management, conflict resolution, and discipline from being student-

athletes. The participants believed these skills helped them have a more successful transition into 

the workforce, and many of them still use the skills today within their careers.  

Additionally, all eight participants engaged in an internship experience, contributing to a 

positive transition into the workforce. Many of the participants completed an internship for credit 

and to boost their resumes. Even though all student-athletes completed internship opportunities, 

it was not always an easy experience. Some of the participants expressed frustrations with 

juggling an internship and being a student-athlete. The participants also expressed challenges 

with the transition from being a student-athlete to a young professional. Several participants' 

biggest adjustment was leaving their teammates while others struggled with learning how to be a 
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good employee. Regardless of each participant's biggest adjustment, all participants collectively 

used their families, friends, and teammates for support during this transition period.  

Universally, when asked if they had a positive or negative experience being a college 

student-athlete, participants answered positive. The participants also offered advice to current 

student-athletes, such as being confident, persistent, and not afraid to ask for help. In addition, 

the participants provided recommendations to athletic programs, coaches, and administrators. 

Overall, the participant suggested that there be more conversations and support provided to 

student-athletes about the career transition process. All participants offered to be a resource to 

current student-athletes and suggested that universities leverage their alumni network.  
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

Discussion of Findings  

 The purpose of the study was to investigate the transition from college to the workforce 

for former NCAA Division I women soccer players at an urban institution on the east coast. 

More specifically, the focus was on the psychosocial and institutional influences on the student-

athletes experience with the transition. The former student-athletes who participated in the study 

all attended the targeted university, played soccer for the targeted university’s Division I 

women’s soccer team, graduated from the targeted university, and entered the workforce after 

graduation.   

Of the eight participants in the study, all but one earned their bachelor’s degree in four 

years. The one participant who did not graduate in four years earned their bachelor’s degree in 

five years. Furthermore, two out of the eight participants earned a master’s degree after being 

seasoned in their careers. One participant returned to the targeted university and earned their 

master’s degree, while the other earned their master’s degree from another institution. These 

findings support the NCAA report that NCAA Division I student-athletes have a 90% graduation 

success rate compared to their nonathletic peers. The NCAA also reported that more than eight 

out of ten student-athletes earn a bachelor’s degree, with more than 35% earning postgraduate 

degrees. Out of the student-athletes who go on to earn a postgraduate degree, 70% earn a 

graduate degree from the same institution they earned their undergraduate degree within two 

years (NCAA, 2020). Institutions should focus on the career success of student-athletes since the 

population of students is meeting the four year graduation rate and earning bachelor’s degrees.  
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The study also suggests a lack of support from coaches and the athletic department with 

the career transition process. Most of the participants' support was from interactions with their 

professors and their own personal networks. The data revealed that most of the participants were 

not aware of the university's career resources and indicated that they would have likely used 

them to help with the transition if they were aware of the resources provided. These findings 

support previous research discoveries that student-athletes realize the significance of planning 

and having a passion for their future career (Harrison & Lawrence, 2003;2004). Burns et al. 

(2013) found that academic support programs improve student-athletes career decisions. Burns et 

al. (2013) propose universities and coaches should target career counseling to student-athletes 

and recommended student-athletes be enrolled in a career exploration skills course. The present 

study’s findings reiterate the need for specific academic support programs that focus on 

collegiate student-athletes' career transition and career decisions. Not only do institutions need to 

provide academic support in these areas, but they need to make sure that student-athletes are 

aware of the resources available to them to help with the career transition. The findings suggest 

that universities and athletic administration should provide and promote academic support 

programs that emphasize career development specifically for student-athletes.  

The findings also suggest that universities and athletic administration explore the gender 

difference between women and men student-athletes related to the career transition process. 

Much literature focuses on the gender difference between women and men’s careers, women’s 

career development once employed and addresses the external factors that influence a women’s 

career transitions. The research suggests that women’s careers are different in many ways than 

men's and face different labor market opportunities (Powell & Mainiero, 1992; Sterrett, 1999). 
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Even though this study did not explicitly ask the participants about their perspective about the 

career transition process compared to men student-athletes, one of the participants in this study 

mentioned she believed the university did not care what happened to her after graduation but 

sensed that the university cared more about the football and men basketball players. It is 

interesting that one participant highlighted a difference between the attention provided to men 

student-athletes compared to women student-athletes without being asked specifically about the 

gender differences. Coaches, athletic departments, and administrators should be mindful of the 

differences and provide career programming that targets women student-athletes. Specific 

programming for women student-athletes could eliminate women student-athletes feeling that the 

institution does not care about what happens to them post-graduation and can also address the 

different career opportunities they may face due to being women.  

The participants in the study also discussed being a student-athlete and having to manage 

being a student and an athlete forced them to learn time management, discipline, hard work, 

conflict resolution, and many other important skills that they continue to use in their careers 

today. Similarly, Cangilia et al.’s (2014) case study of one women soccer player revealed many 

parallel skills between being a student-athlete and the workforce. The findings revealed that time 

management, team cohesiveness, and problem solving were all skills learned from being a 

student-athlete transitioning into the workplace. The student-athletes in Cummins and O’Boyle ‘s 

(2015) study also praised their university for teaching them life skills such as time management, 

punctuality, cultural awareness, and the ability to question authority, but mentioned a lack of 

tangible institutional support such as career advice. Institutions should applaud themselves for 

teaching student-athletes transferable skills that make them successful within their careers but 
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should provide student-athletes with more visible support with the career transition process. The 

participants in the study suggest institutions develop comprehensive programs that address all 

aspects of the career transition and provide networking opportunities for student-athletes, 

particularly connecting them with alumni.  

Institutions that develop or improve their career development programs need to be 

mindful of the time commitment of being a student-athlete and address the non-academic 

elements of the career transition process. Previous literature states student-athletes experience 

different demands such as extensive amounts of hours in sport participation and the retirement 

from elite competition, that make the career transition process different compared to their peers 

(Ballie, 1993; Brown et al., 2000; Linnenmeyer et al., 2010; Shurts & Shoffner, 2004).  The 

findings of the present study supports previous research. Most participants compared themselves 

to their nonathletic peers mentioning that because they were student-athletes, they did not have 

the same career development experiences as their peers and did not feel like they had as many 

opportunities to do internships and other career preparation activities as others, unless it was in 

offseason, due to the time commitment of being a student-athletes.  

The bulk of the participants also expressed challenges with the transition from being a 

student-athlete to a young professional. Several participants’ biggest adjustment was leaving 

their teammates while others struggled with learning how to be a good employee. Collectively, 

the participants were uncertain about the transition to the workforce and adulthood, expressing 

they felt lost or alone. This finding supports previous studies’ findings that the transition out of 

sport for women student-athletes leads to a sense of loss or questions about their purpose and 

provides major uncertainty about their social circles (Saxe et al., 201; Smith & Hardin, 2018). 
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Athletic administrators should consider making counselors available to student-athletes during 

the transition, both while they are enrolled as students at the institution and upon graduation. 

Counselors can help student-athletes establish a support team that includes others outside of the 

university, assist student-athletes with coping skills, and aid student-athletes with life 

management and career planning. Athletic administration should also consider making women 

student-athletes aware of the help these counselors can provide as they transition from being 

student-athletes to young professionals. 

Regardless of each participant’s biggest adjustment, all participants unanimously used 

their families, friends, and teammates to support them during this transition period. This finding 

correlates with Brown et al.’s (2018) discovery that elite athletes seek support from close family 

during the transition from sport. Brown et al.’s (2018) study found that elite athletes experience a 

more positive transition from sport if they felt cared for by people they believed understood them 

and what they were going through. Again, this suggests that athletic administration should 

consider making individuals such as counselors or even alumni available to transitioning student-

athletes. Additionally, athletic programs should also consider including families and friends 

within their career development programming. Not all institutions have specific career 

development programs for student-athletes, but the institutions that do could deliver information 

sessions for families and friends to equip them with resources to help their student-athletes 

through the career transition process. Connecting transitioning student-athletes to individuals 

who understand and relate to the transition they are experiencing could contribute to helping 

student-athletes make a more successful transition into the workplace. 

Previous literature also states that athletes who had difficulty asking for support with 
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transitioning from sport found the transition to be a more distressing experience (Brown et al., 

2018). Moreover, previous research suggests that student-athletes lacked guidance from past 

student-athletes about the career transition process and felt the need to express advice to 

collegiate student-athletes facing transitioning out of collegiate sport (Cummins & O’Boyle, 

2015; Smith & Hardin, 2018). The findings from the current study support these findings and 

suggest that collegiate student-athletes should reach out to ask for support with the career 

development process, whether that be from the university or alumni. The participants in the study 

overwhelming mentioned that they attributed networking to their successful attainment of a full-

time position and would encourage current student-athletes not to be afraid to ask for help. The 

participants recommend that student-athletes seek assistance with their resumes, connect with 

alumni, and prepare themselves for the job market. Therefore, student-athletes should also take 

the initiative with the career transition process, and if they are feeling lost or uncertain about 

their future, they should seek assistance.   

Lastly, the findings of this study would suggest that the application of Schlossberg’s 

transition model was an acceptable model to use as a guide to explore the psychosocial 

influences, institutional influences, and the overall career transition process of former NCAA 

Division I women student-athletes. Schlossberg’s (1981) Model of Human Adaptation to 

Transition presents a framework in which all kinds of transitions, positive or negative, dramatic 

or ordinary, event or non-event, can be analyzed. The model begins with a transition that leads to 

three factors that influence the transition and ends with how an individual adapts to transitions. 

Several elements of Schlossberg’s model appeared in this study’s analysis. Psychosocial 

competence is one of the many individual characteristics Schlossberg considers significant to 
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adaptation to transition and can relate to self-esteem and self-worth (Schlossberg, 1981). Several 

participants expressed that being a student-athlete gave them confidence and provided them with 

skills such as time management, conflict resolution, and discipline, which assisted with a 

successful transition to the workforce. These findings support Schlossberg’s model that an 

individual’s characteristics are a major determinant of adaptation to transition. The results from 

this study reveal that former student-athletes attribute their successful transition from college to 

the workforce, in part, to their student-athlete identity.   

In addition to individual characteristics emerging from the study’s analysis, the 

characteristics of pre-and post-transition appeared as well and was the most evident theme. 

Schlossberg’s (1981) model indicates that adaptation to transition depends on differences in pre-

and post-transition environments, supports, and the individual. Pre- and post-transition 

environments include internal support, intimate relationships, family units, a network of friends, 

institutional supports, and a physical setting. Institutional support was a major theme that 

emerged from the study. The participants felt a lack of support from their coaches and athletic 

department with the career transition process. They stated that their professors were the most 

valuable with the process out of all the university's support. Individuals who received support 

from their professors seemed to have a more positive transition than those who did not have any 

support. This supports Schlossberg’s model that the characteristics of the pre-and post-

transitional environment play a significant role in an individual’s ability to adapt. 

Previous studies utilized Schlossberg’s model to explore student-athletes' transition in 

and out of sport and athlete retirement. The findings reveal that institutional support is an 

important factor in adjustment to retirement, there is limited support during and after the 
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transition, and resources provided to student-athletes need to be diversified to meet the needs of 

student-athletes as they transition out of sport (Saxe et al., 2017; Stokowski et al., 2019; Wheeler 

et al., 1996). Each study suggested that Schlossberg’s model effectively explores the transition 

for student-athletes but does not investigate the career transition process. Similar to previous 

research, this study found that institutional support is an important factor in adaptation to 

transition. Participants expressed a lack of support and resources provided by their coaches and 

athletic department. Their professors provided the majority of the support and resources around 

the career transition. Additionally, participants collectively expressed that their family, friends, 

and teammates were who they leaned on to navigate the transition into the workforce. The 

findings from the study suggest that Schlossberg's model is also applicable for exploring the 

career transition of women student-athletes and adds to the literature.  The characteristics of pre-

and post-transition are the most evident element that appears in the research, and future studies 

should utilize Schlossberg’s (1981) model to further investigate the institutional support of 

transitioning student-athletes.   

Overall, research shows that institutional and social support networks surrounding 

transitioning college student-athletes needs to be implemented. More successful transitions may 

be achieved if the characteristics of pre-and post-transition environments are made clearer from 

early stages (Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015; Stokowski et al., 2019). The current findings 

demonstrate that the former NCAA Division I women soccer players in the present study share 

similar views about the career transition process. The participants encourage coaches, athletics 

programs, and administrators to have more conversations with student-athletes about the career 

transition process and strongly recommend leveraging their alumni networking and offering 
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more resources to student-athletes to assist with the transition from being a student-athlete to a 

young professional.  

Limitations  

Currently, limited research focuses specifically on former NCAA Division I women 

student-athlete’s perspectives on the career transition process. This study was conducted to fill 

that void. While this study advances our understanding of the career transition of NCAA 

Division I women soccer players, it is not without limitations. The major limitations within the 

study were a) access to participants, b) lack of diversity among participants, and c) the study’s 

inclusion criterion.  

 The study consists of eight former NCAA Division I women soccer players who were 

recruited from the researcher’s personal contacts. The university was unable to provide a list of 

personal email addresses of former women soccer players who graduated from the targeted 

university between 2006-2016. The researcher for the study was a former NCAA Division I 

women soccer player who graduated from the targeted university and used their personal 

contacts to recruit participants for the study. The recruitment email potentially only reached a 

small portion of the former student-athletes who qualified for the study due to the researcher 

using their contacts. In addition, a larger number of the emails the researcher used from their 

contacts were invalid and bounced back, again limiting the number of individuals who received 

the recruitment email and qualified for the study.  

Due to the lack of access to accurate and updated contact information, the study relied 

on the eight participants who volunteered to share their stories and experience as former NCAA 

Division I student-athletes. One of the participant’s interviews only lasted 25 minutes, which 
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could be a limitation. There could be many reasons why the participant did not provide more 

detailed answers to the interview questions, such as having strong ties to the targeted university, 

still experiencing a strong athletic identity, having other obligations during the interview period, 

or the probing questions used by the interviewer did not elicit additional information. Either 

way, qualitative research involves emotionally charged topics, and sometimes participants are 

reluctant to share their experiences. If the university had a comprehensive list of contacts, more 

former student-athletes could have opted to participate providing more interviews for data 

collection and possibly generating a more diverse pool of participants.  

Although this study’s focus was not on the racial and ethnic backgrounds of women’s 

soccer players, the lack of diversity among participants’ racial and ethnic backgrounds was a 

limitation. All participants in the study identified as White and Not Hispanic or Latino. In 2020-

21, there were a total of 25 women soccer players on the target university’s roster. Of the 25 

women soccer players, 72% identified as White and Not Hispanic or Latino, 24% identified as 

Black or African American and Not Hispanic or Latino, and 4% identified as Asian or Pacific 

Island and Not Hispanic or Latino. Additionally, in 2020, the NCAA reported 66% Division I 

women soccer players identified as White, 7% identified as Black, and 27% identified as Other. 

Among the racial/ethnic diversity of players have improved since 2012 when the NCAA 

reported 76% Division I women soccer players identified as White, 5% identified as Black, and 

19% identified as Other (NCAA, 2020). Based on the racial and ethnic backgrounds of both the 

participants in the study, the university’s most current roster, and the NCAA’s demographic 

database, the sport of soccer may not be conducive to exploring transitions of student-athletes 

across racial and ethnic backgrounds. Future research should explore women student-athletes' 
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career transition process for women who participate in other sports. Sports with more diverse 

populations may provide greater insight into the career transition process across racial and 

ethnic backgrounds. They would provide a more thorough understanding of the career transition 

process of all women student-athletes. 

The criterion for this study is also a limitation. The study required participants to have 

attended the targeted university, played soccer on the targeted university’s Division I women’s 

soccer team for four or more years, graduated from the targeted university between 2006-2016, 

and entered the workforce after graduation. A total of 16 individuals responded to the eligibility 

survey, but only nine qualified for the study. The other individuals who completed the eligibility 

survey did not qualify for the study because they either were transfer students who did not play 

at the targeted university for four or more years, went to graduate school immediately after 

graduating from the targeted university, graduated outside the allotted time frame, or a 

combination of these elements. The study did not expand to include these participants for 

consistency. The targeted university implemented a career development program in 2017-18, and 

the study aimed to explore former women soccer players who did not participate in an organized 

career development program. Additionally, the focus of the study was on the career transition 

from college to the workforce, and student-athletes who attend graduate school immediately after 

graduation are full-time students and have not yet transitioned into the workplace. Future 

research should examine women soccer players who transfer to the targeted university and those 

who immediately enter a full-time graduate program upon graduating from the targeted 

university. The experience of the career transition process of student-athletes who were transfer 

students and were only at the university for a short amount of time could differ from the 



 

108 

 

experience of student-athletes who attend the university for four or more years. Likewise, the 

career transition process for student-athletes who attend a graduate program immediately after 

earning their bachelor’s degree at the targeted university may vary significantly from the 

transition noted in this study. Research should look to examine both populations of student-

athletes.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

Nearly all collegiate women student-athletes will eventually experience a transition from 

college to the workforce; therefore, research should continue to explore the career transition 

process of women student-athletes. Further qualitative research should examine the central 

research question with women student-athletes who compete in different sports, at other 

institutions, and across division levels. Women student-athletes at Division II and III institutions 

and those who participate in sports at two-year institutions or community colleges who transition 

into the workforce upon graduation should be studied. Without understanding the career 

transition process perspective for other former women student-athletes who engage in different 

sports and compete at other institutions across other divisions, it is difficult to know if the former 

women student-athletes' transition in this study is unique to the targeted university.  

Additionally, to fully analyze the transition experience of women student-athletes, 

researchers should also study women student-athletes transition for those who graduate 

undergraduate and enter directly into graduate school. The current study focused on the transition 

of women student-athletes who transitioned into the workforce upon graduation, but not all 

student-athletes make this transition. To understand how the transition is different or similar, 

future research should apply the current study’s interview questions to former women student-
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athletes who enroll in a full-time graduate program immediately after earning their 

undergraduate degree and then transition into the workforce later. Future studies should analyze 

data deductively utilizing the current study’s existing themes (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). 

Future research should also focus on the transferable skills student-athletes acquire from 

being a student-athlete. Research suggests that student-athletes leave college with strong 

transferable skills such as time management, discipline, resiliency, and conflict management 

(Cangila, 2014; Cummins & Boyle, 2015). Therefore, research should be conducted to 

understand these transferable skills and how they contribute to the student-athletes transition 

from college to the workforce. More specifically, how transferable skills impact a women 

student-athlete’s transition. A mixed-method study quantifying transferable skills and exploring 

the different perspectives of the career transition process for student-athletes would strengthen 

the current research (Creswell, 2012). In addition, future research should aim to better 

understand how coaches, athletic programs, and administrators can help student-athletes use such 

skills to navigate the job market to gain employment and make a successful transition from being 

a collegiate student-athlete to a young professional.   

Furthermore, future research should explore the types of social support that student-

athletes receive during the transition from college to the workforce. The findings from this study 

revealed that all eight women student-athletes relied heavily on their families, friends, and 

teammates as they transitioned from college to a young professional. Literature on elite athletes 

also reveals that athletes have a more positive transition from sport when they receive support 

from various people during the time of transition (Brown et al., 2018). Future research should 

aim to gain a better understanding of how athletic administrations can supports student-athletes 
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through the transition process as well as how other social supports such as families, friends, and 

teammates influence the career transition process. The findings from the study suggest that 

individuals outside of the university support student-athletes through the college to the career 

transition process, but more research needs to be done to explore these types of influences in 

greater detail. Thus, research on the social support student-athletes receive during the transition 

from being a student-athlete is warranted. A phenomenological approach that explores this 

phenomenon in-depth and better describes how women student-athletes experience social 

support as they transition into young professionals would add to the research. 

In addition, men student-athletes’ transition from college to the workforce may differ 

from their women counterparts. Researchers should examine former men student-athletes’ 

transitions from college to the workforce, specifically examining the psychosocial and 

institutional influences on the career transition process. Similar to the current study, a qualitative 

study that utilizes a grounded theory approach to analyzing data should generate a general 

explanation of the career transition process of former men student-athletes. A comparative study 

can then be conducted to identify and analyze similarities and differences between the two 

groups (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Future research that compares the former women student-

athlete experience to the former men student-athlete experience would advance our 

understanding of the career transition process specifically for women student-athletes.   

Lastly, the study’s purpose was to examine the experiences of former NCAA Division I 

women soccer players’ transition from college to the workforce. The study focused exclusively 

on the student-athlete perspective, but it would be interesting to examine the perspective of 

coaches, athletic programs, and administrators about the career transition process for college 
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student-athletes. More specifically, research should examine coaches’ comfortability level with 

discussing the career transition process with student-athletes. Research suggests that coaches 

carry a significant weight within women student-athletes collegiate experience (Saxe et al., 

2017), and the current study’s findings support these findings. This study indicates that student-

athletes spend the most time with their coaches yet rarely discuss post-college career decisions 

with them. Thus, a future study exploring coaches’ perspectives of their ability to support 

student-athletes as they transition from college to the workplace would enhance the findings and 

provide a better understanding of the resources available to help student-athletes through the 

career transition process.  

Recommendations for Practice 

Implementing career development programming for NCAA student-athletes is a newer 

initiative for many institutions. The NCAA released the Career Self-Exploration for Student-

Athletes workshop in 2017, which was the first time the NCAA provided any resources related to 

career development for student-athletes (Van, 2017). Around the same time, more institutions 

started offering student-athlete career development programming. The University of Arizona 

offer professional development opportunities such as career fairs, networking nights, lunch and 

learns, and other workshops for their student-athletes (The University of Arizona, 2020). 

Vanderbilt University and Temple University offer more comprehensive programming, which 

requires student-athletes to complete certain requirements. These program offerings are still very 

young, and there is minimal public or qualitative research that explores the success of these types 

of programs (Dougherty, 2018; Elliot, 2018;). Therefore, individuals from all different NCAA 

institutions should develop an advisory committee to share ideas, opinions, and data regarding 
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their career development programming success thus far.  

Additionally, in 2017-18, the targeted university developed a career development 

program that educates student-athletes about diverse professional perspectives and assists 

student-athletes with developing career management (Dougherty, 2018). The targeted university 

should explore the career transition process for former women soccer players at the university 

who opted into the athletic career development program. A comparative study should be 

performed to determine the similarities and differences between the women soccer players’ 

perspectives on the transition process for those who did not have access to the career 

development program and those who completed the program. Furthermore, the targeted 

university should be evaluating the effectiveness of its program. If the university is not doing so 

already, the university should utilize a program satisfaction survey to assess the program's 

effectiveness, gather credible evidence, and determine what works well and what could be 

improved. A graduate student could help with this data collection. If the university is already 

collecting this data, it is recommended that they share the data with external partners. The 

targeted university should consider collaborating with other NCAA Division I institutions to 

compare curriculums, share resources, and develop new ideas that can help improve the current 

program.   

Another recommendation for the targeted university and all NCAA institutions is to 

encourage coaching staff of women’s teams to engage in discussions with their players about 

their future careers. Research suggests that coaches carry significant weight within women 

student-athletes collegiate experiences (Saxe et al., 2017). The current study's findings support 

these findings, with most of the participants stating that their coaching staff impacted their 
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experience as a student-athlete. The participants reported that they never discussed post-college 

career decisions with their coaching staff, yet they spent the most time with their coaching staff. 

The findings suggest that coaches should engage in more discussions with their players about 

post-college life. Universities should equip their coaching staff with resources to help their 

players through the career transition process. Universities should educate coaches on the career 

resources available to student-athletes so coaches can highlight these resources to their players 

and encourage them to take advantage of the services. They should provide training for their staff 

and encourage them to have more candid conversations with their athletes about the transition 

from college to the workforce.  

In addition, it is recommended that coaches and athletic administration continue to 

engage in a relationship with their student-athletes even after they leave the university. Coaches 

and athletic administration should check in on their recent graduates and continue to support 

them until they secure employment. Fostering this relationship could benefit student-athletes in 

the future. The majority of the participants recommended that university’s leverage their alumni 

network. The participants expressed they wanted a better connection with the athletic department 

as alumni and were interested in helping current student-athletes transition into the workforce. 

Therefore, coaches and athletic administration should engage with their alumni, and if they do 

not currently have a strong alumni network, they should dedicate time to building an alumni 

community.   

Lastly, research should continue to explore how women student-athletes experience the 

transition from collegiate athletics to the workforce. Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-

methods research should be used to explore the phenomena. More research that explores the 
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career transition process of former NCAA women student-athletes at other institutions who play 

other sports and compete at different division levels will contribute to a better comprehension of 

the factors that influence college women student-athletes transition into the workforce. 

Institutions can use the findings to develop plans and programs to support their women student-

athletes as they transition into young professionals.  

Conclusion 

 Each year, about 158,000 women student-athletes compete at the NCAA Division I, II, 

and III levels (NCAA, 2020). At some point, every one of these women student-athletes will 

encounter a transition from college, whether immediately entering the workforce upon 

graduation or continuing their education in graduate school. Research shows that women 

student-athletes have high athletic identities, have less time to devote to career development 

during college, experience sadness with leaving their sport and college, and feel uncertain about 

their future upon graduation (Brewer et al., 1993; Linenmeyer et al., 2010; NCAA, 2020; Rishe, 

2003; Saxe et al., 2017; Shurts & Shoffner, 2004). Therefore, the purpose of this study was to 

explore former NCAA Division I women soccer players’ transition from college to the 

workforce. Through semi-structured interviews, the study explored eight former NCAA Division 

I women soccer players’ perspectives on the transition from college to the workforce, explicitly 

investigating the psychosocial and institutional influences related to the career transition process.  

The results from the study affirm that NCAA Division I women student-athletes 

experience challenges with the adjustment from college to the workforce and tend to lean heavily 

on their families, friends, and teammates for support during the transition. The findings suggest 

that women student-athletes have a positive experience being student-athletes and learn 
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transferable skills that aid in helping them make a successful transition into the workforce but 

feel a lack of support from their athletic department regarding the career transition process. The 

results of this study imply that coaches, athletic programs, and administrations should offer more 

comprehensive career programing to prepare women student-athletes for the transition from 

college to the workforce. The results also suggest that athletic programs should leverage their 

alumni network and connect current student-athletes to alumni who work in their desired career 

field. Not only should athletic programs develop comprehensive career programming, but they 

also need to make sure student-athletes are aware of the career services provided to help with the 

transition.   

 While the specifics of this study may not be generalizable to other institutions, women 

student-athletes who play different sports, or to women student-athletes that compete at different 

division levels, the study provides important findings about the career transition process NCAA 

Division I women soccer players experience. The results offer a starting point to identify the 

areas of need regarding the career transition process for women student-athletes. Due to the 

results of this study, it is evident that there is more to learn about the career transition process for 

women student-athletes, and more research should be done to explore this population of students 

as they transition into young professionals.  
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APPENDIX A: RECRUITMENT EMAIL  
 

Hello,  
 
My name is Kate Yurkovic Manning. I am a Doctoral Candidate student in the Higher Education 
program at Temple University. I want to explore NCAA Division I women student-athletes’ 
perception of their transition from college to the workforce.  
 
This email is to inform you that you are a potential participant. Selections for the study is based 
on specific criteria. The criteria for this study requires participants to have attended [target 
university], played soccer on [target university’s] Division I women’s soccer team for four or 
more years, graduated from [target university] between 2006-2016, and entered the workforce 
after graduation.  
 
The study consists of a questionnaire and one interview. The questionnaire is brief and will 
collect demographic information. The interview will be conducted via Zoom and will take 
approximately 60 minutes. The interview will be recorded and transcribed. Your interview will 
be anonymous. After the interview, you will be provided a copy of the transcription to review for 
accuracy.  
 
Participation in this study is voluntary. There are no known risks if you decide to participate. 
There is no payment for your involvement in the study, and there will be no cost to you for your 
participation.  
 
If you would like to take part in this study, please complete the short eligibility survey: NCAA 
Women’s Soccer Player. If eligible, you will be contacted to complete a demographic survey and 
arrange an interview. Please note that completing this survey does not obligate you to participate 
in the study. If you do not participate in the study, your submitted information will be destroyed.  
 
If you have any additional questions or concerns about the study, please do not hesitate to 
contact me, Kate Yurkovic Manning, at xxx@temple.edu.  
 
Thank you for your time.  
 
Best, 
 
Kate Yurkovic Manning 

 

 

 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLScAXC_VGNFNQ1sw4Yd3XW29DDp8XL63-rndMzevL2OdppvfvA/viewform?usp=sf_link
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLScAXC_VGNFNQ1sw4Yd3XW29DDp8XL63-rndMzevL2OdppvfvA/viewform?usp=sf_link
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APPENDIX B: ELIGIBILITY SURVEY 
 

 Title: Exploring Former NCAA Division I Women Soccer Players’ Transition: College to Career  
  

First Name:  
Last Name:  
Student ID (optional):  
What is your ethnicity: 
What is your race:  
Preferred Phone Number:  
Preferred Email Address:  
Preferred Method of Contact:  

o Phone  
o Email  

Did you graduate from XXXX University?  
o Yes  
o No  

What year did you earn your undergraduate degree?  
Were you an NCAA Division I women’s soccer player at XXXX University between the years of 2006-2016?   

o Yes  
o No  

Were you a member of XXXX University’s women’s soccer team for four or more years?  
o Yes  
o No  

Did you receive an athletic scholarship at XXXX University?  
o Yes- full scholarship 
o Yes- partial scholarship 
o No  

Did you work during the academic year?   
o Yes  
o No 

Did you complete an internship during college?  
o Yes  
o No 

If you did complete an internship, did you receive course credit for your internship?  
o Yes  
o No  
o N/A  

What was your undergraduate major at XXXX University?  
After graduation, did you enroll in a graduate program full-time?  

o Yes 
o No 

What is your highest level of education? 
o Bachelor’s 
o Master’s  
o Doctorate  
o Other_______________ 

What year did you start your first full-time employment opportunity?  
In what industry are you currently employed?  
What is your current job title? 
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APPENDIX C: CONSENT FORM 
 

CONSENT AGREEMENT  
 

My name is Kate Yurkovic Manning. I am a Doctoral Candidate in the Higher Education 
program at Temple University. I want to explore NCAA Division I women student-athletes’ 
perception of their transition from college to the workforce.  
 
I am requesting your participation with my research. Your participation in this research will take 
approximately 75 minutes. I would like to interview you once via Zoom (60 minutes) and ask 
you to complete a brief demographic questionnaire (15 minutes).   
 
I am asking for your permission to video record our interview in order to capture your opinions 
and ideas accurately, however, if you want me to stop recording at any time, you can let me 
know. Your name, institution you attended, and current place of work will not be specified in the 
reporting of the data. Additionally, you do not have to answer any questions that you do not feel 
comfortable answering. The recording will be kept in a secure location. After I transcribe the 
interview, I will prepare a transcript. I will give you a copy of the typed transcript. Please 
provide your email address below.  
 
You should be aware that even if you agree to participate, you are free to withdraw from the 
study at any time. If you do wish to withdraw, please contact Kate Yurkovic Manning via email 
to indicate you no longer want to participate. If you withdraw from the research after completing 
any stage of the data collection, your demographic questionnaire, video recording of the 
interview, and interview transcript will be destroyed and excluded from the data analysis.  
 
I think that you will find participation in this research project rewarding. Student-athletes are 
high-level performing athletes who experience the traditional demands of job-hunting, 
interviewing, and the multiple emotions that all college students experience when transitioning 
into young professionals. In addition to these demands, student-athletes experience other unique 
obstacles related to their collegiate playing careers ending, and your experience and memories 
will help other people understand the career transition process for a NCAA Division I women 
student-athletes.  
 
By providing my below contact email, I voluntarily agree to participate in this study.  
 
Contact Email: ______________________________________________________________ 
 
If you have any questions regarding your participation in this research, you may contact Kate 
Yurkovic Manning at xxx@temple.edu or by phone at XXX-XXX-XXXX.  
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o Married 
o Widowed 
o Divorced 
o Separated  

o In a domestic partnership or civil union  
o Single, but cohabiting with a significant other  
o Single, never married  

 

APPENDIX D: DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONNAIRE 

Directions: Please answer all questions as accurately as possible. Responses will be securely 
stored and will be reported confidentially as not to reveal your true name and identity.  
 

1. Full Name: 

2. What is your age: 

3. Which of the following best describes your current relationship status?  

 

 
 
 
 

4. Current zip code of residency:  

5. Number of years you were a member of the XXXX University NCAA Division I 

women’s soccer team:  

6. Undergraduate Cumulative GPA:  

7. Number of years out of sport:  

8. First Job Title: 

9. Month and Year started First Job:   

10. How many full-time employment opportunities have you held?  

11. Current Job Title:  

12. Number of years/months in current job:  

13. Did you use XXXX University’s career services resources during undergrad? If yes, what 

resources did you use?  

14. What career goals did you have immediately after undergraduate graduation?  

 
 

 

 

  



 

124 

 

APPENDIX E: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL  

Exploring Former NCAA Division I Women Soccer Players’ Transition: College to Career 
Interview Questions:  Concepts:  

Tell me about your experience being an NCAA 
Division I women’s soccer player?  

• Characteristics of the Individual (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Identity Crisis (Smith & Hardin, 2018)  
• Psychosocial Factors (Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015) 

What challenges did you have balancing academics 
and athletics?  

• Characteristics of the Individual (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Balanced College Experience (Cummins & 

O’Boyle,2015) 

How would you describe your relationship with 
your coach(es)?  

• Pre- and Post-Transition (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Positive Social Support (Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015)  
• Revolving Door (Saxe et al., 2017) 

Did your coach(es) help you to make post-college 
career decisions? And if so, in what ways?   

• Pre- and Post-Transition (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Revolving Door (Saxe et al., 2017) 
• Positive Social Support (Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015)  
• Pretransition Planning (Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015) 

What resources did the athletic department offer to 
help you make post-college career decisions?  

• Pre- and Post-Transition (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Positive Social Support (Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015)  
• Pretransition Planning (Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015)  

What university resources or community-based 
resources did you use to help make post-college 
career decisions?  

• Pre- and Post-Transition (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Pretransition Planning (Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015) 

If you were faced with an important career or life 
decision, from whom did you seek guidance?  

• Pre- and Post-Transition (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Positive Social Support (Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015) 

What was your experience with asking your 
coaches, athletic department, or university for help 
with career decisions? 

• Pre- and Post-Transition (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Positive Social Support (Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015)  
• Pretransition Planning (Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015) 

What type of support/help would you have wanted 
from your coaches, athletic department, or 
university with career decisions if you feel like there 
was anything missing?  

• Characteristics of the Individual (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Pre- and Post-Transition (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Characteristics of the Transition (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Passing It On (Saxe et. al, 2017) 

In what way are you still connected to your 
university?  

• Characteristics of the Individual (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Passing It On (Saxe et. al, 2017) 

What has been the biggest adjustment from being a 
student-athlete to being a young professional? 

• Characteristics of the Individual (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Characteristics of the Transition (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Losses and Gains (Smith & Hardin, 2018) 
• Transition Blues (Saxe et. al, 2017)  

Do you feel that your experience as a college athlete 
positively influenced your contributions to your 
career after college?  

• Characteristics of the Individual (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Pre- and Post-Transition (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Identity Crisis (Smith & Hardin, 2018)  
• Psychosocial Factors (Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015) 

Do you feel like your participation in Division I 
collegiate athletics hindered you in any way in 

• Characteristics of the Individual (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Pre- and Post-Transition (Schlossberg, 1981) 
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ultimately achieving your professional goals 
following graduation?  

• Identity Crisis (Smith & Hardin, 2018)  
• Psychosocial Factors (Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015) 

Were there any significant stressors in your personal 
or collegiate experience that affected your 
workforce participation or transition into the 
workforce?  

• Pre- and Post-Transition (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Identity Crisis (Smith & Hardin, 2018) 
• Balanced College Experience (Cummins & 

O’Boyle,2015)  
• Psychosocial Factors (Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015) 
• Revolving Door (Saxe et al., 2017) 

What advice or recommendations would you give to 
coaches, athletic programs, and athletic 
administration about student-athletes' transition into 
the workplace?  

• Characteristics of the Individual (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Pre- and Post-Transition (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Characteristics of the Transition (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Enjoy the Experience (Smith & Hardin, 2018) 
• Passing It On (Saxe et. al, 2017) 

What advice would you give to a current student-
athlete about to transition into the workforce? 

• Characteristics of the Individual (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Pre- and Post-Transition (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Characteristics of the Transition (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Enjoy the Experience (Smith & Hardin, 2018)  
• Passing It On (Saxe et. al, 2017) 

Overall, did you have a positive or negative 
experience with being a college student-athlete? 

• Characteristics of the Individual (Schlossberg, 1981) 
• Enjoy the Experience (Smith & Hardin, 2018)  

 

 

 

 

 

 


