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ABSTRACT 

Student athletes (SAs) are faced with multiple hurdles upon stepping onto 

campus, including balancing their lives as a student with that of being an athlete for 20 or 

more hours per week. SAs typically maintain weekly physical activity (PA) 

recommendations as a by-product of participation in one’s sport. Because most SAs have 

high athletic identity, which remains fairly consistent throughout their lives, many 

incorrectly assume this will translate into a high exercise identity and greater PA 

throughout their life spans. Certainly, the challenge is how to assist SAs in transitioning 

from athlete to exerciser.  

Based on findings from previous research on barriers to maintaining healthy PA 

levels faced by student-athletes as they transition out of sport, the purpose of this study is 

to examine the components of resources that can help individuals navigate this transition.  

Phase I of the study was quantitative in nature and examined the relationship between 

athletic identity and exercise identity; the relationship was not significant; however, as 

expected, an individual’s level of exercise identity was related to one’s levels of moderate 

and vigorous exercise per week. Additionally, individuals with high athletic identity were 

more likely to participate in vigorous PA.  

For the purpose of the study, Phase II involved conducted hack groups (typically 

labeled as focus groups) to gain a deeper understanding of how practitioners can best 

serve athletes as they transition out of collegiate sport. According to the participants, 

attention should be given to the delivery method of resources. The most frequently cited 

form of delivery was that of a phone app with a social network. An app allows for 

individuals to access an online community of former SAs to not only process their 
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experience but develop connections with like-minded individuals in the area. These 

connections were highlighted as a motivator for attending exercise groups and act as a 

form of accountability that may be missing from one’s life after the loss of one’s coach 

and/or team environment.  

Former SAs also reported the need for an increased awareness of one’s change in 

identity and help reframing exercise. Moreover, strategies to build community through 

authentic connection and shared values, along with assistance developing new routines 

and habits were deemed important. PA levels or one’s overall well-being may be 

positively influenced by these connections, but this remains to be studied in depth. The 

results of the present research indicate a need for attention on activities individuals enjoy 

rather than exercising for the sake of exercising. Experiencing positive feelings towards 

PA may in turn allow for increased present-moment awareness in the activity, leading to 

more enjoyment and potentially increased motivation to maintain PA following the 

transition out of collegiate sport. 
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CHAPTER 1  

INTRODUCTION 

The undergraduate years spent by student-athletes (SAs) at their universities are 

some of the most exciting and challenging times of their lives.  Studying towards a 

college degree while being an intercollegiate athlete is demanding, yet many meet these 

challenges with great success.  One challenge SAs typically achieve as a by-product of 

their participation in sport is maintaining weekly physical activity (PA) recommendations 

(e.g., 150 minutes of moderate intensity/week; U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Services, 2013).  Due to the sustained involvement in their sport, most SAs have high 

athletic identity, which remains fairly consistent throughout their lives (Reifsteck, Gill, & 

Brooks, 2013; Sartore-Baldwin & Warner, 2012), many incorrectly assume this will 

translate into a high exercise identity and greater PA throughout their life spans 

(Reifsteck et al., 2013).  Curiously, former SAs are more likely than non-athletes to 

experience a significant drop-off in PA level after college (Reifsteck et al., 2013).  

Indeed, research has demonstrated former athletes’ exercise behaviors later in life are not 

significantly different than non-athletes (Reifsteck et al., 2013; Sorenson, Romano, Azen, 

Schroeder, & Salem, 2015).  Quite simply, as SAs transition out of intercollegiate sport, 

many fail to maintain healthy lifestyles and PA levels (Reifsteck, Brooks, & Gill, 2016; 

Reifsteck, Gill, & Labban, 2016). This is an issue many of those in athletic administration 

and academia have experienced firsthand. 

What happens when eligibility expires, time has passed, graduation is 

approaching, and now one’s identity as an athlete is tested?  Often, SAs question: “How 

can I be an athlete if I am no longer a SA for my university?”  Some fortunate SAs will 
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simply switch from intercollegiate SA to post-collegiate athlete, perhaps participating in 

master’s swimming competitions, road races, or other sporting opportunities, with few 

even becoming professional athletes.  Most, however, will transition into athletic 

retirement, discontinue their athlete role, and move on, but what leisure activities or 

healthy outlets do these SAs take on?  Consider the unfortunate SAs who have to stop 

‘early,’ perhaps due to a career-ending injury.  Throughout most SA’s careers, their sport 

serves as an outlet for exercise while also filling their leisure and social time, as it is 

common for athletes to bond with other athletes.  When the competitions end, they can be 

faced with a void deeper than sport. 

Some SAs may see the end of their eligibility as a long-awaited opportunity to not 

have to attend practices, and just relax – no more athletic commitments.  They can 

quickly become NARPs – Non-Athletic Regular People (Murphy, 2015).  However, after 

a few weeks/months of being a NARP, these former ‘in shape, feeling great’ SAs feel 

terrible – unfit, often unhappy, and gaining weight.  They have lost the physical and 

mental health and well-being that comes with regular exercise and PA (Murphy, 2015). 

Certainly, the challenge is how to assist SAs in transitioning from athlete to 

exerciser, in order to maintain a balanced lifestyle. The data are clear – the sedentariness 

epidemic (some call it the “obesity epidemic”) is rampant in our society, and more than 

half of the population is effectively sedentary (Hamilton, Healy, Dunstan, Zderic, & 

Owen, 2012).  This is a public health crisis.  While it is clear sport has the potential to be 

a part of the solution to improving PA levels (Berg, Warner, & Das, 2015), we must 

resolve the challenges and barriers that are facing our SAs as they transition out of their 

collegiate sport career.   
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Universities have spent multiple years helping SAs attain excellence in the 

classroom and in their sport – this is a call to assist SAs in maintaining their physical and 

mental well-being by transitioning from athlete to exerciser.  This transition from SA 

status can occur either by SAs exhausting their four years of eligibility or SAs stop 

participating before their four years of eligibility expire. 

While much of the current research focuses on SAs who are actively competing, it 

is important not to overlook what happens to student-athletes as they transition out of 

National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) sport.  This research helps fill that gap, 

while simultaneously addressing a major public health concern.  SAs are often engaged 

as role models and leaders for exercise during their playing days, and it would be 

desirable for them to maintain these roles after their NCAA careers.  Yet, we need to 

better understand the challenges and barriers to maintaining healthy PA levels former 

SAs face. As overall sedentary behaviors become an increasingly important public health 

concern, this proposed research offers a potential solution to address the issue.  By 

increasing the number of former SAs exercising, there would potentially be more role 

models and leaders in this area. Consequently, the results of this research have the 

potential to significantly impact the overall well-being of former SAs while contributing 

and addressing a societal issue.  

Two ways athletes transition out of sport may require somewhat different 

intervention strategies to assist in transitioning from athletic identity to exercise identity.  

The purpose of this work is to identify SAs who are transitioning from athlete 

status/identity and develop strategies to potentially assist them in transitioning to 
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exerciser status/identity.  This exercise identity will maximize the likelihood of 

maintaining physical and mental well-being.   

Statement of the Problem 

Based on findings from previous research on challenges and barriers to 

maintaining healthy PA levels faced by SAs as they transition out of sport (Barlow, 

Warner, & Sachs, 2018), the purpose of this study was to examine the components of 

resources that will help individuals navigate this transition.   

Research Questions 

The following research questions are examined within this study: 

1.  What aspects of a focus on competition and/or challenge would be 

components of potential resources for SAs transitioning out of collegiate sport? 

2. What aspects of a focus on a team environment/group support would be 

components of potential resources for SAs transitioning out of collegiate sport? 

3. What aspects of a focus on structure would be components of potential 

resources for SAs transitioning out of collegiate sport? 

Limitations 

 The following limitations are present in this study: 

1. The retrospective nature of the hack groups had the potential to lead to 

an inaccurate description of the participants’ experiences and, in turn, the aspects 

of the approaches or resources highlighted by the participants may not be as 

influential as intended for one’s transition out of collegiate sport.  
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2. Phase I of the study involved a self-report of athletic identity, exercise 

identity, and PA levels. Participants may not have been honest when answering 

these questions, especially in regard to PA levels.  

3. Participants were recruited at Temple University, which is a sample of  

convenience. Participants included former collegiate athletes within three years of 

their transition out of their sport at Temple. Snowball sampling was also utilized 

in an effort to increase the number of participants in the hack groups. 

Delimitations 

 The following delimitations are present in this study: 

1. I selected the Athletic Identity Measurement Scale (AIMS) as the 

primary measure of athletic identity for reasons detailed in the literature review.  

2. I selected the Exercise Identity Scale (EIS) as the primary measure of 

exercise identity for reasons detailed in the literature review. 

3. To measure PA, participants completed a self-reported measure of 

weekly PA for light, moderate, and vigorous PA levels.  

4. Hack groups were conducted with three participants at a time. 

Participants were prompted with questions created from results of Barlow et al. 

(2018) that details barriers faced by former SAs to maintaining PA. These barriers 

include (1) Challenge/Competitiveness, (2) Team/Group Support, and (3) 

Structure.  
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Definition of Terms 

Athletic identity.  When discussing individuals in the athletic or exercise domain, 

it is typical to find individuals maintaining what has been coined as athletic identity, or 

“the degree to which an individual identifies with the athlete role” (Brewer, Van Raalte, 

& Linder, 1993, p. 237). For the purpose of the proposed study, athletic identity was 

measured using the AIMS, which was developed by Brewer et al. (1993).  

Exercise identity. Exercise identity is defined by Wilson and Muon (2008) as “the 

extent to which a person views exercise as an integral part of their self-identity” (p. 116). 

Similar to athletic identity, individuals with a high exercise identity will partake in 

activities that exemplify this role with greater frequency in order to “reinforce this aspect 

of their self-concept” (Wilson & Muon, 2008, p. 116).  For the purpose of the study, 

exercise identity was measured using the EIS developed by Anderson and Cychosz 

(2004).   

Hack groups. For the purpose of the study, what might typically be termed as a 

focus group was labeled as a hack group. This was believed to be a more modern way to 

frame such groups in an effort to highlight the groups’ collaborative and dynamic nature. 

The objective of the hack group was to “hack away” at the problem in an effort to 

determine components of resources to help assist in the transition out of collegiate sport. 

The researcher conducted five groups with three individuals per group.  

 Physical activity level. As demonstrated by Anderson and Cychosz (2004), self-

report measures were used for the study to determine the participants’ weekly levels and 

perceived intensity (i.e., light, moderate, and vigorous) of PA from 0 to 25 hours per 

week.  
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Based on findings from previous research on challenges and barriers to 

maintaining healthy PA levels faced by SAs as they transition out of sport, the purpose of 

this study was to examine the components of an approach that would help individuals 

navigate this transition.  The review of literature is presented in the following sections:  

Social Identity Theory, the development of an athletic identity, measuring athletic 

identity, exercise identity, coping with retirement and associated psychopathology, 

current transition programs for collegiate athletes, use of technology for managing the 

transition out of collegiate sport, use of qualitative methods in sport psychology research, 

sedentariness and obesity, barriers to maintaining physical activity and the power of a 

word. 

Social Identity Theory 

 Social conflict has been a topic of interest in social psychology over the decades. 

One of the more prominent theories in the area of prejudice and stereotyping has been 

Social Identity Theory (Myers, 2012). Social psychologist Henri Tajfel was a major 

contributor to Social Identity Theory, which has evolved into self-categorization theory 

(Onorato & Turner, 2004; Turner, 1982). Social Identity Theory involves individuals 

using categories or groups to classify themselves, and in turn these groups encompass 

one’s self-concept and self-esteem (Hogg & Grieve, 1999; Tajfel, 1957). According to 

this perspective, individuals are motivated to hold a well-defined self-view, and they will 

attempt to cognitively simplify and structure their experiences in a manner that allows 

them to feel positively about their in-group relative to out-groups. These comparisons 
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strive to enhance the individual’s or group’s self-esteem and strengthen one’s 

identification with the group (Niens, Cairns, Finchilescu, Foster, & Tredoux, 2003). At 

the individual level, the desire to maintain and enhance self-esteem motivates individuals 

to identify more closely with their in-group, which would positively influence self-

esteem. Additionally, individuals will attempt to protect their self-concept by defending 

against information that contradicts their core beliefs (Niens et al., 2003).  

Self-categorization theory distinguishes between personal and social identity; 

social identity develops when an individual makes comparisons between his or her group 

and other out-groups, whereas personal identity involves direct comparisons of the 

individual and other in-group members. Individuals faced with doubt and uncertainty in 

their in-group will be motivated to behave in a way to reduce such uncertainty by 

reinforcing their beliefs (Hogg & Grieve, 1999). Still, people will only expend the mental 

effort on simplifying experiences that are subjectively important (i.e., central). Indeed, 

central beliefs are those tied to one’s identity. Hogg and Grieve (1999) stated,  

Things that we are certain about are linked to who we are via the 

prototypical features of social groups with which we identify and which 

form part of our self-concept – thus certainty about attitudes, feelings, and 

behaviors is actually certainty about who we are. (p. 82)  

 

Central Identities: Athletes vs. NARPs 

Aspects of Social Identity Theory and research regarding in-groups versus out-groups can 

be used as a lens to observe the way in which SAs perceive their identity versus those of 

NARPs (Murphy, 2015). As mentioned by participants in research by Barlow, Warner, 

and Sachs (2018), the term NARP is typically used by athletes when referring to 

individuals who are simply not SAs. This terminology is also used as SAs are nearing the 

end of their collegiate athletic career and a transition to “NARPdom,” as some call it.  
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However, a number of athletes discussed why they would never consider 

themselves a NARP—again, simply because they were, at one point in time, an athlete. 

For example, former competitive swimmers sometimes refer to themselves as 

“swammers.”  Often, this identity remains a part of their self-concept; therefore, these 

individuals do not view their transition out of collegiate sport as a change in identities or 

groups, such as changing from the athlete group to the NARP group (Barlow et al., 

2018). It is important to note the participants did not feel like the term NARP was 

negative or pejorative in nature; rather, it was an easy way to distinguish SAs from non-

SAs (Barlow et al., 2018). It is reasonable to assume the higher one’s level of athletic 

identity at the time of their transition, the less likely they are to choose to label 

themselves as a NARP. As previously mentioned, when a belief or perception is central 

to an individual, it can be viewed as a piece of one’s identity (Hogg & Grieve, 1999). 

Additionally, the individual will go out of their way to maintain that belief or perception 

(Hogg & Grieve, 1999). When examining the identity of a SA who has transitioned out of 

collegiate sport, it is important to acknowledge the way in which they choose to identify 

in an effort to provide resources that fit the individual’s needs. 

The Development of an Athletic Identity 

Throughout the life span, an individual’s perception of his or her role in society 

may change a number of times. This is not only because of one’s self-concept; rather, he 

ways in which a person identifies is highly influenced by society and the environment of 

which he or she is a member (Brewer et al., 1993).  When discussing individuals in the 

athletic or exercise domain, it is typical to find individuals maintaining what has been 

coined as athletic identity, or “the degree to which an individual identifies with the 



 

 

10 

athlete role” (Brewer et al., 1993, p. 237).  Research has demonstrated that athletic 

identity is a component of one’s self-concept that an individual creates based on his or 

her involvement in sport, in addition to the amount of value the individual places on his 

or her participation as an athlete (Brewer et al., 1993). Yet, while athletic identity can be 

viewed through a cognitive framework, in that it is a self-schema that allows an 

individual to organize their thoughts and behaviors, this sense of identity is also a social 

role, since the individual’s self-concept may be heavily influenced by family, friends, 

coaches, and/or the media (Brewer et al., 1993). In this way, the individual is making a 

social statement in regard to who they are through their membership and participation in 

their chosen sport.   

Researchers have discussed both positive and negative aspects of developing a 

strong athletic identity (Brewer et al., 1993). For instance, identifying with the athlete 

role may allow for an individual to develop a secure sense of self, in addition to enhanced 

athletic performance. This effect on performance, however, has been found to mainly 

occur when an individual exclusively identifies with being an athlete, eliminating the 

possibility of the individual exploring other social roles. In a presentation by Brewer, Van 

Raalte, and Linder (1990), researchers theorized the existence of a relationship between 

the degree to which an individual identifies with the athlete role and outcomes of an 

individual’s participation in sport. Other researchers have theorized that sport 

participation plays a role in positive youth development, influencing components of 

development, such as structure, supportive relationships, opportunities to belong, skill 

building, and positive social norms (Johnston, Harwood, & Minniti, 2013). Other 

characteristics may be fostered through sport such as self-awareness, emotional 
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regulation, and leadership skills (Cote & Hay, 2002, as cited in Johnston et al., 2013). A 

study by Johnston et al. (2013) examined these characteristics within the Amateur 

Swimming Association (ASA) in England. A clear and positive identity was highlighted 

as an important asset in regard to youth development in sport. More specifically, the 

authors suggest youth sport is an advantageous environment for identity exploration and 

reflection, self-awareness, and sense of purpose (Johnston et al., 2013). This enhanced 

self-perception was further described as a “clear sense of self characterized by high self-

awareness and a clear purpose in life” (Johnston et al., 2013, p. 402). 

On the other hand, an exclusive athletic identity has been found to lead to 

psychological and behavioral disturbance when an individual suffers an injury or is cut 

from a team (Mitchell et al., 2014). Individuals with a strong sense of exclusive athletic 

identity are also less likely to explore other potential career or educational endeavors 

because of their level of involvement in sport. When an individual experiences identity 

foreclosure, or the closing off of oneself from exploration of multiple identities or 

ideologies at an early age, he or she is more likely to experience psychological and 

behavioral discomfort when faced with transitioning out of one’s sport, especially in the 

event that one is forced into retirement (Marcia, 1966). This is of particular interest 

because, as reported by Anderson and Miller (2011), 90% of youth football players who 

have committed to the goal of playing professional football fail to achieve professional 

status.  

Certainly, there are student-athletes who retire from their respective sport and feel 

a sense of relief and adjust well to their life without sport. On the other hand, other 

individuals encounter a period of maladjustment due to identity issues, coping processes, 
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lack of support, and lack of career planning (Grove, Lavallee, & Gordon, 1997). Research 

has demonstrated individuals with a strong and exclusive athletic identity are less likely 

to develop coping mechanisms for retirement, as they experience anxiety when faced 

with the prospect of life after-sport (e.g., career exploration and decision making; Grove 

et al., 1997). Such individuals with a strong and exclusive athletic identity took the most 

time to make the adjustment to retirement, while also displaying the least amount of pre-

retirement career planning and demonstrating feelings of anxiety (Grove et al., 1997). In 

addition, they were more likely to use mental and behavioral disengagement and denial, 

which may be helpful in the short term; however, the use of these strategies over time can 

negatively influence one’s ability to adjust to life post-career (Grove et al., 1997). 

Measuring Athletic Identity 

 Since holding a strong sense of athletic identity plays both a positive and 

negative role in an individual’s athletic experience, it is of vital importance to determine 

the level to which an athlete identifies with that role (Brewer et al., 1993). A measure of 

athletic identity could allude to many potential problems the athlete might encounter in 

the future due to injury, de-selection from a team, or transitioning out of sport (Brewer et 

al., 1990). In a presentation by Brewer et al. (1990), the researchers theorized that a 

relationship existed between the degree to which an individual identifies with the athlete 

role and outcomes of an individual’s participation in sport. To test this hypothesis, 

Brewer and colleagues (1990) surveyed college students using the initial version of the 

AIMS. Through this study, the researchers concluded that the AIMS is a unidimensional 

measure, with internal consistency of .93, test-retest reliability of .89 over a 2-week 

period and was also proven to have construct validity of .83 when compared to a similar 
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measure of sport competence (Brewer et al., 1990). However, the participants of this 

study were non-athletes. In a subsequent study, Brewer et al. (1991) tested the construct 

validity of the AIMS in reference to sports. The results of this study maintained the 

validity of the AIMS when compared to other measures of sport identity. 

Structure of the AIMS. The AIMS is a 10-item questionnaire comprised of 

statements such as “I consider myself an athlete,” “I spend more time thinking about 

sport than anything else,” and “I feel bad about myself when I do poorly in sport” 

(Brewer et al., 1993). Individuals are asked to rate the degree to which they agree or 

disagree with each statement regarding their sport participation on a scale of 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 7 (strongly agree; Brewer et al., 1990). 

Scoring information for test/measure. The marked scores for all 10 statements are 

summed to find a total athletic identity score between 7 and 70. Higher scores indicate 

stronger levels of athletic identity, while lower scores indicate a weaker sense of athletic 

identity.  

Validity of the 10-item AIMS. It is important for a test to measure what it intends 

to measure; this is known as construct validity. In a study by Brewer et al. (1993), AIMS 

scores were found to be highly correlated with scores on the Perceived Importance 

Profile (PIP) “importance of sports competence scale,” r(225) = .83, p < .0005. As is 

made apparent by the name of the measure/item, this item measured the extent to which 

an individual placed value on their level of ability in their chosen sport, which is similar 

to items used in the AIMS. This statistic provides support for the construct validity of the 

AIMS.  

Reliability of the AIMS. As reported by Brewer and Cornelius (2001), the AIMS 
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has been found to have a test-retest reliability of 0.89 over a two-week period. In other 

words, an individual’s score on the AIMS at time 1 was highly correlated with his or her 

score at time 2. Additionally, researchers found the AIMS to be internally consistent 

(e.g., results are consistent across each item throughout the measure) with a Cronbach’s 

alpha of 0.93 (Brewer et al., 1993). Moreover, Brewer and Cornelius (2001) found the 

items within each factor (i.e., social identity, exclusivity, and negative affectivity) 

displayed factorial invariance; this indicated the “…items are measuring their underlying 

constructs the same way across different groups” (Brewer & Cornelius, 2001, p. 106).  

Utility of test/measure. Overall, the AIMS has proven to be a reliable and valid 

measure of athletic identity. In accordance with research previously discussed, an 

individual’s level of athletic identity is positively related to psychological disturbance 

that may occur following an injury, de-selection from a team, or transitioning out of sport 

and into a career (Brewer & Cornelius, 2001). Therefore, use of the AIMS may be 

valuable to clinicians (i.e., sport psychology professionals, career counselors, clinical 

psychologists) working with athletes in an effort to determine an effective adjustment 

strategy.  

In a more clinical sense, individuals with higher levels of (an exclusive) athletic 

identity have been found to experience more anxiety in career decision-making (Mitchell 

et al., 2014). In response to actual, and even hypothetical, injury, individuals with a 

greater sense of athletic identity have shown elevated depressive responses in comparison 

to those with lower levels of athletic identity (Cieslak, 2004). Consequently, the AIMS 

could be a worthwhile tool for clinical psychologists working with athletes. If the 

clinician is able to measure the athlete’s level of athletic identity, he or she may be better 
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able to work with the client towards managing potential symptoms of depression and 

anxiety that may be presenting due to injury, career planning, or transitioning out of the 

sport (Brewer et al., 1993; Brewer & Cornelius, 2001). Upon identifying athletes that 

may be at risk for developing such mood disturbances, clinicians could more effectively 

work with clients to “develop and value competence in non-sport activities” (Brewer et 

al., 1993, p. 249).  

Exercise Identity 

While athletes may be participating in exercise as part of training for one’s sport, 

it is important to distinguish between athletic identity and exercise identity. Exercise 

identity is defined by Wilson and Muon (2008) as “the extent to which a person views 

exercise as an integral part of their self-identity” (p. 116). Similar to athletic identity, 

individuals with a high exercise identity will partake in activities that exemplify this role 

with greater frequency in order to “reinforce this aspect of their self-concept” (Wilson & 

Muon, 2008, p. 116). Exercise identity strength has been found to predict levels of PA, in 

addition to “adherence-related social cognitions such as self-efficacy, intentions, and self-

regulatory actions” (Strachan, Fortier, Perras, & Lugg, 2013, p. 274).  

Notably, exercise identity has been found to lead to both positive and negative 

outcomes, such as greater amounts of time spent participating in moderate and vigorous 

exercise and lower levels of body dissatisfaction, in addition to lower levels of body mass 

index (Karr, Bauer, Graham, & Larson, 2014). Unfortunately, high exercise identity also 

has been linked to exercise compulsion (or exercise addiction), as well as greater weight 

concern, use of unhealthy and extreme weight loss behaviors, and higher chance of 
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having an eating disorder (Karr et al., 2014). Consequently, understanding the transition 

from SA to a healthy exerciser becomes even more important. 

 Development of the Exercise Identity Scale (EIS). The EIS was developed by 

Anderson and Cychosz (1994) in an effort to provide a reliable measure of salience of 

exercise identity. As stated by the researchers, one’s strength of identity can be viewed as 

an important predictor of behavior. In particular, the researchers argued “some exercise 

behavior is a prerequisite for the development of an exercise identity” (Anderson & 

Cychosz, 1994, p. 748). This is because the extent to which an individual identifies with a 

particular role allows that individual to give meaning and value to past and future 

behavior (Anderson & Cychosz, 1994).  

 Structure of the EIS. The EIS is composed of nine items including statements 

such as “I consider myself an exerciser,” “I have numerous goals related to exercising,” 

and “Physical exercise is a central factor to my self-concept” (Anderson & Cychosz, 

1994, p. 749). Individuals are asked to rate the degree to which they agree with the 

statements on a likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).  

 Scoring of the EIS. Scores for each statement are added to determine a 

composite score between 9 (minimum score) and 63 (maximum score). Scores below 

31.5 indicate lower levels of exercise identity, while scores ranging from 32 to 63 

indicate a stronger exercise identity.  

 Validity and reliability of the EIS. Anderson and Cychosz (1994) found the EIS 

to be internally consistent with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.94. Re-test reliability was 

assessed over a one-week interval and had a coefficient of 0.93. Additionally, there was a 

positive correlation between the self-report exercise data and one’s level of exercise 
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identity (e.g., criterion validity), indicating that the strength of one’s exercise identity 

positively predicted one’s exercise behavior (number of weeks, r = .68;         

frequency/week, r = .49; minutes/session, r = .39; and intensity, r = .29).    

Differences between Athletic and Exercise Identity 

It should be noted that athlete identity and exercise identity, although related, are 

not the same. Athletic identity is embedded in competitive sport (Brewer et al., 1993; 

Reifsteck et al., 2016), which is a means for PA.  Exercise identity is embedded in the 

planned, structured, repetitive, and intentional improvement or maintenance of fitness 

and is also a means for PA (World Health Organization, 2002).  Ryan, Williams, Patrick, 

and Deci (2009; as cited in Reifsteck & Brooks, 2018) argue that individuals have less 

intrinsic motivation to exercise compared to participating in sport. Given that it is well-

accepted that competitive sports opportunities become scarce after college (Berg et al., 

2015; Lim et al., 2011), understanding how one might transition from athlete to exercise 

identity after graduation is vital for SAs to maintain the recommended PA health 

guidelines and the consequent physical and mental benefits (Strachan, Fortier, Perras, & 

Lugg, 2013; Vlachopoulos, Kaperoni, & Moustaka, 2011).  

Coping with Retirement and Associated Psychopathology 

Some SAs will retire from their respective sport and feel unburdened and adjust 

well to their life without sport, yet others encounter a period of maladjustment due to 

identity issues, coping processes, lack of support, and lack of career planning (Grove et al., 

1997). When an individual’s reaction to an event or stressor (i.e., loss of identity, family 

member, or a traumatic event) exceeds what is considered a “normal” response, as 

deemed by society, it may be classified as an adjustment disorder (AD; Maercker, Einsle, 
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& Kollner, 2007). Regardless of the non-specific nature of AD, researchers continue to 

attempt to clearly define symptoms of AD. Maercker et al. (2007), for example, maintain 

that AD can be characterized by intrusion, avoidance, and failure to adapt. New 

conceptualizations such as this have led to AD being seen as a stress-response syndrome 

(Strain & Friedman, 2011). Despite attempts to specify AD, other researchers posit the 

non-specific nature was created deliberately, in an effort to provide a diagnosis for 

individuals who have a clinically significant reaction to a stressor, but do not meet the 

standards of another disorder (Strain & Friedman, 2011). Additional researchers have 

classified AD as a sub-threshold disorder, meaning it is less severe than that of other 

disorders, such as major depression or generalized anxiety disorder (Casey & Bailey, 

2011).  

While former SAs may not reach a level of maladjustment associated with AD, it is 

important to note, as determined by Lavallee and Robinson (2007) “…an important 

individual determinant of adjustment to career termination is the degree to which an 

athlete’s self-identity is immersed in sport” (p. 3). Research has demonstrated that 

individuals with a strong and exclusive athletic identity are less likely to develop coping 

mechanisms for retirement, as they experience anxiety when faced with the prospect of 

life-after-sport (e.g., career exploration and decision making; Grove, Lavallee, & Gordon, 

1997). More specifically, researchers have found retiring athletes use coping skills that are 

emotion- and problem-focused, in addition to avoidance-oriented strategies. Individuals 

with a strong and exclusive athletic identity took the most time to make the adjustment to 

retirement, while also displaying the least amount of pre-retirement career planning and 

demonstrating feelings of anxiety (Grove et al., 1997). In addition, these individuals were 
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more likely to use mental and behavioral disengagement and denial, which may be helpful 

in the short term; however, use of these strategies over time can negatively influence one’s 

ability to adjust to life post-career (Grove et al., 1997).  Consequently, a deeper 

understanding of how to help athletes transition to an exercise identity would be 

meaningful towards their development of an overall healthy lifestyle. 

Career ending injuries. While a number of athletes end their sport career on a high 

note, achieving great success and personal goals, approximately 12,000 athletes suffer an 

injury each year (NCAA, 2017), potentially leading to early retirement. As aforementioned, 

transitioning out of sport is difficult, but this transition may be complicated even further by 

unexpected circumstances like a sport injury. In this instance, not only does the injured 

athlete need to cope with the physical issue, he or she must also decide whether it will be 

possible to return to the sport and to the full level of their abilities. In some situations, an 

injury is severe enough to require the individual to discontinue play. Further, these 

individuals must then go through the rehabilitation process with the known outcome being 

related to overall health rather than returning to their sport. This process has been 

associated with feelings of loss and depression, in addition to experiencing confusion, 

anger, frustration, and feelings of isolation (Arvinen-Barrow, Hurley, & Ruiz, 2017). 

Injuries and depression. Researchers have demonstrated the most common reaction 

to injury in sport is depression (Brewer, 2001).  Major depressive disorder (MDD) involves 

symptoms such as decreased motivation, low energy, and a loss of pleasure (Appaneal, 

Levine, Perna, & Roh, 2009).  More specifically, athletes who sustained a sport injury and 

were unable to return to their sport reported significantly greater depression at two months 

post-injury. Additionally, over half (51%) of the athletes who sustained injuries exhibited 
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depression symptoms of at least mild severity, and an estimated 12% exhibited depression 

symptoms of comparable severity to adults in outpatient treatment for depression 

(Appaneal et al., 2009).  It is clear that individuals who experience an injury may require 

additional resources following the termination of their athletic career. Certainly, further 

research on this topic is necessary to understand the depth of the problem. 

Current Transition Programs for Collegiate Athletes 

While the purpose of the present study involved the development of resources for 

assisting in the transition out of collegiate sport, it is important to review current 

programs that have been previously implemented with former SAs. For example, the 

Positive Transitions Sport Retirement Model is based in reality therapy (Stankovich, 

Meeker, & Henderson, 2001).  This method provides for a space where athletes learn to 

navigate the transition out of sport by teaching transferable skills (i.e., goal setting, 

communication) to enhance one’s confidence beyond sports (Meeker, Stankovich, & 

Kays, 2000; as cited in Stankovich et al., 2001). This program was offered as a 2-credit 

hour, 10-week course, catered towards junior, senior, and fifth-year SAs. The three main 

components of this course involved identity development, athletic transferable skills, and 

career exploration. In total, 139 SAs completed the course, and results of an evaluation of 

this course found an increase in career maturity, confidence in career-decision-making, 

and in readiness to retire from sports (Stankovich, 1998; as cited in Stankovich et al., 

2001).  

At the University of Arizona, a document is available detailing the Training for 

Transition program, which is provided by the C.A.T.S. Life Skills manual. The document 

includes data from former SAs of the university who had graduated up to 10 years prior. 



 

 

21 

The data include a number of areas former SAs reported as being a difficult part of the 

transition out of their sport, including (but not limited to), “identity, sense of 

belonging/support, financial, structure/routine, and finding something else I was 

passionate about” (C.A.T.S. Life Skills, n.d., p. 4). Additional quotes from the former 

SAs were provided for others to read through, typically involving specific steps taken by 

that individual which had helped to navigate the transition. Finally, a list of contacts 

(names and emails) are provided for people from each sport and include the field they 

had entered following graduation.  

An additional program was recently implemented at St. Louis University by 

Hansen, Perry, Ross, and Montgomery (2018) through the counseling center and 

delivered by a group of clinical psychology staff members. The Student Athlete 

Retirement Program (SARP) consists of an in-person, four section workshop: 1) 

education on transition out of sport 2) coping strategies 3) discussion to process the loss 

of sport 4) identification of additional resources. While the participants provided positive 

feedback about the program, only seven individuals participated. As is mentioned below, 

it is clear researchers should consider providing transition programs in a more accessible 

format (i.e., online or via phone application) in an effort to help SAs successfully 

navigate this transition even when they are attempting to maintain their busy schedules; 

thus preventing them from seeking scheduled, in-person workshops.  

Finally, Reifsteck and Brooks (2018) detail the process by which they created 

Moving On!, a transition program directed towards identity reformation (e.g., from 

athlete to exercise identity) and enhancing self-determination for PA. Moving On! is 

implemented through four 1-hour in-person sessions, including an introduction to the 
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transition, identity exploration, goal setting and strategies to enhance confidence, and 

planning for the transition in order to maintain PA. The sessions involved guided PA 

demonstrations in an effort to show SAs what “counts” as exercise, since it is often the 

way that SAs perceive what is and what is not exercise that is a barrier to their 

participation (Reifsteck & Brooks, 2018). Ryan, Williams, Patrick, and Deci (2009) argue 

individuals have less intrinsic motivation to exercise compared to participating in sport 

(as cited in Reifsteck & Brooks, 2018). Therefore, Reifsteck and Brooks (2018) note the 

importance of either maintaining or developing a PA-related identity because individuals 

will be more likely to exercise when feelings of value or enjoyment in regard to PA are 

integrated into their identity. As is discussed above, this exercise identity development 

can be enhanced through participation in the Moving On! Program; however, feedback 

from participants indicated the need for a greater frequency of the workshops, as time and 

scheduling is limited for these individuals.  

Use of Technology for Managing the Transition Out of Collegiate Sport 

Blended learning, which is the use of both in-person training and online or e-

training programs, is a training method that has become a major topic during the rise of 

the technology era (Lotrecchiano, McDonald, Lyons, Long, & Zajicek-Farber, 2013). It is 

clear individuals in today’s society rely heavily on technology, such as cellular phones, 

computers, tablets or iPads, and even wearable technology (i.e., fitbit); technology is a 

part of our daily lives. Another aspect of today’s society involves multitasking. It seems 

people are stimulated by more than one task, piece of information, or some type of 

technology at any given time.  
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Research by Lotrecchiano et al. (2013) discusses both the strengths and 

weaknesses of blended learning programs for health care professionals. The researchers 

highlight the convenience of such courses, especially for individuals with full schedules. 

Blended courses work well for many adults; rather than forcing individuals into a 

classroom at a time that may not be conducive to his or her optimal learning environment 

(e.g., time of day, location, size of workshop), an asynchronous environment allows 

adults to have control over when and where he or she participates in the course. 

Typically, blended courses will have only a small number of face-to-face (f2f) training 

sessions, for which the learner is able to make time, as this part of the course is of equal 

importance to the online portion. It is during the f2f sessions where learners are able to 

talk about their ideas and reactions to the material in order to gain a deeper understanding 

(Lotrecchiano et al., 2013).  

An article by Demirer and Sahin (2013) provides support for the idea that 

asynchronous programs increase student-to-student and student-to-trainer interactions by 

promoting participation in the learning activities. The researchers also argue how blended 

learning makes adult learners more accountable for their own learning, as it is self-paced 

and self-directed throughout the online portion (Demirer & Sahin, 2013). This article 

highlights how blended learning positively impacts transfer of learning, in that these 

programs can be geared towards different types of learners, such as both audio-visual and 

kinesthetic learning styles.  

This advantage of blended learning coincides with Kolb’s theory of learning 

styles, in that one’s learning style is not a fixed trait; rather, it is a dynamic and evolving 

orientation towards learning that is dependent on the situation (Chen & Chiou, 2014). 
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Therefore, according to the theory, blended learning would be advantageous due to its 

self-instructional format in the online portion (Chen & Chiou, 2014). Additionally, Chen 

and Chiou (2014) discuss the concept of classroom community, which is defined as “the 

feeling of belonging, trust, and commitment in the interaction between and among 

students” (p. 488). While the researchers suggest a classroom community can be formed 

through blended learning, it can also be argued that this is a challenge, due to the 

impersonal nature of online courses. However, online learning has become a more 

modern way of communicating, and learning, which may act as a catalyst for connecting 

in-person. Individual differences, support, time, and coach/facilitator are aspects that 

have been previously highlighted as barriers to maintaining PA (Barlow et al., 2018). A 

number of these factors could benefit from a blended learning format. 

 As noted, there are several advantages to using a blended learning approach. 

According to the current literature, students have a greater transfer of skills, higher 

performance scores, and more satisfaction in a blended learning course in comparison to 

a traditional classroom setting (Chen & Chiou, 2014). These findings should prompt 

training, design, and delivery (TDD) practitioners to devote time to developing a blended 

course or training program. A main goal of effective training programs is to promote 

learning in a positive and “brain-friendly” environment. It is clear blended learning 

programs allow for student-centered learning, while also promoting open and stress-free 

discussion among the adult learners. This pressure-free environment allows the students 

to speak more candidly than they may in a traditional classroom (Chen & Chiou, 2014). 

Moreover, it gives individuals with an introverted personality the chance to participate in 

an environment in which they may feel more comfortable.  
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It is no surprise that the research conducted by Chen and Chiou (2014) found 

blended programs to develop a more positive classroom community; the participants in 

the training did not feel inhibited by the training leader/teacher, other classmates, or a 

fear of public-speaking due to the nature of the course. It appears that a training program 

with an online portion prior to an f2f session is the most conducive for adult learning, 

especially in a society that is so dependent upon technology and convenience (Chen & 

Chiou, 2014). It also allows the learners to escape the high demands of pressure situations 

that people encounter on a daily basis (e.g., public speaking, in-person group discussion 

or role play), allowing for an individual to truly master the information or skill.  

While f2f sessions continue to be an important component in training programs, 

the current literature points towards blended learning as a valuable tool in student 

engagement and learning. The aforementioned research can be applied directly to the use 

of an app with the former SA population, given that they are a technology-friendly 

generation (i.e., Gen Z). It is reasonable to assume these individuals would feel a sense of 

autonomy while utilizing an app-based exercise program and mental performance tool to 

aid in their transition out of collegiate sport. Further, one purpose of the app is to provide 

an online community and space for open discussion to occur. It is clear this generation 

embraces technology, so an online format may elicit greater communication than an in-

person workshop. As discussed by Chen and Chiou (2014), this f2f component is 

important to allow, at the least, for the participants to create a connection with the trainers 

and other participants involved, which may translate to easier communication in an 

online forum. 
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More specifically, the aforementioned research can be applied to the use of 

technology for exercise adherence as part of a transition program. Research by Lambert 

et al. (2017) examined participants’ adherence to an at-home exercise program using a 

phone app versus paper handouts. Individuals in the phone app group reported greater 

adherence and high levels of satisfaction with the app. Another important component of 

the study involved follow-up and check-ins via text messaging and phone calls. The 

ability for individuals to do this remotely positively influenced their levels of satisfaction 

with the program, while also enhancing the extent to which they adhered to the program.  

Moran and Coons (2015) investigated the influence of a smart-phone app on 

psychological, physiological, and performance variables in a college population while 

participating in running. For the purpose of their study, Moran and Coons (2015) used 

what has been termed “exergaming,” or participating in exercise through a video game 

platform (Klein & Simmers, 2009; as cited in Moran & Coons, p. 105). The employed by 

the researchers was called Zombies, Run! Participants were found to be more motivated 

to run, in addition to increased levels of perceived exertion, while using the app 

compared to individuals who did not use the app while running. The results of this study 

provide evidence for the usefulness of apps that use auditory feedback or coaching (i.e., 

Nike Running App).  

While the aforementioned transition programs have been shown to assist 

individuals throughout the process, it is necessary for future programs to utilize a format 

and strategies that consider the generation it is serving (e.g., Gen Z). The intention of the 

present study was to determine what components of such resources and/or strategies that 

will maintain use and interest among this population of current and former SAs. 
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Considering the increased use of technology in today’s society, this format should be 

considered, while also acknowledging additional aspects of a new approach that were 

highlighted by participants during the hack groups. 

Sedentariness and Obesity in Former Collegiate Athletes 

Central to the purpose of the study is how more than one-third of American adults 

are obese, defined by a body mass index (BMI) > 30 kg/m2 (World Health Organization 

(WHO), 2002). Sedentariness, which is associated with obesity and characterized by little 

to no movement or exercise, is increasing across populations, due to inactive jobs and an 

increase in technology (Armstrong & Bull, 2006; WHO, 2002).  The consequences of 

sedentariness on one’s health include greater waist circumference, elevated systolic blood 

pressure, and elevated cholesterol compared to those who report at least 150 minutes per 

week of moderate to vigorous-intensity exercise (Hamilton et al., 2012). Research by 

Warehime, Dinkel, Bjornsen-Ramig, and Blount (2017) highlights the ways in which 

former SAs struggle with the physical self, which is comprised of exercise and nutrition 

under the Indivisible Self Model (IS-WEL; Myers & Sweeney, 2004; as cited in 

Warehime et al., 2017). This is a concern because, “consistent PA is more important for 

health than previous athleticism and the loss in peak condition for former athletes can 

have adverse psychological and physical effects” (Center for Disease Control, 2015; as 

cited in Warehime et al., 2017, p. 24). Therefore, finding ways to help SAs transition to 

an exercise identity and avoid numerous negative health and well-being consequences is 

vital to improving the lives of SAs and former SAs across the life span.  

Barlow et al. (2018) investigated this transition in an effort to create a best 

practices handbook for a Division I athletic conference in the Northeast. First, the 
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researchers investigated the impact of athletic identity on exercise identity. Second, they 

sought to identify the challenges and barriers to maintaining healthy PA levels as 

Division I student-athletes transition out of their collegiate sport career.  

Phase I of the study was quantitative in nature and examined the relationship 

between athletic identity and exercise identity.  The relationship was not significant (r = 

.142). However, as expected, an individual’s level of exercise identity had a positive 

correlation with one’s levels of moderate (p < .05) and vigorous exercise per week (p < 

.05) (Barlow et al., 2018).  

Phase II of the study utilized qualitative methods with the use of pair and 

individual interviews with male and female current and former student-athletes (n = 14, 9 

females, 5 males). Coding of the data resulted in three main themes and five sub-themes 

being established: Challenge/Competition (sub-theme: physical and mental), Group/Team 

Support, and Structure (sub-themes: facilitator/coach, training vs. exercise, time & 

discipline; discussed under Barriers for Maintaining Physical Activity; Barlow et al., 

2018).  

The results of Barlow et al. (2018) are an important step towards directing SAs 

towards resources to help manage the transition, including changes in identity, challenge, 

social support, and structure. Therefore, providing SAs with knowledge regarding the 

barriers to PA that they may face is a worthwhile endeavor. For example, SAs may not 

initially realize upon transitioning out of sport, their lives will often be less structured, 

due to a lack of a coach or goal-oriented training (Barlow et al., 2018). Therefore, it will 

be valuable for them to seek out or be provided with the resources that detail exercise 

programs that are led by trainers or to sign-up for a 5K running race or half marathon.  
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These options will bring back a sense of structure and direction to individuals who thrive 

in such environments.  

Consequently, a number of strategies based on the results of Barlow et al. (2018) 

can be provided to aid athletes in this transition. For example, participants identified the 

lack of physical or mental challenge as a barrier to adhering to exercise. As a result, it is 

suggested that these individuals utilize strategies to increase motivation, such as goal-

setting and positive self-talk. Additionally, the lack of structure, specifically the lack of 

coach, discipline, and the difference between training and exercise, was also noted as a 

challenge these former SAs encountered. Therefore, it is recommended that individuals 

be educated on skills to increase awareness of one’s self-discipline, in addition to 

reframing of thoughts. This technique will allow individuals to change the way they see 

or think about what they consider exercise. It is clear that SAs are driven to succeed due 

to factors such as self-discipline and a desire to be challenged. While individuals may 

assume that former SAs will continue to be disciplined regarding their exercise routine 

following the transition out of formal sport, this is not necessarily true; with the lack of 

structure or support of a team, discipline may be diminished (Barlow et al., 2018). 

Therefore, providing athletes with a list of options for workout programs with these 

elements may lead to a more positive transition from athlete to exerciser. For example, 

such a list may include personal trainers in the area or specific gyms, such as Orange 

Theory Fitness or CrossFit, which provide a team/supportive environment, in addition to 

dynamic coaches.  

Again, a better understanding of how to help former student-athletes transition 

and move towards an exercise identity is critical. It is important to provide these 
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individuals with the knowledge and resources while still in school in order to promote 

thinking about their next phase of life. Still, what continues to be unknown is the best or 

most efficient format by which to provide these tools or resources.  

Barriers to Maintaining Physical Activity 

Challenge/competitiveness. The first barrier to PA found by Barlow et al. (2018) 

was Challenge/Competition.  Interviewees maintained the importance of finding some 

type of physical and mental challenge as necessary to keep them motivated to exercise. 

Devin, Farbod, Ghasabian, Bidel, and Ghahremanlou (2015) note individuals with the 

trait of hardiness have a propensity to view threats, instead, as a challenge or opportunity 

for growth. Hardiness has also been found to be a personality trait that can provide 

insight affecting the ability of coping with various stressors in one’s life, including 

identity change or adjustment (Devin et al., 2015).  However, Barlow et al. (2018) found 

that when individuals felt a class or exercise environment was not as challenging as they 

had become accustomed to, they felt unmotivated to return to the class, likely viewing it 

as a waste of time. For example, Participant 1 stated:  

Maybe the fact that NARPs…didn’t get the opportunity to go through the 

D1 athletic experience. We were pushed…four hours if not more every 

day for four years, five years…And so they’re used to taking these sorts of 

classes and pushing themselves to that specific level, where we have been 

past that and so having to kind of jump backwards and make only a 45 

minute workout versus four hours, five hours is a big, big jump. (Barlow 

et al., 2018, p. 2) 

 

Participants also highlighted the value they placed on learning and mastering a 

new skill. In line with these data, research by McCarthy (2011) examined achievement 

goal theory (as defined by Nicholls, 1984), which states ability can be evaluated with 

regard to an individual’s view of his or her past performance. Within the theory, mastery 
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of a skill or task means an individual has established competence in the skill. It is 

important to note, however, that mastery is subjective and is determined when the 

individual believes they have mastered the task (Duda, 1988). The researcher discusses 

two types of goal orientations, the first being task-oriented goals. A task orientation 

involves setting goals based on a desire to master a particular skill. Regardless of the 

outcome, the individual will deem his/her efforts successful if they subjectively view 

their own performance as an improvement beyond the previous effort put forth. 

Additionally, a task achievement goal perspective fosters intrinsic motivation because the 

mastery of the skill is a reward in-and-of itself for the individual. Past research on this 

topic found higher levels of task-orientation in individuals lead to increased amounts of 

practice time and participation in the sport (Duda, 1988).  

Additionally, in regard to competitiveness, Participant 2 noted her internal drive to 

be competitive was not always a healthy characteristic following her transition out of 

sport, in that: 

Even in yoga, which is not competitive whatsoever, it’s meant to stretch. 

When I would go to yoga classes I would just be like, "Oh, I’m more 

flexible than this person," and I end up dislocating my shoulder. …It’s still 

that level of competitiveness that’s still there. (Barlow et al., 2018, p. 2) 

 

The quote above highlights what is known as ego-oriented goal achievement, 

which involves evaluating one’s own performance on a task against the performance of 

others with comparable skill sets. In the case of an individual who has an ego orientation, 

they will withdraw effort if defeat is imminent because they operate under the belief that 

natural ability is what determines success (Duda, 1988). This orientation could lead to 

decreased intrinsic motivation as success is based on external reward and is related to 
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higher levels of scrutiny, evaluation, and competition, the thoughts that Victoria was 

experiencing (Duda, 1988; Lochbaum & Roberts, 1993; McCarthy, 2011).    

Team environment/Group support. Next, the lack of a team or supportive 

environment is a contributing barrier to continued PA because student-athletes have 

become accustomed to having this support at practice and at home, including individuals 

who share similar experiences and a common goal (Barlow et al., 2018). Throughout the 

life span, an individual will more than likely identify with a particular group or social 

environment, whether this is a university, social club, or an individual’s career (Heere, 

James, Yoshida, & Scremin, 2011). This is particularly relevant within the sporting 

world, in that athletes will more often than not identify as not only an athlete, but with 

their teams as well (Heere et al., 2011). According to the Social Identity Theory, 

individuals will choose to identify with groups that will have a positive influence on his 

or her self-concept (Tajfel & Turner, 1979, as cited in Lock, Taylor, Funk & Darcy, 

2012). In an article by Lock et al. (2012), the researchers state that once an individual has 

formed a sense of internal attachment to his or her group identity, he or she is less likely 

to be willing to change the group with which they currently identify to a new group. This 

can make a transition from one’s collegiate team to other environments challenging.   

Participant 3 makes the importance of this support quite clear:  

I think also a big thing for me is like, yeah we’re self-motivated and work 

out on our own…but I still wanted to feel a sense of community so I still 

wanted to be around people when I was working out doing the same 

thing…I feel like if I didn’t have that sense of community around me I 

would really struggle with going in every day and just getting it done. 

Which you can do that if it boils down to it, it’s just harder for me because 

I’m so used to being on a team and doing that type of thing. (Barlow et al., 

2018, p. 3) 
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Holt and Dunn (2004) state, “…the ability to perceive and use available sources of social 

support also appeared to help players overcome obstacles and develop resilience” (p. 

212). It is clear the lack of such a supportive environment may lead to a decline in 

resilience or mental toughness. Moreover, it is necessary to find the best way to provide a 

space or resource for former athletes to create a supportive network of individuals to 

enable positive competencies in the future.  

Structure. Finally, SAs’ lives are structured from the moment they wake up to the 

moment they go to sleep, which becomes a part of who they are and translates beyond 

their athletic careers (Barlow et al., 2018). With the absence of a coach comes the 

thought, “What do I do now?” These individuals now lack guidance and direction, 

specifically from a coach or facilitator (Barlow et al., 2018).  Participant 1 noted:  

I know that whenever we would have time off, whenever I would go into a 

gym or a weight room, I’d be like, "What do I do?" Cause we’ve been 

coached in the weight room our entire college careers or even before that 

in high school. And so going in there and just not having a set workout or 

someone telling you what to do, I know I’ve kind of struggled with that. 

Like, "What do I do?” (Barlow et al., 2018, p. 3) 

 

Training vs. exercise. It is also clear that former student-athletes struggle to 

exercise when they are not training for anything in particular because they are goal-

oriented. SAs are expected to participate in 20 hours of activities per week related to their 

sport. This may include lifting weights, cardiovascular workouts, rehabilitation exercises, 

team meetings, individual meetings, and the actual practice and competition of one’s 

sport. The total time spent has often been reported to be closer to 30 or even 40 hours per 

week (Gayles & Hu, 2009).  This is in addition to being a full time student at one’s 

university. Consequently, athletes are constantly “on the go” while maintaining a 

structured routine. Coaches, teammates, nutritionists, strength and conditioning trainers, 



 

 

34 

and familial support help to provide this structure and motivation to the athletes.  One 

could assume athletes know how to exercise properly, in addition to being highly 

motivated to maintain such levels of PA following the end of one’s sport career (NCAA, 

2017), yet, SAs may consider their day-to-day activities as a part of training, not exercise 

in and of itself. Moreover, SAs do not necessarily have the required awareness to 

maintain an active lifestyle once the structure and support of a collegiate athletics 

program is lost (NCAA, 2017). Participant 7 shared his experience with his perception of 

the difference between training and exercise by stating: 

Yeah. I would say there definitely is a difference. Training is specific for 

an event. So, if ... if I’m training for a race, I will be doing specific 

workouts. If I just want to get a workout in, I’ll …go for a run. Or, playing 

hockey with my dad or something like that. I don’t consider that ... 

obviously it’s exercise. But, it’s not helping me in my sport, so it’s almost 

negligible. (Barlow et al., 2018, p. 3) 

 

Intrinsic vs. extrinsic goal orientations. When considering the way in which a SA 

views training versus exercise, it is also important to highlight the goal orientations used 

most often by this group of individuals. As displayed above, when Julian discusses his 

training for his sport, he mentions that the exercise he partakes in has a direct effect on 

his athletic performance. It is clear that Participant 7 is extrinsically motivated, as he is 

training in an effort to get better at his sport, rather than as an end in itself. Extrinsic 

motivation involves commitment to an activity in order to achieve something or to obtain 

an award (Moreno, Cervello, & Gonzalez-Cutre, 2010). Achievement goal theory 

provides an additional framework for this concept, in that:  

…achievement goal theory assumes that the individual is an intentional, 

goal-directed organism operation in a rational manner (Nicholls, 1984) 

and that achievement goals govern achievement beliefs and guide 

subsequent decision-making and behavior within achievement contexts. 

(Roberts, 2001; as cited in Proios, n.d., 16) 
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Time/discipline. Finally, the lack of time designated for exercise and the potential 

lack of self-discipline is apparent, in that individuals find it challenging to make the time 

and get themselves to workout following a long day at their employment. In this regard, 

Participant 6 mentioned that lack of structured time inhibits his ability to maintain his PA 

levels: 

I know that’s challenging too when you don’t have all these restrictions. 

Practice is at this time, you know… I had an internship this previous 

summer, a regular 9 to 6 job. Sometimes I don’t feel like doing anything 

when I get home at night. So I can definitely see it being a challenge. 

(Barlow et al., 2018, p. 3) 

 

Research by Holt and Dunn (2004) highlighted four psychosocial competencies 

found to be associated with soccer success, including resilience, commitment, discipline 

and social support. The latter two competencies were discussed by Barlow et al. (2018), in 

that, upon the transition out of sport, individuals found the lack of self-discipline and social 

support played a role in their inability to maintain higher levels of PA. While the study by 

Holt and Dunn (2004) discusses the way in which elite athletes valued discipline while 

competing in their sport at a high level, the researchers do not mention whether this is an 

internal self-discipline or is simply due to the athletes’ expectation of being disciplined 

(e.g., taking direction from their coach).  Therefore, it was important for the present study 

to examine resources that could increase former SAs ability to maintain self-discipline 

when no longer under the direction of a coach. 

The Power of a Word 

Something to consider when creating a program to facilitate this transition is the 

way in which a program defines exercise or physical activity. When considering how 

athletes distinguish between training and exercise, it is important to acknowledge the 
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difference in the meaning behind the words. As discussed above, to SAs, training involves 

a goal specific to their sport, and to that end, everything they do which may move them 

towards that goal is considered training (Barlow et al., 2018). Conversely, when an 

individual is choosing to partake in forms of exercise for mainly intrinsic reasons, a 

majority of SAs perceive it to have less value, since this exercise is not necessarily goal 

driven, in a manner of speaking (Barlow et al., 2018). It is clear many SAs are extrinsically 

motivated—to perform well for one’s team, to make one’s family proud, to leave a legacy, 

and more often than not, to win a championship. Therefore, it would be incorrect to assume 

that former SAs can immediately develop intrinsically oriented goals when external factors 

have been exaggerated, in many cases, since childhood. According to Ciaccio and Sachs 

(2018), the word ‘exercise’ is often perceived as a task that requires discomfort and high 

levels of effort and activity, as is demonstrated when individuals refer to exercise as 

“working out.” Whether this negative connotation is based on past experiences or simply 

one’s perception of what exercise may indeed involve, it is clear that a component of a 

transition program should help individuals reframe their views on exercise, so they too can 

glean its benefits. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Based on findings from previous research regarding challenges and barriers to 

maintaining healthy PA levels faced by SAs transitioning out of sport, the purpose of this 

study was to examine the components of resources that will help individuals navigate this 

transition.  The Methodology is presented in the following sections:  Research Design, 

Participants, Instrumentation, Procedures, Data Analysis and Bias Statement. 

Research Design 

Phase I of the study was correlational in nature and included data collection using 

Qualtrics software to determine the relationship between athletic identity, exercise identity, 

and PA levels. The data from 79 participants who participated in research conducted by 

Barlow et al. (2018) was utilized. Additional participants were recruited through an 

academic advising center email list at an urban university in the Northeast, in addition to 

through my professional and personal contacts. 

Phase II of the study involved qualitative data collection, including the use of focus 

groups—for the purpose of the study, these are labeled as hack groups. The intended 

objective of a hack group is to hack away at a problem in an effort to determine a solution 

for that problem. The objective was to determine the resources participants perceive as 

being helpful for navigating their transition out of collegiate sport.  These resources may 

subsequently be used to develop an approach designed to assist with this potential 

transition from athlete to exerciser. Hack groups were conducted online through the e-

conference room Google Meet. 
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Participants 

 The study included 102 former SAs who have transitioned out of their sport 

between three months and 26 years from the start of the study. Participants were recruited 

through an email list provided by the academic advising center and/or athletic department, 

in addition to using emails of my professional and personal contacts. Individuals ranged in 

age from 21 to 48 years old. 

Instrumentation 

Phase I: Online Survey 

 Phase I of the study involved participants completing an online survey through 

Qualtrics software. The survey included demographic information, such as the sport the 

SAs participated in at the collegiate level, the number of years they competed, current levels 

of PA, as well as measures of athletic identity and exercise identity.  The data from Phase I 

provided information that aided in the creation of a semi-structured guide for hack groups 

in Phase II. 

Athletic Identity Measurement Scale (AIMS). The AIMS (Brewer et al., 1993) is a 

10-item questionnaire comprised of statements such as “I consider myself an athlete,” “I 

spend more time thinking about sport than anything else,” and “I feel bad about myself 

when I do poorly in sport” (Brewer et al., 1993). Individuals are asked to rate the degree 

to which they agree or disagree with each statement using a 7-point Likert scale ranging 

from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree; Brewer et al., 1990). Researchers have 

found the AIMS to be internally consistent (e.g., results are consistent across each item 

throughout the measure) with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.93 (Brewer et al., 1993). 

Moreover, Brewer and Cornelius (2001) found the items within each factor (i.e., social 
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identity, exclusivity, and negative affectivity) displayed factorial invariance; this 

indicated that the “…items are measuring their underlying constructs the same way 

across different groups” (Brewer & Cornelius, 2001, p. 106). 

 Exercise Identity Scale (EIS). The EIS (Anderson & Cychosz, 1994) is made up 

of nine statements regarding one’s perception of their role as an exerciser. Statements 

include “I consider myself an exerciser” and “I have numerous goals related to exercising.” 

Items are scored using a Likert scale from (1) strongly disagree to (7) strongly agree.  

Research has supported the internal consistency reliability of the EIS (Cronbach’s alpha = 

0.82 to 0.95; Anderson, Cychosz, & Franke, 2001; as cited in Wilson & Muon, 2008) by 

finding a positive correlation with previously used measures of PA levels (Anderson & 

Cychosz, 1994).  

Physical Activity Level Scale. Participants were asked to indicate their level of 

weekly physical activity on a sliding scale from 0 to 25 hours per week measuring hours of 

light, moderate, and vigorous physical activity.  

Phase II: Hack Groups 

 Participants who both participated in Phase I of the study by Barlow et al. (2018), 

in addition to first-time participants, were invited to participate in one of five hack groups 

in order to glean a deeper understanding of the student-athlete experience and their 

subsequent transition out of sport. For the purpose of this study, a hack group is defined as 

a group of three to six former SAs with the purpose of determining the components of 

resources to help current and former SAs navigate the aforementioned transition. As noted 

by Lichtman (2013), the size of the groups is not as important as the experiences shared 

throughout the discussion. Still, the size of the hack groups benefitted from a dynamic 
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discussion among participants, which is the reason that I scheduled groups with no fewer 

than three individuals. This provided for a space to openly discuss the participants’ athletic 

experiences and their potential transition from athlete to exerciser.  

Hack group question development. A semi-structured interview guide was 

developed and utilized for the hack to provide a sense of direction for the moderator and 

the group itself. The discussion questions were developed using data from Barlow et al. 

(2018) and through collaboration of the researchers established for this project.  The 

questions are found in Appendix A. 

Former athletes from a combination of Division I and Division III universities were 

asked questions regarding what type of resources about which they would like more 

information, the best way to structure this information (e.g., videos, articles, blurbs) so as to 

engage the users’, and any other components that would enable the users to successfully 

navigate their transition out of collegiate sport. While it was important to provide a sense of 

direction for the group with semi-structured questions or guidelines, it was the intention of 

the group to allow freely flowing discussion in order to gain a deeper and more authentic 

understanding of the experience of the participants (Lichtman, 2013).  

Procedures 

Following approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB), Phase I of the study 

began with the researchers contacting potential participants through Qualtrics using an 

email list provided by the academic support center, including individuals who graduated 

within the last three years. This list was utilized in research by Barlow et al. (2018), in 

which 70 individuals completed the online survey and were consequently excluded from 

additional participation in Phase I of the present research; these individuals, however, were 
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included in the hack groups if they chose to volunteer. An e-mail was sent to the original 

list of 297 individuals seeking additional participants for Phase I and potential participants 

for Phase II.  Participants then completed the online survey, which takes approximately 20 

minutes. 

At the end of the online survey, participants were asked to volunteer for the follow-

up hack groups and randomly selected and contacted by email through Qualtrics software 

to determine the date and time of the hacks based on availability of the participants. 

Because 30 individuals did not volunteer for the hack groups, the subject pool was 

expanded to individuals who have graduated more than three years ago from additional 

universities and to those who may have insight into the topic from personal and 

professional experience. In order to allow for ease of scheduling and attendance, hack 

groups were conducted using the online conference room Google Meet. This software is 

provided for those with an email account associated with google/g-mail, in addition to 

those who continue to utilize their university email account. This program is a secure 

platform and enables the participants of the hack to see one another in order to maintain the 

interpersonal dynamic of the group, while also being a more convenient option. This 

allowed participants with busy schedules and those who reside out of the area to participate 

and share their experiences and perspectives.  

The hack groups were led by the principal researcher. The hacks lasted 

approximately 45 minutes and each group included three participants and the researcher, 

for a total of four individuals per hack group. This size allowed for discussion among all 

participants and for clarity during transcription of the data. A script was used for the 

introduction to the hack group. This script involved asking the questions provided in 
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Appendix A, in addition to discreetly discussing examples of resources based on the results 

of Barlow et al (2018). In an attempt to maintain authenticity, this example did not 

reference the data or research itself; rather, the researcher worded the example as if it was 

from her own experience transitioning out of sport. This helped to establish rapport 

between the researcher and participants, while also not making the participants feel like 

they were “being studied” or were “lab rats,” which could have led to answers based on 

social desirability (King & Bruner, 2000). The remaining time was spent discussing the 

participants’ experiences in regard to their transition out of collegiate sport and, in 

particular, what resources might be an aid in their exit.  

Data Analysis 

Phase I: Quantitative Analysis 

 Data from Phase I were collected with Qualtrics software and downloaded to 

SPSS software for statistical analysis. Correlational analyses were conducted in order to 

determine the relationship between athletic identity, exercise identity, and PA levels. This 

analysis included data from 70 participants surveyed by Barlow et al. (2018), and 

additional participants recruited through the provided email list of former SAs and 

personal and professional contacts. 

Phase II: Identifying Themes and Subthemes  

At the start of the hack groups, participants were asked to provide permission for the 

session to be recorded with a Voice Note application for ease of transcription of the data 

and to provide clarity when coding the data. Transcribed data were then coded using NVivo 

software in order to determine the recurring themes of the groups.  

 



 

 

43 

Use of qualitative research. A mixed methods study involving both quantitative 

and qualitative measures was valuable for the research. Certainly, interpretivism research 

hopes to help the reader understand the idea or concept in a specific context (Lichtman, 

2013). The way people make sense of experiences differs from person to person. As 

demonstrated by research, everyone has a different perspective of the world and their 

environment. Interpretivists attempt to make sense of these differing world-views. 

Therefore, it is clear that the present research benefits from following the interpretivist 

approach. Additionally, through phenomenological research, the researcher is able to 

make a more unique interpretation of the phenomenon in question. This is demonstrated 

in qualitative research conducted by Warehime et al. (2017), for which the researchers 

conducted semi-structured interviews to gain a deeper understanding of the participants’ 

transition out of collegiate sport and how this change had adjusted their overall well-

being. Smith (1995; as cited in Lavallee & Robinson, 2004) highlights the value of 

phenomenological analysis, in that the research attempts to reveal the underlying 

meaning of the participants’ experiences “through a process of interpretative engagement 

with the text” (p. 8). An inductive approach was utilized for the present study; this type of 

analysis involved starting with transcribed data and allows the theory to emerge from the 

data free from constraints of more structured hypotheses and methodologies (Thomas, 

2006). 

Data collected by Holt and Dunn (2004) utilized grounded theory based on a 

framework from Glaser and Strauss (1967) to code the data in an effort to move from 

description of the data, to categorizing, to theorizing or interpretation of the data. This is 

important because, as stated previously, each individual has a different experience, and 
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the way in which researchers interpret these meanings may also vary. Therefore, it is 

important to provide structure for the researcher when coding the data in order to develop 

themes that accurately depict the experience of the participants.  

 Lichtman (2013) describes the subjectivity of coding qualitative data, in that the 

process by which researchers code may differ depending on what the individual finds most 

effective and organized. Codes are typically attached to “chunks of varying size—words, 

phrases, sentences or whole paragraphs (Gratton & Jones, 2004, p. 219). I coded the data in 

larger chunks in an effort to extract quotes that provide a deeper understanding of the 

participant’s experience or thoughts being expressed. The coding process began with 20 

codes, which led to 15 categories to filter into (Lichtman, 2013).  

After the initial categorization of each hack group transcript, these categories were 

revisited to determine more specific themes and subthemes by looking for patterns and 

explanation in codes. Questions considered throughout this process included, “Can I relate 

certain codes together under a more general code?” (Gratton & Jones, 2004, p. 220).  This 

process of moving from initial codes to specific themes and subthemes allowed for a more 

concise method for reporting of the data (Lichtman, 2013). By the end of this process, the 

data reported includes seven themes; this small number of themes has been found to lead to 

more central and meaningful topics of interest (Lichtman, 2013). Emerging themes and 

subthemes were used as the outline for resources to aid in the transition out of collegiate 

sport.  

Bias Statement 

This study examined the aspects of an approach or tool that will benefit SAs as 

they transition out of collegiate sport. While I have no personal connection to the athletes 
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on the university’s campus, I was a collegiate athlete and have personal knowledge of the 

student-athlete experience, and I, too, had a challenging experience navigating the 

transition following graduation. More specifically, when I touched the wall and realized 

that I had just completed my final swim as a collegiate athlete, I instantly felt a sense of 

true loss, as if a piece of me had died in that moment. This loss of identity stuck with me, 

and the question “Who am I?” is something that I still struggle with day to day. Over the 

last six years, it has been challenging for me to find an exercise program or routine that I 

enjoy enough to stick with for more than six months. Nothing compares to the love I had 

for the sport of swimming, yet I no longer want to swim competitively. I even found 

myself to be sedentary (except for my walk to and from school) for an entire year. At 

first, I did not think I could study a topic such as athletic identity, as it is something that I 

continue to grieve the loss of, even to this day. While I have never called myself a NARP, 

I no longer consider myself an athlete, and I have yet to consider myself a true exerciser. 

Needless to say, I have been in a state of limbo, unable to fully transition to a new 

identity. Through this research process, I feel I have come full circle and am able to move 

on to the next chapter of my life.  

These experiences had the potential to affect the way in which I interpreted the 

athletes’ experiences and beliefs following the hack groups. It was possible, that as I read 

the data, that I could have related to the participants, thus influencing my objectivity as I 

coded and analyzed the data. The study followed a phenomenological design, in an effort 

to gain a deeper understanding of the athlete’s lived experience; this is a subjective, 

personal, and individual experience. No one experience is the same. If I began to relate 

my own experience to the athletes, I could have lost sight of the subjectivity of each 
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individual’s experience. Therefore, I had to remain unbiased not only while analyzing the 

data, but also while conducting the hack groups in regard to the questions I chose to ask 

or the way in which I interacted with the participants. It is for this reason that I had to 

maintain my own self-awareness in an effort to acknowledge the type of questions I 

asked the athletes and when I needed to pull back when I felt that my questions are too 

structured and guiding them to disclose information. 

Finally, while I have not had any formal sport transition training, I have been 

researching the topic for the last three years of my doctoral program. I have reaped a 

number of benefits from the knowledge I have acquired about the topic. My research has 

increased my own sense of self-awareness, which has benefitted me in school and in my 

daily life, including my ability to participate in and maintain motivation to an exercise 

program. It is clear that I have my own thoughts regarding the types of apps and structure 

that has aided in my transition out of sport, so I used this heightened sense of awareness 

and active listening skills to allow for authentic discussion from the participants in the 

hack groups. It was important that I not allow my own experience to manipulate the 

direction of the hack groups.  Again, this is a study about subjective experience, in regard 

to what former SAs believe would have benefitted them as they transitioned out of their 

sport prior to or following graduation; therefore, it is important to acknowledge how 

every athlete’s experience is equally important and to represent their experiences 

accurately and without bias.  
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Based on the findings of Barlow et al. (2018) on barriers to maintaining healthy 

PA levels faced by student-athletes as they transition out of collegiate sport, the purpose 

of this study was to examine the delivery and components of resources that will help 

individuals positively navigate this transition. The Results and Discussion are presented in 

the following sections:  Results, Discussion, General Discussion, Recommendations for 

Researchers, and Recommendations for Practitioners. 

Results 

Demographics 

For the purpose of the study, data from previous research (Barlow et al., 2018), 

which included 70 current and former SAs, were combined with data collected in the 

spring of 2019 and garnered 32 additional responses for a total of 102 participants (28 

male, 74 female) ranging in age from 21 to 48 years old, 79 of whom identified as 

Caucasian, 19 as African American, 2 as Asian, and 2 as other. The majority of 

participants identified as working professionals (n = 42), seniors in college (n = 22), or as 

graduate students (n = 19). The remaining participants were juniors in college or 

identified as no longer being in school. Fifteen different sports are represented in this 

study, including baseball (Bb), basketball (BB), fencing (FC), field hockey (FH), football 

(FB), golf, gymnastics (Gym), lacrosse (Lax), rowing (Row), soccer (Sc), softball (SB), 

swimming(SW), tennis (TE), track and field, (T&F) and volleyball (VB).    
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Part 1: Quantitative Data Analysis 

Phase I of the study was quantitative in nature and examined the relationship 

between athletic identity and exercise identity, in addition to comparing a number of 

related variables. 

First, the results show a negative correlation between total number of years 

competing in one’s primary sport and total athletic identity (r = -.360, p < .01).  As 

previously mentioned, as an individual nears the end of their athletic career in their 

primary sport, the lower their athletic identity level.  

An interesting finding involved a positive correlation between total athletic 

identity score and gender (r = .201, p < .05). Athletic identity scores were significantly 

higher for female participants (n = 74, M = 46.6) compared to male participants (n = 28, 

M = 41.6). 

 Bb BB FC FH FB Golf Gym Lax Row SC SB SW TE T&F VB 

Male 1 0 0 0 9 0 0 0 7 2 0 3 0 6 0 

Female 0 3 9 4 0 1 4 9 14 3 1 8 3 11 7 

 

Table 1: Breakdown of (Reported) Male and Female Participants by Sport. 

`Most relevant to the present study, the relationship between athletic and 

exercise identities was not significant (r = .164, p = .10). However, as expected, an 

individual’s level of exercise identity had a positive correlation with one’s levels of 

moderate (r = 0.358, p < .01) and vigorous exercise per week (r = 0.282, p < .01). 

Interestingly, athletic identity was positively correlated with hours of vigorous PA (r = 

.199, p < .05).  
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Part 2: Qualitative Data Analysis 

Phase II of the study utilized qualitative methods through the use of hack groups 

with former student-athletes (n = 15, 10 females, 5 males). A total of five hack groups 

were conducted including three former SAs per group from a range of sports and 

backgrounds, including five team sports and three individual sports. Sports include: 

basketball, fencing, field hockey, rowing, softball, swimming, and track and field. As 

discussed in the methodology section, snowball sampling was used due to a lack of initial 

hack group volunteers. This involved asking the volunteers to recruit additional 

participants for the hack groups, leading to an additional four participants. While six of 

the participants were recruited following the initial completion of the survey through 

Qualtrics, the remaining nine participants were contacted using personal references and 

email lists in an effort to increase the sample size. The majority of participants (n = 12) 

were members of Division I athletics programs, while three participants were members of 

a Division III athletics program. In order to accommodate potential participants and to 

manage the challenge of scheduling in-person hack groups, the hacks were conducted via 

Google Meet (an online video conference call), which allowed for dynamic conversation, 

while also being more accessible for those who volunteered to participate.  

Coding of the data resulted in two sections, Delivery of Resources (Section 1) and 

Valued Components of Resources (Section 2). A number of themes and sub-themes 

emerged from each section. Themes of Section 1 were 1) Availability of Sport 

Psychology Professional/Counselor, 2) Life courses/Speaker Series/Webinars, 3) Alumni 

Network/Mentorship, and 4) Phone App w/ Social Network. Themes present under 

Section 2 involve 1) Increasing Awareness (Subthemes: Change in Identity & Reframing 
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of Exercise), 2) Building Community (Subthemes: Authentic Connection & Similar 

Values), and 3) Habit/Routine Formation (Subtheme: Accountability Group). The exact 

number of times each theme or sub-theme was mentioned can be found below in Figure I.             

 

Figure 1: Emerging Themes & Subthemes from Hack Groups 

Section I: Delivery of Resources 

 When coding the data, it was clear the delivery or way in which resources are 

made available to athletes navigating the transition process is important in regard to use 

of resources and maintenance/adherence of the skills discussed. It is also noteworthy to 

mention the way in which former SAs believe resources should be delivered is dependent 

on whether they are still on-campus or are beginning their post-graduate life.  
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On-Campus Delivery 

 The participants reported a need for resources while they remain on-campus but 

after they have finished their final season of competition. The proximity of such 

resources was believed to increase the likelihood of using such resources. 

Availability of sport psychology professional or counselor. The first sub-theme 

involved having a sport psychology or other counseling professional available on campus 

as a resource. Participants highlighted the value of proximity, as stated by Participant 9:  

I think a lot more people would utilize it [sport psychologist] too because, 

at least myself, I’m not going to go to a sports psychologist off campus if I 

think I’m struggling a bit but like I’m okay. But if there was something 

that was here and easy for me to utilize, I might be way more inclined to 

go and talk to somebody before it would be at a point where I was 

desperate. 

 

Participant 8 also stated, “Sometimes having it (sport psych/counselor services) within 

the proximity of your dorm or whatever is half the battle. Getting to this sport 

psychologist or Counseling Center or wherever you’re going, I would think convenience 

would help.” Additional participants mentioned their university had a sport psychologist 

available on-campus, which allowed for helpful dialogue to better understand the athletic 

experience and transition out of their sport (if an athlete chose to utilize this resource). 

Providing a space for athletes during this potentially challenging period in their lives to 

discuss their experience freely validates the difficulty of the transition out of sport rather 

than making athletes feel isolated or cut off following the end of their SA career.  

Life courses, speaker series and/or webinars. In addition to providing a resource for 

former SAs to meet privately with a sport psychology professional or counselor, 

participants also saw value in having access to life courses, speaker series, and/or 

webinars to help navigate the transition. In regard to the availability of life courses in an 
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effort to teach SAs skills that will apply to daily and working life (i.e., filing taxes, 

creating structure/time management, professional networking, etc.), Participant 6 stated: 

Life courses are popping up for all these athletic departments, and are 

getting really popular because they’re (e.g., athletic department staff) 

starting to learn that there’s a lot of gaps in the education that we give, so I 

think as those are becoming more popular, I’m hoping education about 

what life is like and what reality is like after athletics will be brought into 

awareness. 

 

Participant 10 echoed this by saying: 

Maybe a type of speaker series to go over different types of lessons or 

experiences that you might encounter or as you’re in the process of 

transitioning. For a lot of people there’s a time in between where you’re a 

recent grad and you’re waiting to start your job or you just started your job 

and you’re trying to understand how to balance everything all at once. 

Having people, whether it’s filmed or in person, speak about their 

experiences and provide them with their own personal perspective, I think 

that that could be really helpful. 

 

Post-Graduation Delivery 

Alumni network with mentorship matching. The first sub-theme of post-graduation 

delivery reported by participants was development of an active former SA alumni 

network that could also be paired with a mentorship program. This has value by way of 

keeping alumni connected to the athletic community, in addition to the alumni providing 

guidance to those currently going through the transition out of sport. Participant 3 

mentioned:  

Something that is somewhat underutilized is alumni networks. Even just 

within a team you have the alumni and a lot of times you still have the 

contact information as a coach, so I think it would be useful to be able to 

have almost like a mentorship of some form, having the people that have 

gone through the experience of leaving and transitioning into real life. 

Participants from Hack Group 4 felt mentorship matching had the potential to feel 

inauthentic, so Participant 10 said the following: 



 

 

53 

You could have like a 45-minute happy hour or snack hour in order to put 

people together because they all of a sudden have one thing in common 

and sometimes that helps develop an organic mentorship kind of thing. 

Also, you don’t feel like you’re going at it alone. 

 

As will be discussed below, building or maintaining authentic connection was 

valued by the majority of participants, so it would be beneficial to offer 

networking opportunities that bring former SAs together for an experience such as 

a workout class or alumni race with a socializing event to follow.  

Phone application with social network. The final sub-theme of Section 1 involves 

the use of a phone application that includes an online community. As discussed above, 

there are a number of in-person and computer-based programs for the transition out of 

collegiate sport. However, an app that is complete with a forum for online discussion 

between former SAs has not been used thus far as an aid in this transition. As will be 

discussed below, an app called Athletes Mingle was recently created and provides such a 

space for conversation and connection amongst former SAs in the United States. This 

platform was found valuable by a number of participants. Participant 15 highlighted the 

main challenge of in-person workshops in that:  

I think finding ways to utilize technology just because I know that at 

institutions, it’s sometimes hard to get bodies to go to a certain place, so if 

there’s something that an institution could create that they then offer to 

their athletes that they can do on their own time, it may be more effective.  

 

In regard to the utility of an app-based program and community for former SAs, if 

checking and posting to the app becomes a part of one’s daily routine, it is more likely to 

have an impact on one’s transition and daily life overall. Participant 1 mentioned: 

I think an app would definitely be useful, because it’s a part of everyone’s 

morning routine usually, check the weather, check emails. With an app at 

least you get a notification each day. It’s more the modern way to connect 
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with people and I would personally go through an app as opposed to if I 

see an email from my alumni network or university. 

 

Not only could an app-based program allow for authentic connection to former 

SAs, but it could also provide a space for individuals to share workouts and to 

keep each other accountable. This was highlighted by Participant 12 when she 

said: 

Like building something like “Hey this is a workout that I have found that 

I really like. Like let me post it on this app.” Someone else needs it and 

really likes it. You can either like meet and do it together or it’s just 

something to do. Because I know the biggest thing for me, I struggled with 

finding workouts that were fun and didn’t necessarily feel horrible. 

 

A current app that addresses this is the Athletes for Life Program, which is centered on 

providing former SAs structured workouts following their transition out of sport. The app 

creator also intends to create a forum for subscribers to sign up for races together/as a 

team or running groups and other forms of exercise groups.  

Section II: Valued Components of Resources 

The following section provides insight for the previously mentioned research 

questions, which were developed based on the results of Barlow et al. (2018), which 

highlighted barriers to maintaining physical activity for former SAs (e.g., Lack of 

Challenge/Competition, Lack of Team Environment, and Lack of Structure),  

Theme I: Increasing Awareness  

The first emerging theme from Section II related to Research Question 1, which 

was “What aspects of a focus on competition and/or challenge would be components of 

potential resources?” The theme highlights the importance of increasing awareness of 

(sub-themes) 1) Change in identity and 2) Reframing exercise.  
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Change in identity. The first sub-theme that emerged under Increasing Awareness 

involves one’s (potential) change in identity. This highlights the consideration of new 

identities once individuals complete their years as a collegiate athlete. This change or 

identity reformation may be challenging because, for those with a high level of athletic 

identity, other identities may not have been as dominant or considered whatsoever. As 

noted by Participant 6: 

There could be more education, like your time demands are definitely 

going to be different now. Be aware that you were doing X Y & Z for 

every day for four years. This is going to be a huge change for you.  

 

Participants also highlighted the value of bringing awareness to this change by one’s 

coach, as this is a person the SA (potentially) trusts and respects, and validating this 

change in identity may allow the SA to either let go of this identity (rather than clinging 

to it, causing further suffering) or to look at this identity with a fresh perspective, as many 

SAs continue to consider themselves athletes, just not a collegiate athlete. This 

conversation between coach and athlete was put nicely by Participant 9:  

Because even this year with practice and stuff, if I was struggling, my coach 

would be like, okay, where are you going to be a year from now and I’m like 

sitting at a desk at work and he said are you going to wish that you were here? I 

said probably not. I can see where he’s coming from because he’s pretty realistic 

in the sense that he knows swimming isn’t the career path I’m going down for the 

rest of my life. 

 

Reframing exercise. The second sub-theme under Increasing Awareness relates to 

the way individuals think about exercise once they are no longer collegiate athletes. For 

many athletes who participated in their sport for more than a decade, they have become 

accustom to a typical style of training and a certain intensity level (i.e., out of breath, red 

in the face, high level of intensity). Moving forward, a number of athletes are motivated 

to exercise only when they are reaching the same intensity or competitiveness, as found 
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in research by Barlow et al. (2018). Conversely, in the present study, approximately half 

of the participants indicated the amount of time and level at which they are motivated to 

exercise has changed, as is demonstrated by Participant 11:  

It’s like 45 minutes classes, 45 minute whatever and it’s like oh my God I can’t 

even imagine doing anything more than this. This is too much already. My 

mindset and competitiveness about exercising has completely changed the further 

I’ve gotten away from collegiate sports. 

Participant 12 echoed this sentiment: 

I think it’s more I’m exercising because it makes me feel good. It releases 

endorphins as opposed to exercising with the purpose of in five weeks I need to 

swim fast or I need to run fast or I need to bike fast. I need to hit like a certain 

threshold. It’s more of doing it because I want to do it and I’m enjoying it. That’s 

the only purpose. I’m not doing it because I need to do something else in the 

future.  

 

As mentioned by Participant 12 above, it appears that for some former SAs the purpose 

or goal behind why they participate in PA has changed, in addition to reframing what 

they consider exercise. It is clear individuals believe what will help them maintain 

motivation is planning or structuring their goals around exercise for what they want to 

accomplish in their present life, as stated by Participant 13, “I think it will be about 

reshaping my goals or creating new goals that are relevant to my life as it is now.”  

Theme 2: Building Community 

The next theme that emerged and is relevant to Research Question 2 is that of 

building community by valuing authentic connection (sub-theme 1) with individuals who 

share common values with one self (sub-theme 2). Participant 5 stated, “I feel a lot of 

people really want to feel connected and help out and be part of the community again.” 

This theme emerged from all of the hack groups. Since the time former SAs began 

participating in sport they have been a part of the athletic/sport community, so this 

feeling of support is based on sharing common goals and values has been consistent 
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throughout their athletic career. Later, when an individual transitions out of collegiate 

sport, this support system is no longer a given aspect of their lives unless they make the 

active choice to find or maintain that community. As mentioned by Participant 15: 

So I think just planting those seeds--when you land wherever you’re going 

to land, you don’t think about ways that you can get connected in the 

community because, I don’t know about these guys, but I was an athlete 

from the day I walked on campus and it helped me to transition in, and so 

to be able to use that then as you transition out could help them to find the 

place that they fit into the world. 

 

Valuing authentic connection. As previously mentioned, the first sub-theme that 

emerged involved placing value on organic connection following the transition. 

Participant 10 emphasized this: 

It really is about maintaining or even building new connections. That 

sense of connection is something that everyone wants in some way. Often 

the mindset of an athlete is I’m mentally tough I can deal with this. 

Sometimes we don’t always know that we’re not going at it alone. Giving 

you or giving people that space to just connect because I do like the idea 

of this organic forming of it. It’s going to be more natural. It’s not going to 

seem forced by any means. 

Specifically answering Research Question 2, Participant 12 talked about the positive 

influence her team had on her in terms of accountability and motivation: 

I definitely miss the team atmosphere of if I don’t show up to practice, it’s 

going to impact someone else’s day. Also just having the support of 

somewhere between 50 and 60 people every day knowing that someone’s 

going to say hi to you, someone’s going to make a joke. Having that 

opportunity to kind of be with your friends while you’re working really 

hard and you want to work really hard because your friends are working 

really hard, I think that’s one of the things that I miss the most.  

 

This demonstrates the importance of directing former SAs to specific apps and/or 

exercise communities where they can begin to form new connections and feel a sense of 

inclusion, surrounded by people with whom they share values, as is discussed below.  
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 Connection based on shared values. While it is clear that every sport comes with 

its own culture and experiences, it can be argued the overall culture of collegiate athletics 

lends itself to certain values, such as cooperation, teamwork, and discipline (Lumpkin, 

1983). These values tend to apply to their personal and professional lives outside of sport. 

In regard to building a sense of community and aiding in being physically active, 

Participant 2 stated, “I think I surrounded myself with people with similar values. Even 

though we played different sports, we did experience similar things, which helps you 

connect easier.” A number of participants who are working professionals mentioned how 

connecting with the people they work with (many of which are not former SAs) is 

challenging, because they prefer to go to happy hour to relax after work, whereas the 

participants preferred to find individuals to go to a workout class with. This is noted by 

Participant 11: 

I also think it would be really helpful. I know when I first moved to New 

York I loved running into former athletes. Because I feel like they just 

automatically get you in a way that some other people don’t. I work in 

advertising and all everybody does is drink all the time. I was like “why 

don’t we just go to an office cycle class or something?” and no one really 

has that same mentality. But connecting with former athletes meeting up 

to run or just talking about things that really only we can relate to I think 

would be really cool. 

 

Theme 3: Establishing New Habits and Routines 

 

 In response to Research Question 3, the theme that emerged involved 

helping former SAs establish new habits and routines. As demonstrated by 

Barlow et al. (2018), it is clear structure plays an important role in the lives of 

SAs in regard to structured practices and schedules, in addition to the goals they 

set and the plan that is made in an effort to reach those goals. Following the 

transition out of collegiate sport, individuals may struggle with the lack of 
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structure or routine. This is highlighted by Participant 7, who transitioned out of 

sport within the last three months:  

…the one thing that I’m struggling with right now is time management. I 

still haven’t gotten into a routine yet. Because I’m used to waking up for 

practice, eating, napping, waking up, going to class, going to practice, 

doing my homework, going to bed and now it’s like I wake up and have 

nothing to do. I go to class and try and figure out different times to work 

out so like, maybe just figuring out how to fall back into a routine would 

be helpful. 

 

Some formers SAs will go to the gym and ask themselves the question “What do I do?” 

Unfortunately, it is assumed, because SAs have experience working out as a byproduct of 

their sport, they are able to navigate exercising without guidance from a coach. On the 

contrary, as reported by Participant 13, it was this structure that relieved the potential 

stress encountered when entering the gym on their own: 

Personally, I’ve really liked the structure that I’ve had throughout the past 

few years and before in high school. Even having like the workout apps in 

your phone or knowing how to make a workout plan. It’s just so much less 

stressful going into the gym and it’s all there and made for you, so I think 

I am going to miss that aspect. 

 

Accountability groups. The remaining sub-theme involved the creation of 

accountability groups. Guidance provided by SAs’ coaches and teammates is not only an 

important aspect of structure but also a form of accountability. This is illustrated by 

former SAs reportedly feeling a sense of accountability or even obligation to get up and 

be at practice on time, putting in the work as instructed and alongside their teammates. 

As stated by Participant 12: 

The accountability is a huge thing. I mean, for me at least I would get up 

for practice and my teammates are depending on me. They’re expecting 

me to show up and be here. Not only on time, but ready to go to work and 

be in the zone. Whereas now when I’m going to the office, some days I 

can show up a little later, I can show up a little earlier. It’s again not nearly 

as structured. 
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Continuing the discussion regarding the formation of organic connections, Participant 11 

notes the value found in sharing exercise/workout experiences with her new co-workers: 

I will come workout with you, but I am not going to happy hour. That has 

been a really cool opportunity just because it is a friendship and a 

relationship outside of work and we kind of hold each other accountable. 

 

While not all individuals may share this view on ways to connect with the individuals in 

their environment, it may be valuable to provide former SAs with a platform to build 

these bonds and contact one another in an effort to maintain physical activity at the level 

which works for them. To further this point, Participant 10 stated: 

Even going along with that and something that you had mentioned earlier 

on, that accountability piece. I think that could even come into play there. 

Some of the forums could be an accountability group for this that and the 

other thing while also having that continued organic communication 

between people. 

 

Surely, as will be discussed below, it is important to not only put together resources 

and/or education about specific aspects of the transition but to also provide a space for 

former SAs to connect in a way that maintains authenticity in an effort to promote or 

maintain one’s physical activity levels and overall wellness throughout the transition 

process.  

Discussion 

Based on findings from previous research on challenges and barriers to 

maintaining healthy PA levels faced by student-athletes as they transition out of sport, the 

purpose of this study was to examine the delivery and components of resources that will 

help individuals positively navigate this transition.  The sections discussed below include: 

Part 1: Quantitative Data Analysis. This is followed by Part 2: Qualitative Data Analysis, 

which begins with Section 1 (Delivery of Resources): On-Campus Delivery, Availability of 
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a Sport Psychology Professional or Counselor, Life Skills, Speaker Series, and/or 

Webinars, Off-Campus Delivery, Alumni Network with mentorship matching, and Phone 

Application with Social Network. Under Section 2 (Valued Components of Resources), the 

following Themes and sub-themes are detailed: Increasing Awareness, Change in Identity, 

Reframing Exercise, Building Community, Authentic Connection, Sharing Common 

Values, Establishing New Habits and Routines, and Accountability Groups.  

Quantitative Data Analysis 

Phase I of the study was quantitative in nature and examined the relationship 

between athletic identity, exercise identity, and PA levels. First, the results show a 

negative correlation between total number of years competing in one’s primary sport and 

total athletic identity.  As previously mentioned, the longer an individual competes in 

their primary sport, the lower their athletic identity level. In regard to collegiate athletes, 

lower levels of athletic identity tend to be present as one nears the end of their collegiate 

athletic career. This typically occurs due to planning for one’s future and the awareness 

of such changes. 

An interesting finding involved a positive correlation between total athletic 

identity score and gender. Athletic identity scores were significantly higher for female 

participants compared to male participants. This stands in contrast to previous research 

that states male athletes typically have higher levels of athletic identity than female 

athletes (Reifsteck et al., 2013). Although it is challenging to determine whether a sport is 

more individually or team oriented at the collegiate level (i.e., rowing success is 

dependent on both performance at an individual and overall team level), it can be argued 

that more than half of female participants participated in individual sports while the 
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majority of male athletes were a part of team sports. It is possible that SAs from 

individual sports relate more strongly to their sport, while team sport SAs have a broader 

team or group identity, which takes the focus away from one self. Future research should 

consider the way in which one’s gender influences athletic identity and/or exercise 

participation, in addition to ways in which such individuals may enhance their awareness 

of the roles with which they identify.  

Pertinent to the present study, the relationship between athletic and exercise 

identities was not significant, which stands in contrast to past research (Reifsteck et al., 

2013; Reifsteck & Brooks, 2018). It should be noted that athletic identity and exercise 

identity, although related, are not the same. Athletic identity is embedded in competitive 

sport (Brewer et al., 1993; Reifsteck et al., 2016), which is a means for PA.  Exercise 

identity is embedded in the planned, structured, repetitive, and intentional improvement 

or maintenance of fitness and is also a means for PA (World Health Organization, 2002).  

Ryan, Williams, Patrick, and Deci (2009; as cited in Reifsteck & Brooks, 2018) argue 

that individuals have less intrinsic motivation to exercise compared to participating in 

sport. Given that it is well-accepted that competitive sports opportunities become scarce 

after college (Berg et al., 2015; Lim et al., 2011), it stands to reason that athletic and 

exercise identities are two separate entities with differing motivations and, therefore, one 

will not predict the other. 

As expected, an individual’s level of exercise identity was positively correlated 

with one’s levels of moderate and vigorous exercise per week. Additionally, athletic 

identity was positively correlated to hours of vigorous PA. This final piece of data has 

been discussed in research by Reifsteck et al. (2013); the researchers stated, “athletic 
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identity may be related to participation in certain modes or intensities of physical activity 

that are consistent with competitive sport training” (p. 273). This positive relationship 

indicates how former SAs reporting a high level of athletic identity are more likely to 

choose forms of exercise(s) that may involve similar intensity with that of training for 

their sport.  

The aforementioned findings were discussed indirectly during the hack groups, in 

that participants noted their inclination for high intensity training while a member of their 

team and this continued for a few years following the transition out of sport. Yet, the 

same participants also mentioned their level of competitiveness and need for high 

intensity workouts lessened over time; the motivation changed from training hard in an 

effort to reach a performance goal to finding forms of exercise they enjoy. This is 

discussed in more detail below (within sections on Increasing Awareness and Reframing 

Exercise).  

Section I: Delivery of Resources  

As highlighted above, the delivery method or way in which resources are made 

available to athletes navigating the transition process is important in regard to ease of 

availability and proximity. It is also important to note the way in which former SAs 

believe resources should be delivered is dependent on whether they are still on-campus or 

are beginning their post-graduate life. A number of transition programs exist and are 

made available in different forms, including face-to-face (f2f) workshops, online files 

with access to information from alumni, and online resources (C.A.T.S. Life Skills, n.d.; 

Hansen et al., 2018; Reifsteck & Brooks, 2018; Stankovich et al., 2001). While these 

programs and resources are valuable sources to aid in the transition process, as 
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demonstrated in the current study, a technology-based application (e.g., phone app) 

would be a more effective form of delivery. An app allows for individuals to access an 

online community of former SAs to not only process their experience but develop 

connections with like-minded individuals in the area. These connections were highlighted 

as a motivator for attending exercise groups and act as a form of accountability that may 

fill the vacancy of one’s coach and/or team environment.  

Theme I: On-Campus Delivery 

Availability of sport psychology professional or counselor. The first sub-theme 

involved having a sport psychologist or other counseling professional available on 

campus as a resource. A handful of participants reported their university has a sport 

psychologist available on-staff in the athletic department which allowed for helpful 

dialogue to better understand the athletic experience and transition out of their sport (if an 

athlete chose to utilize this resource). By providing a space for athletes to discuss their 

experience freely during this potentially challenging period in their lives, we are 

validating the reality of the transition out of sport rather than making athletes feel isolated 

or cut off following the end of their SA career.  

This sub-theme replicates the findings of research by Hansen et al. (2018) who 

implemented a transition program through the counseling center at St. Louis University 

(discussed under Current Transition Programs for Collegiate Athletes). Again, it is clear 

workshops hold value, but the impact is determined by the availability and willingness of 

individuals to attend the workshops. Murphy (1995; as cited in Bjornsen & Dinkel, 2017) 

echoes the importance of therapeutic approaches for addressing changes in identity and 

social support that is faced during and/or following the transition out of collegiate sport. 
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Counseling “can facilitate transitioning athletes in identifying existing supports, as well 

as addressing potential barriers to building a successful life after school and sport” 

(Bjornsen & Dinkel, 2017, p. 249).  

 Life courses, speaker series and/or webinars. The data from the participants in 

the current study mirror the intention of the Positive Transitions Sport Retirement Model 

developed by Stankovich et al. (2001).  This method provides for a space where athletes 

learn to navigate the transition out of sport by teaching transferable skills (i.e., goal 

setting, communication, time management, etc.) to enhance one’s confidence beyond 

sports.  The value of teaching transferable skills is emphasized by Schlossberg’s 

Transition Theory (STT; Schlossberg, 1981; as cited in Bjornsen & Dinkel, 2017), which 

is replicated by Bjornsen and Dinkel (2017). The researchers examined the influence of 

coaches on SAs while navigating the transition process. In line with STT, coaches are 

viewed by athletes as their primary source of support (Adams, Coffee, & Lavallee, 2015). 

In the study by Bjornsen and Dinkel (2017), coaches cited skills learned as a by-product 

of their sport participation (i.e., collaboration and teamwork) as skills that would help 

ease the transition from SA to working member of society. However, the coaches also 

highlighted the role they play by instilling skills such as punctuality and responsibility, in 

addition to reacting appropriately in challenging circumstances. The coaches felt it was 

their responsibility to model this positive behavior in an effort to intentionally shape the 

behavior of their SAs.  

As a byproduct of one’s sport, it is clear a number of these skills are learned and 

utilized on a daily basis, such as goal-setting and time management. However, athletes 

are not always taught these skills in such a way that they could be self-guided. As noted 
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by Scarapicchia et al. (2015), individuals living on-campus reported a higher awareness 

of a social marketing campaign designed to increase PA levels. The purpose of the 

MoveU campaign was to increase students’ levels of self-efficacy in regard to making 

decisions about one’s health and PA (Scarapicchia et al., 2015). Clearly, rather than 

assuming that former SAs will feel confident in their ability to stay physically active 

without assistance from coaches, teammates, and other support staff, it would be 

beneficial to provide education in this realm during the duration of time SAs/former SAs 

remain on-campus.  

Specific to the athlete transition, the Moving On! program is implemented through 

four 1-hour in-person sessions, including an introduction to the transition, identity 

exploration, goal setting and strategies to enhance confidence, and planning for the 

transition in order to maintain PA, but feedback from participants indicated the need for a 

greater frequency of the workshops, as time and scheduling is limited for these 

individuals. Rather than implementing a separate workshop with SAs and former SAs, 

the academic support staff was highlighted by coaches in research by Bjornsen and 

Dinkel (2017) as an instrumental resource. Coaches praised staff for providing their SAs 

with the time and support necessary to help SAs succeed in the classroom.  

While it is challenging to implement workshops that fit into everyone’s collegiate 

schedule while completing their schooling, life courses could be provided by the 

university or academic support centers, therefore making them a part of SAs previously 

established routine. This is another reason why webinars may serve a greater purpose, as 

individuals can tune in on their own time and still receive valuable insight about the 

transition process.  
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Theme 2: Post-Graduation Delivery 

Alumni network with mentorship matching. In line with the Training for 

Transition program provided by C.A.T.S. Life Skills (n.d.; described under Current 

Transition Programs for Collegiate Athletes), data from the present study highlighted 

value in an active alumni network for former SAs with the potential for mentorship. In 

addition to schools creating a list of contacts (names and emails) for people from each 

sport, it would be helpful to organize alumni events to engage former SAs and current 

SAs in an effort to develop relationships organically. Mentoring was a common finding 

in research by Bjornsen and Dinkel (2017), but it was clear there was a lack of consistent, 

structured contact between coaches, alumni, and current SAs. One coach stated, “I think 

we could use older athletes to help younger athletes in a lot of ways because they’ve 

taken the classes, they’ve had the insight…that’s a powerful influence…” (Bjornsen & 

Dinkel, 2017, p. 259). Another coach specifically highlighted the value in developing 

alumni to current SA mentoring: “‘What are these guys doing?’...because it would be 

good for us to know if we got somebody in a situation where they can help us out…we 

have to kinda know those things so we can refer to…” (Bjornsen & Dinkel, 2017, p. 260). 

Coaches are an important source of support and insight for SAs, so it would be valuable 

to include them in such a way to help SAs positively manage the transition process. This 

type of program could also allow for the forming of organic relationships over time, 

which was discussed by participants in the present study and will be discussed under 

Theme 2 below.  

Phone application with social network/online community. The final sub-theme of 

Section 1 involves the use of a phone application that includes a social network 
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component. To be clear, social networking is defined as, “the practice of expanding 

knowledge by making connections with individuals of similar interest” (Gunawardena et 

al., 2009, as cited in Hung & Yuen, 2010, p. 705). As discussed above, there are a 

number of in-person and computer-based programs for the transition out of collegiate 

sport. Unfortunately, an app that is complete with a forum for online discussion among 

former SAs has not been used and/or examined thus far as an aid in this transition.  

Participants in the present study cited convenience as a main benefit of an app-

based transition program. Lotrecchiano et al. (2013) discuss the strengths and weaknesses 

of blended learning programs for health care professionals. The researchers highlight the 

convenience of such courses, especially for individuals with busy schedules. Blended 

courses work well for many adults because, rather than forcing individuals into a 

classroom at a time that may not be conducive to their optimal learning environment 

(e.g., time of day, location, big vs. small workshop), an asynchronous environment 

allows such adults to have control over when and where they participate in the course. It 

is clear that, in modern times, the ease of an app may lead to increased use.  

Another benefit of an app, as mentioned by the participants, is building a sense of 

community or connection. Stragier, Mechant, De Marez, and Cardon (2018) examined 

social feedback in the form of social support provided to users of either Twitter or a 

physical fitness app called Strava. Feedback was investigated in regard to physical 

activities posted by users of Strava and runs logged posted to Twitter. The researchers 

found esteem support to be most common among users of Strava, which is considered an 

online health community, compared to information (i.e., advice) support provided by 

Twitter users (Stragier et al., 2018). Chen and Chiou (2014) found blended programs to 



 

 

69 

develop a more positive classroom community; the participants in the training did not 

feel inhibited by the training leader/teacher, other classmates, or a fear of public-speaking 

due to the nature of the course. Research by Mason and Rennie (2007) found social 

networking technology (e.g., podcasts, Youtube, MySpace) to enhance members’ 

emotional connectedness which, in turn, increased learning in an educational setting. 

Additional research argues that technology-based learning is best as a supplement to f2f 

communities (Barbour & Plough, 2009). Conversely, Hung and Yuen (2010) found 

members of the class were more engaged due to the increased “…opportunities for 

sharing personal interests and exchanging learning resources…” (p. 711). 

Additional research by Lambert et al. (2017) examined participants’ adherence to 

an at-home exercise program using a phone app versus paper handouts. Individuals in the 

phone app group reported greater adherence and high levels of satisfaction with the app. 

Another important component of the study involved follow-up and check-ins via text 

messaging and phone calls. The ability for individuals to do this remotely positively 

influenced their levels of satisfaction with the program, while also enhancing the extent 

to which they adhered to the program (Lambert et al., 2017). If checking notifications and 

posting to the app becomes a part of one’s daily routine, it is more likely to have an 

impact on one’s transition and daily life overall. Rothman et al. (2009; as cited in 

Fournier, d’Arripe-Longuieville, & Radel, 2017) “identified habits as the main predictor 

of the maintenance of health behaviors” (p. 1157). However, habits have been found to 

occur automatically, requiring little to no mental effort (Wood & Neal, 2009). 

Notifications are a benefit of an app, and Fournier et al. (2017) found text-messaging 

cues (e.g., notifications) to increase automaticity of behavior. Wood and Neal (2009) 
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state, “behavioral habits are formed when the behavioral response is repeatedly produced 

in reaction to a systematic cue” (p. 1162). For a number of apps, it is possible to program 

the time at which you receive notifications or a reminder/motivational cue (i.e., Apple 

Watch has “It’s time to stand!” and “Breathe” alerts), which can increase the potential for 

habit development.  

The idea of providing a social network for former SAs is novel, in that few apps 

provide a space for former SAs in particular. Not only could an app-based program allow 

for authentic connection to former SAs, but it could also provide a space for individuals 

to share workouts and to keep each other accountable. As mentioned above, classmates 

highlighted their engagement in an e-learning platform because they were given a space 

to share personal interests and learning resources (Hung & Yuen, 2010). This can be 

applied to the results of the present study, in that a number of participants found value in 

this shared space to share workout ideas with other former SAs. An app called Athletes 

Mingle was recently created and provides such a space for conversation and connection 

amongst former SAs. The app allows users to build their social network, which may 

include former SAs from around the country or from one’s area. The user is then able to 

make posts about their workouts with pictures and other information. This can be seen as 

a way to share information and to keep one’s self and others accountable for their 

workouts, while also connecting with individuals with similar experiences and goals. 

Moreover, it is clear that participants in the present study feel an app, in addition 

to the mentioned f2f options, would benefit former SAs as they are navigating the 

transition out of collegiate sport. As will be discussed below under Sub-theme 2 on 

Authentic Connection, apps that promote physical activity are more likely to be 
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successful when they foster social support. Research by Melton et al. (2015) discusses 

social support, motivation, and self-efficacy as three important components of PA 

adherence. For individuals using a fitness app, Melton et al. (2015) found an increase in 

familial support and enjoyment (i.e., skill development, increased accountability, making 

connections, motivation) compared to those in a control group. In regard to motivation, 

individuals cited the reward system and other competitive aspects of the app as the main 

source. A lack of a competitive environment was highlighted as a barrier to PA by 

Barlow et al. (2018); providing a rewards system or a space where users can measure 

their activity versus others (similar to that used by FitBit) should be available as a 

component of an app to help former SAs maintain healthy behaviors.  

Section 2: Valued Components of Resources 

 Part two of the emerging themes involves the components of potential resources 

former SAs identified as beneficial for navigating the transition out of collegiate sport. 

Themes highlighted below include: Increasing awareness (Sub-themes: Change in 

identity and reframing exercise), Building Community (Sub-themes: Authentic 

connection and sharing similar values), and Establishing New Routines and Habits 

(Subtheme: Accountability groups).  

Theme 1: Increasing Awareness 

Theme 1 involves the need for increased awareness around the topics of change 

in, or loss of, identity and reframing exercise following the transition out of collegiate 

sport. Increased awareness, specifically self-awareness of one’s thoughts, feelings, 

strengths, and weaknesses, has been shown to benefit individuals encountering negative 

life events, in that these individuals tend to utilize coping skills and resources sooner and 



 

 

72 

more efficiently than individuals with poor emotional self-awareness (Naatanen, 

Ryynanen, & Keltikangas-Jarvinen, 1999). Of particular interest to the present study, 

these individuals were more aware of the stressful events before or while they were 

experienced, leading them to employ coping skills prior to facing the full impact of the 

event (Naatanen et al., 1999).  

Additionally, research by Monroe and Simons (1991) demonstrates the impact of 

significant life events may linger over a two-year period following the experience. 

Armstrong, Galligan, and Critchley (2011) maintain that emotional intelligence (EI), 

which is defined as the ability to intelligently utilize emotional information, acts as a 

buffer against negative life events. In their research, Armstrong et al. (2011) found 95% 

of participants were experiencing aversive effects up to two years following a stressful 

event or events.  A focus of the current study is the influence of athletic identity on the 

transition out of collegiate sport, so it is clear that an awareness of the potential loss or 

change in identity would benefit former SAs throughout the transition process. 

Change in identity.  Typically, one’s self-definition remains consistent throughout 

the lifespan; however, when faced with certain transitions, an individual may find it 

necessary to adjust to the new demands of one’s life experience (Deaux, 1993; as cited in 

Ethier & Deaux, 1994). As discussed by Armstrong et al. (2011), individuals may be 

deemed resilient when they deal with significant life events and experience only mild, 

short-lived distress. Still, individuals are impacted differently, even when faced with 

similar life events, such as the transition out of collegiate sport. A number of SAs will 

face only short-term difficulties as they attempt to navigate the changes in their life, 

which may result from planning for the transition (Armstrong et al., 2011; Blinde & 
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Stratta, 1992). Conversely, some SAs will experience long-term effects, especially those 

SAs with a high sense of athletic identity; feelings experienced may include a sense of 

failure (if goals were not met), depression, and isolation (Blinde & Stratta, 1992).  

For some individuals, research has found the loss of athletic identity and 

transition out of one’s sport equal to the experience of death (Blinde & Stratta, 1992); 

while this may appear to be an extreme reaction, to individuals who devoted their entire 

life to their sport, this comes as a great loss. Blinde and Stratta (1992) explored the 

transition out of sport in relation to the process of Kubler-Ross’ (1969) five stages of 

grief (e.g., shock and denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance). Following 

the transition, athletes reported moving from the role of athlete to “normal student,” or 

NARP, but this change in roles was not easy for many athletes; the more they identified 

with the role of athlete, the more challenging they found the exit from sport (Blinde & 

Stratta, 1992). Resources, including seminars or in-person workshops, in addition to 

providing links to narratives (via a phone app) from former SAs who have experienced 

and dealt with the change in identity, would be valuable in an effort to provide insight 

regarding this difficult part of the transition out of collegiate sport. This information 

could lead to the reformation of identity following the loss. Reframing of one’s identity 

can only be done, however, if an individual is aware of the change and the way in which 

one responds to this adjustment. Reframing will be discussed more below in regard to the 

way in which a former SA perceives what is and is not exercise and how this influences 

the individual’s ability to maintain PA following the transition out of collegiate sport.   

Reframing exercise. The second sub-theme that arose from the theme of 

Increasing Awareness involves restructuring the way an individual perceives exercise. 
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This relates to the first barrier to PA found by Barlow et al. (2018), which was 

Challenge/Competition.  Interviewees maintained the importance of finding some type of 

physical and mental challenge as necessary to keep them motivated to exercise. 

Conversely, a number of participants from the present study identified the loss of 

competitiveness and an increased need for enjoyment in what they do to maintain 

physically active. As previously mentioned, Ciaccio and Sachs (2018) highlight on the 

impact that words have on our perceptions and, in turn, our behaviors. This sentiment is 

mirrored by Fortier, Guerin, and Segar (2016). The researchers note that PA is more 

inclusive than the term exercise, as it is defined as “movement of the body that results in 

energy expenditure (Caspersen, Powell, & Christenson, 1985; as cited in Fortier et al., 

2016). In contrast to exercise, which may include activities such as weight lifting, 

running, and High Intensity Interval Training (H.I.I.T.), PA encompasses additional 

activities such as walking, gardening, and hiking (Fortier et al., 2016).  

Athletes become accustomed to a certain type and intensity level of workouts that 

help them progress towards performance goals, so, upon transitioning out of sport, it is 

important to acknowledge a potential shift in motivation, purpose, and like or dislike for 

particular exercise activities. It is also possible, though, that athletes will experience 

cognitive dissonance (e.g., experiencing inconsistent thoughts, beliefs, or attitudes in 

regard to one’s behavioral decisions); since former SAs are accustomed to high intensity 

workouts, light and moderate PA, such as walking, may not fit into the schema of what 

they once considered “exercise.” Finding ways to bridge the gap of understanding of the 

way in which other, low impact and intensity forms of physical activity are suitable in 

their post-collegiate sport life could lead to increased enjoyment of the activity they 
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choose. This has the potential to enhance their motivation to participate and adhere to the 

activity over time (Fortier, Duda, Guerin, & Teixera, 2012).  

Something to consider when creating a program to facilitate this transition is the 

way in which a program defines exercise or PA. Of greater value would be allowing 

individuals to choose their own definition of PA. Research on Self-Determination Theory 

(SDT) tends to argue that practitioners should assist individuals in moving from 

exercising based on external motivation to exercising for enjoyment, or intrinsic 

motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Yet, it can be argued that for some forms of exercise, 

especially high intensity activities, this sense of enjoyment may never develop, mainly 

because there are certain activities an individual may just never like. In fact, working 

with former SAs to determine what forms of exercise they like rather than what they 

“should” be doing could play a major role in enhancing the likelihood of former SAs 

maintaining PA over time. This reframing of exercise would allow for an increase in 

autonomy, and potentially in competence, as well, which, as theorized by Ryan and Deci 

(2000), is an important factor in regard to motivation.  

Other personality characteristics should be taken into consideration, such as self-

compassion, which is typically coupled with self-awareness of one’s strengths and 

limitations (Fortier et al., 2012). It may be necessary for athletes to, in a sense, be given 

permission to be self-indulgent. In other words, it may be helpful to allow athletes to 

choose to engage in activities they enjoy versus an activity that matches the intensity of 

the training they participated in for potentially over a decade. Again, based on individual 

differences, this intensity may be something the former SA is looking for or it may not. 
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Interventions should highlight these differences by providing resources for a range of 

activities considered PA.  

It is also possible that, due to norms stemming from sport culture of being 

mentally and physically tough, an attachment to this norm following the transition out of 

sport could lead to feelings of shame or guilt if the individual is no longer participating in 

similarly intense forms of exercise (Fortier et al., 2016). Brene Brown, well-known for 

her research on shame and vulnerability, defines shame as, “The intensely painful feeling 

or experience of believing we are flawed and therefore unworthy of connection and 

belonging” (Safigan, 2012, para. 5). Brown highlights awareness of these social 

expectations and of one’s feelings towards such norms as paramount to developing shame 

resilience. A final point by Brown (Safigan, 2012) emphasizes the point of Theme 2. As 

she highlights in numerous books (e.g., Daring Greatly and Braving the Wilderness), 

human beings are hardwired for connection with others.  

Theme 2: Building Community  

The next theme that emerged and is relevant to Research Question 2 is that of 

building community by valuing authentic connection (sub-theme 1) with individuals who 

share common values with oneself (sub-theme 2). From the moment former SAs start 

participating in sport, they become a part of the athletic/sport community; this feeling of 

support that is based on sharing common goals and values is (typically) consistent 

throughout their athletic career. On the other hand, when individuals transition out of 

collegiate sport, this support system is no longer an assured aspect of their lives unless 

they make the active choice to find or maintain that community.  
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As noted by participants in the current study, this sense of community plays a role 

in an individual’s motivation to participate in PA, because former SAs are not used to 

doing this alone. In the present research, former SAs stated they wanted to either remain 

connected or to once again feel connected to a community that they lost upon graduating 

from college and leaving their sports team behind. While it may be argued that you have 

the potential to remain friends with individuals from your team, even upon leaving 

college, it is also clear that maintaining friendships when not living in close proximity to 

one another, in a dormitory, apartment , or a quick walk down the block presents a 

challenge. When individuals are beginning their careers and adjusting to a new schedule, 

for many in a “9-5” job, remaining connected is even more difficult. Moreover, these 

connections have been a norm or were even automatic for athletes; when an individual 

joins a team, especially when one is younger, the people one is surrounded by tend to 

become one’s friends or at the least one’s support system in the athletic environment.  

Related to the theme regarding the use of a phone app with a social network, 

research has examined the use of Facebook as a way to increase connection following 

social exclusion (Knausenberger, Hellmann, & Echterhoff, 2015). Sheldon, Abad, and 

Hinsch (2011) note how Facebook rewards its users with feelings of connectedness, and 

the platform can be used to help people develop and maintain relationships. The results of 

the study demonstrated the presentation of the Facebook icon on one’s mobile device was 

a reminder to the individuals of their connections to others and led them to open the app 

itself. It is reasonable to assume that when former SAs receive a notification from an app, 

they will be more willing to open the app and engage with others due to this feeling of 

common connection.  
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Clinical researchers have found athletes facing extreme isolation or the lack of a 

support group following the transition often revealed the most severe forms of 

depression, leading to changes in personality and behavior (Blinde & Stratta, 1992). 

While the present study did not evaluate clinical reactions to the transition out of 

collegiate sport, it is necessary to be aware of the potential for significantly negative 

impact from this life transition. For many athletes, the loss of one’s athletic identity may 

be traumatic, whether it is a voluntary or involuntary exit from sport, as noted by Blinde 

and Stratta (1992). A period of adjustment is typical following such a traumatic loss. 

Research by Prati and Pietrantoni (2009) indicated a positive relationship between social 

support, adjustment, and growth following potentially traumatic events or loss. Seeking 

the support of others was reported as a coping strategy and allowed for individuals to 

examine and organize one’s experiences into narratives, which, in turn, led to insight 

about the changes that have occurred due to the event or loss (Prati & Pietrantoni, 2009).  

Valuing authentic connection. The next sub-theme that emerged from the data 

involves connecting with people organically. As previously discussed, this sense of 

connection almost always came as a byproduct of participating on a team, so it is no 

surprise former SAs want to re-establish this same connection as it pertains to their daily 

lives outside of sport. In the “real world,” friendships or connections are not 

instantaneous and take time and effort to develop. In some workplaces, such as those that 

are fast-paced and high pressure, friendships may never form, as people tend to focus on 

the work presented to them. This may come as a shock or as confusing to former SAs. 

Rather than expecting them to “figure it out,” which is made even more difficult when 

dealing with the loss of one’s sport and support system in one’s teammates, it would be 
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valuable to provide space(s) for former SAs to connect and slowly build up a community 

with people that share similar values and goals (Parks & Guay, 2009). As noted above, 

spaces like this exist (i.e., lululemon, Athlete’s Mingle app, Weight Watchers, etc.), but 

increasing former SAs awareness of these communities is necessary to initiate the 

integration of oneself into new communities. Johann Hari, in his book Lost Connections, 

argues that connection is the missing link for treatment of depression and addiction. In an 

interview conducted by Winn (2018), Hari stated,  

We all know that every human being has basic physical needs: for food, 

for water, for shelter, for clean air. It turns out that, in the same way, all 

humans have certain basic psychological needs. We need to feel we 

belong. We need to feel valued. We need to feel we’re good at something. 

We need to feel we have a secure future. (para. 1)  

 

Unfortunately, limited research has been conducted on building community and 

human connection, especially in the sports domain. Dutton and Heaphy (2003) define 

human connection as a dynamic experience between two people involving mutual 

awareness and social interaction. It is important to distinguish between high-quality 

connections (HQC) and low-quality connections (LQC), as HQCs lead to more positive 

associations, including thriving in a work environment (Dutton & Heaphy, 2003). HQCs 

also do not require consistent and enduring interaction; instead, positive effects can be 

felt after a short conversation, as long as both individuals (and/or individuals within a 

group) actively participate (Dutton & Heaphy, 2003). LQCs, on the other hand, are 

corrosive and draining. These types of connections have the potential to be toxic and 

psychologically damaging. During an interview with researcher Dr. Brene Brown, she 

maintained: 

True belonging is not passive. It’s not the belonging that comes with just 

joining a group. It’s not fitting in or pretending or selling out because it’s 
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safer. It’s a practice that requires us to be vulnerable, get uncomfortable, 

and learn how to be present with people without sacrificing who we 

are. (as cited in Schawbel, 2017, para. 11) 

 

One’s ability to be vulnerable in an effort to establish true connection with others 

may be a challenging pursuit, and it will also be dependent on the personality of 

the individual. While specific differences in personality cannot be easily 

accounted for, the present study attempts to provide awareness about an array of 

topics to allow for opportunities to build connection, well-being, and PA levels 

following the transition out of collegiate sport.  

 Sharing common values. It is clear that every sport comes with its own culture 

and experiences. Nonetheless, it can be argued that the overall culture of collegiate 

athletics lends itself to certain values, such as cooperation, ethics, discipline, and 

teamwork (Lumpkin, 1983). These values tend to apply to their personal and professional 

lives outside of sport. As noted by Rokeach (1972), “values are learned, socially-

endorsed beliefs that reflect an adaptation of one’s needs to what is considered acceptable 

in society” (as cited in Parks & Guay, 2009, p. 678). Likewise, it is reasonable to assume 

some of an SA’s values are developed over time spent with one’s teammates, coaches, 

and in the athletic domain. Because of this, former SAs reported wanting to surround 

themselves with individuals with similar values (i.e., other former SAs, regardless of 

sport). Values can also be referred to as the principles that tend to guide one’s behavior 

(Parks & Guay, 2009). These types of values are closely related to motivation and are 

typically consistent over time and situation, although there is potential for adjustment in 

values when an individual is faced with a new environment (Parks & Guay, 2009).  
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An awareness of one’s values throughout the transition process has the potential 

to lead to an increase in well-being and PA levels, because values have also been equated 

to “supergoals” by Rokeach (1973; as cited in Park & Guays, 2009, p. 680). Locke and 

Henne (1986) argue values are a catalyst for putting goals into action. If former SAs feel 

remaining physically active is within their value system, then connecting with individuals 

with similar values may increase the chance of maintaining PA by way of the goals they 

set and remaining accountable within their new environment.  

Finally, it is important to take into account the use of technology, as this remains 

a significant component of our society. In today’s modern world, the use of an app to 

establish new connections should be highlighted, as it is the quickest and easiest form of 

contact. However, Dr. Brene Brown notes:  

Social media are helpful in cultivating connection only to the extent that 

they’re used to create real community where there is structure, purpose 

and meaning, and some face-to-face contact. Social media are great for 

developing community, but for true belonging, real connection and real 

empathy require meeting real people in a real space in real time. (Shawbel, 

2017, para. 14) 

 

Accordingly, the use of an app should be considered as a spring board for creating in-

person groups based on shared interests, goals, and values, rather than the only form of 

social contact.  

Theme 3: Establishing New Habits and Routines  

Discussed previously, the findings of Barlow et al. (2018), which found the lack 

of structure to be a barrier against future PA, were echoed by participants for Theme 3, 

which relates to establishing new habits and routines. Habit development is relevant to 

the structure that has been a part of an athlete’s life since the day they decided to 

participate in their sport of choice. Waking up on time, getting oneself to practice, doing 
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the work and doing it well, and all of the steps in between become habits of mind, body, 

and character. After losing the structure of one’s sport, many athletes feel lost and ask, 

“What do I do now?” This may be in regard to career planning, daily life, or exercise.  

As previously discussed, it is assumed that because athletes exercise as a by-

product of their sport participation, they know “how” to exercise and are therefore able to 

do it in the absence of a coach. However, based on the present findings, athletes do what 

they do because they are provided structure from a coach, whether it be their head sport 

coach or a strength and conditioning coach (and any additional coaches/staff that provide 

structure). Athletes are also used to participating in workouts alongside one’s teammates, 

who provide additional support. How then, can we make the assumption that SAs will 

translate this behavior beyond the athletic realm? For some former SAs, the lack of 

structure may cause anxiety about working out or trying new forms of exercise on one’s 

own, leading to decreased levels of self-efficacy or autonomy and, in turn, decreasing 

motivation to exercise overall (Lally, Wardle, & Gardner, 2011). If applying this to SDT, 

former SAs may be lacking in all three areas said to enhance (or diminish) motivation: 

autonomy, relatedness, and competence.  

 The daily lives of SAs are intentionally structured to provide a routine, 

potentially in an effort to turn these routines into habits. Habits have yet to be extensively 

researched but can be defined as “automatic responses to contextual cues, acquired 

through repetition of behavior in the presence of these cues” (Lally et al., 2011, p. 484). 

Research by Lally et al. (2011) examined habit development during a weight-

management program; a number of valuable themes emerged from the data including the 

importance of preparation for the action, consistency in regard to time of activity, and 
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automaticity of behaviors over time. Participants maintained a consistent routine, which 

led to the need for less mental effort when choosing to partake in the behavior (Lally et 

al., 2011).  

Additional research by Kaushal and Rhodes (2015) maintains this reciprocal 

relationship between behavior and habit, in that “habit affects behavioral repetition, but 

that repetition also strengthens habit formation” (p. 653). Exercise is defined as planned, 

structured, and repetitive, but a majority of adults rank lack of time as a barrier to 

exercise participation, which was similarly reported by Barlow et al. (2018). Lally et al. 

(2011) attempted to determine the minimum exercise frequency it would take to develop 

exercise as a habit. Other factors that may influence this development are proximity of 

exercise facilities, feeling comfortable in the exercise environment, and the complexity of 

the activity involved (Lally et al., 2011). Lally et al. (2011) reported a plateau in exercise 

habits at six weeks, with 48% achieving habit formation, which were maintained over 

time by individuals who were participating in four to five bouts of exercise and between 

30 and 40 minutes per session. Finally, it is noteworthy that researchers argue that “how” 

someone exercises is more important than “why,” in that choosing to participate in 

exercise participants found enjoyable and easy to maintain consistently aids in habit 

development (Lally et al., 2011).  

 Accountability groups. The final sub-theme of the present research indicates the 

value of not just holding oneself accountable following the removal of structure, but also 

finding ways to replace the loss of accountability felt when surrounded by one’s coach 

and teammates. Former SAs reported they felt a sense of accountability or even 

obligation to get up and be at practice on time, putting in the work as instructed and 
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training alongside their teammates. Participants also indicated being surrounded by other 

individuals working just as hard with an overall sense of motivated energy is what led 

them to continue to work hard at each practice. Former SAs reported it would be helpful 

to identify and form groups of like-minded individuals following the loss of their team in 

an effort to enhance their accountability to participate in other forms of exercise. As 

discussed by Barlow et al. (2018), the lack of time designated for exercise and the 

potential lack of self-discipline is apparent, in that individuals find it challenging to make 

the time to get themselves to work out following a long day at their employment, 

especially in the absence of exercise habits being established following the transition 

process.  

The results of the present study demonstrate a need for assisting former SAs in 

developing habits based on their individual behavior(s). Research shows this is easiest 

when an individual chooses to partake in activities they enjoy (Lally et al., 2011; 

Reifsteck & Brooks, 2018). The feeling of enjoyment they get while partaking in the 

activity acts as a cue for additional motivation to participate in said behavior (Lally et al., 

2011). An additional component of habit development is accountability (Yarborough et 

al., 2016). Participants in the present research mentioned they felt accountable to their 

coach and teammates to show up to practice and work hard. This level of accountability 

was lacking, though, following the transition out of one’s sport. After building 

connections, creation of accountability groups may also lead to increased PA levels for 

former SAs because, yet again, athletes are not accustomed to going it alone, and as a 

result, may always require some amount of external accountability to adhere to a certain 

behavior like exercise. 
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Yarborough, Stumbo, Yarborough, Young, and Green (2016) conducted 

qualitative research with individuals with severe mental illnesses, as this is a population 

that encounters problems related to sedentariness and obesity; it was noted, however, that 

the themes from their research were similar to those found in research with individuals 

without mental health issues. Yarborough et al. (2016) conducted interviews with 

individuals from intervention and control groups. The intervention included 24 (total) 

weekly meetings involving one’s readiness to change, education regarding nutrition and 

exercise followed by a 20-minute walk, along with a support group component. It was 

also suggested for individuals in the intervention group to keep a food, exercise, and 

sleep log.  

The sessions were led by a mental health counselor and individuals versed in 

nutrition and exercise. The first theme that is central to the current study includes “active 

engagement in the intervention and accountability to the group are key facilitators of 

lifestyle change” (Yarborough et al., 2016, p. 37). Required attendance and completion of 

the weekly logs increased one’s willingness to adhere to the program. Similarly, the 

participants noted that when accountability decreased towards the end of the program, in 

addition to lessened social support from the facilitators, it was challenging to remain 

motivated. Participants even reported being nervous for the end of the project, as they 

felt, “It’s kind of scary. It’s kind of a big jump-off place, even though we went to once a 

month (meetings) it felt uncomfortable from every week” (Yarborough et al., 2016, p. 

37). Similar feelings were reported by participants in the present study and research by 

Barlow et al. (2018). As it is customary for SAs to have structured support for a number 

of years, many for more than a decade, it may seem daunting to no longer have support 
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and to maintain PA on one’s own. Forming accountability groups, whether it be on a 

particular phone app or other form of social media (i.e., Facebook, Virtual Meeting 

Groups) would benefit former SAs as they attempt to regain structure in their lives post-

collegiate sport.  

General Discussion 

Referring back to the title of the current paper, one can see how it correlates to the 

study as detailed above. The word reframe relates to Theme 1 in that former SAs must 

reframe their identity and view of exercise as it applies to their lives after leaving college 

sport behind. The next phase, relevant to Theme 2, is regrouping or rebuilding one’s 

sense of community following the loss of one’s teammates and the SA community as a 

whole. This phase can only occur if an individual is aware of the values and goals in line 

with one’s reconstructed identity. As previously mentioned by the participants, forming 

authentic connections with individuals is positively influenced by sharing common values 

and goals, whether exercise-related or otherwise. Finally, the word refresh highlights 

one’s ability to form new habits, based on one’s values and goals with these habits or 

routines having the potential to be maintained when former SAs are held accountable by 

the members of their new community. It is apparent that the transition out of collegiate 

sport is a process that takes time, attention, and help from others, all of which can only be 

done if awareness of the challenges faced are brought to light. Athletes are accustomed to 

swimming together, running together, throwing together, and so on. No matter the sport 

being played, one common thread remains: together. Therefore, of utmost importance, is 

showing athletes the value of maintaining or building new relationships with people 
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whom they trust, feel supported by, and can share experiences with as they continue to 

navigate life after collegiate sport. 

 Overall, the results of the present research illustrated a number of ways 

researchers and practitioners can assist SAs and former SAs during the transition out of 

collegiate sport. While a relationship was not found between athletic identity and exercise 

identity, it is clear former SAs may prefer vigorous exercise over lighter modalities of 

exercises. Athletes are used to training at a high intensity, so SAs perception of what is 

“worthwhile exercise” may translate to one’s life even after the end of one’s collegiate 

athletic career. Thus, it is important for individuals involved in assisting athletes during 

the transition to help SAs consider other forms and levels of exercise (Fortier et al., 

2016). In line with research by Barlow et al. (2018), some former SAs believe exercising 

is not worth their time if it lacks intensity, so choosing exercise modalities such as 

CrossFit, Soul Cycle, and Orange Theory Fitness would fit with this motivational 

mindset. However, for others, a level of competitiveness is lost following the loss of 

one’s athletic identity. This is why it is important to help former SAs reframe their 

perception of meaningful exercise, since light exercise is better than no exercise at all. In 

doing so, an individual can buffer any feelings of shame associated with the go hard or 

go home attitude. By providing a space for processing SAs change in identity, an 

individual can determine the way in which PA fits into their lives in the absence of 

organized sport (Ciaccio & Sachs, 2018; Fortier et al., 2016).  

It is also likely former SAs will remain physically active if they find a community 

to be a part of that values health and well-being, in addition to other values held by the 

individual (Parks & Guay, 2009). Sharing of values is important for developing authentic 
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connection among community members. Such communities already established include 

lululemon, Weight Watchers, Philadelphia-based fitness groups such as The November 

Project, and many yoga communities (such as Sanctuary Yoga and Mindfulness in Center 

City, Philadelphia, PA). Another example includes recreational sport leagues like the 

Stonewall Kickball league in Philadelphia. These groups all have a virtual presence, 

whether via websites, apps, or Facebook or Meetup Groups, although, it is dependent on 

the former SAs’ willingness to seek out a group and connect and/or attend a meetup. 

While this is not something practitioners can control directly, guiding former SAs to the 

resources and groups currently in existence was noted by the participants in the present 

study as helpful, since it is oftentimes a case of lack of awareness. Programs targeting the 

transition process should limit assumptions about what former SAs should already know 

how to do and, instead, provide an awareness of what they may encounter, in addition to 

strategies and resources for positively navigating the process to one’s post-athletic life.  

Additionally, it is clear the structured nature of collegiate athletics aids in the 

development of habits; in fact, exercise is defined as a structured and repeated endeavor, 

which lends itself to habit formation (Kaushal & Rhodes, 2015; Lally et al., 2011). 

However, PA is less structured and, therefore, it may initially seem more challenging for 

individuals to form habits related to PA. On the other hand, an activity such as a daily 

walk or working in one’s garden can be scheduled into one’s day, in turn becoming 

routine. The likelihood of this depends on one’s level of enjoyment when participating in 

the activity, so rather than focusing on what one gets out of the activity (e.g., external 

rewards/outcomes), which is often a focus of collegiate athletics, it is essential to help 

former SAs reframe the purpose or objective to that which they enjoy (Lally et al., 2011). 
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If an individual does not enjoy running, the suggestion would be to avoid forcing oneself 

to run on the treadmill and, instead, choose exercise/sport/physical activity experiences 

which they find pleasurable. It can be argued that the negative psychological effects of 

pushing through a group exercise class that induces feelings of dread or amotivation may 

counteract (at least slightly) the positive effects of the exercise itself. Allowing former 

SAs to consider what they like to do versus what they do not like to do could be a simple 

solution to maintaining PA following the transition out of sport.  

A final component of the present research is using one’s support systems, 

potentially found through the newly established community connections, to hold oneself 

accountable. Again, attempting to force oneself to stay motivated and be physically active 

singularly, in the absence of the team support one had (potentially) for over a decade, is a 

recipe for failure (Yarborough et al., 2016). Although it may stand in contrast to the 

mentally tough attitude that is typically expected of athletes, asking for support holds 

more value than going at it alone. Once establishing these supportive relationships, it 

should be made clear that such accountability groups are highly regarded in today’s 

society.  

In her book The Four Tendencies, Gretchen Rubin distinguishes between four 

tendencies for developing and maintaining habits. Particular to many athletes is The 

Obliger. Obligers are able to maintain a behavior when they are held accountable by 

someone else, such as their coach or teammates; this same behavior is challenging to 

uphold, however, when individuals are attempting to keep themselves accountable, with 

no external motivator (Lebowitz, 2017). This speaks to the importance of not only doing 

something one enjoys and finds convenient to do each day, but also the use of external 
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accountability, at the least, the buddy system. Rubin has an app called Better, where users 

are able to share their experiences with other users in regard to the type of tendency they 

exemplify and ways in which it has influenced their life. Users are also able to join 

previously established groups or be the creator of their own accountability group. Apps 

like this, in addition to the app Athlete’s Mingle, that allows users to post pictures and 

information about their workouts on a news feed, and the Athletes for Life app, which is 

centered on providing former SAs with structured workouts following their transition out 

of sport, should be highlighted for former SAs as resources for sharing experiences, 

building connections, and remaining accountable for the behaviors they hope to maintain 

over time.  

 As researchers continue to investigate the utility of an app for post-graduate life, 

it may also be valuable to explore the ethical and professional issues of monetization of 

apps for this population. Current programs, such as Moving On! and Athletes for Life, are 

paid programs, while the app Athlete’s Mingle is offered for free on the App Store. The 

choice to monetize apps that are directed towards individuals having just finished college 

(and potentially those with limited money to spend) is worth further consideration, since 

research by Lambrecht et al. (2014) found apps that charge for content tend to lose users 

compared to those using advertising-only revenue. If the intention of the app is for user 

retention, in an effort to provide the resources and connections necessary to effectively 

navigate the transition out of sport, then providing an app for free (or with the option for 

aspects of the program to be paid for through in-app purchasing) may increase the 

likelihood of former SAs downloading and continuing to use the app over time.  



 

 

91 

Additionally, it may prove valuable for athletic departments to purchase a license 

for such apps so former SAs associate the app with one’s institution and an environment 

in which they have viewed as home for the last several years. The connection to one’s 

school or team could motivate former SAs to initiate use of the app, in addition to 

maintaining connections with other alumni and staff members with whom they may have 

worked closely. As is discussed in the Mind, Body, and Sport (2014) manual on the 

NCAA’s website, SAs are more likely to talk about the challenges they are facing with 

individuals whom they trust, so it is reasonable to assume, then, that SAs will be 

interested in using an app that is valued by the staff they trust, including their coaches 

and athletic department as a whole.  

Increasing the awareness of the challenges of the transition among university 

alumni (and likely donors) is another way to acquire buy-in from administration for a 

transition-based program.  It is clear that many university athletic departments thrive in 

part to donations made by proud alumni of the school; this donation would not be 

possible if it were not for their positive experience in college and potentially the athletic 

program itself. In fact, it is reasonable to assume that such individuals were able to 

manage the transition out of college and sport effectively, leading to subsequent success.  

Coaches may also benefit from such webinars or speakers in an effort to heighten 

their understanding of the value in coaching the whole person rather than just the athlete. 

It can be argued that one aspect of a coach’s role is to develop individuals so they can 

become effective members of society. By assisting athletes prior to and throughout the 

beginning phase of one’s transition, a coach’s influence may extend beyond the “field,” 

in turn, increasing the number of donations for the school and the coach’s program itself.  
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After providing the space for formers SAs to process their transition, coaches can direct 

individuals to the alumni network or phone app to continue navigating the transition 

following graduation.   

The university/athletic department should also consider marketing the app to its 

current and former SAs via social media, which is a quick and easy way to reach 

individuals in today’s society. As detailed throughout this paper, it is much more likely to 

get buy-in from SAs when awareness and information is coming from one’s coach or 

one’s athletic department as a whole. Earlier in this paper, it is asserted that individuals 

experiencing the transition process tend to be overlooked by their athletic department. If 

the intention of the college experience, including the SA experience, is to ready 

individuals for life-after sport, why is it acceptable to let athletes go it alone almost 

immediately following their last performance? SAs (typically) dedicate years of their 

lives to not only their sport but also to their coach, teammates, and university as a whole. 

Hence, athletic departments should be held accountable for preparing their athletes not 

only for their present-day life as a SA (while on campus), but also for life after sport and 

the challenges they may face when they are no longer in such a structured and supportive 

environment.  

This assertion is demonstrated by the NCAA’s willingness to fund research 

conducted at University of North Carolina at Greensboro that resulted in the Moving On! 

transition program (discussed previously); participants of the program found it to be 

relatable and resultantly a positive space for discussing one’s thoughts about the 

transition while also planning for the future (Reifsteck et al., 2016). Another program 

with similar intentions is the SA retirement program (SARP), developed at St. Louis 
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University by Hansen et al. (2018). SAs who participated in the SARP program reported 

the conversation between one another, along with hearing each other’s thoughts and 

experiences regarding the transition, as their favorite part of the workshop. It is clear that 

the governing body of collegiate sport in the United States finds value in supporting SAs 

throughout the transition process, not just while they are devoting their time to the 

university’s athletic program. The remaining question is whether universities should 

monetize these resources (i.e., an app or transition program), or if the department should 

offer the resources to SAs for a duration of time following SAs transition out of sport.  

Based on my experience with the transition out of collegiate sport six years ago, it 

is my belief, and that of the participants of the present study, that the transition process 

tends to be discounted. While it is the intention of four or more years of college to gain 

the knowledge and experience necessary to succeed in the post-collegiate world, SAs 

tend to be wrapped up in the sport world, so much so that it leaves little to no room to 

explore other identities, interests, connections with individuals outside of sport, and plans 

for the future. The SA experience is also one that involves structure and discipline (by 

one’s coach or coaches) but is not a space that necessarily fosters self-discipline. Athletes 

are not used to “going it alone,” so to speak. This reality is glossed over, in that it seems 

almost expected or assumed that SAs will leave their sport behind and easily maintain 

this structure and discipline on their own. This assumption has the potential to negatively 

affect individuals as they attempt to navigate their lives post-sport and post-graduation. 

Something not mentioned specifically by participants or in the reviewed literature is the 

importance of increasing the awareness of coaches and administrators of the potential 

challenges faced by their former and future SAs. Coaches and administrators play a role 



 

 

94 

in the well-being of SAs and can continue to serve as a resource for communication and 

connection post-graduation, in addition to providing a sense of a “home-base” while SAs 

are navigating the stormy waters of the transition out of the SA role.  

While a number of the participants in the present study mentioned they continued 

to have access to the strength and conditioning facilities following graduation, all of the 

participants highlighted the lack of discussion or preparation regarding the transition out 

of sport, including a lack of awareness about the loss of identity, team environment, and 

the barriers to PA.  Emerging dialogue around mental health in collegiate athletics, as 

outlined by the NCAA’s Mind, Body, and Sport (2014) manual, includes a section on the 

athlete in transition. In Chapter 4 (Section titled: Supporting Student-Athletes in 

Transition), Semaia (2014) discusses ways for athletic department staff to maintain an 

educator’s role in an effort to help SAs build the necessary skills prior to and during the 

transition. The purpose of the Mind, Body, and Sport guide (overseen by Dr. Brian 

Hainline of the Sport Science Institute; SSI) is to increase awareness of and support for 

SA mental wellness. It is clear that the transition process is challenging for many SAs, 

and athletic departments need to begin following the suggestions of the NCAA and the 

SSI to enhance the overall well-being of SAs during and after one’s participation in 

collegiate sport. 

Recommendations for Researchers 

 Based on the methodology of the present study, researchers should consider 

what was effective and what was not. First, the results did not yield as large of a sample 

size as intended. This may have been due to sending out invitations to participate directly 

to athletes or former SAs via email. Therefore, it might be beneficial to go through 
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coaches and have them connect directly to athletes, so the athlete is informed about the 

research from a trusted source. A small sample size was also evident for the hack groups. 

One aspect of this will be discussed below, but it is also important to acknowledge that 

while some of the participants who volunteered encountered issues with the transition, 

the majority of athletes who participated are those who already felt comfortable reaching 

out and talking about the experience. Therefore, these people may already feel prepared 

to find resources on their own, including building up their supportive networks. If 

coaches or other athletic department staff were more involved in transition research, it 

may be possible to identify individuals at risk or currently facing a challenge in their 

transition in an effort to gain a deeper understanding of their experience.  

 While the results across participants became saturated, the discrepancy between 

total number of male and female participants is evident in both the quantitative and 

qualitative data analysis; however, it would be interesting to determine how (and if) a 

larger male sample size might influence the relationship between athletic identity and 

other variables, since athletic identity has been found to be higher for men than women 

(Brewer et al., 1993; Reifsteck et al., 2013).  

For the purpose of the study, differences in team versus individual sport were not 

analyzed. It is possible that levels of athletic identity may differ based on the type of 

sport one plays. Also, one’s value placed on variables such as support, connection, and 

self-discipline may depend on the type of team for which they have participated. Future 

research should also consider whether one’s ability to continue competing competitively 

influences the degree to which former SAs struggle with the transition in identity and 

remaining physically active. For example, of interest, is understanding the differences in 
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the transition process between a cross country athlete (since running tends to be the sport 

that is easiest for which to remain competitive) and a lacrosse or football player (for 

which there are limited leagues excluding playing professionally).  

Another aspect that researchers should consider is the timing of the intervention. 

As mentioned above, a lack of clarity remains around the appropriate timing for 

implementing transition programs, with many participants mentioning that no time is the 

right time to think about the end of one’s athletic career. Timing should also be 

considered in regard to conducting research with former SAs; it is possible that the more 

time (and space) an individual has from their athletic experience, the more insight they 

may have. Conversely, it is possible that research or interventions conducted with 

individuals immediately following the end of their athletic career would produce limited 

findings of interest, because many SAs will welcome the physical and mental break from 

sport. Therefore, newly “retired” SAs may have yet to encounter challenges with the 

potential change in identity or adherence to PA.  

It is also important to consider strengths and weaknesses of the hack group 

methodology. Initially hack groups were going to be held f2f, but only three people 

volunteered. Therefore, it was decided the option for online hack groups would be 

offered, as it appeared potential volunteers were either too busy, had limited time when 

the researcher was also available, or the location of the hack groups was perceived as a 

barrier. Despite being virtual hack groups, the participants managed to have dynamic 

discussions. Individuals related to each other’s experience despite not having the in-

person connection. This demonstrates the value of being open to the use of modern 

technology versus f2f techniques, since a main limitation of f2f data collection is that of 
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scheduling and convenience for participants. Conducting hack groups remotely led to 

more participants being willing and able to take part in a hack group.  

An additional strength of the methodology involved the use of a semi-structured 

question guide. The guide jumpstarted conversation, but allowed for organic 

communication, in that it guided the direction but not the content of conversation. As 

noted above, participants’ conversation flowed nicely from one person to the next and 

initiated additional dialogue. Again, this highlights the usefulness of online/remote forms 

of methodology in an effort to avoid the constraint of schedule/time or location. 

Finally, the present research places a focus on utilizing phone apps as a source of 

connection and accountability, in addition to ease of delivery. Therefore, it warrants 

further inquiry using current apps with a connectivity component (i.e., Athletes for Life, 

Athletes Mingle, Fitbit, Weight Watchers, etc.) to determine the extent to which the app 

increases users’ feelings of connection virtually and, in turn, f2f contact by establishing 

local PA and accountability groups. Accountability groups can also be created using 

existing social networks such as Facebook or Instagram, which are frequented by college-

aged individuals. Research should examine the social media habits of these individuals in 

regard to the extent to which social network groups affect former SAs’ motivation to 

build community and participation in PA. 

Recommendations for Practitioners 

The intention of the present study is to allow practitioners to explore the 

implications of the research in an effort to provide support and resources to SAs 

navigating the transition out of collegiate sport. While it is helpful to provide educational 

materials to this population, I believe a number of SAs require hands-on support, since 
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this is an entirely new phase of their lives which requires them to not just have 

knowledge, but to know what to do with that knowledge (e.g., wisdom). For many, the 

idea of facing the end of their athletic career comes as a relief, whereas for others it may 

seem daunting and can even be equated to significant loss or death. Individuals may 

choose to avoid the notion that the end will eventually come to fruition because even just 

the brief thought causes them anxiety or even fear. Hence, universities should consider 

implementing transition seminars and processing groups with SAs. The timing of such 

intervention should be further researched, because each individual may manifest 

difficulties at unique times. This will be discussed further in Chapter 5.  

Collaboration among athletic department staff who typically have a working 

relationship with the SAs (i.e., sport psychology, nutrition, strength and conditioning) 

should assist in lessening the stigma associated with seeking help, especially for 

something with which SAs are typically assumed to have reached a level of competency, 

such as exercise. Shining a light on the shame experienced by SAs who feel they lack 

mental toughness (which can be felt when they choose to seek assistance and is due to the 

stigma around mental health in sport) is a responsible approach because asking for help is 

actually a sign of strength, not weakness. If practitioners throughout athletic departments 

model this strength, by asking each other for support in creating such a program, SAs 

may leave their university with a stronger sense of self-efficacy and empowerment rather 

than feeling lost and unprepared. 
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CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR  

FUTURE RESEARCH 

The following summary, conclusions, and recommendations for future research 

were derived from this study. 

Summary 

SAs are faced with multiple hurdles upon stepping onto campus, including 

balancing their lives as a student with that of being an athlete for 20 or more hours per 

week. One challenge SAs typically achieve as a by-product of their participation in sport 

is maintaining weekly PA recommendations.  Because most SAs have high athletic 

identity, which remains fairly consistent throughout their lives (Reifsteck et al., 2013; 

Sartore-Baldwin & Warner, 2012), many incorrectly assume that this will translate into a 

high exercise identity and greater PA throughout their lifespans.  What happens when 

eligibility is up, four years have passed, graduation is approaching, and now one’s 

identity as an athlete is tested? Certainly, the challenge is how to assist SAs in 

transitioning from athlete to exerciser.  

Based on the findings of Barlow et al. (2018), the purpose of this study was to 

examine the components of resources that will help individuals navigate this transition.  

Phase I of the study was quantitative in nature and examined the relationship between 

athletic identity and exercise identity, which was not significant, but as expected, an 

individual’s level of exercise identity was related to one’s levels of moderate and 

vigorous exercise per week. Additionally, individuals with high athletic identity were 

more likely to participate in vigorous PA.  
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Phase II utilized hack groups to gain a deeper understanding of how practitioners 

can best serve athletes as they transition out of collegiate sport. Participants highlighted 

the value of the delivery method of resources (sub-themes: sport psychologist or 

counselor, life skills and webinars, alumni network, and phone app with social network). 

The most frequently cited form of delivery was the phone app with a social network. An 

app allows for individuals to access an online community of former SAs to not only 

process their experience but develop connections with like-minded individuals in the area 

(Hung & Yuen, 2010; Melton et al., 2015; Wood & Neal, 2009). These connections were 

highlighted as a motivator for attending exercise groups and act as a form of 

accountability that may be missing from one’s life after the loss of one’s coach and/or 

team environment.  

Former SAs also reported the need for an increased awareness of one’s change in 

identity and for help reframing exercise, along with ways to build community through 

authentic connection and shared values, and assistance developing new routines and 

habits. The results differ from the current literature by emphasizing the importance of 

community and accountability rather than attempting to navigate their post-graduate lives 

alone (Dutton & Heaphy, 2003; Yarborough et al., 2016). PA levels or simply one’s 

overall well-being may be positively influenced by these connections, but this remains to 

be studied in depth.  

The results of the present research indicate a need for attention on activities 

individuals enjoy rather than exercising for the sake of exercising (Lally et al., 2011). If 

people like what they do, they are more likely to experience increased benefits in 

comparison to when individuals force themselves into a routine exercise that does not 
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bring them joy. This experience of positive feelings towards PA may in turn lead to being 

more present in the activity, leading to more enjoyment and potentially increased 

motivation to maintain PA. These possibilities require further investigation, but the 

present research lays the groundwork for enhancing the lives of individuals following the 

transition out of collegiate sport through awareness training, community, and habit 

development.  

Conclusions 

 Research question 1 was “What aspects of a focus on competition and/or 

challenge would be components of potential resources?” Participants indicated the need 

for increased awareness of the potential for one’s change in identity and ways in which to 

rethink exercise. It is important for professionals to assist SAs as they experience changes 

in their identity (potentially from athlete to exerciser or other roles) and adjust their 

perspective of meaningful forms of exercise in order to maintain PA after the loss of 

one’s sport at the collegiate level.  

 Research question 2 asked, “What aspects of a focus on a team 

environment/group support would be components of potential resources?” Participants 

indicated the need for building community through authentic connection and finding 

individuals with whom they share values. In the “real world,” friendships or connections 

are not a given (as they typically are in organized sport) and are cultivated only with time 

and effort. Rather than expecting former SAs to “figure it out,” which is made even more 

difficult when dealing with the loss of one’s sport and support system in one’s 

teammates, it would be valuable to provide space(s) for former SAs to connect and 

slowly build up a community with people who share similar values and goals. As noted 
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above, spaces like this exist (i.e., lululemon, Athlete’s Mingle, Athlete’s for Life, etc.), but 

increasing former SAs’ awareness of these communities is necessary to initiate the 

integration of oneself into new communities.  

 Research question 3 stated, “What aspects of a focus on structure would be 

components of potential resources?” The emerging theme most related to research 

question 3 revolved around establishing new habits and routines through the creation of 

accountability groups. This theme is also connected to Section 2, Theme 2 (building 

community), in that creation and willingness to adhere to participation in such groups 

becomes more manageable once an individual has connected with others with similar 

values and goals. The results of the present study also indicate that former SAs choose to 

seek out forms of PA they find enjoyable; one’s level of enjoyment may have a positive 

effect on maintenance of the behavior, leading to a newly formed habit.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

The following are recommendations for future research based on the results of the 

present study.  

1. Replication of this study should attempt to increase the number of 

participants with a focus on male participants. 

2. Replication of this study should be conducted with Division II and 

Division III former SAs to investigate differences between levels of athletic 

identity and dynamics of intensity, structure, and team support/connection. 

3. Researchers conducting similar research should also consider 

comparing athletic identity and the aforementioned variables of former SAs 

involved in individual versus team sports. 
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4. Future research should not only examine the extent to which former 

SAs exercise (as measured by amount of time per week) but also their level of 

enjoyment related to exercise. This should be detailed in hack groups to gain a 

more robust understanding of former SAs’ perceptions of different types and 

intensities of forms of exercise.  

5. While the present study did not appear to be negatively affected by the 

virtual hack group setting, future research should attempt to hold in-person hack 

groups to determine if other factors are discussed amongst groups in a more 

organic setting.  

6. It would be valuable for future researchers to conduct interviews and/or 

hack groups two to four months following initiating use of an app. This would 

potentially provide a deeper understanding of the way in which technology can be 

used as a springboard for cultivating a sense of community following the loss of 

one’s team/support system and structure.  
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APPENDIX  

HACK GROUP QUESTION GUIDE 

1. Please discuss your transition out of collegiate sport.  

2. What resources were provided to you during this transition? 

3. Based on the introduction to barriers to maintaining physical activity (e.g., 

challenge/competitiveness, team/group support, and structure), please discuss 

aspects or components of an approach to help individuals/yourself positively 

navigate this transition.  

*In an effort to maintain authenticity, it is the intention of the above questions to spark 

dialogue amongst the participants, which, in turn, will lead to additional questions 

and conversation for the duration of the hack group.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


