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Abstract

An athletic career is determined by developments within and outside of
the sporting domain, termed a “whole person, whole career” approach
(Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004; Alfermann & Stambulova, 2007). Within-career
transitions are turning phases in the course of an athletic career (Stambulova,
Alfermann, Statler, & Coté 2009). The aim of this study was to explore the
within-career transitions experienced by four adolescent high performance
athletes as they transitioned out of post-primary education and prepared to
enter elite senior sport.

The study employed a life history methodology which began with the use
of retrospective life history grids (adapted from C6té, Ericsson, & Law, 2005).
Over the next two years, data from qualitative interviews provided insight into
the athletes’ lives, their choices, decisions and resulting consequences. The data
was analysed using inductive-deductive thematic content analysis, framed by
the revised version of Schlossberg’s model of analysing human adaptation to
transition (MAHAT, Anderson, Goodman, & Schlossberg, 2012).

All of the athletes experienced transitions inside and outside of their
sport. These were both planned and unanticipated, and included transitions in
education, their sport, and injury/illness. Results suggest it is not the transition
itself which is significant, but its impact on the athletes’ lives. Six main themes
emerged from the life histories: early sporting experiences, the specialising
years, approaching transitions, the transitions experienced, the ratio of assets to
liabilities and changes over time. Wider contextual factors (i.e., Irish sport and
education system) played a significant role in how the athletes made decisions
that impacted on their lives.

The recommendations highlight the importance of viewing the young
athlete not just from a “whole person, whole career” perspective but also to
consider their “whole environment”. Additionally, by strengthening an athlete’s
ratio of assets to liabilities, i.e., developing “transition toughness”, talent loss
could be minimised and all-round development promoted.
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Prologue

Sport has always played a huge part in my life. [ was brought up in a
house where sport and physical activity were highly valued. Growing up my
parents supported numerous sports, albeit at different levels. My first real
memory of taking part in organised sport was a local track and field
competition when [ was about nine years old. As my dad used to coach in the
local athletics club I was brought along to training with my brothers and sisters
every week. It was not until one evening when ‘trials’ were being held to see
who would make the u-11 relay team for the upcoming county championship
that I ever saw myself lasting in the sport. To everyone’s surprise, including my
own, | made it onto the team. Being part of a team gave me a sense of purpose
for training every week and competing at weekends. My team were very
successful early on, winning our first national 4x100m relay title at the tender
age of 11, and for the next five years or so we won numerous medals at various
levels of competition. I competed individually in other events but [ was never as
‘successful” as an individual as [ was as part of the team. However, I still loved
going training and meeting up with the many friends that I made both in my
local club and from other clubs around the country. Being so involved in
athletics from a young age gave me little time to play other sports, but to be
honest, I really had no interest in them at the time. Looking back now it is
something that [ wish I had done as I never developed the basic skills for many
team sports. [ am still an active runner, although at a more recreational level
and the competitor in me still comes out during the odd road race. But being fit
and healthy and catching up with friends over a 5 mile jog at lunch time are the

main reasons why I still take part.

Almost 20 years ago I graduated with a degree in Sports & Exercise
Science. The following year I was offered a job at the National Coaching and
Training Centre (NCTC) in Limerick, just down the corridor from where I spent
four years as an undergraduate student. My initial role there was to provide
administrative assistance to the sports science and medical aspects of the Irish
Sports Council’s (ISC’s) International Carding Scheme. The Carding Scheme was

introduced in 1998, the year I joined, to provide both financial support
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(coordinated by the ISC) and non-financial support (coordinated by the NCTC)
to Ireland’s best athletes in a number of individual sports. While I took the role
in administration, ultimately [ hoped that that by getting my foot in the door I
could work my way in to a job based in the physiology lab, working with elite

athletes.

As with many things in life, things do not always work out the way you
imagined. Although I did manage to gain a lot of experience as a physiologist, |
did not take to it as I would have liked. [ found myself drawn to researching
what made the athletes and players that [ helped to support on the Carding
Scheme so successful. Throughout my years in NCTC I have seen many talented
athletes make their way up the ladder from a promising junior to an Olympian.
Sadly though I have also seen many a promising junior being dropped, or
choosing to drop from the Scheme, and in some cases out of sport altogether.
One of my first research roles in NCTC was to establish what had supported, and
inhibited these “carded” athletes in their development. We hoped that by asking
these two questions we might be better able to support their development (see

Duffy, Lyons, Moran, Warrington & MacManus, 2006).

What was evident from the research was the strong role the family
played in supporting the athletes’ development. Throughout my years at NCTC
[ sat on the NCTC'’s Technical Advisory Group that published Building Pathways
in Irish Sport, a consultation document that introduced the Long Term Player
Athlete Development (LTPAD) model to Irish sport (NCTC, 2003). I was
responsible for analysing and reporting on the feedback received on the
document. One of the major criticisms received was that the LTPAD model was
too elitist. It catered only for a small majority of sports participants who made it
to the top of their sport. Working with a number of experts in the field the idea
of a wider, all-encompassing model of lifelong participation in sport was
proposed and so I sat on a writing group that developed a framework for
lifelong involvement in sport and physical activity (LISPA; see MacPhail, Lyons,
Quinn, Hughes & Keane, 2010). During my time at NCTC I also became more
involved in the coordination of services for carded athletes, and working along

with colleagues at NCTC and the ISC, I helped sports develop high performance
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plans and build support teams around them. I attend quarterly review meetings
between national governing bodies of sport (NGBs) and the ISC (the funding
body). Therefore I have experienced at first hand just how the high

performance system operates in Ireland. I also made some valuable contacts
within the high performance system that has allowed me to access a system that

other researchers may not find so easy to enter, or indeed to comprehend.

In 2007, I finally made up my mind to pursue research, and further
education, that I had been putting off for some time. Through the years that I
have worked at NCTC, the group of athletes that have fascinated me most have
been those that are developing at junior level. Each year so many talented
junior athletes make it on to the Scheme, only to replace other junior athletes
who were unable to maintain or improve on their previous year’s
performances. Much of the support in Ireland is given via a “top down”
approach with the highest performing athletes receiving the most support and
the junior athlete receiving much less in comparison. However, in speaking with
many of the carded athletes, coaches and support teams down through the
years, it is during the developing years that many athletes need greater
amounts of support. By undertaking this research, I hoped to learn more about
the lives of these talented young people who were investing so much of their

time and energy in the pursuit of their sporting goals.
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Chapter 1. Introduction

The need to plan for the long term development of athletes is now a
widely accepted role of any sport system, as sports look beyond short term
results and focuses on the biological, social and psychological capacities that
athletes require in order to realise their full potential (Bailey et al., 2010;
MacPhail, Lyons, Quinn, Hughes, & Keane, 2010). This long term development
process is complex and multidimensional and involves athletes navigating their
way through numerous stages of development, while negotiating the transition
between those stages (Abbott & Collins, 2004). Not only that, environmental
influences such as the amount of training, the support of the family and the
athlete’s sports system all interact to influence an athlete’s progression through
those stages (Duffy, Lyons, Moran, Warrington, & MacManus, 2006).

The transition from talented junior to elite senior is a difficult transition
and much more complex and idiosyncratic than models of long term athlete
development would suggest. The long term athlete development model (LTAD,
Balyi & Hamilton, 2004) and lifelong involvement in sport and physical activity
framework (MacPhail et al., 2010) make this transition look so easy. Either
young athletes progress to senior sport, or they are provided with opportunities
to continue in sport and physical activity at a sub-elite level. If, as Cunningham
(2012) suggests, less than one in five junior Irish athletes will make it to senior
elite level, then how can those of us who work in the sports system develop all
young athletes so that talent loss can be minimised and all round development

promoted.

Purpose of the Study

Around the time that young people begin to make the transition from
junior to senior level elite sport, they may also be making the transition out of
post-primary education (Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004). Research has found that
balancing their sporting and academic lives can be difficult for young athletes
(Pummell, Harwood, & Lavallee, 2008). Therefore the purpose of this research
was to explore the lives of four junior elite athletes on the cusp of a major non-
sporting transition, the transition out of post-primary education. By framing it

across this transition, I hoped to explore the lives of the athletes from a “whole



person” perspective. That is, the athletes were participating in their sport, but
they were also students (and sons or daughters, sisters or brothers, friends and
teammates). The transitions that athletes experience outside of their sport can
be just as impactful as those experienced within their sport (Alfermann &

Stambulova, 2007; Wylleman, Alfermann, & Lavallee, 2004).

Initial research on career transitions focused on retirement and the
termination of an athlete’s career (Taylor & Ogilvie, 1984, 1998). Over time,
research began to focus not just on this major transition but on transitions
occurring throughout the athlete’s career. By examining the within-career
transitions experienced by the athletes, [ was advocating for a “whole career”
approach. This approach encompasses all of the transitions experienced by
athletes throughout their athletic career including planned transitions (e.g.,

transition to senior sport) and unanticipated transitions (e.g., injury).

Finally, through my role at the Institute of Sport (IIS, and previously at
the National Coaching and Training Centre, NCTC) I worked on many projects
that examined the wider influences on the talent development process. Some of
these factors included coaching support, access to facilities and expertise,
finance, wider organisational issues such as elite sports policy, national
governing bodies of sport (NGB) administration and the country’s overall
sporting landscape. Added to this, a country’s education system, their overall
sports culture, and the wider social and cultural context in which the athlete
resides, can all influence athletic career development. Therefore it is important

to understand an athlete’s “whole environment”.

Primary Research Aims

Given the exploratory nature of the research, its primary aim was to
develop an understanding of the experiences of young talented athletes as they
navigated the within-career transition out of post-primary education while
preparing for the transition into elite senior sport. Although exploratory in
nature, this research also hoped to provide additional research on the within-
career transitions experienced by young athletes including the types of
transitions they faced, the factors that helped them negotiate the transitions

they experienced, and the barriers they encountered. It also aimed to explore
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the commonalities and variations among the athletes’ experiences, which could
help to identify desirable features of negotiating within career transitions, the
adoption of which may enhance the experience of other young athletes. Finally
the research hoped to analyse the impact of the wider sports and education
systems on the athletes’ lives, and the implications this might have on a dual

career approach to elite sport.

By purposely choosing a sample of athletes who were also negotiating
the junior-to-senior level transition in their sport,  hoped to determine what is
happening at this crucial time and answer these questions which prove central
to our understanding of the within career transitions experienced by young

athletes.

Significance of the Study

While research has examined transitions from a whole person
perspective (e.g.,, Wylleman et al., 2004), a whole career perspective (e.g.,
Debois, Ledon & Wylleman) and a whole environment perspective (e.g.,
Henriksen, 2010), none have combined all three (Stambulova & Ryba, 2013).
This research therefore aims to address this gap in the literature by adopting a
“whole person, whole career, whole environment approach” to better
understand athletes’ career experiences (Stambulova & Ryba, 2013), and
determine how young athletes cope with the transitions they experience, It is
hoped that this research can contribute the sports career transition literature,

athlete development literature and policy around dual careers.

Definition of Terms
Athlete. The term athlete is the generic term used through this research

to describe a participant in any sport, and not just the sport of athletics.

Athletic career. An athletic career is defined by Wylleman, Theeboom
and Lavallee (2004) as “ a succession of stages and transitions that includes an
athlete’s initiation in to, and continued participation in, organised competitive
sport, and that is terminated with the athlete’s (in)voluntary but definitive

discontinuation of participation in organised competitive sport” (p. 511).



Athletic career development. Athletic career development is defined as
proceeding through career stages and transitions (Alfermann & Stambulova,

2007) of an athlete’s career in sport.

Stages of athletic development. Bloom (1985) was among the first to
describe the sport career as a succession of three critical stages of talent
development a) the early years (Initiation), b) the middle years (Development)
and c) the late years (Perfection). Coté (1999) also suggested three stages of
development in sport; termed the “sampling”, “specialising” and “investment”
years, all occurring before the age of 19. These stages are broadly in line with
the three stages of talent development described by Bloom'’s (1985). Coté’s
developmental model of sports participation (DMSP) is one of the most
prominent conceptualisations of athlete development in the literature (Bruner,
Erickson, Wilson & C6té, 2010). Therefore throughout this thesis, the terms

early years and sampling years are used interchangeably. As are the middle and

specialising years, and the late and investment years.

Transitions. A transition is defined as an event or non-event that results
in “a change in assumptions about oneself and the world, and thus requires a
corresponding change in one’s behaviour and relationships” (Schlossberg, 1981,
p. 5). Schlossberg, outlines three types of transitions. Those that are anticipated
(normative), unanticipated (non-normative) and non-events (a transition that is
expected to take place but doesn’t, or fails to satisfy expectations). Although the
onset of the transition may be linked to one identifiable event or nonevent,
transitions are conceptualised as a process over time (Schlossberg, 2008).
Career transitions in the sport refer to “turning phases or shifts in athletes’
development associated with a set of specific demands that athletes have to
cope with in order to continue successfully in sport and/or other spheres of

their life” (Stambulova & Wylleman, 2014, p. 607).

A whole person approach. Research on athletes’ careers and career
transition models emphasise the importance of viewing an athlete holistically,
i.e., as a “whole person”, who is doing sport but also has other things in his/her

life (Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004). Transitions can occur across all domains of an



athletes live, i.e., the athletic, psychological, psychosocial and

vocational/educational domains.

A whole career approach. Both normative and non-normative
transitions can occur throughout the whole career of the athlete. Assisting and
preparing athletes for the within career transitions they may face is a shift away
from researching and preparing athletes to cope with just athletic career

termination as a transition (Stambulova, 2000; Wylleman et al., 2004).

A whole environment approach. National culture, local sports systems,
educational policy and other macro-level factors have been identified as
important factors in athlete career development and transitions (Duffy et al.,
2006; Guerin, Lyons, Langan, Moran, Ringland, & MacIntyre, 2008., Henriksen,
2010). Therefore understanding an athletes “whole environment” will help to
facilitate individualise athlete support and also interventions aimed at
optimising athletes’ career development environments (Stambulova & Ryba,

2013).

Thesis Outline

The thesis is divided into six chapters. Chapter one focuses on
introducing the premise of this investigation, including its purpose and
significance. Chapter two constitutes a review of the relevant literature and is
divided into four sections. The first section outlines a staged view of athletic
development. The second considers models of career transitions. The third
section discusses the environmental factors that can influence athletic career
development. The final section discusses the secondary influences on athletic
career development including the Irish sports system, Irish educational policy

and youth culture.

Chapter three outlines the methodological decisions and considerations
of this research. Chapter four then presents the four life histories of the athletes
who participated in this research. Chapter five critically examines and discusses
the data drawn from the life histories in the previous chapter. Finally, the last
chapter summarises the main findings of the research, presents implications for

practice, recommendations for further research in the area and offers a



blueprint on how "transition toughness” can help young athletes deal with the
challenges they face, both inside and outside of their sport, so that talent loss

can be minimised and overall personal development promoted



Chapter 2. Review of Literature

In an article titled Generation Next: A Sporting Chance, nine of Ireland’s
most promising sports performers were interviewed about their sporting lives.
These teenage athletes were described as committed, determined, motivated
and gifted and were heralded “the Olympians, All-starts and word champions of
tomorrow” (2002, p. 10). The athletes were chosen from a wide range of sports
including the more traditional sports of hurling, rugby, soccer and athletics as
well as the sports of tennis, kayaking, equestrian sports and golf. All of these
athletes had their sights on success at the top of their field. Over a decade later,
none are household names. Two athletes went on to establish careers as
professional sport people, although they were unable to either gain or maintain
their places on the senior international teams in their sport. Others are still
competing in their chosen sport, although at a sub-elite level. The
transformation from talented teenager to elite performer is as difficult to
predict as it is to research (Abbott, Button, Pepping & Collins, 2005). [dentifying
individuals with the greatest potential to succeed is both a complex and elusive
phenomenon that presents a major challenge to national governing bodies of
sport (NGBs), funding agencies, coaches and researchers. More importantly,
from a holistic development perspective, is it possible to optimise the process
by which talented teenagers can realise their potential and in doing so create an
environment where talented teenagers can flourish? It is the intention of this
study to explore the holistic development of a small sample of talented elite

junior athletes.

In most developed countries, a major objective of NGBs is the long term
development of its players and athletes. In recent times, the planned career
development of the athlete is also cited as a key requirement for success (ISC,
2013a). Career development is defined as an athlete proceeding through career
stages and transitions (Stambulova & Wylleman, 2014). In order for athletes to
progress in their athletic careers, we need to understand what is happening
during the career development stage when athletes are committing to invest
their efforts in highly organised training. This crucial period of development

generally occurs between adolescence and early adulthood (Bloom, 1985; Coté,
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1999). During this time several significant within-career transitions may be
occurring, such as the transition from junior sport to senior and high
achievement sport, from adolescence to adulthood as well as the transition
from secondary school to higher education (Stambulova, 2000; Wylleman,
Alfermann, & Lavallee, 2004). During this period teenagers make considerable
choices, and their development in other areas, such as their academic and social
life, may be affected by this commitment (Pummell et al., 2008). By adopting a
whole person approach to career development, which implies helping athletes
to deal with athletic and non-athletic stages of development and transition
(Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004), it is hoped that talent loss could be minimised, all
round development promoted and the health of young people optimised
through continuation in sport (C6té & Fraser-Thomas, 2007; Pummell, 2008).
Research on transitions has also moved to understanding an athlete’s ‘whole’
environment (Stambulova & Ryba, 2013). Understanding the relevant cultural,
organisational and situational factors, and focusing on the wider environmental
influences on athletic development could also help talented junior athletes
make a successful transition to the elite senior level and provide them with
psycho-social skills and competencies for life (Henriksen, 2010; Martindale &

Mortimer, 2011).

The following review will look at the existing literature on athletic career
development and career transitions, focusing on within-career transitions
experienced by athletes. This analysis will combine perspectives that views long
term athlete development as a whole career, a whole person and a whole
environment approach. Initially, research supporting a staged view of
development that helps to explain the progression from beginner to expert is
presented. The second section of this review will discuss models of transition
and their application to sport. The third section will examine the biological,
psychological and social elements of athletic career development and their
impact on within-career transitions. The final section of the review will look at
the context in which this research is situated and will outline the high
performance sports system, educational system and cultural factors significant

to this research.



Section 1. Staged View of the Development of Sports Expertise

Much of the research carried out on the development of expertise has
focused on a staged view of development to help explain the progression from
beginner to expert. Although retrospective in nature, examining the paths
expert athletes travelled on their road to expertise, has presented researchers
with some fascinating insights into the development of expertise. This section
will begin with a review of the seminal works on the development of expertise
by Bloom (1985) and Ericsson, Krampe, & Tesch-Romer (1993). It will then
introduce some of the terminology and concepts used in the expertise literature
around deliberate practice, deliberate play, early diversification and early
specialisation. Finally, I will outline the various models of athlete development

that integrate many of these concepts.

Bloom’s developing talent in young people research. Bloom's (1985)
influential investigation into the talent development process inspired a number
of other researchers to examine the stages of development that ultimately lead
to the attainment of sports expertise (e.g., Coté, 1999; Durand-Bush & Salmela,
2002; Ericsson et al., 1993). Bloom and his colleagues (Bloom, 1985;
Kalinowski, 1985; Monsaas, 1985) investigated the talent development process
of world-class exerts in a number of fields, including 21 tennis players who
were ranked in the top 10 in the world and 18 Olympic swimmers. Their
research also explored the role of parents, teachers and coaches in supporting
those individuals as they progressed to the highest levels in their field. The
results of Bloom’s study identified three stages of talent development a) the
early years (Initiation), b) the middle years (Development) and c) the late years
(Perfection). These stages were distinguished from one another by the nature of

the skills learned and the relationships formed.

In the early years, participation in sport came by chance to the
participants. None of the parents or coaches foresaw the great success of the
child, nor indeed did the athletes themselves. During this stage the child
participated in a range of activities, not just the one in which they would later
excel. While the child was initially introduced to the sport by a parent, little

effort was made to find a special coach for the child. However, the coach usually



took special interest in the child because the child was perceived as being
motivated and willing to work hard, rather than because of any special physical
abilities. This special attention then provided additional motivation for the child
to work hard and practice. The middle years were characterised by a move to
one or more advanced coaches/instructors. Greater amounts of time and effort
were spent at practice and there was a growing commitment to the sport. Other
interests and hobbies eventually began to fade as did friendships that did not
revolve around the sport. Hard work, self-discipline and self-motivation became
the norm. Parents and families also made sacrifices both emotionally and
financially to support their talented teenager. The athletes reflected that
without the middle years they would be individuals who swam or played tennis
rather than ‘swimmers’ or ‘tennis players’. In the late years, sport became all-
consuming and a move to a master coach was observed. Parents began to take a
background role as their children typically moved away from home to train.
During this stage, the athlete mastered their sport and learnt to put together
everything that was needed to excel in their sport. Regardless of the dedication
of their coaches and parents, eventually the athletes had to do the work by

themselves and for themselves.

Whilst the duration of each stage varied from one individual to the next,
the tasks completed within each phase showed remarkably similar patterns.
Bloom (1985) found that while phases of learning sometimes went awry, they
were corrected so that the learning process continued. He concluded that while
learning was fundamentally an interpersonal process, unless that athlete
received intensive and prolonged encouragement, education, training and
guidance, the individual would not achieve at the highest levels in their chosen
field. Support for Bloom'’s (1985) staged approach was found by Ericsson et al.
(1993) in their study on expert musicians. The authors also added a fourth
stage of “eminence” where in some instances the performance goes beyond the
current levels of mastery and requires an innovative approach to the domain. In
this phase, the performers reach a level of proficiency that goes beyond that of
their teachers/coaches. While Bloom'’s research underpins many of the later
career and talent development models, it only outlines broad stages of

development with no detail given on the journey between those stages.
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Ericsson’s theory on the role of deliberate practice. Ericsson et al.
(1993) proposed that the primary mechanism for the acquisition of expert
performance in any domain, including sport, is ‘deliberate practice’, a term
which refers to goal directed, effortful activities that are motivated by the desire
to improve performance. This deliberate practice must also be sustained for a
long period of time, the notional ‘10 year rule’, that is that is takes 10,000 hours
(20 hours for 50 weeks a year for ten years) of deliberate practice to become an

export. Deliberate practice:

e requires an investment of time on behalf of the individual as well as
access to coaches, teachers and facilities (the resource constraint)

e is defined as not inherently enjoyable yet is perceived as necessary to
achieve further improvements in performance (the motivational
constraint)

e isan activity that requires effort that can only be sustained for a limited

time without leading to exhaustion (the effort constraint).

Consistent with Bloom'’s (1985) study, as the musicians progressed through
each stage they invested greater amounts of time to practising. Therefore a
significant tenet of Ericsson et al.’s (1993) theory is the importance of adequate

recovery periods in order to prevent exhaustion and burnout.

While Ericsson et al.’s (1993) original study was carried out on
musicians, several researchers have found support for the relationship between
deliberate practice (i.e., structured training) and elite performance in sport
(Helsen, Starkes, & Hodges, 1998; Hodge & Deakin, 1998; Hodges & Starkes,
1996; Young & Salmela, 2002). Its applicability to sport was questioned though
as many athlete appear to judge practice activities as highly enjoyable (Hodges
& Starkes, 1996, Young & Salmela, 2002). This finding is interesting because it
may help to explain athletes’ long-term commitment to their sport. If athletes
enjoy engaging in deliberate practice, it is hardly surprising that they tend to
remain in their sport for relatively long durations. However it was proposed
that the contradictory ratings of enjoyment between these studies could be due
to the different methods employed to gather the data (Coté, Ericsson, & Law,
2005).

11



The applicability of Ericsson’s et al.’s (1993) theory to the role of sport
expertise can be questioned on at least four other grounds (see Baker & Young,
2014 for a review). Firstly, the retrospective nature of the data makes it
impossible to test empirically (Starkes, 2007). Secondly, the pivotal role that
competition plays in consolidating old skills, perfecting new ones and
performing under pressure is not considered (Starkes, 2007). Thirdly, while
effort and motivation were identified as two constraints on expert
development, there is no indication within the original framework of how
individuals successfully circumvent or negotiate these constraints over time
(Baker & Young, 2014). Finally the deliberate practice theory does not fully
explore the external factors that affect the quality and quantity of deliberate
practice. Although the possible constraining effect of resources (time, energy,
access to a competent teacher, training materials, and training facilities) on
deliberate practice is proposed, the impact of these constraints is not explored

in depth.

Additionally, Ericsson et al. (1993) theorise that an early start in the
domain is essential for future success. While no one refutes the need to
specialise in sport in order to achieve expert performance, the critical question
is at what age should young athletes do so? To examine this further the role of

early specialisation and early diversification will subsequently be explored.

Early specialisation and early diversification

Early specialisation. Sport specialisation is defined as athletes limiting
their participation to one sport, which is practiced, trained for, and/or
competed in year round (Hill, 1993). From a sociological perspective, it is
argued that early specialisation and year round training in one sport is thought
to isolate the young athlete from peers and interfere with normal psychological
development (Wiermsa, 2000). Structured, intensive training during early
development may be counter-productive to the development of elite
participation in sport (see Baker & Coté, 2006 for a review). Culturally however,
attitudes to early specialisation can differ. For example, in Russia, early

specialisation in a single sport is often encouraged, and therefore research and
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practice focuses on how sports professionals can deal with the reality of early

specialisation, rather than denying it (Stambulova & Hvatskaya, 2013).

Early diversification. While deliberate practice or structured training is
an important factor in the development of adult expertise in sport, a significant
component of the early sports experiences of elite athletes is participation in a
diversified range of sports and activities (Bloom, 1985; Baker, Coté, &
Abernethy, 2003a; Carlson 1993; Coté, 1999; Hill 1993; Soberlak & Coté, 2003).
Research suggests that if specialisation occurs at a developmentally
inappropriate age, the benefits are outweighed by physical, psychological and
social disadvantages (Coté & Fraser-Thomas, 2007). Indeed, Bridge and Toms
(2013), found that engagement in three sports, as opposed to one, at the ages of
11, 13 and 15 years, significantly increased the likelihood of playing in national
versus club level competition between the ages of 16 and 18 years, in a sample
of over 1000 UK sports participants across a variety of sport. Emphasising
structured, effortful training at a very young age may result in programmes that
are lacking fun, a very important element of sports participation. It is reported
that the number one reason that children withdrew from sport in the early
years (between ages 6-13 years) was “lack of enjoyment” (Butcher, Lindner, &
Johns, 2002). In essence, early learning experiences that promote fun and
diverse opportunities for play and enjoyment (e.g., sampling) develop high
perceptions of competence in children, which in turn leads to motivation for
continued involvement (Kirk, 2005). Positive early experiences in sport

therefore seem essential for long term athletic careers in sport.

Is an early start important? While there is considerable evidence to
support the notion of diversification in the early years, the importance of an
early start in the main sport is also indicated (Ericsson et al., 1993). Research
has shown that the age of peak performance of the sport may be central to
understanding the relationship between length of time spent in the activity and
age of peak performance (Baker, C6té, & Abernethy, 2003b; Baker, Coté, &
Deakin, 2005). These studies compared the development of expertise in three
different sports; gymnastics (Beamer et al., 2004 as cited in Baker et al., 2005);
team sports (Baker et al.,, 2003b) and triathletes (Baker et al., 2005). They found
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that the differing ages of peak performance may be a critical constraint on the
type of training performed during an athlete’s development. Gymnasts peaked
the earliest (15-17 years), followed by team sports and then triathletes (peak
performance between 21 and 35 years of age for both of these groups). It may
be that given the early age of peak performance for gymnasts, the amount of
practice required to attain expertise has to be reached in a shorter period of
time, allowing little time to become involved in other sports or activities. Where
peak performance is reached at a later age, athletes can afford to engage in a

wider range of sport and activities during the early years of involvement.

This approach may not be at odds with Ericsson’s et al.’s (1993)
monotonic relationship between play and practice. During the early years of
development, increases in performance occur due to the rapid improvement in
general capabilities and that the same general adaptations may be produced
through similar activities (Baker et al., 2005). Once general cognitive or physical
adaptations have been made through sampling a diverse range of sports,
training should then become more specific. However, Baker et al. warn that no
matter what the age of peak performance of the sport, a long term programme
of deliberate practice will have to be engaged in eventually to attain sports
expertise. Without a long term commitment to this type of training, elite levels

of sports participation will not be possible.

In order to reflect a common pattern in the careers of athletes from
different sports, countries and genders, a number of descriptive models of
athletic career development have emerged over the last three decades that
integrate the concepts of play, practice, early specialisation and diversification.

These models will now be discussed.

Stage models of career development

In order to provide clarity in the athlete development terminology, an
important distinction between models that focus on career stages and those
that focus on career transitions has been highlighted (Alfermann & Stambulova,
2007). Career stages often refer to successive time periods of an athlete’s career

and development characterised by distinct performance, training or
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psychosocial qualities (e.g., Bloom, 1985; C6té, 1999; Salmela, 1994). In
contrast, career transitions focus on the critical turning points and phases in an
athlete’s career (e.g., Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004; Stambulova, 1994). A citation
network analysis on career development models found support for this

distinction (Bruner, Erickson, Wilson, & C6té, 2010).

Seven models of talent development, as cited in Bruner et al.’s (2010)
research are reviewed in Table 2.1. These models typically describe various
stages of athlete development from initiation to expert development and outline
the factors that support athletes during their development including e.g., the
role of the family, personal and psychological characteristics, practice and
coach/teacher support While many of the initial concepts outlined in Table 2.1
have moved on in their thinking over the last decade (e.g., Cote’s expansion of
the developmental model of sports participation (DMSP), see Coté & Vierimaa,
2014 for a review), most of these models are descriptive in nature and provide
no account for the variations and individual differences experienced by athletes.
Stage models also infer that in order to attain the highest levels of expertise
athletes must follow similar pathways with regard to training and
environmental opportunities. However not all athletes’ pathway to the top are
the same (Gulbin, Weissensteiner, Oldenziel, & Gagné, 2013; Johnson,
Tenenbaum, & Edmonds, 2006). It is not sufficient to only understand an
individual’s athletic development; the process of general human development
must be considered (Naylor, 2001). As humans are highly adaptable and their
development multi-dimensional, it is likely that individuals can compensate for
weaknesses in one area (e.g., lack of parental support) with strengths in another
(e.g., commitment) (Abbott & Collins, 2004). Regardless of the number of stages
that athletes appear to pass through, it appears it is the successful negotiations
of the transitions between and within each stage that enables top athletes to
compete at the highest levels (Pearson & Petitpas, 1990; Stambulova, 1994;
2000; Wylleman et al, 2004). The following section therefore will review the
research around career transitions, career transition models and their

application to the development of sport expertise.
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Table 2.1

Stage based models of talent development

Initial model Emphasis / Findings Discipline Methodology Limitations Span
Bloom Three distinct phases of development, Educational | Retrospective Broad stages of Initial entry
(1985) early years (Initiation), middle years Psychology | interviews with | development. into sport

(Development) and late years world class Not essentially a through to
(Perfection). It is the nature of the skills performers sports-specific world class
learned and the relationships formed that across several model. performance.
distinguishes one phase from another. disciplines.
The exact timing of the stages was
different, but the nature of the periods
and their sequence were essentially the
same. Support from parents,
teachers/coaches and significant others
was also highlighted as essential for
progression.
Ericsson et al. | Proposed that the primary mechanism Psychology | Qualitative and | Studies limited Initiation to

(1993)

for the acquisition of expert performance
in any domain, including sport, is
‘deliberate practice’. Introduced concept
of "10 year rule’. Supported Bloom'’s
(1985) model and added a fourth stage,
Eminence.

quantitative
studies on
musicians.

to practice, no
other factors
explored.

world class
performance.
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Initial model Emphasis / Findings Discipline Methodology Limitations Span
Coté Identified three stages of development Social Qualitative Broad stages of Initiation to
(1999) in sport; the ‘sampling’, ‘specialising’ psychology/ | retrospect development national level
and ‘investment’ years, all occurring interview with 4 | bounded by (high
) L Developmental i ]
before the age of 19. This classification national level chronological age | performance)
) . psychology ]
of stages was arrived at one the basis of rowers and ranges. Elite level level.
an increasing involvement and their families. of athletes
specialisation on the part of the athlete, questionable.
while the demands on, and responses
from family members took on different
characteristics at each stage.
Durand-Bush | Supported Coté’s (1999) model and Sports Qualitative Broad stages of Initiation to
& Salmela added a fourth stage the Maintenance psychology | retrospective development. elite level
(2002) years. During the investment and interviews with
maintenance years several contextual 10 Olympic
and personal factors were deemed to be medal winning
importance for success. Training athletes.

included physical, mental, technical and
tactical components and was more
intense and organised. Competition
factors cited included planning and
evaluating programmes, dealing with
pressure and adversity, and focusing on
the process rather than the outcome.

17

(table continues)



Initial Emphasis / Findings Discipline Methodology Limitations Span
model
Abbott & | Support in theory for C6té (1999) and Performance | Literature Predominately Initiation to
Collins Durand-Bush &Salmela (2002). Represents Psychology | review, case uni-dimensional elite level
(2004) talent development as a dynamic process studies, applied | with an over-
with four macro-stages (sampling, work including | emphasis on the
specialising, investment and maintenance) pilot psychological
with inherent transitions between stages (e.g. interventions. skills needed for
coping with injury or a technique change). developing
The study highlighted the pivotal role that excellence (Gulbin
psychology plays in the development process. etal, 2014).
Morgan & | Favourable interaction between perceived Sports Used grounded | Athletic sample Initiation to
Giacobbi genetic dispositions, practice, situational psychology | theory to used were not collegiate
(2006) factors and mental characteristics facilitated explore talentin | truly elite in that level
and nurtured the participant’s talent 8 collegiate the highest level
development at different points in time, athletes, parents | they had reached

leading to continued development. Social
support received from family, coaches and
teammates was the most salient theme cited
in overcoming adversity.

and coaches
using qualitative
interviews.

was collegiate
level.

(table continues)




Bailey &
Morley
(2006)

Explored talent identification, practice and
provision in physical education (PE)
highlighting a) current performance is a poor
indicator of ability b) development is multi-
dimensional, not just physical c) practice is
vital in the realisation of talent.

Educational

psychology/
Developmental

psychology/
Philosophy

Literature
review and
empirical
research in PE
settings.

Conducted in PE
settings so not
specifically a
sports talent
model, per se.

Initial PE
involvement
through to
lifelong
involvement.
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Section 2. Models of Career Transitions

The concept of transitions has its roots in counselling psychology and
“can be said to occur if an event or non-event results in a change in assumptions
about oneself and the world, and thus requires a corresponding change in one’s
behaviour and relationships” (Schlossberg, 1981, p. 5). Schlossberg’s model for
analysing human adaptation to transition (MAHAT; Schlossberg, 1981 and later
developed by Goodman, Schlossberg, & Anderson, 2006; Schlossberg 1984,
1991, 2008; Schlossberg, Waters, & Goodman, 1995; Anderson, Goodman, &
Schlossberg, 2012) provides insight into the factors related to the transition, the
individual and the environment. Schlossberg (1981) outlines three types of
transitions. Those that are anticipated, unanticipated and non-events (a
transition that is expected to take place but doesn'’t, or fails to satisfy
expectations). For an individual undergoing a transition, it is not the event (or
non-event) that is most important but the impact it will have at a particular
time. That is, the degree to which it alters the individual’s daily life, their
relationships, routines, assumptions and roles (Schlossberg, 2008). It is
important to consider the context in which the transition occurs, and the
individual’s perception and appraisal of the transition is also key (Anderson et

al, 2012).

Model for analysing human adaptation to transition. The latest
edition of Schlossberg’s MAHAT (Anderson et al.,, 2012) links the theory of the
model with counselling practice. From a practitioner perspective the transition

model has three major parts as illustrated in Figure 2.1.,

1. Approaching transitions: Transition identification and transition process
2. Taking stock of coping resources: The 4S system

3. Taking charge: Strengthening resources.

The first step in understanding the transition is the identification of that
transition, i.e., what change is impending and is it anticipated? In an applied
sport setting this could mean a change of club for an athlete. It is also important
to understand the context, e.g., did the athlete want to change club to access
better coaching or did the move occur as a result of a dispute or falling out with

someone at the old club? Anderson et al. (2012) suggest that what is even more
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important than the identification of the transition is the degree to which it
changes the person’s life. For example, three athletes describing a similar
transition, a move to a new club, are not talking about the same event. To
understand its significance one must understand how the change of club has

altered the athletes’ roles, responsibilities, routines and relationships.

The second part of the model calls on the counsellor to examine the
potential assets and/or liabilities that someone possesses to cope with the
transition and how four sets of factors (the 4S system) interact to help the

person move through the transition. The factors are:

1. Situation (e.g., trigger, timing, concurrent stress)
2. Self (e.g., personal characteristics and psychological resources)
3. Support (e.g. availability of different types of social support)
4. Strategies (e.g., information seeking, direct action, isolation)
TAKING STOCK OF COPING RESOURCES
POTENTIAL ASSESSTS/LIABILITIES — 45's
SITUATION SUPPORT
e Event of Nonevent e Social Support Types: intimate,
N Characteristics family unit, friendship, network,
APPROACHING TRANSITIONS o Trigger institutions
\\ o Timing o Convoy
lting i o 5 :
Events or Nonevents resulting in change \\ o Control/Source ¢ Functions TAKING CHARGE
Ty S © Role Change e Options
it © Duration Strengthening Resources
Context A o Previous Experience
y o Concurrent Stress 7
Impact / /
/ o Assessment 7
SELF STRATEGIES o 4
e  Personal Characteristics e Coping Resources 7 4
e Psychological Resources o Functions L
o Strategies; information 7
THE TRANSITION PROCESS seeking, direction action,”
inhibition of action
Moving in > > > > > > Moving through > > > > > > Moving out
Changing Reactions over Time
Figure 2.1.

Model of human adaptation to transition (MAHAT)

The individual in transition and their coping resources (the 4Ss). Adapted from
M.L. Anderson, J. Goodman, & N. K. Schlossberg, 2012, Counseling adults in
transition: Linking Schlossberg’s theory with practice in a diverse world (4t ed.).
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Strategies to cope with the transition are key elements in the model, and
the other three can be seen as groups of factors that affect and influence coping
(Alfermann & Stambulova, 2007). Although not specifically designed for
athletes, the model explains how the characteristics of a particular transition
interact to provide each individual with a unique experience. It illustrates how
one transition that is severe for one person may be relatively minor for another,
or how an athlete dealing with successive injuries can view each experience
differently. The MAHAT has been influential in the development of sports-

specific career transition models which will be discussed next in greater detail.

Career transition models in sport. In order to understand transitions
in sport in a domain-specific manner, research initially focused on athletic
retirement and the termination of the athletic career (Taylor & Ogilvie, 1984,
1998). Over time however research began to focus not just on this major
transition but on transitions occurring throughout an athlete’s career, and also
outside of their sporting life. Two descriptive career transition models in sport
psychology (Stambulova, 1994, 2000; Wylleman et al., 2004) provide a
sequence of career stages and predict normative transitions between each

stage. These models will now be discussed in greater details.

Athletic career transition model. In her study of Russian athletes, N. B.
Stambulova (1994, 2000) found that the athletic career consisted of predictable

stages and transitions including:

The beginning of sports specialisation

The transition to special intensive training in the chosen sport
The transition from junior to senior/high-achievement sport
The transitions from amateur to professional sport

The transition from the culmination to the end of sports career

A o

The ending of the sports career

This research suggests that the careers of athletes can include varying numbers
of crises (i.e., transitions where the athlete is unable to cope independently) and
that when athletes fail to cope with new difficulties, they may have to retire

from sports prematurely (Stambulova, 2000). Stambulova identifies three types
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of crises that athletes may face, a) age-related crises b) sports career-related
crises and c) situational-related crises. Age-related and sports career-related
crises are more predictable suggesting that athletes, their coaches and their
families should be able to prepare for these transitions in advance. Situational-
related crises are connected with training, competition, and the athletes’ career
outside of sport and are much harder to predict. While every sports-related
transition had the potential to be a crisis, Stambulova (2000) found that the
majority of athletes in her study found transition number three, from junior to
high achievement/senior sports as the most challenging. Many of the athletes

who could not resolve this transition ended their sports career prematurely.

Viewing athletic career transitions as a process rather than a single
event, Stambulova (2003) developed a model that highlights the role of coping
in the transition process. The effectiveness of an athlete’s ability to cope, as with
Schlossberg’s (1981) model, is dependent on the transition resources and
barriers perceived by the athlete. In the athletic career transition (ACT) model
(Stambulova, 2003) transition resources refer to all resources that either
facilitate or inhibit the coping process. The internal and external factors that
facilitate the coping process include the athlete’s psychological disposition,
social support, financial support and access to expert coaching. The internal and
external factors that interfere with the coping process can include lack of
technical skill, lack of social support, limited or no access to facilities or
equipment and financial constraints. How the athlete deals with these factors,

and their impact on the transition process, is outlined in Figure 2.2.
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Successful transition

Transition demands |[*--
v Crisis prevention
_ interventions
Dynamic balance
between coping -
resources and
barriers
Coping
. Crisis-transition
Crisis-coping
interventions
Need in intervention
Effective Ineffective or no
intervention
Negative _ Negative

Figure 2.2.

consequences-coping
interventions

The athletic career transition model (ACT)

consequences of not
coping with the crisis
transition

Adapted from “Career transitions and career terminations” by D. Alfermann and
N. B. Stambulova, 2009, in Career transitions and career termination by G.
Tenenbaum & R.C. Eklund (Eds.), Handbook of sport psychology (3rd ed., p. 718).
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Both normative and non-normative transitions have the potential to turn
into a crisis if the athlete is not able to cope effectively. As the ACT model
illustrates there are two possible outcomes of a career transition, a) successful
transition b) crisis transition. A successful transition is associated with effective
coping, that is, when the athletes is able to employ the resources needed to
overcome the transition barriers. Alternatively an athlete may not be able to
cope with the demands of the transition on his/her own and need psychological
assistance or intervention to cope. If the intervention is successful the athlete
can then make the transition even though it may be somewhat delayed. If the
intervention is ineffective, or the athlete receives no assistance, the model
predicts athletes will suffer negative consequences or costs associated with the
inability to cope, such as a decline in sport results, over-training, dropout from
sport, neuroses, different forms of rule violation (e.g., doping), alcohol misuse

and drug abuse (Stambulova, 2000).

The model also highlights the importance of psychological assistance to
athletes in career transition to prevent crisis transitions. The three types of

intervention are:

1. Crisis prevention interventions
2. Crisis coping interventions

3. Dealing with negative consequences interventions

Crisis prevention interventions (e.g., goal setting and planning, mental skills
training, organisation of a social support system) aim to prepare athletes to
cope with transitions before they occur and are most effectively employed
before or at the beginning of a normative transition (Alfermann, Stambulova, &
Zemaityte, 2004). Prevention interventions are one of the key areas undertaken
by career assistance and lifestyle programmes in sport around the world
(Stambulova & Wylleman, 2014). These programmes aim to support athletes
with regards to the athletic career, lifestyle issues, education development and
transition out of the sport (Wylleman et al, 2004) and will be discussed in more
detail in Section 4 on Career Assistance Programmes. When it is apparent that an
athlete is in crisis, psychological crisis coping interventions may help an athlete

to find effective coping strategies to deal with the specific situation. If an athlete
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is already experiencing negative consequences associated with not coping with
a crisis transition, clinical psychological or counselling interventions may need
to be employed. The role of coping in the talent development process will be

discuss in more detail in Section 3 in Stress and Coping.

Holistic lifespan perspective. The second career transition model
advocates an approach which presents athletic transitions from a holistic
lifespan perspective, i.e., an understanding of an athlete’s development across
athletic, psychological, psychosocial and academic/vocational domains in-line
with broad age ranges (Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004). As illustrated in Figure 2.3,
the model is divided into four layers. The top layer describes the stages of
athletic development, from initiation to mastery, and finally discontinuation.
The second layer reflects stages at the psychological level, i.e., development
from childhood through to adulthood. The third layer outlines changes that
occurs at the psychosocial level and identifies the main agents that facilitate an
athlete’s development at the various athletic and psychological stages. The final
layer represents the transition into different stages of education from primary
and post-primary school through to higher education, vocational training or
professional occupation. More recently research has found that two more layers
could be added to the model, namely athletes’ physical and financial
development (Wylleman, Rosier, Reints, Tekavc, & De Brandt, 2013), but
research is still continuing on the expansion of this updated model (N. Rosier,
personal communication, 28 May, 2015).

This model is beneficial as it not only emphasises the interactive nature
of transitions in different domains of an athlete’s life, it also suggests that non-
athletic transitions may affect the development of an athlete’s sport career.
Wylleman et al. (2004), do however recognise its limitations. The model
portrays discontinuation in sport occurring after the mastery stage when in fact
many talented athletes may drop out of sport at earlier stages. It fails to
acknowledge non-events, (e.g., not making an Olympic Games) which could also
impact on the quality of athletes’ participation in completive sport (Wylleman
et al.,, 2004). Finally, the model does not examine the unexpected or non-
normative transitions that often occur in sport such as injury, or the change of

personal coach. Pearson and Petitpas (1990) reported that predictability plays
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an important role in how athletes deal with the transitions they experience, i.e.,
transitions that allow individuals to plan and make preparations tend to cause
less stress whereas sudden transitions, such as injury, can create uncertainty
about one’s future athletic career. Many of the non-normative transition occur
throughout an athlete’s career and these transitions are more commonly known
as “within-career” transitions, to distinguish them from the transition that
occurs at the end of a career. The following section will focus on the research
carried out on the within-career transitions experienced by athletes throughout

their careers.

[ Age 10 15 20 25 30 35
| | |
i i [}
: : :
Athletic Level Initiation i Development i Mastery i Discontinuation
| | |
i i ]
T [l
i i
. | |
Psychological ) ! i
Lavel Childhood ! Adolescence i Adulthood
| |
! !
i ! i
psvchosocial Parents i Peers ! Partner i Family
Y Level siblings |  Coach i Coach ! (Coach)
i i
Peers ! Parents i |
[ ! [
i
T T T
= a a
Academi Primary i Secondary ' Higher ! Vocational training
c_a emic Education | Education i Education i Professional occupation
Vocational Level ! i i
i
i ! 1

Figure 2.3.
Holistic lifespan development model of transitions in sport.

Adapted from “A developmental perspective on transitions faced by athletes” by
P. Wylleman and D. Lavallee, 2004, in M. Weiss (Ed.), Developmental Sport
Psychology, p. 520. Note: A dotted line indicates that the age at which the
transition occurs is an approximation.

Within-career transitions. While much of the earlier focus on career
transitions has focused on retirement from sport (see Park, Lavallee, & Tod,
2013 for a comprehensive review of the sport career termination literature),

research on within-career transitions, i.e., those that occur during an athlete’s
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career is in its infancy. Research on the success rates of transition from junior to
senior sport cite figures between 10-30% of junior elite athletes making the
successful transition to senior elite sport (Anderson & Miller, 2011; Vanden
Auweele, De Martelaer, Rzewnicki, DeKnop, & Wylleman, 2004; Zelichenok,
2005). In Ireland only 14% of elite ‘carded’ athletes made the transition from
junior to senior level sport in individual Olympic sports (e.g., athletics, rowing,
boxing), (Cunningham, 2012). In the context of Wylleman & Lavallee’s (2004)
model, an athlete making the transition from junior to senior sport can
concurrently be making transitions in other areas of their development. In the
athletic domain, moving to first team training has been found to be physically
tiring as athletes try and deal with the increased intensity of first-team playing
schedules (Finn & McKenna, 2010). Athletes may also have to move clubs to
access better coaching and resources which may impact on their social
relationships as well as their academic commitments (Pummell et al., 2008).
The transition to young adulthood may also impact an adolescent athlete’s

psychological identity (Grove, Fish, & Eklund, 2004).

Recent studies on the transition from junior to senior sport (Bruner,
Munroe-Chandler, & Spink, 2008; Finn & McKenna, 2010; Hayman, Borkoles,
Taylor, Hemmings, & Polman, 2014; Hollings et al., 2014; Jones, Mahoney &
Gucciardi, 2014; Lorenzo, Borras, Sanchez, Jiménez, & Sampedro, 2009; Mills,
Butt, Maynard & Harwood, 2012; Pummell et al., 2008; Stambulova, Franck, &
Weibull, 2012) and four others assessing non-sporting transitions, e.g., re-
location (Hanks, 2000, Falls & Wilson, 2012), and entry to university (Giacobbi
et al.,, 2004; MacNamara & Collins, 2010) highlight some of the issues faced by
adolescent athletes during this period (see Table 2.2). These studies underscore
that athletes who are transitioning from junior to senior sport often have to
deal with other concurrent transitions, i.e., the transition to university,
relocation, injury and coaching issues. The following section will examine how
the personal characteristics of the athlete (biological factors, psychological
attributes and psychosocial skills) and their social support can impact on the
career development of athletes, making specific reference, where appropriate,

to the literature on within-career transition, as outlined in Table 2.2.
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Table 2.2.

Research on within-career transitions

Author Transition Country Sport Methodology Main findings
Bruner et al. | Transition into Canada Ice-hockey | Phenomenological approach | Physically demanding step-up to senior
(2008) elite sport (using focus groups) with 8 sport. Lack of game time affected self-
“rookie” male players. confidence. Coaches seen as important,
and as both a source of support and of
strain.
Falls & Wilson | Relocation due Canada/US | Soccer In-depth interviews with 12 | Athletes had strong social support,
(2012) to high school to female players. especially teammates, which helped
college sports with relocation.
scholarships
Finn & Academy to first | UK Football, Qualitative interviews with 7 | Use of meaning-focused coping and
McKenna team transition rugby male elite coaches of team problem-focused coping was beneficial
(2010) union, sports. for athletes. Not being able to self-
rugby manage was a source of strain for some
league, athletes. Parents were both a source of
cricket support and strain.
Giacobbi et al. | Transition to us Swimming | Focus groups and individual | Coping with injury rehabilitation was

(2004)

university

interviews with 5 female
swimmers.

found to be a source of stress. Athletes
used a variety of coping strategies to
deal with stressors. Athletes had strong
social support. Coach was seen as both
a source of support and of strain.
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Author Transition Country Sport Methodology Main findings
Hanks Relocation Australia Australian | 2 x unstructured, in-depth Relocation and readjusting to new
(2000) occurring as a Rules interviews with 8 male routines and managing aspects outside
result of junior football players of sport was difficult. Stress due to
to senior players being away from home impacted on
transition their performance. Physically
demanding step-up to senior sport,
with injury/illness cited as causes of
stress. Coach was seen as both a source
of support and of strain.
Hayman et al. | Pre-elite to elite | UK Golf Interpretative Physically demanding step-up to senior
(2014) transition in golf phenomenological analysis sport but athletes were committed and
(IPA) of 8 male high motivated to make the transition, and
performing adolescent constantly improve. Social support,
golfers by means of semi- especially father, was evident. Athlete
structured qualitative sought out technically better coaches.
interviews.
Hollings et al. | Junior to senior | New Athletics | Five male and six female Physically demanding step-up to senior
(2014) transition in Zealand athletes, who competed ata | sport. Athletes who were unsuccessful

athletics.

World Junior Athletics
Championships between
1992 and 2006.
Retrospective interviews.

cited injury, coach and education issues
as barriers to transition. Athletes who
did transition displayed focus and
commitment to clearly defined and
realistic goals.
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Author Transition Country Sport Methodology Main findings
Jonesetal. | Juniorto senior | Australia Rugby In-depth interviews with17 Three global themes, personal
(2014) transition in League male players and 9 staff attributes (work ethic, confidence,
rugby league members. coping strategies, personal growth),
player environment (support, club
culture, off-field behaviours, role
expectation, interpersonal
attractiveness) and critical incidents.
Lorenzo etal. | Junior to senior | Spanish Basketball | In-depth interviews with 5 Physically demanding step-up to senior
(2009) transition in players. sport. Athletes had strong social
basketball. support. Self-confidence was a key
factor cited.
MacNamara & | Transition to UK Athletics | Quasi-longitudinal design - 3 | Athletes used a variety of psychological
Collins university semi-structured interviews and life skills to cope with the
(2010) with 6 student-athletes. 3 transition, and prepared for transition
significant others and 1 well in advance. Injury/illness cited as
Talent Development causes of stress. Athletes sought out
manager technically better coaches.
Mills et al. Junior to senior | UK Soccer In-depth interview with 10 Six interrelated higher-order categories
(2012) transition in coaches. - awareness, resilience, goal-directed

soccer

attributes (e.g. passion, attitude);
intelligence (sport, social and
emotional); sport-specific attributes
(e.g. coachability); and environmental
factors (e.g. significant others).
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(table continues)




Author Transition Country | Sport Methodology Main findings
Pummell et al. | Transition from | UK Eventing Qualitative interviews with | Athletes displayed a high level of
(2008) club to regional (Equestrian 10 event riders who had personal investment, sacrifice and effort
level Sport) made transition in last 3 during transition. Athletes own
years. motivation was key. Physically
demanding step-up to senior sport.
Athletes had strong social support.
Stambulova et | Junior to senior | Sweden Various 330 Swedish athletes. Coping with injury rehabilitation was
al. transition sports Transition Monitory Survey | found to be a source of stress. Athletes
(2012) (TMS) administered to had strong social support networks.

groups of athletes in various
sports settings.
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Section 3. Environmental Factors Influencing Athletic Development

In recent years, there has been an upsurge of research interest in the
process by which athletes gain expertise in their specialist domain, and it is
becoming clear that sports performance is the result of interactions amongst
genetic and environmental constraints (Davids & Barker, 2007) and the
successful interaction of biological, psychological and sociological factors
(Bailey et al., 2010; Baker, Horton, Robertson-Wilson, & Wall, 2003). Utilising
this interactionist approach the “empty bucket” metaphor of sporting excellence
proposes that while genetic factors regulate the size of the “bucket” of

performance, environmental factors determine its contents (Lewontin, 2000).

Biological factors influencing athletic development. While biological
maturation and genetics have a large role to play in development of talented
athletes (see Ford et al,, 2012), this review will focus on the change in training

demands in the transition from junior to senior sport, illness and injury.

Shift in training demands. Stage models of athlete development all note
the large shift in training demands between the middle and late years (Bloom,
1985; Coté, 1999; Durand-Bush & Salmela, 2002; Ericsson et al., 1993).
Compared to the previous stages, training is much more intense and structured.
Both the quality and the quantity of training increases, usually under the
guidance of an expert coach as athletes make a conscious effort to continually
improve their performance. The importance placed on recovery is also evident
(Durand-Bush & Salmela, 2002; Ericsson et al., 1993) and it is recommended
that training during the transition to senior level should be balanced with
adequate recovery interventions to help reduce the risk of injury, exhaustion or
burn-out. Indeed, in a study of 2721 high school athletes, increased exposure
was the most salient risk factor for injury, with a significantly elevated risk of
injury once training volume exceeded > 16 hours per week (Rose, Emery, &

Meeuwisse, 2008).

Injury has also been cited as a reason that competitive elite athlete drop
out or retire from sport. In a ten year retrospective study on withdrawal from
youth sport, one in five athletes dropped out of the sport due to injury (Butcher

et al.,, 2002). Studies on elite senior athlete withdrawal quote figures ranging
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from 5% in a cross-section of Finnish top-level athletes from swimming, cross
country skiing, long distance running and soccer (Ristolainen, Kettunen, Kujala,
& Heinonen, 2013), to 20% in American athletes (Kettunen, Kujala, Kaprio,
Koskenvuo, & Sarna, 2001) to as high as 47% in British soccer players (Drawer

& Fuller, 2001).

In comparison to their previous level of participation, literature on the
transition to senior level elite sport has found that the intensity and frequency
of training in senior sport required a huge adjustment (Hanks, 2000), and a high
level of demand and seriousness of training sessions (Hayman et al., 2014;
Lorenzo et al.,, 2009). Players who came from a higher level of previous
competition experience were more physically ready for life as a rookie
professional ice-hockey players compared to those who stayed within the minor
hockey system and played with players of their own age (Bruner et al., 2008).
Research has also shown that athletes who were unsuccessful in making the
transition from junior to elite competitive sport, perceived the next step up to

be almost improbable (Hollings et al., 2014).

Although playing time was a major goal for rookie ice-hockey players
(Bruner et al., 2008), lack of game time was also seen as a source of strain, as it
lead to disappointment and a subsequent fall in self-confidence. Training
intensity and high performance expectations (i.e., pressure to perform) were
also a source of strain for the transitioning swimmers in Giacobbi et al.’s (2004)
study and in Jones et al.’s (2014) research. Physical sources of strain such as an
increase in minor colds and flus were viewed as frustrating experience for draft
recruits who wanted to concentrate on their Australian football league (AFL)
career (Hanks, 2000). The impact of illness, on athletic development will now

be briefly discussed.

Illness. Although medically different, illness and injury share the same
disruptive nature that challenge an athlete’s physical, emotional and social well-
being. The way in which athletes responds to the illness is likely to be similar to
athletes recovering from injury (Bianco, Malo, & Orlick, 1999). A minor injury or
illness where the duration of rehabilitation/recuperation is several days or a

few weeks, is relatively common in sports. It is the injuries and illnesses that are
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high risk, chronic or recurring that cause the most disruption and even dropout
from sports participation (DiFiori et al., 2014). Illness is found to be prevalent
in elite athletes, with heavy exercise implicated in the suppression of immune
function resulting in an increased risk of infectious diseases (Midgley, 2003).
There is also evidence to suggest that athletes are more susceptible to illness
and infection when there is a preceding spike in their training load (Foster,
1998). Increased susceptibility to infection is cited as one of the most common
symptoms of overtraining (McKenzie 1999). Midgley found that the more
stressors that an athlete is exposed to (not just high training volume), the
higher the chance of immunosuppression and recommends interventions to
reduce stress where possible (e.g., meditation, imagery, hydrotherapy,
counselling, adequate sleep, or acquisition of time management skills). The
same also holds true for injury (Andersen & Williams, 1988; Wiese-Bjornstal,

Smith, Shaffer, & Morrey, 1998).

Injury. As already outlined in the section on Shift in training demands
making the step up to senior sport can be physically demanding and also a
source of strain for athletes, especially if they also experience injury and illness
(Hanks, 2000; MacNamara & Collins, 2010; Hollings et al., 2014; Stambulova et
al., 2012). Adolescents may be particularly at risk for sports-related overuse
injuries as a result of poor technique, muscle weaknesses and imbalances.
These factors coupled with the increase in training needed to transition to
senior level sport (longer competitive season, year round training, reduced
recovery time) has led to increasing numbers of chronic overuse injuries in

young athletes (DiFiori et al.,, 2014, Emery, 2003).

Research has found that within the first few months of joining an AFL
club, draft recruits reported a number of injuries and also that they felt
frustrated during rehabilitation from injury (Hanks, 2000). Prior to relocating,
most draft recruits had been injury free. It has also been reported that athletes
who did not progress to senior level success cited injuries as one of the major
constraints that prevented them from making the required progress (Hollings
et al.,, 2014). MacNamara & Collins (2010) found that while the athletes in their

study perceived the transition to university as demanding, they were well
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prepared and ready for the challenge. However, non-normative transitions,
such as injury during this time impacted negatively on the transition. Other
research has found that injury rehabilitation was a source of strain for athletes
and the athletes perceived they needed additional support or help to get them
through this difficult period (Giacobbi et al., 2004; Jones et al., 2014;
Stambulova et al., 2012)

Given its prevalence in the life of an elite athlete, there have been
numerous studies that have examined the psychological responses to injury
(e.g., Andersen & Williams, 1988; Anderson, White, & McKay, 2004; Brewer,
2001; Walker, Thatcher, & Lavallee, 2007; Wiese-Bjornstal et al., 1998). It has
been suggested that major life events coupled with low social support leave an
individual vulnerable to stress and stress responsivity, which is indicated as a
mechanism for injury occurrence (Andersen & Williams, 1988, Wiese-Bjornstal
et al,, 1998). Walker et al., (2007) also found that physical and psychosocial
responses to injury do not occur simultaneously. For example, an athlete can
recover physically from the injury but may be adjusting socially to a new
situation, e.g., retirement. Overall, it is apparent that psychosocial factors can

play a role in injury prevention and response (Williams & Scherzer, 2010).

The following section on Psychological and psychosocial factors
influencing athletic development will look at psychological factors in the
development of athletic careers, including the role of identity and coping. It will
then explore Social support, i.e., support from parents, coaches, team-mates and

peers and the athlete’s wider environment.

Psychological and psychosocial factors influencing athletic
development. This section on the psychological and psychosocial factors
influencing athletic development will begin by exploring the role of motivation,
the psychological skills for developing excellence (PCDEs), life skills and athletic
identity. It will then explore the concepts of stress and coping, particularly in

relation to the within-career transition literature.

Motivation. Regardless of the genetic and biological make-up of an

athlete, it is widely accepted that without an extensive commitment to training,
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over many years, no athlete will reach their innate potential. While Ericsson
(1996) points to the pivotal role that motivation plays in the development of
expertise, he acknowledges that enough is not yet known on how elite
performers optimise their daily lives to accommodate such intense levels of
deliberate practice activities. Numerous reviews point to motivation as the most
important attribute for the acquisition of expertise in sport (e.g., Martindale,
Collins, & Daubney, 2005; Coté et al., 2007). However motivation in the
expertise literature has been described as the “elephant in the room”, everyone
knows that it is there, but no one know how it got there or what to do with it
(Starkes, 2007). In a review of current motivational literature, Duda & Treasure
(2010) reveal that athletes are more likely to be motivated by situations where
they perceive they have the competencies to match the challenge of the sport
(both physically and psychologically), have a sense of autonomy, and feel
connected to others. These are all core constructs of self-determination theory
(SDT, Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000; see Ntoumanis, 2012 for a review
of the sporting literature). When an athlete feels they do not “have what it
takes”, have little personal control or are disenfranchised or not respected by
others in the sport setting, little motivation to remain in the sport exists (Duda

& Treasure, 2010).

Other psychological factors. As well as motivation, other psychological
factors are recognised in the literature as critical for the acquisition of sport
expertise (e.g., Abbott & Collins, 2004; Baker & Horton, 2004; Bloom, 1985;
Coté, Baker, & Abernethy, 2003; Durand-Bush & Salmela; 2002, Ericsson et al.,
1993; Gould et al., 1999, MacNamara & Collins, 2010). Indeed, in a study on
Olympic athletes (Olympic medallists and world champions), of the three major
readiness factors rated by the athletes, mental, physical and technical, only
mental readiness provided a statistically significant link with final Olympic
ranking (Orlick & Partington, 1988). High performing athletes not only use
psychological skills during competition, they also used a variety of these skills
during training, e.g., self-talk, imagery, goal setting and relaxation (Thomas &
Thomas, 1999). Research has also shown that elite athletes possess significantly
higher levels of mental skills than do less elite athletes (Durand-Bush & Salmela,

2002). Durand-Bush and Salmela reported self-confidence and motivation as
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the two most salient personal characteristics of elite athletes. Not only were
elite athletes confident about their ability to succeed, they were also motivated
to invest considerable time and effort into training in order to be the best they

could be.

In a prospective study on the factors that predict career success in
professional adult soccer players, psychological factors predicted career
success, while statistically controlling for initial performance level and
demographic variables (van Yperen, 2009). In van Yperen'’s study, predictor
variables were measured in the early phase of the careers of a group of highly
skilled adolescent youth players from a high performance soccer academy, and
career success was assessed 15 years later. Success was defined as actually
playing for a premier team for at least ten years. The three psychological factors
found were goal commitment, engagement in problem-focused coping
behaviours, and social support seeking. The research found that individuals
who progressed to play professional soccer as an adult felt more
psychologically bound to their goals, possessed a willingness to put effort into
the attainment of their goals, were persistence in pursuing those goals over
time and were reluctant to lower or abandon those goals. Relative to the
unsuccessful participants, the successful participants may have been better able
to adapt to the stressful circumstances they inevitably encountered during their
careers by using problem-focused coping behaviours and seeking out social

support.

Mental toughness (see Jones, Hanton & Connaughton, 2007), a construct
related to focus, self-belief, desire, motivation, dealing with pressure, anxiety
and pain, has been found in elite and super-elite athletes (World and Olympic
champions). Resilience is another psychological construct that is gaining
momentum in the sports psychology literature (see Fletcher & Sarkar, 2013). As
athletes have to navigate several transitions and set-backs in their careers, it is
believed that vast majority benefit from the experiences (Sarkar & Fletcher,
2014). The concept of resilience, or “bouncebackability” is often used to
describe athletes who not only cope with the setbacks experienced, but thrive

following the experience. Resilient qualities often found in athletes include
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positivity, determination, competitiveness, commitment, maturity, persistence,
passion for the sport and strong networks of social support (Galli & Vealey,
2008). In recent years the literature on athlete development is beginning to
look further than the performance-related benefits for athletes, to explore how
challenges and struggles that athletes face serve to strengthen their personal
resources (Nicholls & Polman, 2007). Psychological concepts such as resilience
and stress-related growth (SRG; Galli & Reel, 2010) are areas that serve to aid

both the athletic and personal development of young athletes.

Psychological characteristics for developing excellence (PCDEs). Research
also points to a set of psychological characteristics that facilitate elite
performance and the successful negotiation of the development pathway
(Bailey et al., 2010; MacNamara & Collins, 2010; MacNamara, Button, & Collins,
2010a; MacNamara, Button, & Collins, 2010b). These psychological
characteristics of developing excellence (PCDEs) include goal setting, realistic
performance evaluations, imagery, planning and organisational skills,
commitment, focus and situation control, coping with pressure and self-
awareness. PCDEs are not just limited to mental skills, but also include
emotions, attitudes and desires that young people need to realise their potential

(Martindale et al., 2005).

Recently however, research has begun into the “dual effects” of PCDEs
and characteristics that negatively impact on an individual’s progression in
sport and their psychological well-being (MacNamara & Collins, 2015; Hill,
MacNamara & Collins, in press). Characteristics such as over-confidence,
maladaptive perfectionism, and over-analysing techniques are some of the dual
effects of PCDEs, while poor coping skills, mental health issues, a lack of
commitment, a sense of entitlement and amotivation were some of the negative
characteristics of athletes cited by coaches and directors of 12 rugby union

academies in England (Hill et al., in press).

Psychosocial / Life skills. In the career transition literature, research
has considered how athletes might be equipped with coping strategies and non-

sports specific skills, often referred to as life skills. Being able to deal with
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lifestyle issues is one of the least acknowledged role of psychology in the sports
development literature (Martindale & Mortimer, 2011). In order to successfully
transition to senior sport, athletes must be able to balance their lifestyle and
manage other aspects of their lives. Reviewing recent literature, Larsen,
Alfermann, & Christensen (2012) found that psychosocial skills are often
associated with terms such as life skills, positive youth development (Coté &
Fraser-Thomas, 2007), social-emotional growth (Gould & Carson, 2008),
psychological skills (Danish, Petitpas, & Hale, 1995), psychological
characteristics (MacNamara et al., 2010a, MacNamara et al., 2010b),
psychosocial competencies and assets (Harwood, 2008). Researchers have
considered how athletes might be equipped with these non-sport-specific life
skills or assets (e.g. Gould & Carson, 2008, Lavallee, Gordon, & Grove, 1997).
The basic tenet of this research is that athletes can attain certain life skills and
resources during training and competition and that these athletes are then able
to transfer this skills and resources to life outside of sport (Alfermann &

Stambulova, 2007).

Life skills can be behavioural (communicating effectively with peers and
adults) or cognitive (making effective decisions); interpersonal (being
assertive) or intrapersonal (setting goals), (Danish et al., 1995). However,
efforts need to be made to have the skill or competency transferred to other life
situations as Gould and Carlson (2008) point out that life skills must be “taught
not caught”. Life skills are also a major focus area of career assistance
programmes (CAPs) and development academies and institutions around the

world (Stambulova & Ryba, 2014).

Many of the psychological factors mentioned above need to be applied
successfully in order to be effective. Therefore the teaching and practice of
psychological skills is crucial to the effectiveness of an athlete’s talent
development environment (Martindale & Mortimer, 2011). Martindale and
Mortimer also point to the importance of athlete responsibility where the
athlete displays an ever increasing level of independence, responsibility and

autonomy over their progression.
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Within-career transitions and psychological and psychosocial skills.
In the career transition literature (see Table 2.2) psychological characteristics
such as high levels of personal investment, sacrifice and effort (Pummell et al.,
2008), self-confidence (Lorenzo et al., 2009), commitment and motivation to
improve (Hollings et al,, 2014), strong work ethic (Jones et al., 2014) were all
found in the junior to senior transition literature. While parents and teammates
were found to play an important role in the transition, the athletes own
motivation was a salient factor that allowed them to make the transition
successfully (Pummell et al.). Athletes also employed a range of psychological
and life skills to cope with the transition to university, and prepared for the
transition well in advance (MacNamara & Collins, 2010). Sources of strain
experienced by athletes included not being able to self-manage (Finn &
McKenna, 2010), unclear role expectation (Jones et al., 2014), adjusting to new
domestic routines and managing aspects of their life outside of sport (Hanks,

2000) and a fall in confidence due to lack of game time (Bruner et al., 2008).

Resilience, emotional competence and optimistic attitudes were some of
the qualities found to be required by athletes to transition into a professional
football career (Mills et al., 2012). The concept of awareness (both of
themselves and others) was also found to be a fundamental and mediating
element for players to possess if they are to successfully navigate the junior to
senior transition. Jones et al., (2014) also cited “interpersonal attractiveness”,
i.e., good character, personable, a good attitude, being respectful and being able
to integrate in to the team environment as an important factor in the junior to

senior transition in rugby league players.

Hollings et al. (2014) cite the foremost characteristic that differentiated
between those athletes who did progress to become successful senior athletes
and those athletes who did not was that athletes who did progress had a single
focus and a significant commitment to clearly defined and realistic goals. The
successful athletes believed they had a “once in a lifetime opportunity” to
achieve success in their sport, therefore other pursuits outside of their sport
e.g., education, social life, career could be put on hold. Less successful athletes

found that balancing their athletic career with education or part-time work was
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extremely difficult. The single focus of the athletes in Hollings et al.’s study may
be linked to a strong athletic identity, which will be discussed in the following

section.

Identity. Sport has been reported as being a vehicle for the identity
formation in young people (Kirk & MacPhail, 2003). Identity, as defined by
Erikson (1963), is a process that unites personality and connects the individual
to the social world. According to Erikson the majority of identity development is
thought to occur between the ages of 10 and 20 years. While people can
simultaneously identify with multiple roles, often one of these roles becomes
more salient than others (Roccas & Brewer, 2002), e.g. athletic identity. Athletic
identity is defined as the degree to which an individual identifies with the
athlete role (Brewer, Van Raalte, & Linder, 1993). Research suggests that
athletic identity increases from late childhood to adolescence and remains
elevated into young adulthood unless the individual terminates competitive

sport involvement, in which case athletic identity decreases (Brewer et al.)

Using the Athlete Identity Measurement Scale (AIMS, Brewer et al,,
1993), Lavallee et al. (1997) found large decreases in athletic identity among
recently-retired athletes when current scores were compared to retrospective
scores three years previous. Being “cut” (i.e., removed from the team) during
try-outs among first year university students also decreased the extent to which
athletes viewed sport as a central part of their lives (Munroe, Albinson, & Hall,
1999). Similarly, a significant decrease in athletic identity over time was found
in female athletes who were vying for selection in “all-star” teams in a number
of team sports (basketball, field hockey and volleyball) (Grove et al., 2004).
Grove et al. also found evidence that self-protection processes (the use of
cognitive and/or behavioural processes to dampen the negative aspects of the
self in one’s own eyes or in the eyes of others, p.76) might be employed by the

athletes who were dropped.

Where athletic identity has been noted to be strong, but not exclusive to
the athletic role, long-lasting psychological benefits to the athlete have been
seen, such as an enhancement in social interactions, more positive athletic

experiences and increased motivation (Brewer et al., 1993; Horton & Mack,
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2000). However, research has also reported that athletic identity is positively
associated with depressive responses to both actual and hypothetical sport
injuries (Brewer et al.), problems adapting to sport retirement (Alfermann et al.,
2004), and anxiety in career decision making (Grove, Lavallee & Gordon, 1997).
It has been noted that those who place too strong an emphasis on their athletic
identity become somewhat one-dimensional, and in that sense may solely view
themselves as a sports person at the expense of other social roles (Wiechman &
Williams, 1997). Pummell et al. (2008) suggest that athletes making the
transition from junior to senior sport could be at risk of identity foreclosure
(i.e., premature commitment to an identity, Murphy, Petitpas, & Brewer, 1996)
if they are not encouraged to develop a rounded identity. Pummell et al. found
that equestrian event riders making the transition from junior to senior sport
displayed a high level of personal investment and effort during their transition.
As a consequence their development in other areas, such as their academic and
social life, was adversely affected by this commitment. Brown & Potrac (2009)
support this contention, as they found soccer players not making a professional
career experience may experience psychological difficulties if their careers are
prematurely terminated.

The stress and coping process. Stress is defined as a constant process of
an individual interacting with their environments, making appraisals of their
situations, whilst trying to cope with issues that may arise (Fletcher, Hanton, &
Mellalieu, 2006; Lazarus, 1999). This transactional definition of stress as a
process incorporates stressors, strains, appraisals and coping and emphasises
that “stress resides neither in the person nor the environment, but in the
relationship between the two” (Arnold & Fletcher 2012, p. 397; based on work
by Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). In addition, the environmental demands of the
situation are defined as stressors, and the individual negative responses to
stressors as strain (Fletcher et al., 2006; McKay, Niven, Lavallee, & White, 2008).
From a theoretical perspective Lazarus and Folkman'’s (1984) transactional
model of stress and coping is the most used model in helping to understand the
stress, appraisal and coping relationship. How a person copes is shaped by a
number of factors including personality factors, the nature of the stressor, the

resources available to them and how they appraise the situation (Skinner,

43



2007). Stressors, such as illness and injury are not single discrete events.
Individuals may have to deal with pain, rehabilitation, long term prognosis, as
well as the social, emotional and physical consequences of the illness or injury
(Skinner, 2007). Therefore a range of coping strategies, appraisals and
reappraisals are needed in order to protect long term goals, manage emotions

and retain relationships.

Research on the stressors encountered by athletes has concluded that
athletes experience stressors in three major arenas, competitive, organisational
and personal (Fletcher et al., 2006) and it is not uncommon for stressors to
occur in combination, rather than as isolated incidents (Cooper, Dewe, &
O’Driscoll, 2001). The following sub-sections will briefly discuss the stressors

experienced by athletes as reported in the literature.

Organisational stressors. Organisational stress, as it relates to sport was
originally defined as “an ongoing transaction between an individual and the
environmental demands associated primarily and directly with the
organisations within which he or she is operating” (Hanton, Fletcher, &
Coughlan, 2005, p. 1130). In a comprehensive synthesis of 34 studies of the
organisational stressors encountered by sports performers, Arnold & Fletcher
(2012) identified four main categories and 31 sub-categories of organisational
stress experienced by athletes, as outlined in Table 2.3. Organisational stressors
are reported more frequently than competitive or personal stressors in the
research literature. They are also more disparate in nature (Hanton et al.,
2005). However the frequency with which stressors are encountered should not
be equated with their relevance or significance in an athlete’s life (Fletcher,
Hanton, Mellalieu, & Neil, 2010). For example, an organisational stressor such
as poor equipment would not be comparable to a personal stressor such as the
death of a family member. While athletes regularly experience stressors within
the structure and function of the sporting organisation in which they are
operating, it is evident organisations are not always sensitive to these issues
nor are they always able to tackle them effectively (Fletcher & Hanton, 2003).
However, it should be noted that not all stress is detrimental to performance;

some can be tolerated or even beneficial (Woodman & Hardy, 2001).
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Table 2.3.
Main Categories of Organisational Stressors

Main category Sub categories

Leadership and Coach’s behaviours and interactions, the coach’s
Personnel personality and attitudes, external expectations,
support staff, sports officials, spectators, media,

performance feedback and sport’s governing body.

Cultural and Team Teammate’s behaviours and interactions,
communication, team atmosphere and support,
teammate’s personality and attitudes, roles, cultural
norms, and goals.

Logistical and = Facilities and equipment, selection, competition
Environmental format, structure of training, weather conditions,
travel, accommodation, rules and regulations,
distractions, physical safety, and technology.

Performance and = Injuries, finances, diet and hydration and career
Personnel issues = transitions.

Note: Adapted from “A research synthesis and taxonomic classification of the
organisational stressors encountered by sport performers” by R. Arnold & D.
Fletcher, 2012, Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 34(3), 397-429.

Two studies conducted in an Irish context found varying views among
athletes concerning the role played by wider system-based influences on their
development (Duffy et al., 2006; Guerin, Lyons, Langan, Moran, Ringland, &
MaclIntyre, 2008). In a number of cases, the presence of supportive systems
within NGBs was seen as a positive influence. However, these system-based
influences were rated much lower that the role of the athlete themselves and
their families, friends and coaches (Duffy et al., 2006). Many athletes viewed
these system-based influences as having played an inhibiting role in their
careers. Inadequate funding levels, lack of training facilities, ad hoc sports
science and medical support, the absence of high level training and competition
opportunities, and structural or organisational difficulties were perceived by

the athletes as barriers to their development (Duffy et al., 2006). In a study
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conducted by the Institute of Sport (IIS; Guerin et al., 2008) on the performance
environment, training was seen as the most influential aspect of an athlete’s life.
Work and educational demands were seen as having a negative influence on
some athletes’ experiences due to tiredness and fatigue from having to juggle
work or study with training. Others described positive outcomes of work and
education, e.g., having something else outside of sport provide a distraction to
the demands of training and competition. It was found that these athletes had
flexible work/ education arrangements in place. These findings suggest the
performance environment within elite sport is multifaceted, with performance
itself contingent upon a broad range of interacting factors (Gould, Guinan,
Greenleaf, Medbery, & Peterson, 1999) and that the performance environment
has the potential to have both a positive and negative impact on athlete
development (Wagstaff, Fletcher, & Hanton, 2012). It also appears that some
organisational stressors may be unavoidable (Fletcher et al., 2006) with
appraisal appearing to be the key mechanism for determining meaning for the
performer and their view of available coping resources (Hanton, Wagstaff, &

Fletcher, 2012).

Competitive stressors. Competitive stressors are defined as “the
environmental demands associated primarily and directly with competitive
performance” (Mellalieu, Hanton, & Fletcher, 2006, p. 3). Athletes have
identified how various aspects of their preparation (physical, mental, technical
and tactical) were at times unsatisfactory, inappropriate and/or difficult prior
to competition (Sarkar & Fletcher, 2014). Competitive stressors have been well
researched in the sport psychology literature and include preparation, injury,
pressure (both internal and external), underperforming, expectations,
opponents/rivalry, self-presentation, the event itself and superstition (Fletcher
et al., 2005, Gould, Finch, & Jackson, 1993; Gould et al., 1999; Holt & Hogg, 2002;
Neil, Hanton, Mellalieu, & Fletcher, 2011; Sarkar & Fletcher, 2014).

As stressors do not tend to occur in isolation, competitive stressors and
organisational stressors combined can sometime leave the young elite athlete
overloaded (Gould et al., 1999; Kristiansen & Roberts, 2010). Young athletes

can experience typical performance pressure from themselves and their NGBs.
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When these pressures are added to the novel experience of major international
events, athletes may experience anxiety, lack of confidence and poor
concentration (Gould et al., 1999). Research has found that adolescents most
frequently use coping strategies that include the seeking of social support (Holt,
Hoar, & Fraser, 2005). The potential stress-buffering effect of these social
supports has also investigated (Rees & Hardy, 2004). Coping with stressors, the

stress buffering effect and social support will all be subsequently discussed.

Personal stressors. The least cited category of stressors is personal
stressors (McKay et al., 2008). Personal stressors are defined as “the
environmental demands associated primarily and directly with personal
‘nonsporting’ life events” (Sarkar & Fletcher, 2009, p. 1423). Some of the major
sources of stress within this category include work-life balance, family issues
and major life events (e.g., death of a significant other). During the transition
from junior to senior sport, young athletes have identified difficulties with
academic commitments, balancing educational goals and personal relationships
(Douglas & Carless, 2006; Guerin et al., 2008; Hollings et al., 2014; MacNamara
& Collins, 2010; McKay et al., 2008; Pummell et al., 2008). Relocation-related
pressures have also been recognised, including problems with finding suitable
accommodation, missing family and friends, and adjusting to independent living
(Giacobbi et al., 2004; Hanks, 2000; Falls & Wilson, 2012). Other personal
stressors supported by the literature include entry in to couple life (Debois et
al., 2014), financial pressures to provide for a family (Thelwell, Weson, &
Greenlees, 2007), difficulty balancing sport and work (Guerin et al., 2008),
relationship problems (Gould et al,, 1993) and the death of a family member
(McKay et al., 2008; Scanlan, Stein, & Ravizza, 1991).

As previously stated, although personal stressors may be the least cited
and explored of the stressors, they may have a much larger impact on an
individual’s cognitions (McKay et al., 2008) and may be difficult to cope with
(Debois et al., 2014). The following section will discuss the role of coping as

outlined in the stress and coping literature in sport.

Coping. Transitions, as stressful experiences, often place demands on

personal coping resources (Finn & McKenna, 2010). Research has found that
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the effectiveness of an athlete’s ability to cope is largely influenced by the
demands of the situation and the athlete’s resources (Stambulova, Alfermann,
Statler, & Coté, 2009). Coping has been defined as “the things people do to avoid
being harmed by life strains” (Pearlin & Schooler, 1978, p.2). For the purpose of
this review, the concept of coping will be limited to voluntary responses, i.e.,
those that are intentional or effortful. Lazarus (1980) contends that it is not the
stress that is significant; stress is an inevitable feature of normal living; “what
makes the difference in adaptational outcome is coping” (p. 52). Coping is a
complex and dynamic process that include factors such as appraisal, coping
responses, emotions, and coping effectiveness (Lazarus, 1999; Lazarus &
Folkman, 1984; Tamminen & Holt, 2010).

Lazarus and Folkman (1984) suggest that the stress process involves
primary and secondary appraisal. Primary appraisal involves an assessment as
to whether individuals perceive the event or situation as irrelevant, harmful,
benign or stressful. Stressful appraisals can be further classed as those that are
perceived to be a threat (possibility of future damage to one’s goals or beliefs
from the event), a challenge (the individual may have the potential to overcome
or even profit from the event) or a harm/loss (damage to one’s goals or beliefs
has already occurred). Through the stress process, reappraisals occur as
individuals continuously re-evaluate their situation based on new information,
as illustrated in Figure 2.4. The outcome of the coping process is dependent on
whether the stressful encounter has been resolved. If the situation is resolved
positively, this will result in positive emotions and adaptive responses. Failure
to resolve the stressful situation may result in negative resolution and

maladaptive responses (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004).
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Situation or event

17 Primary appraisal —l

Threat/Challenge/Harm Benign/No
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— > Secondary Appraisal of threat/challenge/loss or harm

l

Select and apply coping strategy/strategies

l

Is the resoution favourable?

b

No Yes — Positive emotion

!

Distress

Figure 2.4.
An illustration of the stress appriasal process.

Adapted from Stress, appraisal, and coping by R. S. Lazarus & S. Folkman, 1984.

In the stress and coping process, appraisals can provide a glimpse of how
an individual understands their environments and are often strong correlates of
emotions (Yap & Tong, 2009, Uphill & Jones, 2007). Coping affects emotions just
as emotions, through perceptions, can affect coping (Folkman & Lazarus, 1988).
Research has found that coping effectiveness reported by Olympic athletes was
significantly and positively related to emotions (Pensgaard & Duda, 2003).
Although much of the emotions research is linked to anxiety, coping can occur
in relation to any kind of emotion (Richards, 2011). For example a young athlete

may experience homesickness due to relocation for his/her sport. Athletes
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generally respond to stressors with a wide range of emotions, behaviours,
attitudes and coping strategies (Fletcher, Hanton, & Wagstaff, 2012; Thatcher,
Jones & Lavallee, 2011). As there are practically an unlimited number of
strategies an individual can use in response to stressors, the following section
will briefly outline research related to the classification of coping strategies.
Coping classifications. Ways of dealing with stress have been categorised
in many different ways (see Skinner, Edge, Altman, & Sherwood, 2003 for a
review). The most cited is that of problem-focused versus emotion-focused
coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Problem-focused behaviours are those that
aim to change the situation or plan a course of action, while emotion-focused
behaviours are those that aim to minimise the emotional distress and diminish
negative emotions (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).
More recently an important distinction was made between engagement versus
avoidance coping (see Skinner et al., 2003). Engagement coping, which is aimed
at dealing with the stressor or its related emotions, is thought to lead to better
outcomes than avoidance or disengagement coping, which is usually ineffective
in reducing the distress in the long term as it does nothing about the stressor’s
existence and its eventual impact (Carver & O’Connor-Smith, 2009; Holahan &

Moos, 1987).

Another type of coping found in the literature is that of meaning-focused
coping, which are strategies used to help modify or control the meaning of the
situation (Pearlin & Schooler, 1978). Meaning-focused coping is often used
when a coping outcome is unfavourable. Here an individual draws on his or her
beliefs (e.g., religious, spiritual or beliefs about justice), values (e.g.,
“mattering”), and existential goals (e.g., purpose in life or guiding principles) to
motivate and sustain coping and well-being during a difficult time (Folkman,
2008, p.7). Finally, proactive coping, which is intended to prevent or minimise a
threat or harmful situation before it arises, has been identified as a form of
coping (Aspinwall & Taylor, 1997). Proactive coping is almost always problem-
focused, as it involves the accrual of resources, skill development and future
planning that could be useful if a threat arises (Carver & O’Connor-Smith, 2009;
Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004). These classifications are not an exclusive list of

coping strategies. For instance, McArdle, Moore, & Lyons (2014) found that
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normalising and making sense of one’s experience was a coping strategy used
by Olympic athletes in their post-Olympic transitions.

How someone copes can fit in to several classifications. Seeking support
can be both emotion-focused and problem-focused, depending on whether the
goal is to seek comfort or to seek aid. It is also engagement-focused. What is
evident it that people generally use more than one coping strategy to deal with
a stressful situation (Anderson et al., 2012). Effective copers are flexible and use
a number of coping methods but there are individual differences in the stress
process.

Coping effectiveness. While Lazarus and Folkman (1984) referred to
coping as the efforts aimed at managing stressors that are evaluated as harmful,
threatening or challenging, coping effectiveness refers to the success of a
specific coping strategy in managing or eliminating those stressors.
Distinguishing between effective and ineffective strategies is difficult, as a
particular strategy might be effective for one person, both not another, or in one
situation but not another or even in the short-term but not the long-term
(Lazarus, 1999; Skinner et al.,, 2003). Research does suggest however, that most
engagement coping strategies are effective while some (but not all)
disengagement coping strategies such social withdrawal and helplessness are
nearly always ineffective (Skinner et al.).

Research has revealed that coping is constrained by maturity (Compas,
Connor-Smith, Saltzman, Harding Thomsen, & Wadsworth, 2001), in that more
mature individuals use more effective coping strategies (Nicholls, Perry, Jones,
Morley, & Carson, 2013). Adolescence is a critical period in a person’s life where
they can develop their arsenal of coping strategies (Skinner & Zimmer-
Gembeck, 2007) and this if often related to the coping resources (e.g., social
support) which are available to them (Nicholls & Polman, 2007). There is
evidence to suggest that older, more experienced athletes cope more effectively
with stressors than younger, less experienced athletes (Holt, Berg, & Tamminen,
2007). It is believed that the more resources available to an individual and the
more coping strategies used, the more effective coping will be (Anderson et al.,
2012; Tamminen & Holt, 2010). It is important to note that individuals may

have a dispositional style of coping, i.e., a preferred set of coping strategies
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which remain fairly stable over time and across situations (Bouchard,
Guillemette, & Landry-Léger, 2004). Researchers have therefore suggested that
reflecting on the coping skills used in different situations is an important skill
for young athletes to learn in order to better appraise which coping strategies
might be more effective in certain situations and to develop a range to coping
strategies to deal with diverse challenges (Didymus & Fletcher, 2012;
Tamminen & Holt, 2010).

Within-career transitions and coping. The literature on within-career
transitions (see Table 2.2) has also examined the role of coping in making the
transition from either junior to senior sport, or second level education to
university or indeed dealing with relocation. Meaning-focused coping strategies
similar to problem solving, acceptance of responsibility, self-control and
positive re-appraisal were found to be beneficial to the transition success,
whereas strategies similar to distancing and escape-avoidance coping were
perceived to be potentially detrimental to the success of a transition (Finn &
McKenna, 2010). Athletes were also found to use a variety of techniques to cope
with the transition to university and a new team including task focus, positive
re-interpretation, religion and emotional release in the form of venting and
humour/fun (Giacobbi et al., 2004). Cognitive reframing was also used as a
coping mechanism to deal with the stress arising from relocation, and the new
recruits in Hanks (2000) Australian Football League (AFL) research also used
their new social network of teammates, support staff, personal manager and
coach to help them cope with relocation. Falls & Wilson (2012) also identified
the importance of team-mates in their relocation study. Parents and teammates
played an important role, assisting the young athletes to cope during the junior
to senior transition (Lorenzo et al., 2009; Pummell et al., 2008). The Swedish
athletes in Stambulova et al.’s (2012) research reported using a variety of
coping strategies and personal resources to cope with the transition. Finally,
MacNamara and Collins (2010), Jones et al., (2014) and Mills et al., (2012) found
that athletes employed a range of psychological and life skills to cope with the
transitions they faced.

It has also been suggested that social support leads to better coping with

stress, as coping is enhanced by the supportive actions of others (Rees & Hardy,
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2004). The following section with explore the role of social support in more
detail.

Social support. Social support, that is, support derived from key
interpersonal relationships (e.g., parents, coaches, teammates) has been
identified as an important resource for athletes (Sheridan, Coffee, & Lavallee,
2014). Social support has also been found to have the potential to moderate, or
buffer the psychological responses to stress that are detrimental to health and
wellbeing (Mitchell, Evans, Rees, & Hardy, 2014). In a study examining the
motivational atmosphere in youth sport across the coach-parent-peer triad,
Keegan, Spray, Harwood and Lavallee (2010) found that parents, coaches and
peers all provided support related to their specific role. Parents motivated their
children through support and facilitation, coaches motivated the athletes
through instruction while peers influenced motivation through social
relationships, competitive and collaborative behaviours, and evaluative
communications. The following section will discuss the role of significant
relationships on athletic career development, specifically the role of the family,

the coach and peers.

The role of the family. The role parents play in their child’s early
sporting experience can greatly influence their child’s attitude to sports
participation. The amount of parental involvement and pressure perceived by a
child, as well as the importance placed on participation in sports, can have both
positive and negative effects on a child’s emotional responses, goal orientations,
competence as well as length of sport participation (Hedstrom & Gould, 2004).
Parent’s participation in sport and other extra-curricular activities (e.g., music,
singing classes) can have a positive effect on primary school children’s
participation in sport (Fahey, Delaney, & Gannon, 2005). Several authors have
also recognised the importance of the family on the development of sports
expertise (Coté, 1999; Gould, Dieffenbach, & Moffett, 2002, Kalinowski, 1985;
Lewko & Greendorfer, 1988; Monsaas, 1985; McCullagh, Matzkanin, Shaw &
Maldonado, 1993; van Yperen, 1995).

Support during the early years. Mirroring the findings of Bloom (1985)
and his colleagues, Coté (1999) found that the role of the parents changed
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through the phases of talent development. Fun and enjoyment were emphasised
during the early years and few parents had expectations of goals relative to
their children’s sporting careers (Coté, 1999; Kalinowski, 1985; Monsaas,
1985). Coté referred to the parents in his research as “moderately involved”,
characterised as parents who provided positive but firm parental direction but
yet encouraged the child to be involved in the decision making process (see
Hellstedt, 1987). Examining the factors, from an ecological perspective, that
influenced the development of 191 Irish athletes, research found that the family
environment was perceived as being pivotal in fostering and supporting an
interest in sport among athletes (Duffy et al., 2006). Family members,
particularly males, played a strong role in introducing the athletes to sport. As
the athlete developed, the supports provided by the family became more
important. Despite the strong family support evident in the study, many of the
athletes perceived the issue of finance as a significant barrier to their
development. The socio-economic status and family structure of potential high-
level performers is perceived to be a highly important factor in both introducing
the child to sport and providing the child with the necessary resources to keep
them there. Indeed, in the UK, children’s participation in sport is determined to
a large degree by the socio-economic status of the family (Kay, 2000). While in
Australia, family income and structure are key determinants in shaping
children’s involvement in sport, and for many children financial factors act as

barriers to their involvement in sport (Kirk et al., 1997).

Support during the middle and late years. The role of parental
involvement during the latter periods of athletes’ sports careers is an important
factor in athletic career development (Wylleman, De Knop, Verdet, & Ceci¢-
Erpi¢, 2007). During the middle or specialising years, parents took on a
facilitative role in their child’s careers, providing huge financial and time
commitments to their child’s training and competition programme (Bloom,
1985; Coté, 1999). By the investment years (18+ years), the role of the parents
had changed to a follower/supporter role, with parents providing high levels of
emotional support to their talented child. C6té and Hay (2002b) classified the
psycho-social needs of athletes within the family context into four main areas 1)

emotional support; 2) information support; 3) tangible support; and 4)
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companionship. Esteem support (bolstering a person’s sense of competence or

self-esteem) has also been cited by Rees and Hardy (2000).

Examining the role of parents across the different career stages, it has
been found that athletes perceived support remains stable across the late
career years, following an initial decline from the sampling to the specialising
years (Wurth, Lee, & Alfermann, 2004). In that study, the authors also found
that parents of the more successful athletes (those that moved to the next stage)
showed much more directive behaviour (demonstrating how to improve,
pushing them to train harder but balancing the pressure with praise when
justified and providing general support, affection and understanding) than
those that who did not make the transition (Wurth et al., 2004). While parents
create a positive experience in the early years of an athlete’s career, research in
tennis has found that with increased pressure in the middle years, more
conflicts can occur with negative parenting often arising (e.g., controlling or
pushy behaviour). As a result parents may be less involved in the senior years

(Lauer, Gould, Roman, & Pierce, 2010).

In another study of 79 athletes from 26 sports in the “specialising phase”
(age 9-18 years) parental influence was found to be related to their specific
roles, that is, one of support-and-facilitation (Keegan et al,, 2010). The manner
in which this support is provided (unconditionally, positively and
collaboratively) helped to determine athletic motivations. In an additional study
on research into social motivational influences across the athletic career span,
the same authors (Keegan, Spray, Harwood & Lavallee, 2014) found that the
role of parents decreased around the transition to the investment years
(approx. 18+). The role of peers and coaches can gradually increase around this
time which may “fill the gaps” left by parents (Bruner et al., 2010; Falls &
Wilson, 2012; Hanks; 2000).

Within-career transitions and parental support. Examining the studies on
within-career transitions (see Table 2.2 for a summary of sport, sample size and
methodology), participants emphasised the importance of social support, from
family and friends in supporting their sport career (Jones et al., 2014; Lorenzo

etal., 2010, Mills et al., 2014). Parental support also changed and became less
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direct during the transition to university (MacNamara & Collins, 2010), but
nevertheless remained a very helpful coping resource (Giacobbi et al., 2004).
Parents played an important role during the transition from junior to senior
sport, offering tangible, emotional and esteem support, and this support,
coupled with their own motivation, facilitated the athletes in making the

transition (Pummell et al., 2008).

Parents being cited as both a source of support and strain is not
uncommon (see Finn & McKenna, 2010; Giacobbi et al., 2004; Stambulova et al.,
2012). While transitioning athletes rely heavily on social support networks to
provide advice on how to best manage difficulties, when this advice
contradicted that provided by clubs and/or coaches, then problems arose (Finn
& McKenna, 2010). The stress experienced due to relocation, separation from
family and friends and adjusting to a new coach and team mates were also
found to be difficult for athletes (Hanks, 2000). Falls and Wilson (2012) found
that the transition to university and a new country was made easier because of
the support of teammates (although this support was described as temporary,
as it was conditional on the player remaining on the team). Hayman et al,,
(2014) found that the golfers’ fathers were the primary initiators of their sons’
involvement in the sport. However, the golfers did recognise the financial and
pastoral care received by both parents as their careers progressed. They also
became more appreciative of the organisational, practical and social support
offered by their mothers as their career’s developed. Gradually, their parents
took on a more peripheral role, letting expert coaches take the reins, but the
golfers still highly valued their parents’ input and appraisals of the performance

and the practical and financial aid.

Research on the role of parents and the family on sports development is
not always positive. For example, pressure from parents played a major role in
the burnout of junior tennis players (Gould, Tuffey, Udry, & Loehr, 1996) and
can play a major part in affecting a negative emotional response, which many

also lead to sports withdrawal (Hellstedt, 1990).

Siblings. While little research exists on the role of siblings in the career

development of high level athletes, Coté (1999) found that all children from the
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same family appeared to receive the same kind of support during the sampling
years. However, by the investment years, the resources and attention were now
directed toward the most talented child. In some cases this resulted in
bitterness and jealousy from younger siblings. While this may be perceived as
disruptive to family life, research has shown that families rarely saw it that way
(Kay, 2000). In a study on elite same-sex sibling athletes, Davis and Meyer
(2008) found both positive and negative functions within the sibling
relationships. The athletes described concurrent rivalry yet closeness, and
displayed both positive regard and disregard toward their sibling. The authors
concluded that these contradictory emotions and behaviours were just part of

the paradoxical nature of sibling relationships.

Whether a sibling is involved in sport or not, it is recommend that
cooperation rather than competition should be fostered among siblings so that
participation in sport is promoted equally (C6té & Hay, 2002b). However, this is
not always that easy, especially if much of the available resources of the family
(e.g. tangible resources such as time and money) are invested in the child that

demonstrates the most talent (Bloom, 1985).

The role of the coach. While the importance of the family in the
development of athletic success cannot be underplayed, studies have also found
the importance of the role of the coach in maximising the potential of the athlete
and the effectiveness of deliberate practice (Bloom, 2002; Csikszentmihalyi et
al., 1993; Ericsson et al., 1993). If, as Ericsson et al. predict, it takes 10,000
hours of practice to become an expert performer, the coach plays a central role
in this process by providing feedback on the performance to the athlete. In a
recent review of literature on social support in youth sport, Sheridan et al.
(2014) found seven variables associated with the coach-athlete relationship.
These were athlete motivation, elite sport participation, athlete satisfaction,
athlete development, athlete relationship, burnout and dropout. Research has
also found that effective coach-athlete relationships are underpinned by
trustworthiness, stability, appropriateness and worthiness, and that these
factors need to be bi-directional (Jowett & Poczwardowski, 2007). Finally a

coach who involves an athlete in the decision making process related to training
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and competition and shows interest in the athlete’s wider environment
(education, family, friends) may enhance well-being as well as performance
(Jowett & Poczwardowski, 2007). Athlete-coach relationships are not always
positive however. Poor coaching styles, behaviours and relationships have been
linked to drop-out (see Salguero, Gonzalez-Boto, Tuero, & Marquez, 2003) and
burnout (see Strachan, C6té, & Deakin, 2009) in youth sports.

Coach support during the early, middle and late years. Regardless of the
length of time it takes to develop expertise, the input of a coach in setting,
monitoring and reviewing practice tasks is essential. Research has found that,
as with parents, the role of the coach differed according to the stage of
development of the athlete (Bloom, 1985, C6té, 1999). In the early years,
coaches provided the young performers with high levels of positive feedback,
while allowing the children the opportunity to play and explore the sport. In the
middle years, the technical knowledge and track record of the coach in dealing
with outstanding athletes became important. In the late years, the coach was
often a “master” coach and the relationship between coach and athlete evolved
in to a mentoring role, built on mutual respect. C6té and Hay (2002a) also found
that the coach’s role changed throughout the development stages. In the early
years, being enthusiastic and cheerful were important qualities in the coach
while technical knowledge, a reputation for producing champions and a high

skill level were deemed important during the late or investment years.

Coaches motivate athletes by instruction and assessment (Keegan et al.,
2010). The motivational climate created by coaches has been found to be a
predictor of elite sport continuation (LeBars, Gernigon, & Ninot, 2009). Using
self-determination theory (SDT, see Section 3 on Motivation), Mageau and
Vallerand (2003) strongly support the adoption of an autonomy-supportive
approach to coaching. They proposed seven autonomy supportive coaching
behaviours that should be employed to develop an adaptive motivational
climate (see Figure 2.5). [t appears that athletes are more likely to continue in
sport where they have input. Research has found that coaches who were
successful in helping student-athletes develop their talent displayed a genuine

love for the sport; created optimal learning conditions which challenged the
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athletes, and understood the needs of the athletes (Csikszentmihalyi et al.,
1993). It has also been found that elite tennis players in Sweden experienced
better relationships and appreciation for their coaches than non-elite players
(Carlson, 1988). Feelings of closeness such as trust and respect, common goals
(co-orientation) and complementary roles were found to exist in all of the
relationships between 12 Olympic medallists and their coaches (Jowett &
Cockerill, 2002). While Orlick and Partington (1988) found that Olympic and
world medallists were incredibly committed individuals with clearly
established goals for success, most of these athletes worked together with a
coach on strategies, programme and problems. This relationship was built on
mutual trust and respect and was an important advantage in helping the
athletes achieving success. In contrast, Gould et al. (1999) found that teams that
failed to meet expectation at the Olympic Games, experienced, amongst other

factors, problems with their coach.

Provide choice within specific rules and limits
Provide a rationale for tasks and limits

Acknowledge the other person’s feelings and perspectives

S W hoe

Provide athletes with opportunities for initiative taking and independent

work

Ut

Provide non-controlling competence feedback
6. Avoid controlling behaviours

7. Prevent ego-involvement in athletes

Figure 2.5.
Coaches’ autonomy-supportive behaviours

Adapted from “The coach-athlete relationship: a motivational model” by G. A.
Mageau & Vallerand, R. ]., 2003, in Journal of Sports Sciences, 21(11), 883-904
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Within-career transitions and coach support. As with the role of parents,
coaches were deemed to play a positive role in facilitating athletes’ transition
from junior to senior level sport, and athletes relied on them for social support
(Giacobbi et al., 2004; Mills et al., 2014; Pummell et al. 2008; Stambulova et al.,,
2012). In comparing athletes who made a successful transition to senior sport
against those who did not, Hollings et al. (2014) found that athletes who did not
progress to the senior international level cited injuries, conflicts with their
coach and training environment, and lack of guidance and personal
management from within the sport. They also cited a lack of support from the
coaching staff which influenced their decision to discontinue competing at an
international level. The athletes who did progress to senior level did not cite

any of these issues in their transition.

As athletes progress in their sport, more technical or expert coaches are
sought, and with that, relationships with coaches may become more
professional and distant (Lorenzo et al., 2008). This can mean that coaches can
be both a source of support and a source of strain for athletes (Bruner et al.,
2014; Giacobbi et al., 2004; Hanks, 2000). In Bruner et al.’s study the coaches
were recognised by rookie athletes as being important during the transition
into elite sport. The young athletes often sought and received support from the
coaches during their transition. However, the athletes did not always receive
the support needed. Several athletes perceived the coaches’ feedback as being
overly critical, subsequently decreasing their confidence. Other rookies felt the
coaches could have offered more positive comments to enhance their self-
confidence. Giacobbi et al. also found that the swimmers’ relationship with the
coach could sometimes be a source of stress, similar to Hanks (2000) who found
that coaching staff at the AFL players’ new club could be both a support
resource (helping them settle in), or a source of stress (making insensitive

comments about being homesick).

Once athletes have been recognised as talented, they may receive access
to specialist coaches. Hayman et al. (2012) in their study of young golfers, found
that from the age of 16 a clear change in practice occurred as the golfers worked

more closely with high performance coaches, which in turn made them realise

60



the importance of practice if they were going to succeed at elite level. Much of
their training involved the refinement of technical skills and the examination of
every aspect of their golf skills. Therefore the player placed a very high value on
the coach’s support. MacNamara and Collins (2010) also found that players

sought out and changed coaches as they transitioned from school to university.

The role of peers. Research on the role of peer relationships in the
development of expertise in sport is much less evident than that of the role of
parents and coaches. Research has shown that peers are a positive influence on
children’s involvement in sport (Lewko & Greendorfer, 1988) and peer
influence in sport has been linked with competence, positive self-perceptions
and moral development (Brustad, Babkes, & Smith, 2001). In one of the few
studies to examine how peers influence a child’s participation in sport, Weiss,
Smith, and Theeboom (1996) identified 12 positive and four negative
dimension of peer relationships. Some of the positive dimensions included
companionship, self-esteem enhancement, intimacy, loyalty, emotional support
and conflict resolution. The negative dimensions found were conflict,
unattractive personal qualities (e.g., being self-centred), betrayal and being
inaccessible due to interest in other activities. Support from teammates can also
positively predict self-confidence in athletes. Freeman and Rees (2010) found
that support from teammates, particularly emotional support, was associated

with a stress buffering effect on self-confidence.

Support from peers during the early, middle and late years. Research has
found that expert athletes were mainly influenced by peers who were involved
in sport during childhood and adolescence (Abernethy, Coté, & Baker, 1999).
This allowed the developing athlete spend a large amount of time playing sport.
As the athletes matured and interests and hobbies outside of the specialist
domain eventually began to fade, friendships that did not revolve around the
sport also began to diminish (Bloom, 1985). Kalinowoski (1985) found during
the middle years teammates kept the swimmers excited about the sport. During
this stage, peers and teammates helped the swimmers get through the ever
increasing amount of work that was practice. In the late years, they provided

rigorous standards in daily training. While coaches and parents might have
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been able to pass along enthusiasm to the swimmers in the early phases of their
careers, they could not provide the same impetus to work hard as a strong
competitor in the next lane of the pool could. Whether the role of peers differs
in sports of an individual nature such as swimming and tennis compared to
team sports is unknown, and more research needs be carried out on this
relationship. However, positive relationships with teammates and friends are
associated with favourable self-perceptions, emotions, self-determined

motivation and moral development (Smith & McDonough, 2008).

Within-career transitions and peer support. Several studies on the within-
career transitions experienced by athletes have found that peers and
teammates played an important supportive role to the young athletes that
facilitated their transition to senior sport (Giacobbi et al., 2004; Jones et al.,
2014; Lorenzo et al.,, 2010; Pummell et al., 2008). Hayman et al. (2008) reported
that the golfers in their study began restricting their social life to concentrate
solely on their sport and making it to the next level. Most of their friends came
from within their new sporting circles and the golfers restricted their
involvements with non-elite golf players and non-playing peers and school
colleagues who they used to socialise with regularly during childhood and early
adolescence. Instead, they focused on those who could help facilitate their
development in golf. Similar results were reported by Pummell et al. (2008)
who found that the athletes in their study sacrificed a lot of their social life for

their sport.

Having teammates to share experiences with was a very strong coping
resource in the study of young swimmers by Giacobbi et al. (2004). The
swimmers used social support, emotional release and humour as coping
mechanisms and relied on each other for support, especially in the early part of
the season. The role of teammates can take on the role of extended family, as
often athletes see their teammates as their new family (Hanks, 2000). Support
from teammates, both veterans and rookies, was deemed important to the
rookie ice hockey players, especially during the start of the season in Bruner et
al’s (2008) study. As the season progressed, issues around the trading of

teammates emerged. Where trades occurred early, the impact was minimal.
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However, as the season progressed, the impact of trades became more
significant. Research has also found that acceptance by new teammates made
the transition to college and its associated relocation easier (Falls & Wilson,

2012)

Finally, Finn & McKenna (2010) found that coaches perceive social
relationships as a source of stress, particularly in relation to girlfriends who
they felt put pressure on the players to engage in high levels of distracting
activities, although not having a girlfriend was also found to be problematic for
some players. Other research has also found that teammates are both a source
of support and of strain (Giacobbi et al., 2004; Stambulova et al., 2012). Having
friends outside of sport was seen as important in other studies. Guerin et al.
(2008) found that having friends outside of the sport served as a distraction to
athletes and were a source of support when the athletes needed a break from

extensive training.

Other sources of support. There are other sources of support that have
been found to influence athletic career development. The role of teachers and
schools is now seen as a source of support (and often strain) in the dual career
literature (Aquilina, 2013). If athletes are committing to their sports while they
are attending university or are still involved in second level education, then the
role of flexibility in the education system is crucial (Aquilina & Henry, 2010).
Bruner et al. (2010) found it interesting that the rookie ice hockey players did
not mention school as a potential source of support or stress and similar
findings were reported by Jones et al. (2014) and Stambulova et al., (2011).
While the concept of personal development outside of rugby league was seen as
important by the coaches in Jones et al.’s study, the players did not view it as

such.

Research has also identified the influence of role models on the
development of talent (Duffy et al., 2006; Henriksen et al., 2010). The utilisation
of a variety of positive role models, at developmentally appropriate times, was
found to be an important element in the development and choices made by
young athletes (Abernethy et al., 1999; Brustad et al., 2001). Athletes making

the transition to senior sport found it useful to have more successful athletes in
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their training set-up, as they provided guidance and motivation to improve

(Henriksen, 2010).

In their study of the pathway to excellence for elite golfers, Hayman et al.
(2014) found that athletes rated the importance of “networking” with people in
golfing circles as important. The authors noted that the golfers used, “proactive,
strategic, and forward thinking behaviours to identify people whom they
considered may be able to help facilitate their golf development” (Hayman et al.,
p. 969). Other types of support include sports science and medical support staff,
athlete agents (in professional sports), personal development managers (Hanks,
2000) and wider system and organisational sources (Duffy et al., 2006) which
will be discussed next in Section 4 on Secondary Influences on Athletic

Development.

Section 4. Secondary Influences on Athletic Development

While biological, psychological and social factors are all essential for
athlete development, so too are wider organisational and cultural issues. As
highlighted by Baker et al., (2003) cultural issues are highly significant
components that are often overlooked in the development of expertise. It is
hypothesised that a sport that is valued by society may receive societal support
in the form of facilities, coaches and volunteers as well as providing extrinsic
motivation for athletes to continue involvement (Baker & Horton, 2004). This in
turn may facilitate greater amounts of practice time and less barriers to
participate in that sport and ultimately higher performance levels. Conversely,
sports that are less valued by society may not receive the same amount of
resources or provide the level of extrinsic motivation necessary to reach the
highest level of sport performance. The role of “chance” is also an overlooked
secondary influence (Bailey et al., 2010). While beyond the scope of this review,
when an athlete is born, where he/she grows up, their gender, socio-economic
status, and whether or not they have a disability, can all influence an athlete’s
development. Baker & Horton (2004) describe these socio-cultural effects as
“secondary” influences on the development of expertise. These secondary
influences have an indirect effect on what they term “primary” influences,

namely genetic, training and psychological factors.
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Sports policy factors. Outside of the athlete’s immediate performance
environment, the social and cultural context in which athletes live, train and
perform also influences the development of expertise and subsequent sporting
success. Research has found that international sporting success, especially at
Olympic level, has become central to government policy in a growing number of
countries (De Bosscher, De Knop, van Bottenburg, & Shibli, 2006; Green &
Oakley, 2001; Green & Houlihan, 2005; Houlihan & Green, 2008). Research has
found that the priority, and as a consequence, funding, given to elite sport varies
considerably between countries due in part to different cultural values and
traditions, political and administrative structures and the relationship between
government and sporting organisations (Bergsgard, Houlihan, Mansget,
Nodland, & Rommertredt, 2007). However, governments throughout the world
are spending increasing sums of money on elite sport (De Bosscher, Bingham,
Shibli, van Bottenburg & De Knop, 2008). De Bosscher et al. 2008 classified the

factors determining top-level success in sports into three levels.

1. Macro-level: the social and cultural context in which people live
2. Meso-level: sports policies and politics
3. Micro-level: the individual athlete (genetic qualities) and their close

environment (e.g., parents, family, friends, coaches)

In reality these three levels are intertwined, hence no level can be
completely isolated from the social and cultural contexts within nations (De
Bosscher et al,, 2008). Indeed, there is a recognised “grey zone” between the
meso- and macro-levels that can have a major impact on an athlete’s sporting
environment including the role of the education system, the countries’ overall

sports culture and the influence of the media (SIRC, 2002).

In a survey of 200 Irish, government funded, individual sport athletes,
Duffy et al. (2006) found a knock-on effect from the micro-level to the meso-
level when examining the determinants of success as identified by athletes
themselves. The authors also found that as athletes progress through their
sporting career they have a need for wider, system based supports such as
access to high level competition, sports science and medical support and

increased funding, so that the challenges that they face can be positively
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addressed. If these supports were absent or the athlete could not avail of them
(e.g., for financial reasons), athletes compensated for these weaknesses with
their own personal attributes and the support of those within their immediate
environments. The following section will focus on meso-level and macro-level
factors that can influence an athlete’s career. Sports policy and its influence on
high performance sports systems will be discussed before Irish sports policy is
outlined. Finally this section will finish with other indirect influences on athletic

career development, including educational policy and youth culture.

Sports policy factors leading to international sporting success
(SPLISS). At the macro-level, while nations are spending ever increasing
amounts of funding on international high performance sport, almost 50% of the
determinants of success are macro-level variables such as Gross Domestic
Product (GDP), population and the social and cultural context in which people
live. De Bosscher, De Knop et al. (2006) suggest that as nations become more
strategic about their elite athletes’ development, they rely less on macro-level
variables which they have little control over and more on the competency of an
effective high performance sports “system”. The authors argue that macro-level
variables, in the short term at least, are generally beyond the control of politics
and policies. Therefore sports policy tends to focus on the meso-level factors
that can influence success in high performance sport. It should be noted that
high performance sport referred to in De Bosscher, De Knop et al. review, and
subsequently throughout this section, focuses on Olympic sports that are
dependent on government support rather than more commercialised and
professional sport such as soccer.

There are nine policy areas, or pillars, that are thought to have an
important influence on sporting success. These nine pillars, underpinned by the
concepts of “Input”, “Throughput” and “Output” form the basis of the “Sporting
Policy factors Leading to International Success” (SPLISS) project (see Figure
2.7). This framework was later used in a follow up study by De Bosscher et al.
(2008) to make international comparisons of elite sports policies. The authors
found that while Input (as measured in terms of financial resources), and
Output, (as measured by actual performance), are relatively easy to measure,

Throughput posed a more difficult challenge. While a systematic review of the
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Irish high performance sports system is not the focus of this study, it is
important to give context to the meso and macro-environment where young
athletes are currently striving to become elite performers. The next section will
outline sport policy in Ireland, giving reference to the nine pillars of SPLISS.

Input Financial support

Integrated approach to policy development
Participation in sport

Talent identification and development system
Athletic and post-career support

Training facilities

Throughput

Coaching provision and coach development

International competition

© © N o 1o W N e

Scientific research.

Output Performance

Figure 2.6.
Sports policy factors leading to international sporting success

The nine pillars of Input and Throughput of sporting policy factors leading to
international sporting success (SPLISS) adapted from “A conceptual framework
for analysing sports policy factors leading to international sporting success” by
V. De Bosscher, P. De Knop, M. van Bottenburg, & S. Shibli, 2006, European Sport
Management Quarterly, 60, 185-215.

The Irish sporting landscape. In their review of the social and
economic value of sport in Ireland, Delaney & Fahey (2005) give an overview of
the main social and organisations features of some of the major sports played in
Ireland, namely Gaelic games, soccer and rugby. The authors point out that
sports differ in how they are organised and the way they are embedded in
society and so will differ in the value that society places on them.

Influence of the GAA. In considering the cultural influences of sport in
Ireland, special account must be taken of the GAA (Gaelic Athletic Association).

The GAA has the largest membership of any other Irish sporting organisation,
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with over 2,500 affiliated clubs in Ireland and an additional 242 clubs overseas,
mainly in Britain and North America (GAA, 2015). The GAA estimates that there
are over 20,000 active teams in their sport, with in excess of 700,000 members
and active supporters (Delaney & Fahey, 2005). It is proposed that the GAA’s
organisational strength is greater that the relative numbers of those who play it
would suggest. Its spread of membership across age groups and social classes is
broader than any other sporting body and, over 40% of all sports volunteers in
Ireland are GAA volunteers (Delaney & Fahey).

Structure of high performance sport in Ireland. Along with the GAA,
soccer and rugby have the biggest influence on Ireland’s sporting landscape.
Ireland has however over 60 funded national governing bodies of sport (NGBs)
and these sports differ greatly in how they are valued and resourced by Irish
society. While the overall structure and organisation of Irish sport is beyond
the scope of this review, it is worth outlining how much of the high performance
sport in Ireland (excluding the GAA, soccer and rugby) is structured and funded.
Only very recently has sport in Ireland received formal, national coordination
with the establishment of a Government-sponsored statutory body, the Irish
Sports Council (ISC) in 1999, which is due to evolve into Sport Ireland in 2015
(Sport Ireland Act, 2015, see Figure 2.7). The ISC was established to take
responsibility for the provision of support to both high performance athletes
and to recreational sports performers, and in 2015 with the merger of the ISC
and the National Sports Campus Development Authority (NSCDA) it will be
responsible for the development of facilities at the National Sports Campus in
Dublin (Sport Ireland Act, 2015). This new entity will be directly answerable to
the Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport (DTTAS). The DTTAS is
responsible for sports policy in Ireland, including the provision for the

improvement in standards of performance in sport (DTTAS, 2015).

One of the first initiatives undertaken by the ISC was the development of
an International Carding Scheme in 1998, designed to enable Irish players and
athletes to obtain an integrated programme of financial, sports science, medical
and other non-financial forms of assistance. The financial aspect of the Scheme
is coordinated by the ISC and NGBs, whilst the non-financial aspects are

provided through the Irish Institute of Sport since 2009 (prior to this they were
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provided by the National Coaching and Training Centre, NCTC). Eligibility and
qualification for the Scheme is based on performance in international
competition against sports-specific criteria agreed between the ISC and NGBs.
The amount and type of direct support made available to “carded” athletes
depends significantly on their performance history, with a higher level of
financial support being made available as athletes progress through their
career. No direct funding is given to athletes until they fulfil criteria to be
carded at International level. Athletes can then progress and receive funding at
World Class and Podium levels (see ISC, 2015a for more details). Funding for
junior (ul8) and developmental level athletes (approx. 18-23 years) is

distributed directly through the NGB.

Department of Transport,

Tourism & Sport

Sport Ireland
Irish Sports Council National Sports Campus
Development Authority
Irish Institute Coaching
of Sport Ireland
\4
R NGBs

Figure 2.7.

Proposed future structure of the Irish high performance sports system.
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The current high performance system, through which carded athletes
are supported, involves the NGBs submitting yearly applications to the ISC that
outlines their overall competition, training and sports science programmes
together with specific programmes and targets for each carded athlete. Based
on the approval of the high performance plans, the ISC provides an overall high
performance budget to the sport, direct funding to carded athletes and funding
to the IIS to provide services (e.g., sports science, medical, lifestyle) to athletes.
Since 2006, following a review of the Athens Olympic cycle (ISC, 2004) the
Scheme has sharpened its focus and now concentrates on players and athletes
from sports that are deemed to have the capacity to produce elite athletes at

Olympic and Paralympic level. These “focus” sports are outlined in Table 2.4

Table 2.4.

ISC High Performance Focus Sports®

Athletics Badminton Boxing

Canoeing Cycling Gymnastics
Hockey Judo Paralympic SportsP
Pentathlon (Modern) Rowing Rugby 7s

Sailing Shooting - Clay Pigeon Triathlon

Note: 2 Special arrangement are also in place for Cricket, Horsesport and Golf,
although not through the Carding Scheme. bSports can include athletics, boccia,
cycling, football, sailing, rowing swimming, table-tennis and equestrian.

It is worth noting that the level of support (i.e., coaching costs, travel,
accommodation, equipment expenses and various support services) that
athletes receive from their NGB varies considerably, as does to cost of
participating in different sports (e.g., sailing compared to athletics). In a review
of the Carding Scheme in 2012, it was found that some NGBs provide
centralised, all-encompassing support whereby day-to-day living expenses are
paid through the NGBs performance plan. Other sports have centralised high
performance centres where coaching, facilities, and support personnel are

based but athletes cover their own living costs. Finally other NGBs have far less
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involvement in athletes’ domestic services and the spectrum of services that

NGBs, and indeed the IIS, provide varies widely from sport to sport (ISC, 2012).

Since 1999 funding to NGBs through the ISC has increased exponentially
from approximately €13 million in 1999, to a high of €57 million in 2008, to
€42.5 million in 2015 (ISC, 1999; ISC, 2008a; ISC, 2015b). This increase in
funding has been accompanied by an overall increase in performance by carded
athletes (Cunningham, 2012), a relationship which is persuasive throughout the
literature (De Bosscher et al., 2008; Oakley & Green, 2001; Storm & Nielsen,
2010). As Ireland fell in to recessionary times (post-2008), the focus of funding
moved to sharpening the resources and improving the efficiency of the available
resources (Cunningham, 2012). Improving efficiency in the sport system is also
linked to a simplicity of administration and a clear understanding of roles in
different agencies (De Bosscher, De Knop et al.,, 2006, Pillar 2). While Ireland
has relatively few stakeholders involved in coordinating and implementing
national sports policy, Cunningham found that that there are still issues
between professionals and volunteers in the NGBs mainly through a lack of
clarity around roles and responsibilities. There is also tension between the ISC
and the Olympic Council of Ireland (OCI), although this relationship seems to be
improving (ISC, 2004; ISC 2008b; ISC, 2013; OCI, 2008). Some critical success
factors identified in Cunningham’s study were strong leadership (especially the

role of the Performance Director) and good governance structures in NGBs.

The next section will look at the current efforts by those involved in the
Irish sports system to plan for the long term development of athletes and

players.

Long term athlete development. Many countries have adopted different
models of long term athlete development that focus on a “pyramid” model, the
most widely published being the Long Term Athlete Development (LTAD)
model developed by Balyi & Hamilton (1998, 2004). The basic premise of the
pyramid model is the expectation that from a broader base that accommodates
a high number of participants, there is a stronger chance of participants making
their way to high performance levels in sport. It is also envisaged that by

developing a wide range of fundamental movement skills and specific sports
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skills, players/athletes will be able to attain higher and more sustained levels of
success (Kirk & Gorley, 2000). More specifically, Balyi and Hamilton’s (2004)
generic LTAD model outlines a series of stages that underpin a balanced long-
term development of high performance athletes (see Appendix A for more

information on the LTAD model).

In 2003 the NCTC published a consultation paper ‘Building Pathways in
Irish Sport: Towards a plan for the sporting health and well-being of the nation’
outlining a model for long term player/athlete development in Ireland (NCTC,
2003). Following an extensive period of consultation and a review of current
best practice in sport (e.g., Coté et al., 2003) the ISC commissioned a working
group to develop a consultation document to guide the development of a wider
more inclusive model of lifelong involvement in sport and physical activity
(LISPA) that would cater for recreational and lifelong participation as well as
high performance sport. The LISPA framework aims to cater for all levels of
physical activity and sport involvement, by ensuring that everyone is given the
opportunity to play, participate and compete in the activity or sport at a level

that is appropriate to their ability (MacPhail et al.,, 2010).

As with the LISPA framework, other countries that initially adopted Balyi
and Hamilton’s (2004) LTAD model have carried out research to widen the
scope of the model to cater for all individuals involved in sport, physical activity
and physical education (e.g., Bailey et al., 2010 in the UK; Gulbin, Croser et al.,
2013 in Australia). These wider encompassing models aim to offer flexibility,
individual optimisation and “return routes” across all sports and physical
activity domains (Collins et al., 2012). As Collins et al. point out, excellence in
sport is often conceptualised in terms of outcomes such as medal count and
victories (Penny, 2000). However, there has been a shift in thinking to expand
this definition to define excellence in terms of personal improvement and
participation (Miller & Kerr, 2002). As generalised models of talent
development in sport do not account for the idiosyncratic pathway travelled by
elite athletes, there has been a call to move away from “modelling” and focus on

the features of effective talent development environments (MacNamara &
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Collins, 2014). The next section of this review will explore the research on

successful athletic talent development environments.

Talent development environments. As previously discussed in the
section on Organisational stressors, athletes can experience positive and
negative sources of stress in their organisational environment. Research by
Henriksen (2010) suggests a holistic ecological perspective for athletic talent
development. This approach takes into account the athlete’s athletic and non-
athletic development at the micro-level; and social, cultural, organisational, and
educational factors at the meso- and macro-levels, to facilitate the recruitment,
transition and retention of athletes in sport. In an ethnographic case study of
three Scandinavian sport clubs that had a history of successfully developing
top-level senior athletes from their own juniors, Henriksen found that
successful athletic talent development environments (ATDEs) shared common

features including:

1. Training groups with proximal role models

N

Integrated environment where athletes were not “pulled” by
different demands

Weighted environment i.e., skewed towards the athletic domain
Compensation for limited resources

Training that allows for diversification

Psycho-social skills and competences for life

Strong and integrated club culture

©® N o ok W

Contextual embedment and the dynamic nature of the environment.

By adopting a holistic ecological approach to talent development
environments (e.g., academies, institutes, high performance centres and
training camps), practitioners are encouraged to think about the larger
environment, rather than just focus on innate talent and training (Henriksen,
2010). This could help talented junior athletes make a successful transition to
the elite senior level. Similarly Martindale and Mortimer (2011) proposed
guidelines for effective talent development environments which key features

include the development of long term aims and methods, the emphasis on
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appropriate development, individualised and on-going support and the
development of wide ranging and coherent message to all those involved in the
support of the young athletes. Further details of the key features of this talent

development environment are illustrated in Figure 2.8.

Key features Key methods
Long Term Aims « Develop a Long Term Vision, Purpose and Identity
and Methods
Wide Ranging *  Provide Coherent Philosophies, Aims and Methods at a Variely of Levels (e.g. Parents, Coach Content,
Coherent Practice and Reward Systems, Selaction, Funding, Compedition Structure, NGBs)
Massages and
Support + Educate Parents, Schools, Peers, Coaches and Important Others (and encourage positive confributions!)

+  Uiilize Role Models at a Variely of Levels
+ Set Up a Variety of Suppart Networks Over the Long Term (e.0. Peer, Coach, Sport Staff, Family)

+ Provide Forums for Open and Honest Communication Patterns, Formal and Informal Coach/Athlele
Interactions at a Variety of Levels

Emphasiza + Re-Conceptualize Winning' as Success at Developmental Stages
Appropriate
Development * Provide Clear Expectations, Roles, and Meaning Within the ‘Big Ficture’ at Every Level
NOT Early
Success « Provide “Stage Specific’ Integrated Experiences and Teaching With Explicit Links to Performance

Fundamenial Physical and Sport Specific Skills (Technical, Tactical, Mental, Physical, Perceptual)
Fundamenial Mental Skills (Learning and Development; Life; Performance Related)
Balance

« Encourage Increasing Responsibility and Autonomy in Learning/Development

+ Develop Intrinsic Mofivation and Personal Commitment io Process

* Promote Personal Relevance, Athlete Understanding and Knowledge

Individualized *  Provide Accessible Opportunities and Fundamentals to as Many Youngsters as Possible
and Cngaing + Provide Flexible Systems to Allow for Performance and Physical Development Variation
Development + |dentify, Prepare for, and Support Individuals Through Key Transitions

* Provide Individualized Programmes and Regular Individual Goal Setting and Review Frocesses

Figure 2.8.

Effective talent development environments.

In “Talent development environments” by R. Martindale & P. Mortimer (2011)
in D. Collins, A. Button & H. Richards (Eds.), Performance Psychology: A
Practitioner’s Guide (p. 80).

These perspectives are useful as they provide a more holistic perspective
of athlete development that demonstrates that focusing on the micro-level
factors is over simplistic in explaining the influences on an athlete’s

development and performance.
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Other meso-level factors that influence athletic development. Some
of the pillars in the De Bosscher, De Knop et al. (2006) where Ireland do not
score highly include talent identification and development systems, training
facilities, international competition and scientific research. Currently Ireland
has no policy on talent development (Federation of Irish Sports, FIS, 2013).
While Ireland has a well-developed coaching certification structure (ISC,
2008c), like many other European countries the system for the development of
elite coaches is relatively immature with anecdotal evidence suggesting that
coaches cannot carry out their role as a full-time career, due to lack of funding.
Scientific research (Pillar 9) relates to a country’s ability to carry out and
disseminate scientific research across a number of domains including sports
science, medicine, talent identification and development. In Ireland this has
only begun to be coordinated in the area of sports participation since 2009 by
the ISC. To date, there is no policy for sports research in the area of high
performance sport with most research being carried out by national
universities. The one area where research has been carried out, is on the
performance environment, commissioned by the IIS. As discussed in earlier
section on Organisational stressors and Personal stressors, Guerin et al.’s (2008)
research examined the performance environment of Irish elite athletes and
recommended the establishment of an athlete support programme, including
the provision of systematic organisational support, flexible education
opportunities for athletes at different stages of their lives and ways to improve
athletes' immediate environments. On foot of this research the Athlete Lifestyle

programme was developed by the IIS.

Athlete lifestyle programme, IIS. When the International Carding
Scheme was initially launched for athletes in 1998 the financial support was
coordinated by the ISC, and the non-financial services by the NCTC (an ISC
funded centre that provided a range of services to athletes, coaches and NGBs in
Ireland). The provision of lifestyle services was initially included in the NCTC’s
terms of reference. However, funding to implement the Athlete Career
Education (ACE) programme in Ireland was not made available until 2009
following the establishment of the IIS in 2007 (NCTC, 2005; ISC, 2006). The

Athlete Lifestyle programme is offered to carded athletes in ‘focus’ sports and
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centres around two major components, 1) the performance environment of the
athlete and 2) the life skills to operate effectively as a high performance athlete
(IIS, 2011). There are two programmes that support athletes, an Athlete Career
Development programme (i.e., career planning, career support negotiation,

relationship management and job searching) and an Athlete Education Support

programme (i.e. financial support and flexible study options).

In 2011, the IIS devised the Athlete Performance Transition Programme
to support athletes through the process of qualification, competing and
returning from the 2012 London Olympic Games. The programme was based on
the principle that the Olympic year is one of transition and athletes who have
supports to deal with the transition, and hence manage it more effectively, will
have a more positive experience before, during and after the Games (see
McArdle et al., 2014 for more information). Athletes perceived two components
of the programme as particularly helpful. The first being the normalisation of
the emotional and psychological challenge of the post-Games period. The
second one that problem focused coping strategies made them feel better, thus
suggesting that the process of re-engaging with future plans was also a critical
component of the programme (McArdle et al., 2014). Recommendations from
the review of the transition programme included the importance of psycho-
education before the Games, i.e., anticipatory coping (Folkman & Moskowitz,
2004), where a person makes an effort to deal with a future critical event. The
authors also found that athletes still perceived a certain degree of stigma to
engaging in psychological support and suggest the use of group workshops (i.e.,
social contact) with previous Olympic Games participants, 12-18 months prior
to the Olympic Games to help normalise the support process (McArdle et al.).

Career assistance programmes. The IIS’s Athlete Lifestyle programme
is an example of a Career Assistance Programme (CAP) that are now prevalent
across the world. Stambulova & Ryba (2013) in their research on athletes’
careers across cultures, identified over 60 CAPS around the world funded by
various organisations including Institutes of Sport, professional sports
associations, NGBs, educational institutions and high performance centres.
Stambulova & Ryba contend that the most internationally influential CAP is the
Australian Athlete Career Education (ACE) programme, which has been adopted

76



and adapted by several countries including New Zealand, the UK and Ireland.
The main services offered by CAPs across cultures include, but are not limited
to: career planning and advice, educational guidance and support, lifestyle and
time management, life skills training, media training, retirement and future
career counselling and support and financial management. These supports are
often combined with other sports science and medical services and
performance enhancement services (Stambulova & Ryba, 2013). A common
belief is that athletes who used CAP services (e.g., career planning, life skills
training, educational /vocational guidance) feel better prepared for career
termination and have better transitions. CAPs have also moved away from
focusing on career termination and now recognise the importance of a “whole
person” perspective, where athletes are playing sport but also have other life
issues, e.g., studies, friends, family (Stambulova & Ryba, 2013).

Dual careers. Central to the function of many CAPs is the concept of dual
careers. In 2012 the European Union published guidelines on the “Dual Careers
of Athletes” so that talented and elite sportspeople would not be forced to
choose between education and/or work and their sport: “Such "dual career"
arrangements should be beneficial for athletes' sporting careers, allow for
education or work, promote the attainment of a new career after the sporting
career, and protect and safeguard the position of athletes.” (European Union,
2012 p. 3). These guidelines were created on the back of a number of EU funded
research studies, one of which examined the education of young sports people
(Amara, Aquilina, Henry & PMP, 2004). Aquilina (2013) reports that to achieve
athletic success, 20-30 hours per week of training and competition were
required during the investment years, often during the time when students are
expected to spend 30 hours a week attaining an academic qualification.
Competitions schedules can also affect a student athlete’s capability to
successfully organise and balance his/her athletic and educational
commitments (Lupo et al., 2014). Ireland was found to have a “laissez-faire”
approach to dual careers, defined as having no formal structures or measures in
place and arrangements rely on individually negotiated agreements (Aquilina &
Henry, 2010). The Irish formal education system was deemed to be restrictive

with little flexibility afforded to elite sports performers, leading the authors to
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deduce that if “dual career” guidelines are to be adopted by EU member states,
they will need to address education policy as well as sports policy (Aquilina &
Henry). The next section will look briefly at the Irish education system and

touch on element of youth culture in Ireland.

Education policy and youth culture in Ireland. In order to explore the
post-school decisions that young elite Irish athletes make, it is important to
consider how the Irish education system is structured. The following sections
will outline the structure of second level education in Ireland, and explain
briefly the process of application and entry to third level education. It will then
focus on the results of a recent national survey on the post-school transitions of
Irish students. It will also outline the leisure and recreational activities that
Irish adolescents report engaging in and the attitudes and lifestyle choices made
by Irish university students, to give a snapshot of Irish youth culture.

Structure of education in Ireland. In Ireland post primary education
consists of between 5-6 years of schooling; three years of junior cycle and either
two or three years of senior cycle (year 4, termed Transition Year (TY) is an
optional year for students). The senior cycle caters for students in the 15 to 18
year old age group and the Leaving Certificate (LC) is the final examination of
post-primary education (State Examination Commission, 2012). Students have
the option of choosing one of three LC Programmes but the LC Established is the
most widely taken (see Appendix B for more details). According to Darmody
and Smyth (2013) most students are enrolled in publicly funded secondary
schools (58%), vocational schools (25%), community schools (17%) and a small
number of students attend private schools (8%). Higher education is now the
dominant destination for students completing their LC (Department of
Education and Skills; DES, 2013). Application to first year of higher education
institutions (HEIs) is processed through a central applications office (CAO). The
HEISs retain the function of making decisions on admissions and at present,
there are 45 institutions within the CAO system catering for some 77,000
applicants, offering 1,380 courses at National Framework of Qualifications
(NFQ) Levels 6, 7 and 8 (CAO, 2013). Further details of the CAO application

process and points structure is also outlined in Appendix B.
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The minimum number of subjects a student must sit is six, and the CAO
only considers a student’s best six subjects. However many students actually
take seven subjects. In the majority of schools Irish, English and Maths are
compulsory subjects and students choose three or four more from a range of
disciplines including science, language, arts and business. State examinations
take place in June, and the results are released in August but students must
apply for a college place through the CAO by February of the year the exams are
to be taken. Many of the state universities require students who were born and
had all their education in Ireland to have taken Irish as a subject (achieving at
least Grade D at Ordinary Level) for matriculation purposes (National

Universities of Ireland, 2015).

Exploring the post-school transitions of Irish students, McCoy et al.
(2014) carried out a survey of young people three to four years after
completing the LC (n=753) and in-depth interviews with a subset of this group
(n=27). The main results of the extensive research found that school social mix
had a significant impact on students’ transitions, with students who attended
middle-class schools moving on to higher education. In some schools, going on
to college assumes a “taken for granted” quality, partly but not wholly related to
the social class mix of the school (see Smyth & Banks, 2012). Students also
formed their educational aspirations as early as junior cycle, and these
aspirations were highly predictive of the actual routes taken two to three years
later. The main sources of advice and information for sixth year students were
parents and guidance counsellors and the authors suggest that middle-class
young people have more access to other networks (i.e., people who had taken a
particular course or worked in a specific field) which provided them with
additional information about possible post-school options. Due to their higher
grades in the LC, middle-class young people are more likely to achieve their
goals and have fewer regrets about the decisions they made in relation to their
post-school pathways. As with many high stake exams, a significant proportion
of students found the LC exam schedule too demanding and felt under too much
pressure during their exams, with stress levels found to be lower in the post-

school period than in sixth year.
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At third level, support for elite sportspersons is very much co-ordinated
at local level, with varying degrees of support available to student athletes.
While most of the main universities provide some form of sports scholarships
for athletes, these are provided outside of the high performance sports system.
The scholarships are almost always dependent on the athlete representing the
university club at national and international events. Most HEIs decide the
application process and award scholarships independent of the sports system
(i.e., the NGB may be asked to verify the information contained in an
application, but would have no input in to the awarding of the scholarship). The
[IS’s Athlete Support Programme was introduced in 2009 and provides support
for athletes specifically involved in education (IIS, 2011). A key component of
this programme is a partnership between the IIS and nine HEIs in which carded
athletes are supported by the IIS and their HEI to develop a high performance
sport and education plan. This typically involves modification to the teaching or
assessment programme of the student-athlete to facilitate their training,

competition and recovery needs.

The above research suggests that the senior cycle of secondary school
can be a very stressful time for young adults in Ireland, and their decisions
about their future are dependent on their educational abilities, their socio-
economic status and the information they receive from their support networks.
At third level, the level of support they receive from their HEI can be dependent
on whether they are awarded a sports scholarship, and the decisions athletes
make can often be based on cultural expectations. The final section in this
review will give a brief report on some of the research carried out on youth

culture in Ireland.

Youth culture in Ireland. In 2011, there were 1,148,687 children living
in Ireland. This accounted for one-quarter of the total population, the highest
percentage of children in the European Union (Department of Children and
Youth Affairs, DCYA 2012). With entry to third level education rising
dramatically in the last 20 years (DES, 2013), and many young people pursuing
postgraduate studies, entry in the work force is now later for most young

people, and they do not obtain full autonomy and financial independence until
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their mid-twenties, essentially stretching ‘adolescence’ (the transition from
childhood to self-sufficient adulthood) from the teenage years to the mid-

twenties (Lalor, de Roiste, & Devlin, 2007).

Research by de Roiste and Dineen (2005), in their survey of over 2,260
young people, aged 12-18 years (and follow up focus groups and interviews
with 100 young people in the sample), found that young people in Ireland enjoy
their free time. The majority of young people are engaged in a broad range of
activities, including sport (88%) and one or more hobbies (65%). The higher a
person’s socio-economic background, the more hobbies they are likely to have.
Most of the young people report strong support from family and friends for
their leisure preferences. Watching television, listening to music and playing
computer games were common leisure time activities among the cohort of
young people and the vast majority (95%) own a mobile phone. “Hanging
around outside” is perceived as an important leisure time activity for young
people and attending the cinema and discos are also popular past-times. The
research found that the majority of young Irish people have high levels of
intrinsic motivation to do what they do in their free time and the majority of
young people do not encounter intrapersonal barriers to participation in leisure
time activities. Time was found to be a barrier to the pursuance of leisure time
pursuits as the young people matured, particularly due to exam pressure. More
girls (43%, compared to 29% of boys) admitted that by the age of 18 most of
their free time is spent doing homework and studying, especially in the lead up
to their LC, which is considered a source of significant stress and worry for
students within secondary education (Banks & Smyth, 2015).

As young people make the transitions to third level education, many of
their lifestyle choice can change. While students reported signs of healthy
lifestyle in the form of many of them continuing to take regular exercise, it was
found that students tend to engage in more risky behaviour than the general
population including cannabis and other illegal substance use, unprotected sex
and high risk ‘binge’ drinking (Hope, Dring & Dring, 2005). The most vulnerable
students cited were those in their first and second years of third level

education. Hope et al. reported that students often coped with their problems
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with behaviours such as alcohol or drug use, which further increased their risk
of problems or harm. Students identified their social network as the key group
they would turn to if they wanted to talk to someone. By far the most important
contact for undergraduate students was a friend their own age (83%, Hope et
al.).

In summary, the national culture, local sports systems, educational
policy and other macro-level factors have been identified as important factors
in athlete career development and transitions (Alfermann et al., 2004;
Henriksen, Stambulova, & Roessler, 2010; Stambulova, Stephan & Jarphag,
2007). Examining athletic career development from a “whole person, whole
career, whole environment” perspective can lead to a better understanding of
athletes’ career experiences (Stambulova & Ryba, 2013). Therefore, it is
important to understand the cultural influences such as education, sports policy

and youth culture.

Chapter Summary

This chapter has presented an extensive review of the relevant literature
that underpins the present study. A staged view of the development of sports
expertise was presented, with the general consensus that athletes progress
through a series of stages from beginner to expert, consisting of the early
(sampling), middle (specialising) and late (investment years) (Bloom, 1985,
Coté, 1999). However, this development is often idiosyncratic, non-linear and
dynamic in nature (MacNamara & Collins, 2014) and may not be captured by
such generic models. These models also fail to account for the transitions that
athletes must navigate between, or within these stages (Stambulova, 1994;
Wylleman et al., 2004). This review outlined the current research on career
transition models, focusing on the within-career transitions experienced by
young elite athletes as they try and break through to senior ranks. During their
careers, athletes face several normative (predictable) and non-normative
(unexpected) transitions within their sport, but also in other spheres of their
life (Stambulova, 1994, 2000). Both normative and non-normative transitions
have the potential to turn into a crisis if the athlete is not able to cope effectively
(Stambulova, 2003). Therefore, the coping strategies used by athletes, their own

psychological and physical characteristics, their current situation, and the
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support available to them can be crucial in navigating a transition successfully
(Anderson etal., 2012).

Research on athletes’ careers and career transition models emphasise
the importance of viewing an athlete holistically, i.e., as a “whole person”, who is
doing sport but also has other things in his/her life. It also advocates for a
“whole career” approach to help athletes cope with both normative and non-
normative transitions through the whole course of their athletic career
(Alfermann & Stambulova, 2007). This review highlighted how the personal
characteristics of an athlete (biological factors, psychological attributes and
psychosocial skills, including coping skills) and their social support (role of the
coach, family and team-mates) can impact on their athletic career development.

More recently there have been calls for combining the whole career and
whole person perspectives, with one that examines an athlete’s “whole
environment” (Stambulova & Ryba, 2013). National culture, local sports
systems, educational policy and other macro-level factors have been identified
as important factors in athlete career development and transitions (Alfermann
et al.,, 2004; Henriksen et al., 2010; Stambulova et al., 2007). Examining athletic
career development from a “whole person, whole career, whole environment”
perspective can lead to a better understanding of athletes’ career experiences

(Stambulova & Ryba, 2013).

Research Aims

It is the focus of the current research to explore what it is like to be a
young elite ‘carded’ athlete making the transition out of post-primary education
and also into senior sport. This research aims to examine the experiences of
four Irish athletes and the extent to which their participation in their sport. In
doing so, it will identify the within career transitions faced by the athletes, and
the resources they used to overcome these transition. It aims to understand the
factors that help young athletes negotiate the transitions they experience, and
also the barriers they encountered. It also explores the athletes’ experience of
the wider sports and education systems, and how their environment impacted
on their lives, and the implications this might have on a dual career approach to

elite sport?
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By purposely choosing a sample of athletes who were also negotiating the
junior-to-senior level transition in their sport, I hoped to determine what is
happening at this crucial time and answer these questions which prove central
to our understanding of the within career transitions experienced by young

athletes.

The transition from junior to senior sport is often one of high life stress
(Pummell et al., 2008; Wuerth et al., 2004) and significant talent loss (Salmela,
Young, & Kallio, 2000). The current research will offer insight into the
transitions experienced by young athletes and the complexities of these
transitions. The recommendations and guidelines arising from this research will
highlight to all those working with and supporting young talented athletes the
importance of viewing the young athlete from a “whole athlete, whole person,
whole environment” perspective so that talent loss can be minimised and all
round development promoted. It is hoped that the information gathered from
this research will provide valuable insight into the experience of elite junior

athletes.

As the concept of personal experiences was fundamental to the research
process, a series of longitudinal interviews were conducted with four elite
junior athletes. By exploring the world through the eyes of the athletes
themselves, | was able to create personal life histories on life as a young athlete
in the Irish context. The next chapter outlines the design of the study and the

methods used to generate the data central to the research.
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Chapter 3. Methodology

Most of the research on career transitions employ either retrospective
interviews, or else athletes were interviewed just once to elicit their
perceptions of the transitions. Only one study (MacNamara & Collins, 2010)
employed a longitudinal design. With such limited longitudinal research on the
within-career transitions experienced by athletes as they forge their individual
pathway through the sports system, there is very little information available to
athletes on how to manage these transitions. Having a better understanding of
the numerous demands facing athletes at particular transitions, athletes and
those who support them can ensure they are equipped with the necessary

resources to cope (Wylleman, et al., 2004).

This study employed a longitudinal qualitative design to explore the
within career transitions experienced by four Irish junior elite athletes as they
moved out of second-level education and pursued their goals of competing in
the sport at a senior elite level. Due to the limited research that has been carried
out in this area, a methodological approach which would allow me to both
explore and explain the experiences and perceptions of athletes as they
navigated this transition was required. When designing such a study, the
researcher must choose a method of data analysis which is appropriate to the
research questions, and the method of data collection should fit with the data
appropriate to the method of analysis (Willig, 2001). I chose a life history
methodology with longitudinal qualitative research to explore the lives of four
Irish junior elite athletes on the threshold of a major non-sporting transition, as
they finished formal education and made choices about their post-school
options. This methodology allowed me to explore the within career transitions
experienced by the athletes and assisted in unpacking the complexities of the

decisions they made, and ultimately the consequences that played out.

Section 1. Research Design
Assumptions. The research design process in qualitative research
begins with philosophical assumptions that the researcher makes in deciding to

undertake the study (Cresswell, 2007). Good qualitative research requires
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making these philosophical assumptions, perspectives and paradigms explicit
(Angen, 2000). For this study, I chose to use life history research as a qualitative
methodology, which is embedded in constructivist philosophies and its
epistemological assumptions are interpretivist (Papathomas & Lavallee, 2006).
The goal of constructive research is “to rely as much as possible on the
participants’ views of the situation” (Cresswell, 2007, p. 20). It also focuses on
the specific contextual setting of the participants. Researchers recognise that
their own background shapes their interpretations of what they find.
Interpretivist research is founded on the belief that reality is socially
constructed and fluid and is negotiated within cultural contexts, social settings,
and relationships with others (Cohen & Crabtree, 2006). Therefore, validity and
truth cannot be grounded in an objective reality. What is taken to be valid or

true is negotiated and there can be multiple, valid claims to knowledge.

Life history research. Life history research is a form of narrative
research. It has been described as “collecting data in the form of stories and
storying the lives, events, experiences, perspective and actions of individuals or
groups” (Armour & Chen, 2012, p.238). Life history research has a strong
tradition, particularly in the areas of education (see Goodson & Gill, 2011),
health sciences (see Haglund, 2003) and nursing (see Sandelowski, 1991).The
use of life history as a legitimate research method has coincided with a current
focus on acknowledging the subjective and multiple nature of human
experience (Sparkes, Schempp, & Templin, 1993). Hence life history inquiry can
be defined as,

gaining insights into the broader human condition by coming to know

and understand the experiences of other human beings...it is about

understanding the relationship, the complex interaction between life and

context, self and place. It is about comprehending the complexities of a

person’s day-to-day decision making and the ultimate consequences that

play out in that life so that insights into the broader, collective
experiences may be achieved...To understand some of the complexities,

complications and confusion within the life of just one member of a
community is to gain insights into the collective.

(Cole & Knowles, 2001, p. 11)
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According to Cole and Knowles (2001) conventional life history research
typically involves a small number of participants whom the researcher studies
in considerable depth. Data is gathered, usually over an extended period of
time, using standard anthropological fieldwork techniques such as interviewing
and participant observations. The data is then thematically interpreted and
considered in relation to the relevant discipline based theories, and represented
in the form of detailed and rich life history accounts. These accounts represent
both the researcher’s interpretation of the participant’s lives, and the
researcher’s theorising about those lives in relation to the broader contextual
situations and issues. Life history inquiry requires the researcher to have an in-
depth understanding of the context within which the person’s life is situated.
However, the context is not the unit of analysis (Cole & Knowles). Context is a
reference point, the backdrop that helps to understand how a life is lived and
situations that occur during life’s transitions will in part reflect the context in
which the transition occurs, and part of that context lies in the life history of the

individual (Hodkinson & McLeod, 2007).

A life history methodology is a useful method of inquiry into a wide
variety of psycho-social phenomena, “as psycho-social phenomena do not occur
spontaneously; rather, they develop over time in response to a wide variety of
influences” (Haglund, 2004, p.1309). The life history method facilitates the
study of such phenomena, because the researcher obtains lifelong data,
allowing for the exploration of a variety of experiences and relationships, and to
examine changes over time (Sandelowski, 1991). Life history researchers also
see the participants as collaborative partners. The participants actively
remember and reconstruct their lives through the telling of their stories and the
researcher guides the participant through his or her life history, prompting
memories and encouraging the participant’s reflections, interpretations, and
insights. (Haglund, 2003; 2004). This cooperative approach can help to gain
insights into how past events and relationships might influence current

phenomena and how human beings understand their lives (Haglund, 2004).

Terminology. While the terms “life story” and “life history” are often

used interchangeably in the literature, Sparkes and Smith (2014) point out an
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important difference between the two. While a life story is defined as the story
an individual person elects to tell about his/her own life experiences, an
analysis of the context (e.g., social, political, economic) is what turns a life story

into a life history.

The master narrative. Most individuals, at some point in their lives,
have been exposed to sport in some capacity, and have their own assumptions
on what being involved in high level sports means. Aside from an individual’s
own personal assumptions about sport, there exists a very public portrayal of
sport in the media which “may be seen as helping create a master narrative
within high-level sport: a particular shape of story that encapsulates what sport
is and what it means”, (Douglas & Carless, 2015, p. 23). In the research literature
on talent development and sport expertise, the overwhelming majority of
research is directed at this master narrative, i.e., it focuses on performance
pathways to elite success, or on how interventions can improve performance
outcomes. Douglas and Carless contend that while master narratives are needed
so that we can all share something, their dominance in the literature hides other
narratives and normalises identity by focusing on behaviours that are expected.
They cite the example of the term “athlete centred” as opposed to “person
centred” when describing programmes and initiatives that have been developed
by researchers and sports policy makers, which places the sport and the

sportsperson ahead of other dimensions in their life.

The use of a life history methodology allows the athlete to share
accounts of moments and occasions that have occurred during their life and are
grounded in lived experiences (Sparkes & Smith, 2014). However, not
everything that individuals do is deemed worthy of a story by others (Frank,
2004) and many stories are not routinely told as they do not comply with the
master narrative (Douglas & Carless, 2014). Stories in sport generally involve
researchers exploring the lives of individuals who have made it to the top in
their sport, examining the factors that made them successful. As a result,
alternative experiences by athletes may be overlooked or silenced (Douglas &

Carless). By exploring the lived experiences of young athletes as they strive to
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make the transition to senior sport, it is hoped that more than just the master

narrative will be revealed.

One of the first steps on this research journey began by developing a
pilot study in order to explore the life histories of young people who

participated in sport at elite junior level.

Section 2. Pilot Study

Purpose of pilot study. A pilot study is often described as a trial run in
preparation for a major study (Polit, Beck, & Hunger, 2001). I chose to carry out
a pilot study prior to my main study for a number of reasons. Firstly, I felt by
conducting a pilot study I would be able to narrow down the focus of my study,
which had the very broad concept of exploring athletic career development in
young talented athletes. Secondly, I believed that a pilot study would allow me
to practice my interview skills and techniques, and also assess how effective by
interview skills and techniques were for gathering useful information from the
athletes. Finally, the pilot study would allow me “try out” the research
questionnaire to ensure that the athletes could comprehend the instructions
given and that the questionnaire yielded the kind of responses that [ hoped to

gain from the athletes.

Recruitment and selection of participants. The participants in this
initial study were recruited on the basis that all were identified by their NGBs as
athletes between the ages of 16 - 20 years of age, who competed regularly at an
international level (that is, represent their country at international
competitions), or in the case of Gaelic football, at inter-county level (that is, play
for their senior county team). More so by default than design, the final three
athletes who participated in this study were all 17 years of age and were in the
last year of their post-primary education. Each hoped to attend university the
following year. I recruited the three athletes on the basis that they formed a
purposefully stratified sampled that illustrated junior athlete development
across three distinct sporting contexts. The three sports of Gaelic football,
swimming and hockey provided me with a selection of participants from both

team sports and individual sports, and early and late specialisation sports (see
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Table 3.1.). In order to access talented junior athletes from these sports, I

contacted a “gatekeeper” in each sport.

A gatekeeper is described as an individual who is a member of, or has
insider status within, a group (Creswell, 2007). In this pilot study, the
gatekeeper was either a head coach (Gaelic football, hockey) or a High
Performance (HP) Director (swimming) who were in direct contact with the
respective athletes. Due to my own background in performance sport, [ was
able to call on many personal contacts who were gatekeepers in a number of
sports and who had direct contact with talented junior athletes. I initially
contacted coaches and HP Directors in ten organisations (athletics, boxing,
cycling, Gaelic football, hockey, rugby, soccer, swimming, tennis and Paralympic
sports) and was met with a positive response from all but two of them.
However, due to the nature of the initial study (i.e., a pilot study) and the
research design (i.e.,, life history), I decided to limit the participants to three
individuals from the sports of swimming, hockey and Gaelic football. I felt that
this number would allow me to explore each athlete’s development in detail,
while providing multiple perspectives on their athletic and academic

development.
Table 3.1.

Pilot study participants

Early v Late Teamv
Name® Sport Gender Age specialisation @ Individual
sport
Beth | Swimming Female 17 Early Individual
Amy Hockey Female 17 Late Team
Jack Gaelic Male 17 Late Team

Football
Note. aTo protect the athletes’ anonymity, pseudonyms were used.

Once full ethical approval for this study was granted by the University of
Limerick Research Ethical Committee (ULREC 08-21), I proceeded to formally
write to either the HP Director or head coach in each sport asking them to

nominate a talented junior athlete. Using the gatekeepers’ knowledge of the
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athletes, [ was able to direct the gatekeeper as to the type of athlete I would like
to participate in the study. Once the gatekeeper and I had settled on an athlete
in their sport, the gatekeeper made contact with the athlete and asked them if
they would participate in the research. Three athletes agreed and I sent each
athlete and their parents an information sheet about the study and a consent
form that they were to sign if happy to participate in the study. (see Appendix
C). On receiving the completed consent form, I contacted each athlete directly

and set up an interview date and time.

Location. The interviews took place at times and places that were
convenient to each athlete. Generally, the athletes wanted to meet me in a hotel
bar or café. While these places were often busy with other customers, I noted
that the young athletes felt at ease with a constant buzz going on around them.
Once the interviews were underway, I felt that both the athletes and I relaxed,
and I found all the participants easy to talk with. They were all confident
speakers, if a little modest at times when discussing their accomplishments, and
a good rapport was established over the three occasions that we met. Even on
completion of this phase of the study, I still receive the occasional text message
or email from two of the participants, letting me know their latest achievements

in competitions.

Data collection: Life history grids and interviews. The main method
of data collection used in the pilot study was the use of a life history grid
(adapted from Co6té et al.,, 2005) and one-to-one in-depth interviews with each
participant. While the majority of life history research is conducted on adults
(see Cole & Knowles, 2001 for a comprehensive review), Haglund (2004)
reports that the life history approach can be just as effective with adolescents.
The collaborative nature of the life history method, in which the self-
determination of the adolescent is openly respected, can address their
developmental need to be treated like adults. It can also help the participants
and the researcher to gain an understanding of how and why things happened
in the past and how the past may be affecting the present. Haglund suggests
using a life-history grid with adolescents to help organise data concisely and

visually. In this study, | adapted the procedure used by Coté et al., (2005), with
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the permission of the lead author, to chart specific details of the athletes’

development both within and outside of their main sport (see Appendix D).

This adapted interview procedure allowed me to construct a life history
grid, recording verifiable information on the development of athletes’
achievements in their primary sport, as well as factors that might influence
performance, including involvement in other sporting activities, injuries,
physical growth and quality of training resources. The process was also flexible
enough to allow me to adjust the questions to the particular background of the
athlete and still collect information in a standardised manner. Thus, Coté et al,,
determine that the data collected, using this method, can meet criteria of
reliability and validity. The life history grid also provided me with prompts and
visual and verbal reminders for use throughout the interview which Deatrick
and Ledlie (2000) recommend for use when interviewing children and
adolescents. I also endeavoured to follow the guidance by Mauthhner (1997)
who suggested that to draw out a young person’s experience, the researcher

should encourage them to describe events from their daily lives.

Creswell (2007) outlines a basic procedure when conducting an
interview and where possible I used this procedure in each of the interviews
that I conducted, see Table 3.2. An interview can be seen as an interchange of
views between two or more people on a topic of mutual interest (Kvale, 1996).
Kvale (1996) believes that the interview is a uniquely sensitive and powerful
method of capturing the experiences of the participants’ everyday world,
allowing the participants to communicate their situation from their own

perspective, using their own words.
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Table 3.2.

Series of Steps Undertaken in the Interview Procedure

Interview steps

Identify interviewees

Determine interview type

Use adequate recoding procedures
Design and use an interview
protocol

Refine interview questions

Determine location for interview

Obtain consent for the interview,
state the purpose of the interview

and the time needed to complete it

Stay to the questions, stick to the
time limit and be respectful and
courteous

Be a good listener rather than a
frequent speaker and record some
notes in case the audio-recording

fails

Steps followed in pilot study

Interviewees identified based on a purpose
stratified sample of junior athletes

One-to-one in-depth interviews

A dictaphone with in-built microphone
Standardised open-ended interview protocol
adopted from Coté, Ericsson & Law, 2005

Pilot study was an opportunity to examine the
suitability of interview questionnaire

Chosen by the participants as somewhere that
was convenient and comfortable for them
Before the initial interview each athlete and a
parent provided written consent. At the
beginning of each interview the purpose of the
interview was explained to each athlete and a
time limit of 1 hour imposed.

Within the time frame set out with the athletes.
At all times | remained respectful and
courteous to the participants

[ did my best to listen to the athletes’ responses
probing the athletes when trying to tease out
information. Recorded some notes as the

interview progressed.

Note. Adapted from J. W. Cresswell, (2009) in “Research design: Qualitative,

quantitative, and mixed methods approaches” (31 ed.).

While in-depth interview data formed the most important source for the

life histories information, I also used documentation, archival records and

physical artefacts to complement and validate the information gained. For

example, | used website and archived newspaper reports to research the

athletes’ backgrounds and personal achievements. I also researched the

competition structures at junior and senior levels for each of the participant’s
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sports, as well as the support structures in place in each sport. By having a
greater understanding of the participants’ sport and their achievements in that
sport, I found that I could talk comfortably with the athletes, resulting in a
mutual rapport. While some researchers argue that neutrality can also facilitate
rapport (Patton, 2002), I would agree with Stewart (2007) that a supportive,
engaged relationship based on mutual self-disclosure can encourage openness

with the participants.

I conducted and transcribed all of the interviews. In order to improve my
interview skills, [ read several articles on interviewing techniques (e.g.,
Creswell, 2009) and life history research methods (e.g., Cole & Knowles, 2001,
Haglund, 2004) and made contact with a number of researchers who had vast
experience in the field. The next section outlines how the interviews were

conducted.

Developmental charts as the initial interview. The purpose of the
initial interview with each of the participants was to gather an accurate picture
of each athlete’s development in their sport. This detailed account could then be
used to base more in-depth qualitative questions about who or what had
influenced their development. I followed the same interview procedure for each

athlete, which was broken in to three sections;

1. Early involvement in activities outside of their main sport
2. Maturation and performance in their main sport
3. Developmental chart for maturation and performance in their main

sport.

[ began by asking each athlete to recall a range of activities they were involved
in outside of their main sport as they were growing up. For each activity
mentioned, the athletes were asked how old they were when they first got
started, how long had they kept up the involvement, and any periods when their
involvement was stopped. By charting this information chronologically, I was
able to gain a very good understanding of the activities each athlete engaged in,
year on year. This section of the interview took about 20 minutes to complete,

depending on the number of activities engaged in by the athlete.
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The second part of the interview focused on the athletes’ development in
their main sport. The interview procedure allowed me to explore each athlete’s
career and gather the facts relating to their development in their sport. By
asking specific questions such as “How old were you when you first had regular
involvement in your main sport?”, 1 was able to build up a very detailed
chronological profile of each athletes’ development in their sport, as well as
major progressions and sports specific milestones they had reached. This
section of the interview lasted between 10 - 15 minutes and I noted the ease at

which each athlete could recall specific events in their development.

The final part of the interview procedure focused on each athlete’s
maturation and performance in their main sport. The purpose of this part of the
interview was to recall each year of the athlete’s development in their main
sport and chart the level at which each athlete trained or competed, and any
major accomplishments achieved during that year. The procedure also
measured other factors that could affect performance, such as the age and
height of the athletes’ peers, the physical and mental intensity that they trained
at, injury levels and the quality of resources available to them. Once this
information was recorded, each athlete was asked to review the chart and
identify specific years where their participation profile stayed the same and
years when their participation changed. Each athlete was encouraged not to
force any categorisation, but to regroup the years only if they made sense to the
athletes. This section of the interview took between 30 - 40 minutes to

complete and left me with rich data to base my next stage of data collection on.

At the end of each interview, | asked each participant if there was
anything further that they would like to discuss or if there was anything that we
had not covered that they thought might be relevant, but nothing significant
was offered at the initial meeting. Overall, I felt that the athletes were willing to
participate in the study and that they reported that they found the process
interesting. I also asked each participant if [ could interview them again and
Shane, the 19 year old Gaelic footballer declined. Beth and Amy accepted and

Jack was recruited to replace Shane.
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A qualifying second interview. The next phase of data collection used
the charts developed in the initial interview to tease out the support structures
in place around each athlete during each stage of development. After the initial
interviews, I sent each athlete an electronic copy of their chart. The second
interview began with a discussion around the chart and the accuracy of the data
collected. Where any inaccuracies or amendments were reported, the charts
were updated accordingly. For example, Beth stated in the initial interview that
she first received formal instruction from a coach at the age of eight, but when

she saw her chart she corrected the age to nine.

The remainder of the second interview was constructed in three parts,

adapted again from Coté et al.’s (2005) interview procedure:

1. Early involvement in activities outside of their main sport and how these
were facilitated.
2. Development in their main sport and how this was facilitated.

3. Development in their main sport and the role of significant others.

[ began the interview by using the chart of early activities that I had created
with each athlete, to explore how their development was supported. As in the
first interview, we began by focusing on the activities they were involved in
when they were young, outside of their main sport. For each of the activities
listed, I asked each athlete who or what was significant in their initial and
continued involvement in that activity and who or what was significant when
they stopped involvement in that activity. This provided important insights into
the athlete’s involvement in other activities, and also the reasons as to why they
no longer take part in such activities, if they have ceased participation. This

section of the interview took between 10-15 minutes to complete.

The second part of the interview used both the developmental charts and
the different stages that the athlete identified at the end of the first interview.
Again, each athlete was asked if they were happy with the way in which the
chart was constructed and the stages were grouped. All three athletes reported
that they were. Following this initial validation, I explored in greater detail the

impact that a number of factors had had on their development, including;
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1. Their age and height versus that of their peers and how this impacted on
their development.

2. The level they participated at and the pressure of performing outside of
their age group.

3. How their physical and mental efforts were supported.

4. The quality of resources they had access to and how this affected their
development.

5. The nature and occurrence of injury and how they were supported
through each injury.

6. The hours spent training and competing, how this was supported and

what effect it had on their involvement in other activities.

By using the charts to facilitate a discussion around each of the areas, I was able
to gain an in-depth understanding of the factors influencing each athlete’s
development in their main sport and the main factors either supporting or
inhibiting their development during each stage. The section of the interview
lasted between 30 - 40 minutes and raised many important issues for further

discussion and exploration.

The final section of the interview related to the athletes’ general sports
development and the role played by significant others in this process. Although
the roles played by parents, teachers, coaches and peers were touched on in the
previous two sections, I used this part of the interview to help fill in any gaps
that I may have had on the roles played by significant others in each of the
athlete’s development in their sport. The questions posed were based on those
developed by Cote et al. (2003) that focused on each athlete’s general sports
development (i.e., asking questions about all the sports they were involved in as
children) as well as family, peer, coach and other influences on their main
sports development. This part of the interview took between 20 - 30 minutes,
depending on whether some of the topics had been discussed at length

previously in the interview.

At the end of each interview, I asked the athletes if I could meet with a
significant other, who they had earlier identified as being central to their

development as an athlete, to support the information I had elicited from the
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athletes. All three athletes agreed and passed me on the contact details of their
significant other. Both Beth and Amy nominated their mother, while Jack
nominated his brother. At the end of each interview I again asked each athlete
if there was anything that they would like to discuss that had not been covered
in the previous sections or if they had any final comments. No further pertinent

comments were forthcoming.

Interview with significant other. Following the qualifying interview
with the athletes, I contacted the person whom each athlete had identified as a
significant other. [ was surprised, and delighted, at the enthusiasm I received
from all of the significant others as they agreed to meet and talk with me.
Because of the limited time-frame of the study I was only able to meet one of the
significant others face-to-face (Beth’s mother, Carmel) while I conducted the
remaining two interviews over the phone (Jack’s brother Mike and Amy’s
mother, Teresa). The purpose of the interview with each athlete’s relative was
two-fold. Firstly, to triangulate the data reported by the athletes in the first two
interviews. This was especially true for the athlete’s early experiences in sport
and their non-sporting activities. Secondly, the significant other offered a
unique perspective on their relatives’ development. This was evident when
speaking about the athletes’ early achievement. The parents and sibling were
able to recall with great pride numerous medals, competitions and accolades
that each of the athletes had won throughout their development, many that the
athletes themselves had failed to mention. When I asked each athlete in the final
(third) interview about these accomplishments I was met with very modest

replies.

Structurally, the interview with each significant other followed the same
patterns as those with the athletes. [ began by asking questions about each
athlete’s early activities and then moved on to their development and
accomplishments in each sport. Following this, I used some of the most
interesting points that emerged from the athletes’ initial interviews to elicit
further information on the athletes’ development, such as the impact on Beth of
her having to relocate to train, and the injury scare for Jack before a major

match. The interviews lasted between 30 - 40 minutes.
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The final interview. The third and final interview with each athlete
occurred within two weeks of my meeting with their nominated significant
other. I wanted to look at any transitions, both positive and negative, that the
athletes had experienced in their development. Although I had gathered a lot of
indirect data on this subject, I felt that it warranted some further discussions
with the athletes. Also, the final interview allowed me to meet with the athletes
one last time and to check that I elicited as much information as I could about
their development. By the third meeting I felt that I had built a good rapport
with each of the athletes and I found this interview the easiest to conduct, even
though it did deal with a lot of negative aspects such as injury, separation and
tough choices. It was also a chance for me to speak to the athletes about their
plans for next year, when most of them would have to make big decision such as
which university to apply to, whether they should take a year out of education

to devote to their sport, or whether they should leave Ireland to train.

At the end of each interview, | thanked the athletes for their time in
participating in the research. All of the athletes spent a significant amount of
their time outside of school either training, competing, or recovering from their
sport, so the fact that they allowed time to meet with me should be noted. I told
each of the athletes that I would be in touch with them in the coming month,
with a detailed case study of their development that I would like them to read

and validate. Each of the participants expressed their willingness to do this.

Analysis and Results. [ will not detail how the results were analysed or
indeed the actual results of the pilot study (although it is of interest) as it
parallels the data of the main study and all relevant issues will be addressed in
the section on Data Analysis in this chapter and Chapters 5 Discussion. However
[ will outline some of the observations [ made following the pilot study that

influenced my main study.
Observations following the pilot study.

1. Following the initial analysis of the pilot study data, I felt that | had
reached a saturation point on the information I had gathered with just

three athletes, and by extending this study out to a larger audience I

99



believed I would not be adding anything new to the current pool of
knowledge already present in the field.

2. One area the athletes talked about that did interest me greatly was the
issues they were facing preparing for the final examinations in second-
level education (the Leaving Certificate, LC) and how this impacted on
their ability to train and compete in order to make the transition from
junior to senior level sport. | therefore decided to design a study that
would look at the non-sporting transition out of post-primary education,
using some of the techniques and knowledge I had gained from
conducting the pilot study.

3. The Irish educational system coupled with the high performance sports
system gave me the contextual setting for the research.

4. The design of my initial study meant that all of the data collected was
retrospective. While the use of Coté et al.’s (2005) interview guide
provided a level of validity and reliability, the results may still have been
subject to retrospective bias recall. As transitions occur over time, the
intricacies of the process are often lost in a retrospective study. I decided
to begin the main study as I had the pilot study, but employ a
longitudinal study approach (over two years).

5. lalso limited my research to individual sports that were part of the high
performance sports system supported by the Irish Sports Council (ISC).
Thus the over-arching educational and sporting context could be
standardised.

6. Finally, I decided to recruit athletes who had specialised in their sport
(i.e., year round participation in a single sport, to the exclusion of other
sports and activities prior to the age of 16; Wiermsa, 2000). This would
exclude athletes who were still participating in other sports, and allow
me to include only those athletes whose sole focus was on becoming a
senior high performing athlete in one sport. The athletes also had to be
in the 5th year or the final year of post-primary education and be
spending a considerable amount of time (> 16 hours) training and/or

competing per week.

The following section will now outline the methodology of the main study.
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Section 3. Main Study

Recruitment and selection of participants. As with the pilot study, the
participants in the main study were recruited on the basis all were identified by
their NGBs as athletes in either 5t year or 6t year of secondary school who
competed regularly at an international level (that is, represent their country at
international competitions). I initially contacted “gate-keepers” in five
organisations (badminton, boxing, gymnastics, swimming, tennis) and received
positive responses from all. Once the gatekeeper and I had settled on one or two
athletes in their sport, the gatekeeper made contact with the athletes and asked
them if they would participate in the research. Four out of five athletes said yes
(badminton, gymnastics, swimming (x 2), see Table 3.3.) and I sent each athlete
and their parents an information sheet about the study and a consent form that
they were asked to sign (see Appendix E). On receiving the completed consent

forms, I contacted each athlete directly and set up an interview date and time.

Table 3.3.

Main study participants

Name® Sportb Gender | Age Education Notes
Status
Kelli Swimming Female 17 5thyear
Eavan Swimming Female 16 5thyear
Alex Gymnastics @ Female 18 Leaving Cert = Currently completed
2nd year of split
Leaving Cert
Tony Badminton Male 16 5thyear Currently being home
schooled

Note. @To protect the athletes’ anonymity, pseudonyms were used.

bTo protect the athletes’ anonymity, the sports shown may be fictional.
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Location. As with the pilot study, the interviews took place at times and
places that were convenient to each athlete, generally cafés close to their
training venues. Similar to the pilot study, once the interviews were underway,
and the life history grids completed, both the athletes and I relaxed. I would
agree with Haglund (2005) who found through her life history research with
adolescents that the athletes who participated in this research enjoyed being
engaged in significant, thoughtful and sometimes deep-thinking conversations.
The idea that their contribution could help others also seemed to appeal to their

idealism and developing identity as contributing athletes to their sports.

Data collection and interview schedules. As with the pilot study, the
chief methods of data collection in the main study were the use of a life history
grid (adapted from Coté et al., 2005) and one-to-one in-depth interviews with
each participant. Carrying out four previous life history grids, and conducting
an additional nine interviews had increased my confidence in interviewing the
adolescents and their significant others. Following the initial interviews with
the athletes, and over the next two years, rich data from qualitative interviews
and email correspondences were collected to gain an insight into the athletes’
lives, their choices, decisions and their consequences. This technique allowed
me to explore the transitions experienced by the athletes and assisted in
unpacking the complexities of the decisions they made, and ultimately the

consequences that played out.

Writing these life histories, as told by the athletes, threw up huge
challenges regarding the chronology of writing. The athletes reflected not only
on what happened in the past, but what was currently happening, and what may
happen in the future. My overall strategy to represent the data was to write
each transition chronologically, and to code the interview quotations to let the
reader know when each athlete made each statement. The chronology of each
case study is outlined in Tables 3.4- 3.7. 1 conducted between six and eight
interviews with each athlete, some lasting as short as 20 minutes, others over
90 minutes in duration, depending on when I had last met the athlete, and what
had happened in the intervening months. Each interview was semi-structured

in nature, as I used findings from previous interviews to prompt further
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discussion. The length of the interview also varied, depending on how much the

athletes liked to talk. Kelli and Tony’s interviews for example tended to last

longer than Eavan or Alex

Table 3.4.

Athlete 1, Kelli. Chronology of Interviews

Code
K-1

K-2
K-3
K-4
K-5
K-6
K-7
K-8

K-9

Table 3.5.

Correspondence type
Interview 1, initial life

history interview
Interview 2

Interview 3

Email correspondence
Interview 4

Interview 5

Interview 6

Interview 7 - last
official interview
Email correspondence
- final sign off

Age at Interview
17 years

17 years, 3 months
17 years, 4 months
17 years, 8 months
18 years

18 years, 6 months
18 years, 10 months
19 years

19 years, 9 months

Athlete 2, Eavan. Chronology of Interviews

Code
E-1

E-2
E-3
E-4
E-5
E-6
E-7
E-8

E-9

Correspondence type Age at Interview

Interview 1, initial life
history interview
Interview 2

Interview 3

Interview 4

Interview 5

Interview 6

Interview 7

Interview 8 - last
official interview
Email correspondence
- final sign off

16 years

16 years, 11 months
17 years, 1 month
17 years, 3 months
17 years, 8 months
18 years, 3 months
18 years, 6 months
18 years, 8 months

19 years, 7 months
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Time elapsed
since last contact

3 months
2 months
4 months
5 months
5 months
4 months
2 months

9 months

Time elapsed
since last contact

3 months
2 months
2 months
5 months
7 months
3 months
2 months

11 months

Length of
interview
67 mins

45 mins
32 mins

50 mins
61 mins
92 mins
38 mins

Length of
Interview
56 mins

24 mins
27 mins
21 mins
42 mins
45 mins
36 mins
32 mins



Table 3.6.

Athlete 3, Alex. Chronology of Interviews

Code Correspondence type

A-1  Interview 1, initial life
history interview

A-2  Interview 2

A-3  Interview 3

A-4 | Interview 4

A-5 Interview 5

A-6 | Interview 6 - last official
interview

A-7  Email correspondence -
final sign off

Table 3.7.

Age at Interview

18 years 1 month

18 years, 4 months
18 years, 8 months
19 years

19 years, 4 months
20 years, 7 months

21 years

Athlete 4, Tony. Chronology of Interviews

Code

T-1

T-2
T-3
T-4
T-5
T-6

T-7

Correspondence type

Interview 1, initial life
history interview
Interview 2

Email correspondence
Interview 4

Interview 5

Interview 6 - last official
interview

Email correspondence -
final sign off

Age at Interview

17 years, 10 months

18 years, 2 months
18 years, 7 months
18 years, 11 months
19 years, 5 months
19 years, 9 months

20 years, 9 months

Time elapsed
since last
contact

3 months
4 months
4 months
4 months
1 year, 3 months

5 months

Time elapsed
since last
contact

4 months
5 months
4 months
6 months
4 months

12 months

Length of
interview

57 mins

28 mins
31 mins
21 mins
27 mins
54 mins

Length of
interview

74 mins
36 mins
48 mins

43 mins
57 mins

Interview with significant other. Following the last official interview

with each athlete, all of them identified significant others that I could contact

(see Table 3.8) and all agreed to either meet me in person, or speak with me on

the phone
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Table 3.8.

Significant others selected and interview mode

Name Sport: Significant other Interview mode
Kelli Swimming 1. Father Phone
2. Coach In person
3. Physiotherapist In person
Eavan Swimming 1. Mother Phone
2. Coach In person
3. Physiotherapist In person
Alex Gymnastics 1. Mother In person
2. Sports scientist In person
3. Coach In person
Tony Badminton 1. Father In person
2. S&Ccoach Phone

aTo protect the athletes’ anonymity, the sports shown may be fictional.

Structurally, the interviews with the family members followed the same
patterns as those with the athletes. [ began by asking questions about each
athlete’s early activities and then moved on to their development and
accomplishments in each sport. Following this, I used some of the most
interesting points that emerged from the athletes’ interviews to elicit further
information on the athletes’ development, such as the impact of relocating to
train, the departure of a coach, how the athlete dealt with study and their sport.
The interview with the support staff focused on the athletes’ athletic career, and
issues such as dealing with injury and training schedules were discussed. The

interviews lasted between 30 - 45 minutes.

Data analysis. Following the initial interviews with the athletes, all
subsequent interviews were transcribed verbatim. I analysed each data set
using thematic content analysis, which is a method of organising data,

in rich detail by identifying, analysing, interpreting and reporting

patterns (that is, themes) within the data...it does not seek to quantify

thematic structures in a hierarchical tree-like manner...and writing is

openly part of the analysis...It summarises key features of a large body of
data

(Sparkes & Smith, 2014, pp. 123-124)
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This method involves dividing the narrative into discrete ‘incidents’ (Glaser &
Strauss, 1967) or ‘units’ (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) and coding them into
categories. Categories undergo content and definition changes as the
understandings of the properties of the categories and the relationships
between categories are developed and refined (Conrad, 1978). Initially, the
transcripts were analysed inductively, where I read each of the transcripts in
their entirety and then proceeded to examine the content line by line, and often
word for word (see Graneheim & Lundman, 2004). Verbatim quotes were then
extracted into a separate data file and coded into raw data themes. To ensure an
initial inductive approach, these raw data themes were derived from the data
and not forced upon them (Graneheim & Lundman). Following the initial
coding, the raw data themes were then grouped together to form higher order
themes and general dimensions. Those themes that did not fit into one of the
higher categories were listed independently, or sub-categories were created.
This process took place after each interview. At the end of the data collection
process, the analysis then became increasingly deductive as [ began to make
links with the literature. To this end, Schlossberg’s reviewed model of analysing
human adaptation to transition (MAHAT, Anderson et al., 2012, see Figure 2.1)

was chosen as a framework for the data analysis.

Using a pre-existing framework to guide the coding process has its
limitations as it may restrict the analysis to pre-defined codes, rather than
opening up the codes to reflect the views of the athletes. However, by using an
inductive method of coding initially, I felt I was leaving myself open to any
additional codes that were not explicit in the MAHAT framework (Anderson et
al,, 2012). In summary, an inductive-deductive content analysis methodology

was employed, which used the MAHAT framework to illustrate;

1. the athlete’s approach to the transition (moving in)

2. potential assets and liabilities; the 4Ss; situation, self, support, strategies
(moving through)

3. the end of the transition (where appropriate), taking charge and

strengthening resources (moving out)
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In total four life histories are presented in Chapter 4. Life Histories. Each
life history begins with the athlete’s background information (a summary of
their life history to that point) and then the findings are presented
chronologically through the transitions they experienced during the two years I
maintained contact with them. The transitions are presented using the MAHAT
process (see Figure 3.1.). Finally, I end each case study with my assessment of

the athletes’ reaction to the experiences

| Transition 1 ] _| Transition 3 ‘

Life history

Support Strategies

Figure 3.1.

Process of analysing life histories using the revised model of analysing human

adaptation to transition (MAHAT; Anderson, 2012).
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Rationale for choosing the revised MAHAT to report data. As
previously discussed in the literature review in Section 2 Models of Career
Transitions the MAHAT (Schlossberg, 1981; and later developed by Goodman,
Schlossberg, & Anderson, 2006; Schlossberg 1984, 1991, 2008; Schlossberg,
Waters, & Goodman, 1995; Anderson, Goodman, & Schlossberg, 2012) provides
insight into the factors related to the transition, the individual and the
environment. I believe that this framework would allow me to present my data

from a “whole person, whole career, whole environment perspective” as it;

=

Encompasses both normative and non-normative transitions.

2. Considers the individual’s unique environment, the complex mix of
themselves, their social network, their situation and the coping
strategies that they employ.

3. It connects what has happened in the past, the meaning of the
present, and what is anticipated in the future, continually.

4. Itis broad enough to encapsulate the enormous amount of data

collected, yet simple enough for the reader to conceptualise the

transition process, using language that is easy to understand.

[t should be noted that the purpose of this research was not to test the
suitability of the MAHAT to within-career transition research. Rather, the
rational for using the MAHAT was to bring structure and coherence to each

athletes’ story.
Section 4. Research Considerations

In conducting a life history research study, a number of research considerations
arose including issues around the trustworthiness of analysis, fictional
representations, reflexivity and criticism of the life history methodology

approach. These will each be discussed in turn.

Trustworthiness of analysis. Unfortunately there are no formulae or
“tried and true” methods to aid the analysis process for life history analysis and

writing. Plummer (1983, p. 99) describes the analysis process as,
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brooding and reflecting upon mounds of data for long period of time
until it “makes sense” and “feels right” and key ideas and themes flow
from it. It is also the hardest process to describe; the standard technique
is to read and make notes, leave and ponder, reread without notes, make
new notes, match notes up, ponder, reread, and so on.

I can empathise with Plummer as I found myself faced with mounds of
data to interpret. [ also chose not to count codes, as doing so may convey a
quantitative orientation of magnitude and frequency that runs contrary to this
type of qualitative research. As Cresswell (2007) points out, counts convey that
all codes should be given equal emphasis, which may not always be the case. As
life-history research is narrative in nature, I followed guidelines outlined by
Denzin (1989) for authors of narrative research, which included
e Focus on a small sample of individuals, or just one
e Collect stories about significant issues related to each individual
e Develop a chronology that connects different phases or aspects of
a story
e Tell a story that re-stories the story of the participant in the study
e Tell a persuasive story told in a literary way
e Possibly report themes that build from the story to tell a broader
analysis
o Reflexively bring yourself in to the story
[ am also aware that only the athletes” account of their transitions are
presented, with no opportunities for other stakeholders to give their account of
the athletes’ transitions. However, the impact of a transition is based on how a
person perceives changes in their roles, responsibilities, relationships and
assumptions. [ did not want to dilute or alter these perceptions by adding the
perceptions of additional stakeholders.
To further ensure the trustworthiness of the data analysis, a number of

methods recommended by Cresswell (2009) were employed (see Table 3.9.)
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Table. 3.9.

Methods of Trustworthiness Employed

Method
Prolonged engagement and
persistent observation

Triangulation

Peer review and debriefing

Clarification of researcher

bias

Member checks

External audit

Rich thick description

Description

Two year longitudinal study consisting of 6-8
interviews.

Participants and researcher built confidence and trust
through the sharing of stories.

Interviews with significant others, including parents,
coaches and support staff.

Data from other sources (e.g., websites for competitive
results; observations through my work at the IIS)
Annual review panels as part of the PhD process.
Regular progress meetings with supervisor.

Informal discussions with experienced researchers and
professionals through the IIS and PhD programme
Using Greenbank’s (2003) suggestion I have provided
information on my own personal story so that readers
can take account of my personal values and how they
have influenced the story (see Prologue)

After each interview, the athletes were asked to read
their transcript to ensure accuracy in what he/she had
told me.

Sharing my data at different stages in my research at
two international conferences (ECSS, 2013, AISEP,
2015) and two national conferences (PE-PAYS on two
separate occasions, 2011and 2012) and to peers at the
All-Ireland Postgraduate Conference 2014 allowed from
the external examination of my literature review,
methodology and research findings.

I have provided an in-depth description of the research
process and have reported verbatim quotes from the
athletes that allows the athletes voices to be heard.

Fictional representations. Fictional forms of representation are often

used to protect the participants in a study (Sparkes, 2002), and Tilley and

Woodthrope (2011) acknowledge that as a guiding principle of qualitative

research, it is a key ethical concept. Due to the nature of my inquiry, conducting

life history research with athletes currently in the sport system, preserving

confidentiality by disguising individual identities was extremely difficult.

Because the elite sports system in Ireland is very small (for example, only 66

Irish athletes competed in the Olympic Games in 2012 held in London), the
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participants involved in this study would be instantly recognisable to a sporting
audience. Following discussions with each athlete, I agreed to fictionalise and
deliberately falsify what we agreed was non-essential details such as their
names and site of injury, and thus maintain the integrity of the data. Two of the
athletes also wished to have the sport they were involved in fictionalised so that
they, and any individuals they made reference to, would not be so easily
identified. It could be argued that this could result in data that is less authentic
and, as a consequence, less persuasive. I also acknowledge that this could lead
to “mistaken identity”, where readers may incorrectly infer that it is someone
else entirely (as happened at a national conference I presented at). However, as
my research is focused on the perceptions of the athlete, I believe that
fictionalising the sport they competed in did not detract from their stories, as it
served a legitimate research purpose. The athletes were “real”, as were their
stories.

Reflexivity. One of the essential characteristics of qualitative research is
reflexivity, where the researcher is aware of the biases and experience that they
bring to the study. Cresswell (2007) points out that it is no longer acceptable for
the researcher to be a distanced, omniscient writer. Instead, how researchers
write is a reflection of their own interpretations based on the social, personal
and cultural beliefs that they bring to the research. Therefore, the researcher
shapes the writing that emerges from the research and the researcher needs “to
accept this interpretation and be open about it in their writings” (Creswell,
2007 p. 179). Reflexivity recognises that the researcher is an inescapable part of
the social world that they are researching, and that participants in a research
study behave in a particular way in their presence (Cohen, Mannion & Morrison,
2000). Consequently, the reflexive researcher should constantly reflect on their
actions and role in the research process and subject these to the same critical
scrutiny as the rest of their data (Patton, 2002). Indeed, qualitative research not
only has an impact on the researcher and participants, it also has an impact on
the reader (Grbich, 2004). The reader also brings their own interpretations to
the table, which may differ entirely from those of the researcher and the
participants. Greenbank (2003) suggested that in order to reduce the effect of

the researcher’s influence, the researcher should enlighten the reader with
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some personal details, so that the reader can take account of the researcher’s
values and how they have influenced the study. In prefacing this dissertation
with a Prologue detailing my life history, it is hoped that the reader can

understand how my own life history may have influenced this research.

Criticisms of life history methodology. While a life history
methodology may be a good choice for the study of complex, subjective
experiences, criticism have arisen over the question of how can the researcher
fully understand how another person feels in response to a specific event?
While there is no way of accessing and understanding another person’s
experiences, Douglas and Carless (2014) contend that all approaches to this
type of research are both partial (we can never know the whole story) and
situated (we can only ever know from our own social and historical
positioning). There is also the challenge that the researcher must interpret the
participant’s interpretation of their own story (Carrigan, 2013). However,
despite these limitations, a life history approach is one of the most effective

ways to gain insights in to personal experiences (Douglas & Carless, 2014).

Chapter summary

A life history approach was employed in this dissertation to explore the
within-career transitions of young athletes. This chapter began by providing a
rationale for the use of a life history approach. A life history approach allows for
the in-depth subjective views of the athlete to be heard. Following a detailed
pilot study, I made a number of observations that lead to the final design of my
main research study, including the focus on the transition out of post-primary
education; limiting my research to athletes from individual sports who were
also transitioning to senior level; and carrying out both a retrospective (the
pathways the athletes had travelled, to date) and longitudinal (two year) study

of their lives.

[ then described how the research was undertaken, the tools (e.g., Coté et
al., 2005) used in the research process, how the participants were selected and
some of the issues that I encountered. I employed a thematic content analysis
approach to analyse the data deductively, and then employed the revised
MAHAT (Anderson et al., 2012) to structure the data into coherent life history
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cases. Finally, I outlined some of the considerations when conducting life
histories on a sample of elite young athletes, which included confidentiality,
reflectivity, fictionalisation and trustworthiness. In the next chapter, [ will

present the four life histories.
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Chapter 4: Life Histories

Introduction

This chapter presents the four life histories of the athletes that
participated in this study. The results are presented using Schlossberg’s revised
model of analysing human adaptation to transition (MAHAT; Anderson et al.,
2012). Each life history offers a brief background on the athlete and then
explores each transition they experienced. Athletes’ quotes are used throughout
and are coded chronologically, i.e., quote A-3 was shared in an interview prior
to quote A-6 (see section Chapter 3 on Data analysis). Finally each life history
ends with the researcher’s assessment of the athletes’ reaction to the

experiences.

Life History 1: Kelli

Kelli's background. Kellj, (alias), first got involved in swimming aged
four where she went to the pool with her parents and younger sister. Her
parents introduced her to swimming but she did try out a range of other
activities (see Figure 4.1). She took part in ballet at a very young age, until the
age of seven, and also played the piano and tried out the cello. She competed in
athletics for about two years around the age of ten and took up horse riding,
basketball and volleyball when she was 11 but stopped to concentrate on
swimming. She took up taekwondo for two years when she was 13, but that too

was abandoned to concentrate on her main sport of swimming.
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Activities | <5 10 |11 |12 13 |14 |15 | 16 Notes
Horse- < > Stopped
riding because of

swimming
Basketball In school,
< > stopped
because of
swimming
Volleyball In school,
< > stopped
because of
swimming
Athletics < > Did not enjoy
it anymore
Taekwondo < > Stopped
because of
swimming
Ballet Did not enjoy
< it anymore
Piano Lower grades
<
Cello Lower grades
Figure 4.1.

Early activities outside of main sport - Kelli

At a very young, Kelli went to the pool to play and have fun, but by age

seven she was involved in supervised training (see Figure 4.2). She trained

approximately two hours per week, at a low intensity. In the very early years

she played and trained with friends and peers her own age. It was not long

before she started competing, and by age nine, she was reaching the finals of

most competitions. A year later she was winning competitions in her county.

Around this time she began regular training with her local club and was training

up to four hours a week. Between the ages of 10 and 12 her commitment to

swimming increased and she began spending 8-10 hours per week training. She

was 13 when she first participated at national level and was winning her age

group the following year. Her dedication to swimming increased during this
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time with a 50% increase in the number of hours she spent training, up to 15
hours per week in her local club. By the age of 14, all of her leisure time was
spent on swimming. She changed clubs, and her second club was located 40
miles away from her home. At her new club she could access more pool time.
Her father describes her as “extremely competitive” and recalls that when she
had to move to her new club she had to get up at 4:45am to train. When asked
by another parent how he got his daughter up for swimming lessons, he replied
that “you didn’t have to get Kelli up in the morning”, she wanted to do it. Her
father observed that while Kelli moved to her new club with friends, it did not

seem to bother her when they quit.

At 15, Kelli was picked for the national squad and took part in her first
junior international competition. The intensity of her training sessions
increased even further as she started training outside of regular club sessions
(i.e., doing training on her own), and began taking part in non-sports specific
sessions (e.g. strength and conditioning, or land based work) to improve her
fitness. Around this time, she realised that she could become an elite athlete,
and the following year, aged 16, she relocated, (on her own, away from her
family), to a high performance centre (HPC) to train. The HPC was located over
80 miles from her home. She also changed schools, to one based in the same city
as the HPC. This move coincided with a large increase in training hours. She was
now training 5% days per week, 24 hours per week in total. This increase in
training volume was matched with a huge increase in training resources with
access to pool time, expert coaching, sports science and medical support and

more flexible school arrangements.

As a young swimmer, she was coached by a number of different coaches
in her local club. She got on very well with the coach at her second club, and was
with him for two years until she relocated to the HPC. Since moving to the HPC,
Don has been her main coach. She had a good relationship with him and
described him as an excellent technical coach as her technique in the water (and
hence her personal best times over various distances and strokes), improved.
Academically, Kelli’s father described her as being “dreadfully clever”. At the

time of our first meeting, she was studying all her subjects in secondary school
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at higher level and was passing all her exams, even though she commits a huge
amount of her time to swim training. During the two years that I traced Kelli’s
journey, from 17 to 19 years of age, she identified three major transitions she

experienced during that phase of her life;

1. The decision to sit all six of her LC exams less than three months away
from the exams?!
2. Changing her club and university choice

3. Injury

The following section will set out Kelli’s approach to the first transition
she experienced. Although short-lived, it was an unexpected transition that
caused her to experience a high amount of stress. It also occurred during a

period of time when Kelli was preparing for a major international competition.

1 Students have 10 months of their LC year to prepare for their exams, Kelli had less than three.
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Phase | Age Age Age of Personal Height v Intensity = Quality of Injury Hrsper Months
Group/ Peers Accomplishments. peers Resources wk per Note
Level sport year sport
1 4-6 | - Participated for fun and enjoyment, no regular training sessions
2 7-8 u/8 Same Taking part Same 1% 30% (good, @ --------- 2 10
local pool)
3 9 u/10 Same Making finals Same 1% 30% e 2% 10
4 10- Bsquad @ Same Making finals Same 2% 30%  mmemeee 4 11 First
11 serious
coach
5 12 Asquad  Same Finals & medals | Same 10% 30%  -eeeee- 8-10 11
6 13 Asquad  Older Medalled at Same 20% 30% e 15 11
nationals
7 14 Seniors | Older Medalled at Smaller = 40% 60% (more | -------- 16 11 Changed
nationals pool hours) club, new
coach
8 15 Seniors | Older First Smaller  60% 60% (access @ -------- 17-18 11
international /Same to more
meet resources)
9 16- Senior Same European Same 100% 90-100% @ -------- 24 11% Relocated
17 Juniors/ World (excellent) to HPC,
Juniors new
coach
Figure 4.2.

Developmental chart for maturation and performance in main sport - Kelli
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Transition 1: The Leaving Certificate

Moving in: Background. When I first met Kelli she was 17 years old and
in 5th year (penultimate year) of secondary school. With the support of her
coach and her school she decided to split her Leaving Certificate (LC) year in
two and thus study the six subjects she will be examined on, over two years. In
general, students in Irish post-primary education are only allowed to take one
set of final LC exams. Entrance to third level education is based on a student
sitting their final LC exams in six subjects. Irish Higher Educational Institutions
(HEI) only allow students to apply for admission to HEI's, based on exams taken
in the same year i.e., a student is not allowed split their exams over two years
(see section in Chapter 1. Literature Review on Structure of education in Ireland,
for more information). However the HPC made arrangements with the local
university that will allow Kelli to enrol in two years’ time (provided she
achieves the necessary grades in her combined LC exams for the academic
course that she wishes to study). She decided to split her exams in order to
concentrate on her swimming and maximise her recovery between sessions:

I'm going to split the year in to two years so that [ can spend more time

in the pool and not be absolutely wrecked all the time. I'm working with

[my coach] on getting this done. Like, the school has no problem with it,

they will accommodate me, but [my coach] has to talk to the university.

(K-2)

During her summer holidays Kelli took part in various competitive
events and training camps which led up to a major international championships
at the end of the summer. Although she had less than a week off at the end of
her season, she assumed that because she split her final year of study in two, the
lack of a break would not be so bad. Splitting her year also allowed her to go on
the various training camps that her coach had planned for her and her
teammates, “we’ve got loads of trips planned for next year, we're going to ...
altitude and then to Australia for 6 weeks after Christmas but I'm splitting my
Leaving Cert anyway.” (K-3)

Kelli chose to study four subjects in the first year of her split LC. Most
Irish schools hold “mock” exams about four months before the real exams. Kelli

sat her “mocks” while she was on a six-week training camp abroad. When she

returned, it was getting close to the time for LC students to fill in applications
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for third level courses. As Kelli did not intend to go to university later that year,
she did not fill out an application:

[ didn’t fill out the CAO because I was going to split, but then it was on
the news that the last day for CAO applications was coming up, and I
went, “Oh well maybe I should just get [an application form] in”...cause I
never went to school - ever. I was in Australia for six weeks...I mean |
never went to class...Then the last day before the CAO was due, I filled it
out...and my mum said...would you not just add on another two
subjects...could you not just add Biology and Chemistry, maybe at
ordinary level, and just go to college. (K-6)

This is the background to the decision Kelli made to sit all six LC subjects
for her exams in June. It was an unanticipated transition as Kelli had previously
planned to take just four subjects that year (and then the remaining subjects the
following year). Even though the impact of her decision to sit the exams would
cause her a lot of extra stress, her perspective was positive. If she failed the
exams or did not do well enough to achieve a place at university, she could

repeat the year in full again.

Moving through: The 4 Ss (Situation, Self, Support, Strategies)

“

Situation. Kelli’s “situation” is summarised in Table 4.3. The trigger that
stimulated the decision to sit all six subjects in her LC exam was an advert that
she read in the national newspaper. This advert alerted students that it was the
last day to apply through the Central Applications Office (CAO) for a place at a

third level university.

I rang the Department of Education and asked when was the last day [I
could apply for college entry], and they said today, so I rang the school
and I asked if I could pick up Biology and Chemistry and they were like,
“well they are big subjects”, and I was like “but I don’t need an A, all
need is a pass” and they said [ would have to do ordinary level as I had
missed so much (K-6)

121



Table 4.1.

Kelli’s Situation, Transition 1

Trigger Panic. Reading an advert for CAO application deadline and
mother persuading her to sit her exams in full.

Timing Poor. Preparing for a major international championships, a
lot of time out from school.

Control Feels it was her decision, but strongly influenced by parents.

Role change Viewed as neither positive nor negative.

Duration Just 3 months, but if exams go bad she will have to repeat
next year.

Previous experience No.

Concurrent stress Preparing for nationals and exams. Her grandfather dies.

Assessment A stressful transition, but short lived

The timing of the transition was not ideal. Kelli had qualified for another major
international championships which was taking place a number of weeks before
her exams. This impacted greatly on the amount of time she could give to her
studies and her sport, resulting in sub-optimal preparation in both.

[ had [a major championships] after that, and [ was training like a
demon. So when [ studied I just opened my books and thought what do [
need to know for Biology, because you will get away with not learning
certain stuff. Biology I felt I could do at higher level but Chemistry was
too far gone....I did Europeans, made semi-finals and was delighted with
myself. | came home from the Europeans early, which was 20 days
before the exams were due to start. I really hadn’t started studying
properly... So I studied for those two weeks ...and I didn’t train that
much...I had a few late night study nights, but no all-nighters. (K-6)

Added to all of this, Kelli received the news two days before her first
exam that her grandfather had died:

The Monday before my exams my grand dad died...which was quite
unfortunate...he was sick but we didn’t think he was that sick so  went
back to [the HPC] on the Sunday. On the Monday morning dad rang me
so I went back [home]. I didn’t do any study obviously...the school were
very good they said I could do my exams [in my home town] if [ want,
but I didn’t want the hassle of it, and [ didn’t want “oh poor Kelli, look at
her there having to do her exams [at her old school]. So I went back on
Tuesday evening and just did my exams then as normal. (K-6)

Despite of all this Kelli sat her six exams and passed them, achieving high
honours in five of them. This gave her the required number of points to

gain entry to university.
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Self. Kelli's personal characteristics played an essential role in how she
perceived and assessed this transition. She did not feel overwhelmed by the
prospect of having to take on two extra subjects just six weeks out from her
exams. She felt she had options: “If [ had to repeat, I'd repeat. It wasn’t the end
of the world.” (K 7). Several times during our meetings she reiterated,

[ just want to swim really. But like I know I have to do something in

college in case you know like I break a leg or something and have

nowhere else to go, so I'm not really pushed on what I do. I'd like to do

something that I like, or am interested in you know, but my swimming
comes first and whatever [ have to do to keep doing that, I will do. (K-4).

Moving away from home to live and train is not common in youth sport in
Ireland, but it was a challenge that Kelli overcame. She described herself as
friendly and outgoing, something that her father and sister also reported. There
were instances however, when Kelli conveyed that she was not always as
confident and outgoing as she came across.

It’s funny because this time last year I went to the same competition
when I was with [my old club] and I met [two swimmers and the coach
of the HPC I now train with] there and I think [ was actually scared to go
over and talk to them. So now it’s like... [they] are my friends, so like it is
so weird to be going back there again as part of their team. (K-2)

Kelli communicated well with her teachers at school and did not leave all
the correspondence with the school to her parents, which demonstrated that
although she relied on her parents for support, she was able to use her internal
resources to deal with any day-to-day issues that arose. It was unlikely that
Kelli would have been able to make the decision about sitting two extra exams if
she was not an academically strong student. She admitted that she “never went
to school...ever” (K-2), yet she was still able to pass all of her exams in the lead
up to her LC. She even sat her “mock” exams while training in Australia and
passed them all. Even though she was advised by her teachers to take the two
extra subjects at ordinary level (as opposed to higher level), she was
determined to take Biology at higher level, which she did. On the advice of her
teachers, she sat the Chemistry paper at ordinary level. In the end, she achieved

high grades in both.
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Support

Family. Like many young swimmers, Kelli received a lot of support from
her family. Kelli knew that if she wanted to become a better swimmer, she
would have to move to the HPC to access better coaching and resources. Her
parents supported her in that decision. She would not be able to train and live at
the HPC if it were not for the financial supports given to her by her parents. Her
father told me that financially, he and his wife, were lucky enough to be in a
position where the family business was doing well, and they could afford for
their daughter to live away from home. While Kelli lived away from home her
parents took it in turns to stay with her during the week. As well as the
emotional support provided to her, they also provided practical support, “my
mum still comes down every week and does stuff to help me out, like she
cooked a load of dinners and freezes them. Dad comes down as well, but it is
mostly mum.” (K3). At weekends, she usually returned home to spend time with
her family and friends. Her parents bought her a car, which gave her a lot more
freedom. It also allowed her parents more freedom as they do not have to drive
her everywhere. She remarked how it made her popular with her fellow
teammates as she was able to drive them around too,

[ got a car...yeah.....only a small one but it’s great. It just means that I can
go home now when [ want and get around the place and I don’t have to
have mum and dad down here as much. It’s great to be even closer to the
pool now and I can give people lifts if they need them. Yeah I'm enjoying
it.” (K-5)

Kelli has one sister and brother, who are both younger. She is very close
to her sister and spoke about her regularly throughout our meetings. Her
younger sister was also a very good swimmer and had aspirations about joining
Kelli at the HPC, “it would be great if [my sister] came down because we get on
really well and all that and it would be good to have her around.... there is no
competition between us, it’s just good between us, (K-4). Her sister confirmed
that there was little competition between them, especially as they swam
different strokes. Her sister also referred to their good relationship and how
they always make time to talk to each other even though Kelli lived away from
home. Kelli’s sister also reveals a very caring side to her sister, “Kelli is very

caring, like all motherly toward me, kind of protective.”
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Friends. Kelli remained in contact with her old friends from home. She
also developed some close relationships with her teammates at the HPC. Having
friends both inside and outside of swimming helped her to buffer the stress of
training, competing and studying:

[ still have a load of friends from home that I see at the weekends. They

are not as friendly here [at school]...well it's not really that, they are nice

in school, but I am never there, so I don’t really have that many close
friends in school. They are grand, but it is good to go home too...We have
sleepovers and stuff and we keep in touch with text messages and

Facebook...I don’t mind that there isn’t a big a group of friends down

here...it’s only natural that the girls down here would have their own

friends. I'm never around at lunch time and in and out of class all the
time...but it doesn’t bother me you know. The girls in the HPC are nice

and I've become very friendly with [Molly] who I meet for lunch ... which
is nice...she is training here full time. (K-2).

Coach. Kelli had a good relationship with her coach at the HPC. However,
at times her preparation was somewhat comprised, especially if her coach was
away at other events with more senior experienced swimmers. She commented
on her preparation for a major international championships the previous year
and told me,

it was not ideal... [My coach] will be away so [ won’t have him here. Like

it’s alright that they won’t be around but like my preparation could be

better as the other coaches don’t really see the things that [he] can

see...he will still be writing my programme and he will keep in touch
with what I am doing, but you know he won’t be here.” (K-3).

Although Kelli has decided to sit all six of the LC subjects, she was still focused
on preparing for her upcoming competition and her coach did not give her any
concessions to study. It was only when she returned from the major
international championships, two weeks before the exams, that he allowed her
to take time off to study and sit her exams. “[He said], you have no more
summer competition so you can just ease back the training and come in
whenever you like”. (K-4)

NGB and support system. As a high performance swimmer at the HPC,
Kelli had access to a range of supports through her national governing body
(NGB) and the Irish Institute of Sport (IIS). Even though she had access to

education and lifestyle support, she did not utilise the service. She made her
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decisions regarding her education and her sport with her parents and coach,
who she said she had a much closer relationship with,

Although my main priority was swimming at the time, I was always

aware that there was a life after swimming, even though that crucial

point was never important to my coach or my NGB, [ mean all they saw
was swimming, nothing else, but my parents kept me grounded in that
sense, and personally I knew that I would not be swimming for the rest

of my life. (K-8)

Education. Kelli did speak about how accommodating her school was in
letting her split her LC. They allowed her take up extra subjects at the last
minute, and supported her when her grandfather died:

they were very accommodating to me, the teachers, for the most part

were very helpful, emailing etc. to ensure that I didn’t fall to far behind.

But [ would never allow myself to fall behind anyway, and that’s

probably a big factor in why the school didn’t pressure me. Looking back

now there’s no way I could have managed school and swimming without

their support. (K-9)

Strategies. Kelli used a variety of coping strategies when she negotiated
this period of transition. Looking back at her personal characteristics (see
previous section on Self), Kelli had a single aim, and that was to be the best
swimmer she could. Her main priority was swimming, but she did realise the
importance of college and developing a career outside of swimming (even
though she did not know what that career would be). She focused on her
swimming and was able to cope with this transition by “selective ignoring”, i.e.,
she down-played the bad parts (i.e., the amount of study she would now have to
do) and played-up the good parts (i.e., it was only for three months). She always
had a Plan B, if things did not work out she would just repeat the year. Thus, by
having options, she allowed herself to change her situation if she needed to. She

also maintained that training helped her to relax when she felt stressed and

gave her some physical and emotional release when she needed it.

Moving out. Following the stress of this transition, Kelli settled back in
to her role as an elite swimmer, and spent the following summer holidays from
school in full-time training. She did take a vacation with her sister, and enjoyed
the two week break. She was looking forward to university and although the

last few months had been very stressful she was glad she sat her LC in one
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sitting. She has moved on with the rest of her peers to third level education.
Approximately three months after sitting her LC exams and receiving her
results (and with them an offer from a university), Kelli experienced her second

major transition.

Transition 2: Changing club

Moving in: Background. Approximately two months after she finished
her LC exams Kelli received her results. She passed all of her exams and was
awarded a place at her local university. However, there were rumours
circulating about the future of her coach at the HPC, and therefore the future of
the HPC itself was being questioned by some swimmers outside of the
programme. Her coach had told his swimmers that he was working on the
renewal of his contract, but that he had no “definitive” answer. However Kelli
and her teammates chose to ignore the rumours,

[the] rumours had been going on for months but we were like, no it’s

grand, ... [the NGB] can’t not do anything.... [Our coach] was gone [to the

Olympics], so he was away and we hadn’t really spoken to him, but we

were like, he’s coming back, there is no way at this stage in August they
can say [he is not coming back]. (K6)

Two weeks after she received her LC results and a week after she accepted her
place at university, she received a phone call to say that her coach’s contract

was not going to be renewed and he would not be returning to the HPC.

Moving through: The 4 Ss (Situation, Self, Support, Strategies)

Situation. The trigger for Kelli’s second transition was the non-renewal
of her coach’s contract. This is an example of a transition that was triggered by
something that happens to someone else, an external trigger that has internal
consequences. Her situation is summarised in Table 4.2. Kelli received the news
the morning she was preparing to attend an end-of-year party (the “debs”) to
celebrate graduation from secondary school. She remembers,

[ got a call from [Don] the morning of the debs and I was like oh “how’s it
going?” and he was like, “oh I'm just ringing to inform you that my
contract won't be renewed and I won'’t be coming back” and I was like, “I
don’t know what to say.” (K-6)
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Table 4.2.

Kelli’s situation, Transition 2

Trigger Her coach’s contract was not renewed.

Timing Poor, she was getting ready to start college

Control No control.

Role change She went from being enrolled in one university and club to
changing both.

Duration Unknown.

Previous experience None.

Concurrent stress Starting college.

Assessment Although deemed as a negative transition she dealt with it

positively, it worked out in the end.

Kelli explained that the timing of the transition was really poor as she
had just accepted a place at the university connected with the HPC. Emotionally
and socially she was getting ready to start a new life at third level, and had
assumed she would be starting university in the coming week, studying for a
degree that she wanted: “after that everything started happening so quick.” (K-
6). She, and her parents, did not want to take the chance that Don, her coach,
might not be replaced, and also the risk that the HPC might be shut down, so
they immediately explored her options. There was also the added complication
that Kelli had not taken Irish (Gaeilge) as a subject in her LC, which limited the
courses that she could be able to study at university, as many of the universities
still required it for entry to their undergraduate programmes (see section in
Chapter 1. Literature Review on Structure of education in Ireland, for more
information).

Her mother started looking for alternatives immediately and contacted
coaches in the two other Irish universities that had high performance swim
teams. Kelli had briefly considered a UK based university as she knew the coach
there, but when she enquired about joining the swim team there she learnt that
it was too late for academic admission. The coach at one of the Irish universities
told her of a non-CAO course taking applicants, but the application deadline was
that day. Technically, there was also supposed to be an interview, but the local
coach said he would do his best to work something out for her. She filled in an
application form immediately. It should be noted that the course Kelli applied
for was a national diploma course (lower than degree level) that did not require
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Irish (Gaeilge) to be studied in the LC. If accepted on the course Kelli would be
able to swim with the local university team and access the training and coaching
resources there. However she would not be eligible for a full sport scholarship
as the application deadline for scholarships had already passed.

The following week she was accepted onto the course, so she arranged to
go to the university and look around. She met with the head coach there “to talk
about the programme, talk about the mileage, talk about who is has got, talk
about the facilities, the hours... [I] took a walk around here and was completely
blown away by the place.” (K-6). The same day she deferred her course in the
university where the HPC was based “just in case everything [at the new club]
went backwards.” (K-6). This, she explained, was her safety net in case her
swimming career had to suddenly come to an end.

Self. Again Kelli’s personal characteristics played an essential role in how
she perceived and assessed this transition. She described herself as an
optimistic person, and rather than place blame anywhere, she seized the
opportunity to review her options and took charge of the situation (something
that will be explored further under Strategies). It did not matter that much what
university she went to, or what course she studied, as long as she could access a
high performance swim team.

Changing universities presented her with a lot of logistical problems that
Kelli had to deal with. She had to fill out application forms, defer her original
course, arrange for her admissions fee to be refunded and find somewhere to
live. She then had to return to the house she had lived in with her teammates at
the HPC and collect her belongings. She said it “was a horrible emotional
Tuesday where [we] all went to dinner and [ was crying and it was a disaster”
(K-6), but she collected her belongings and moved cities. So on the Wednesday
when she was originally due to begin university she moved, by herself, to
another city over 100 miles away.

She did meet up with Don, her old coach when she returned to the HPC
to collect her belongings. She said thank you to him and found that she had
nothing else to say to him. She later admitted that she did not want to hear him
criticise her decision to leave the HPC, “I didn’t need to hear doubts from

anyone, especially from someone who was now not involved in my swimming
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or my life in any way.” (K-9). On reflection, she felt she wasn’t very nice when
she met him, but she felt she just has to move on and do what was right for her.
She also thanked all the support staff who worked with her at the HPC before
she left.

When she spoke about her move to her new club, she described herself
as “now becoming selfish” (K-7). She wished to stay at the university she has
just moved to if she was awarded a scholarship the following year. It was where
she believed she would get the best support. She later reflected that she had
thought about giving up in light of all that had happened. She questioned if she
was doing the right thing, but as she got into the pool to do a training session
she thought, “Oh My God, I miss this so much, this is what [ want to do.” (K-8)

Support.

Family. Her family were again major source of support for Kelli as she
negotiated this very stressful transition. Her mother was the first person she
called when she found out that her coach was not coming back and
immediately, she and her parents, looked at her options. Her mother was
instrumental in putting Kelli in touch with her new coach, Steve. Her parents
were not happy with the way things ended at the HPC (as confirmed by her
father). At the same time they were glad that she started university and was
part of a good swim team. Financially her parents still supported her
enormously. As the course she enrolled in was a non-CAO course, it had to be
personally funded (that is, there was no government funding available for it).
Her parents also paid for accommodation and any other living expenses that she
had. They do not come to visit her during the week now, but Kelli still travelled
home regularly. Having her car was still a huge benefit to her, both logistically
and socially, “I'm the only one of the first years with a car...I pop by the centre
and pick them up, especially when it’s raining. I brought [a teammate] back to

[her home]”.

Friends. Kelli believed that having a wide circle of friends helped her
cope with this transition. Initially when she found out that her coach was
leaving she relied very heavily on her local teammates for support as they were
going through the same thing that she was. There was lots of crying and

“freaking out” and talking to everyone over and over again about what was
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going to happen. When she made her decision to move she still kept in touch
with her old teammates, but also formed friendships at her new club, which had
a much larger team. As with school, she did not have many friends in her college

course, as she explained,

[ have spoken to a few, but they are all too studenty, ‘let’s go out’ and all
that. It’s not too tough because it was the same last year, and I got all my
going out ...done this summer, so I'm not that bothered about it. It
wouldn’t be my scene to be honest. I am happy just to meet up with
people in the evening or go to lunch with them, that kind of thing... 'm
loving the whole [new city] situation...I have friends from [home] who
are [here], and some people who I know...through swimming who aren’t
still swimming and some other girls from [my last school]. So I've been
able to go and have movie nights, so I'm not so much in a bubble as [ was
[at the HPC]. (K-7)

Boyfriend. Kelli also told me about “someone new” in her new life, a
boyfriend who she started dating. She knew him for years, as he was a swimmer
on the national squad, but had become better friends with him in the months
before she moved to her new club, “He is based ...only a 20 minute drive
[away].” (K-6). Having a boyfriend also meant that Kelli did not spend as much
time at home at the weekends as she used to, “I stay up here more now because
my boyfriend is from [here]. I still go home at the weekends but I come back a

bit earlier. So that is nice” (K-7)

Coach. Kelli found the support of her new coach, Steve, key to making a
successful transition into her new club. He helped her get admitted to a course
that allowed her to train with the university team. He also helped her with
logistical problems such as finding accommodation. When I ask her how her

new coach compares to her old one, she replied,

[My new coach] is less controlling than [my old coach]. [My old coach] is
an amazing coach, and he is himself and I enjoyed working with him and
could have continued working with him. [ wouldn’t have moved. [ was
delighted where I was, but [my new coach] gives us more freedom. If you
want to work you work, and if you don’t well “off you go”. I like his style
of training, I like the atmosphere that he creates, as a team, [ know we
were a tight-knit team [at the HPC] but there is more of us here. We have
that bit of freedom, we’re not training all the time, it means you can go
and meet your friends for an hour or two in the evening. Thursday night
is the night that everyone goes out, [ personally don’t go out, but if you
wanted to go out you're not training Friday morning, you can have a life
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outside of swimming. If you're late for training because you have a
lecture, that’s fine, just get here as soon as you can...The training
schedule also suits her better... we don’t train until quarter to seven
which is brilliant so it’s like a whole new life, I don’t know what to do
with myself, I'm staying up until 10 o’clock ..I feel like a crazy person.
(K-7)
Education. Kelli was studying a part-time diploma course, “I'm literally
doing it because there is no other way to be here.” (K-7). She hoped to start a
degree course the following year. She also had to register as an external
candidate to do Irish as a LC subject as she did not sit an exam in it. Judging by

the amount of study she did last year for her exams she thinks she will be able

to manage it.

Club. On reflection, Kelli realised that the culture of her current club was
very different to that of her old club. She described Steve as being more lenient
than Don. She also has a social life outside of swimming. She explained that this
would never have been permitted by Don, her past coach and that the culture in
her old club was different,

Our whole life down there was in a swimming bubble, we weren’t really

living in the real world. | mean just swimming, all the time, no time for

anything else, it wasn’t right, [ don’t regret it though, we did what had to
be done. (K-9)

NGB and support system. Kelli was not happy how her NGB handled the

situation of Don’s departure. Upon hearing of his departure, Kelli told me that
her mother rang the NGB asking,
What is going to happen down here, who is going to be here, who is

going to coach, will they have the support staff, will they have the hours,
who is going to liaise with college like [her old coach] used to do. (K-6)

Management at her NGB told her mother they would sort things out and asked
Kelli not to do anything rash. But, Kelli and her parents did not hear from
anyone within the NGB for weeks, and did not meet with the NGB’s head coach
until nearly three months later. Kelli did get an email from an administrator in
the NGB telling her about the new national squad programme that the NGB
were running but at that point in time (when she had just changed clubs) she

was not interested in being a part of it.
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She spoke with a lot of the other swimmers who were in the same
position as her, and none of them were happy with the situation, and on
reflection she perceived that:

They were all as scared as [ was...Most of them were stuck there because
they were in the middle of their degree or school exams and couldn’t

move...we were not treated as we should have been...[we] had uprooted
our lives and given years of our lives to the centre and to the NGB, it just
wasn't fair, and nobody was there to help us. I am surprised by how easy
it happened, how in one moment everything was as it should be, and the
next we were all left reeling. What's to stop it happening again? (K-9)

She was also annoyed, and disappointed that no-one “picked up the
phone to say are you still swimming? Did you still get in to your course? How
did the Leaving Cert go?...but they never did before the Leaving Cert either.” (K-
6). As this was such a crucial move she would have liked to have received some
advice from her NGB on it. She discussed her initial move to the HPC with the
NGB at the time, but found it strange that this time around she heard nothing.

Strategies. As with the last transition Kelli used a variety of coping
strategies. Initially she used emotional release to vent her anger and frustration
at what had happened. She talked about crying and “freaking out” with her
teammates and her parents. This initial emotional response quickly gave way
however to her taking action to modify the situation, with the support of her
parents. Along with her parents she sought advice from other coaches,
negotiated entry in to a new course and changed her entire academic course of
study. Her NGB, along with some of her old teammates, advised her not to panic
or make any rash decisions. However, she and her parents decided that she
could not stay at the HPC after all that had happened. She met up with her old
coach not long after everything happened, but not blame him for the situation
that arose. She chose to ignore his opinion on what he thought she should do,

and she felt she just wanted to move on.

Moving out. It took Kelli over a year to move through this transition, as
there remained uncertainties over whether she would get a course in her new
university and whether she would receive a scholarship to help her with
funding (and reduce the financial pressure on her parents). Kelli hoped that she

would be able to reach her swimming goals with her new coach and club within
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the next 12 months, “I hope I get as far, we have goals for what I'm going to. [My
coach] says he can get me as far as I want to go, and I believe he can, I have to
believe it.” (K-7). Reflecting back on the transition, the following quote sums up
Kelli's thoughts about it:
Have I done the right thing, only time will tell? I've done it now and I
need to get over the fact that I've done it and just get on with it. Instead
of wondering...It wasn’t that [ wasn’t happy ... | was as happy as I could
be, but I am so much more content up here. I like the team, I like the

coach, I live 10 minutes away in the car, 10 minutes by bus, the bus stop
is right outside my door. (K-8)

Transition 3: Injury

Moving in: Background. While training and studying for her LC, and
coping with the stress of doing both full-time, Kelli began to experience pain in
her knee. Her instinct was just to train through it, get through her LC and qualify
for a major international championships she was training for. She worked with
the medical team to alleviate the pain (ice, ibuprofen, strapping), but nothing
really worked, she recalled. Eventually she went for a scan which showed
swelling. Over the summer holidays before she changed club and coach, she

received some painkilling injections, but again these failed to alleviate the pain.

When she moved to her new club Kelli decided that she did not want to
be part of the national swim squad programme:

[ opted not to join the national squad, I just wanted to train with my new
club and my new coach with no interruptions, [ was still very upset about
the way everything had been handled after the coach left.” (K-9).

However, by refusing to sign up to the national programme, Kelli was not
able to access the medical or sport science support offered by her NGB. Her
local physiotherapist hold her that she would have to take up to six weeks off
any movement that hurt her knee. Again, she was training for a major
championship so she decided to wait until after her competition to take this
time off, over the Christmas break.

It got really bad, so I couldn’t do any [of my stroke] the two weeks before
[the competition], so that was a bit of a pain in the ass, so that possibly
messed up my preparations a little bit because I couldn’t [train]
properly....[I got it injected] the Tuesday before we left, we left on the
Monday, so about a week and a half before....but it didn’t do anything for
it ... it wasn’t getting any better ... so I went on anti-inflammatories then
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for a few days to try and do anything to make it better and be able to
race. [t was a bit sore, but manageable, not really catching me when [ was
racing so that was ok.

According to Kelli, the championships went as well as she could expect with the
preparation she had. She swam well in some races, but not in her usually
strongest events. At the championships Kelli met for the first time with the
management of her NGB and had a “heart to heart” with them about everything
that went on at the HPC:

This was a crucial moment.... We talked about what had happened and I
explained how upset and angry I had been about the way things were
handled. We talked about my injury and my future and.... in order to help
me it would make more sense to join the national squad which I had
refused months earlier. This way it would be easier to monitor my
training as [ was no longer under the NGB’s specific training programme,
and this way I could also access the support staff such as the physio
which was crucial. I did feel isolated and hurt by [the NGB] and that’s
probably why I didn’t opt to be on the national squad. But...getting the
chance to talk.... we were able to clear things up and move forward. (K-9)

As part of the national programme Kelli underwent another scan on her
knee. After the results of her MRI, which showed that she had torn her cartilage
and that her joint was damaged, she undergoes minor surgery. She was told that
her knee was not going to get better unless she undergoes invasive surgery, but
she would be able to manage the pain. In the end, after the minor surgery on her
knee, Kelli decided to take a break from swimming her best and preferred

stroke, and instead changed to a new stroke.

Moving through: The 4 Ss (Situation, Self, Support, Strategies).

Situation. While navigating her second transition Kelli experienced a
concurrent transition, a knee injury that ultimately led her to change her
swimming stroke, and put her scholarship and place on the national squad

under threat. Table 4.3 summarises her situation.
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Table 4.3.

Kelli’s Situation, Transition 3

Trigger Knee injury

Timing Poor. She was preparing for major championships.

Control Very little control

Role change Went from being top ranked in her stroke to having to change
stroke.

Duration Unknown.

Previous experience None.

Concurrent stress Loss of coach, move to new club, transition from school to
university.

Assessment As Kelli was currently moving through this transition, she has

not made a complete assessment of it.

The timing of this transition was extremely bad as Kelli was already
making the transition to a new club and university. She was one of the top
ranked swimmers in her stroke nationally. If she had to change her stroke she
would need to work her way back up the national ranks to keep her place on the
national squad programme, and fulfil the criteria for a scholarship. Kelli had
spoken to her coach about what might happen if she had to change her stroke
and they have agreed that she could try out different strokes and see how she
performed. Her coach believed she has the potential to perform well swimming
a different stroke. This changed all her performance goals, but she relished the
challenge as she had only ever trained for one stroke in the past. She was
curious to see what improvements she could make.

Self. Experiencing her third major transition in 18 months did little to
dampen Kelli’s positivity. She did not procrastinate, but instead took stock of
her situation and put a plan in place. This observation was echoed by her new
coach who told me, “she just switched, that was it...no theatrics. She has that
type of drive that is admirable. She has good coping skills, she is a fighter”. She
was still determined to swim to the best of her potential, even though it meant
no longer being able to swim her strongest stroke. This was evident when she
told me:

Psychologically, the change might be good. Like, [my stroke] is so

technical and if it is not going right you can’t force it, whereas with [my
new stroke] you can just kind of bash it out... you can just kind of get in
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and do it, a hard set, well I find anyway. Even if it is bad you can do it,
[my old] stroke if it is bad, it’s bad, there is nothing you can do...  might
not be able to compete to the same level but I actually think that I can,
possibility better, if I could just nail down and do the work. I think it
would be a good change...but we will see. (K-8)

There was a national competition coming up and Kelli wanted to swim it to test
her new stroke. She wanted to get back in the pool after her surgery, against the
advice of her physiotherapist, “Like I'm not looking for a great time or anything
[ just want to get in and do the [new stroke]”, (K-8)
Kelli was motivated by the challenge to improve her performance in her new
stroke, especially since she lost a lot of fitness during her time out “so it’s great
actually to have people ... to push you”. While her coach agreed that technically
Kelli has a lot of work to do in order to be one of the best in the county at her
new stroke, he believed that this could be better at her new stroke than her old
one. He described her as being very coachable, someone who takes instruction
well, “but you would not patronise her...you can’t pull the wool over her eyes”.
They consult on where she wants to go, carried out a gap analysis on what she
needed to do to get there, and then Kelli did the work. As Steve her coach said,
“she needs to know why she is doing something”.

Her coach also remarked that Kelli did not compromise on her education
and she took her academic studies seriously. She didn’t use swimming as an
excuse. Kelli was aware that a career in swimming is relatively short lived and

that after it she will need her education to embark on a second career.

Support

Family. As with the previous two transitions, her family was again a
major support for Kelli. Financially her parents funded her medical bills
(through a combination of private health insurance and upfront payment for
physiotherapy and medical consultant fees). Therefore her parents were happy
when Kelli was able to take up a place on the national squad programme, even if
they were not happy with the way things ended at the HPC. Her sister had also
been spending time with her at her new club,

My sister actually came up shopping last weekend, she got the bus up

and I gave her a big tour around [here] and she was like OMG it’s
amazing....she just came here and was like a child. [ showed her all the
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lecture halls and that is where we will be living if we get a scholarship
and everything...she trained with us last ... Friday evening and Saturday
morning and...I'd say she is going to go here. ...she wants to concentrate
on swimming a bit more. (K-7)

Boyfriend. As Kelli settled in to college life she sees her parents less,
although she did spend weekends at home. She cut her weekends shorter
though to get back to spend time with her boyfriend. In spite of everything Kelli
seemed very happy with her situation,

Life in general is good. I'm happy and that is all. My sister has applied for

the scholarship and she was up here with her club and she was swanning

around, oh it is so good....My parents love having me at home, next year
the two of us will be gone. I will try and stay up here a bit more next

year. It will just be my brother .... he is more of a stay and play with his
computer type of guy. (K-8)

New club environment. Kelli’s love of swimming was still very evident,

and she talked about how she enjoyed the social element more that she had in a
long time. She reflected that while attending a training camp abroad, she and
her teammates just hung out and had fun. This was something that she could
not have seen happening with her old club, although at the time she did not
recognise that:
[ wouldn’t regret being there [at the HPC] at all, and I was happy when I
was there but when I look back now... stuff like being away ... we were
all sitting with the coaches and swimmers eating carrot cake and I was

like, this would never have happened, ever. Funny stuff like that. But, it is
only when you look back at it, [you realise] what were we doing? (K-8)

['ve spoken to a few of the swimmers about this on many occasions. I
mean, it was a very strict regime, it was ridiculously strict, it was just
swimming, and nothing else, which looking back is wrong, you need to
have balance in your life. (K-9)

Coach. Kelli also relied on her new coach for support. His confidence in
her ability to change stroke was a key motivating factor for. She felt that if he
was not so assured of her ability then Kelli may not have been so optimistic

about her future in the sport.

Strategies. Kelli's flexibility to adapt to her changing situations, but never
losing sight of her long term goal of being the best swimmer that she can be,

was evident throughout this transition. Again she used a range of coping
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strategies to help her through this transition. She looked at all her options with
her knee and rather than just hope that it would get better with time, she
decided to take action and set a new plan for herself, to change swimming
stroke. This resulted in her having to change most of her medium and short
term goals, e.g., which competitions she would target this season and next. She
was also not afraid to go back on, and reverse, some of the earlier decisions she
had made in order to get what she needed. This was especially true when it
when she signed up to the national squad programme to get her physiotherapy
and medical support part-funded by her NGB. She told me with what she
described as, “her head ruling her heart”,

It’s important to work with your NGB, initially [ was upset over how my

life had been uprooted without warning, but as time passed I got over it,

and am as happy as I've ever been working with the NGB who provide
me with essential support that I need now” (K-9)

Kelli did seem to get some emotional release too by just getting back in the
water and swimming, doing what she loves. It was hard for her not to be able to
swim after her surgery,

Last week, the week before was just awful. I was like, to everyone,
“please take the plasters off’, and everyone was like “don’t do too much”,
and I was like, “go away”. I am tired after all the hard training, and it will
just take a bit of time to get back in to it. But as I said, the feeling in the
water is still there which is good, so the fitness will come back. (K-9)

Moving out. As Kelli was still negotiating this transition there remains
uncertainties over whether she will be able to make it at national level in her
new stroke, or if her knee will recover sufficiently for her to revert to her old
swimming stroke. Whatever happens with her swimming, she was convinced
that she will stay training at her new club. Reflecting back on the previous year

Kelli admitted:

[ enjoy swimming more than I truly ever have. I love it here...I love the
college, I love the team, I love the lifestyle. I still see swimming as a huge
part of my life, but I have grown up a lot over the last year. | see how
important my studies are, and how important my personal life is to me,
after all, once swimming is finished it is these people and these things
that are still going to be there. In saying that, I have not lost any of my
ambition for swimming, in fact I'm probably more motivated, and I do
believe in myself a lot more here....than I ever did in [my old club].
Maybe because we have less pressure on us here, we enjoy ourselves and
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our lives - that’s not saying we don’t train hard, and we do, I've done the
hardest sessions of my life on this team over the past year, but we
support each other and we enjoy it, and I guess that enjoyment really is
the key to success. (K-9)

Reflections on Kelli’s transitions. According to Schlossberg (2008) a
person’s effectiveness in coping with transition depends on the balance
between a person’s assets and liabilities. Using Schlossberg’s (2008, p. 130)
grid, I analysed Kelli’s coping resources based on the 4Ss above (see Table 4.4).
When assets outweigh liabilities, adjusting to the transition may be viewed as
relatively easy. When liabilities outweigh assets the transition may be more

difficult to manage.

Comparing Kelli’'s assets to her liabilities during her first transition, Kelli
has a number of assets working in her favour that allow her to assess it as a
positive transition (albeit a stressful one). Kelli’s positive disposition, her
academic prowess and the ability to cope with stressful situations allowed her
to sit her LC exams with very little preparation in certain subjects. The
accommodating nature of her school and her supporting family helped her to
get through the few stressful months. Many of these supports were also evident
as she quickly entered another period of transition, changing her club and
college choice. During the course of her second transition Kelli demonstrated
that her coping resources again outweigh her deficits as the support of her
parents and her new coach, allowed her to adapt quickly to her new
surroundings. Again her positive disposition and the resilience to cope with the
stress that she encounters were evident. Through both of these transitions Kelli
demonstrated that her number one priority was her swimming, yet she was not

willing to let her education suffer because of it.
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Table 4.4.

Kelli’s 4Ss across Transitions

T1 T2 T3
APPROACHING TRANSITION
Type: Unanticipated Unanticipated Unanticipated

Concurrent

Impact: Medium Major Major
COPING RESOURCES
Situation: overall Okay Low Low
Timing Okay Low Low
Control Okay Okay Low
Previous experience Low Low Low
Other stress Low Low Low
Self: overall High Okay Okay
Response (optimism/pessimism) High High High
Sense of wellbeing (mastery and High Okay Low
pleasure)
Self-knowledge High Okay Okay
Supports: overall High High Okay
Getting affection, affirmation, aid High High High
Evaluation - getting enough and at Okay Okay High
the right time
Interrupted by transition High High Low
Coping strategies: overall High High High
Taking action to change or modify High High High
the situation, supports, self
Managing reactions to the transition High Okay High
Doing nothing Low Low Okay

Throughout her last transition, Kelli is still showing signs of the
favourable attributes that have allowed her to cope with the other transitions.
Her optimism and positivity is still evident, and her driving ambition to be the
best swimmer that she can be has not waned. She is still supported by her
parents, financially (more so than emotionally) as she becomes closer to her
boyfriend, her sister and her new teammates and friends she made at
university. Her resilience to cope with whatever life may throw at her, and her
attitude in not placing blame on anyone for her situation is apparent. She is also
not afraid to change her mind and overturn previous decisions she made, in

order to achieve her ultimate aim. Re-joining the high performance squad was
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emotionally difficult for her and her parents, but she realised that without the
support of her NGB, she may not be able to access the supports and services she
needs to make it as an elite swimmer.

Epilogue. I catch up with Kelli nine months after we finish our two year

journey together,

[ passed Irish at the Leaving Cert with no problem, and got my first
choice of [university course]. I love the course and I think [ want to be a
teacher afterwards. [ haven’t continued the diploma as it was not
possible, but I will carry over the credits that I earned so [ will have a few
less modules to do for my degree which is actually a huge help. I'll have a
few more free hours for resting and training. I was fortunate enough to
be awarded the full scholarship .... and it’s a huge help. I live on campus
with a few of the other swimmers. We receive so much support
financially and with physio and strength and conditioning, it really is a
fantastic set up. My sister lives here too and is on a .... sport scholarship
and she loves it here, and I love getting to see her every day.

As for swimming, things are going really well. Our team has
gotten a lot bigger, and more elite, and will continue to do so, as we are
realistically the only university where you can train at this level in the
country. The coach is really one of a kind. He is the most passionate
coach I have ever met, and if there is anyone in the world that can get
myself and my team mates to the highest level, [ have no doubt in my
mind that he will be the one to do it... He is supportive of my studies and
... he realises that there is life outside and after swimming, and I actually
think that this helps us to train better.

I am now concentrating on [a new stroke] and qualified for
Europeans over the summer and [ will compete at them in December. I
intend to qualify for the Europeans next year too. [ have a super system
going with the physio [here at university] and the Institute physio, they
can liaise with each other to make sure that [ am doing the right things to
rehab... And of course [the swim coach] and my strength and
conditioning coach are also involved in this.

As for my personal life, I'm still going out with my boyfriend, over
a year now. | stay up... most weekends and hang out with him, but I do
still go home every second or third weekend. [ am great friends with my
teammates and roommates, and we often watch movies and go to the
cinema or for dinner. I actually live with [a track athlete] who is on the
scholarship also and who I used to be in class with [at the old HPC]. It’s a
small world!

Moving ... to train here .... was the best decision that I've ever
made, and looking back I'm glad the way that everything turned out. I see
myself going further here .... than [ ever could have, had I stayed [at my
old club] and now that all the key components of my life, my studies and
my personal life are all heading in the direction that [ want them to, I
believe that I can actually achieve my goals, and swim as fast as I can.
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Life History 2: Eavan

Eavan’s background. Eavan, (alias), is a female adolescent swimmer.

She began swimming at the age of five in her local pool but also took part in

various sports and activities growing up including tennis, badminton, Gaelic

football, running, Irish dancing and basketball; she went “through a phase of

trying everything” (see Figure 4.3). By the end of her primary school years, aged

12, Eavan had given up all of those pursuits to concentrate on her swimming.

She did however continue to play classical piano to age 15.

Activities | 6 10 |11 |12 |13 |14 | 15 | 16 Notes
Tennis Mostly at summer
> cam
ps
Badminton Played because her
G mum was involved in
club, did not like it
Gaelic > In school, stopped
Football because of swimming
Athletics > In school
Basketball < > In school
Irish Stopped as she no
Dancing longer enjoyed it
Piano < > Stopped to .
concentrate more time
on swimming
Traditional Lower grades
< —

Irish music

Figure 4.3

Early activities outside of main sport - Eavan

Her early years in swimming were all about enjoying the experience of

playing in the water, and learning basic skills. At the age of eight Eavan joined a

swimming club, but it was not until she was 11 years old that she started to

show some potential. Around this age she started to take part in extra training

sessions with her club, training about ten hours per week (see Figure 4.4.). By

age 13 she was recognised as one of the best in her age group in the country,
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and qualified for major international championships. Around this age, Eavan
started to believe that she wanted to be an elite athlete, as all her free time out
of school was consumed by swimming.

At her local club, Eavan was coached by the same coach from the age of
eight through to 13. She recalled being taller than most of her peers growing up,
something which she thinks really helped her in the pool. At her local club she
was the best swimmer, and as her mother told me that Eavan often found the
quality of her sessions were not as good as they could have been. Eavan felt that
in order to improve she would have to seek out another location where she
could get more access to pool time, with higher standards of training partners.

At the age of 14 she made the decision, with her parents, to move to a
High Performance Centre (HPC)2 over 120 miles from her home to train and
attend school. The move dramatically increased her time in the pool and she
was training roughly 24 hours per week, sometimes between 26-28 hours,
depending on the time of the season. Moving to the HPC guaranteed her access
to full-time coaching, sports science and medical support, training with other
national level swimmers and flexible school arrangements. Her parents fully
supported this decision even though Eavan was the youngest member of the
elite squad. Her mother described her as being “totally focussed” on her
swimming, and Eavan wanted to do nothing else. In order to support their
daughter’s dream of being an elite swimmer, both her mother and father took
turns staying with their daughter at the HPC.

Eavan’s lifestyle also changed. Her body weight dropped due to intensive
training and she had to change her diet to meet the demands of her training
schedule, “I doubled what I ate. I didn’t eat much, at all, when I first came here.
My weight just dropped, dramatically. So, I ate a lot more” (E-1). This change in
lifestyle did not detract her from her studies, and academically her mother
described her as a hard-working student. Eavan studied all of her Leaving Cert
subjects at higher level and although she admitted she attended as little school

as she can get away with, she does pass all her school exams.

2 [t should be noted that the HPC referred to in this life history, is the same HPC that Kelli
(Athlete 1 in the previous section) attended. Eavan joined the HPC approximately 3 years before
Kelli arrived.
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Less than two years in to her time at the HPC Eavan picked up a bad back
injury, which had her out of competitive swimming for six months. She slowly
began her rehabilitation process and after six months was back in the pool
training 24-26 hours a week again. She was almost back to pre-injury levels
when her injury re-occurred. Over the next three years Eavan struggled with
recurring injuries on her back and shoulder, and underwent surgery. She was
also dropped from the national squad, as she could not compete, and hit
performance targets due to her injury. During the two years of the study Eavan
believed she experienced two key transitions between the ages of 17 and 19,
and these were:

1. Injury (and the subsequent repercussion of being dropped from
the elite squad)
2. Move from school to university
When I first met Eavan she had not moved through the transition dealing with
her injury, and throughout our two years of meetings, she did not move out of
this transition. The following section will detail Eavan’s approach to her first

transition.
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Phase Age Age Age of Peers Personal Heightv Intensity = Quality of Injury Hrs per Months per  Notes
Group/ Accomplishments Peers Resources wk | year sport
Level . sport
1 4-6 | - Participated for fun and enjoyment, no regular training sessions
2 7-8 u/8 Same/Older = Won county Taller 10% 20% | - 4 10
championships (good,
local pool)
3 9-10 Division @ Same/Older Didn’t final or Taller 20% 20% | - 6 11
1 medal
4 11- Division | Same Finals & Medals = Taller 40% 30% | -ememeee- 10 11
12 1 (more
pool
hours)
5 13- Seniors | Same European Taller 50% 50% | - 11-14 11 Had
14 Juniors access to
HPC at
weekends
6 15 Seniors | Same European Same 80% 90% - 24 11 Relocated
Juniors to HPC
7 16 Seniors = Same/Older Injured so Same 100% 100% Bad back 26-28 11
could not injury. Out
compete for six
internationally months
Figure 4.4

Developmental chart for maturation and performance in main sport — Eavan.
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Transition 1: Injury

Moving in: Background. At our first meeting Eavan was 16 and was in
5th year of secondary school. The previous year she suffered a chronic injury to
her back. As Eavan explained, it wasn’t something that happened overnight. It
was a gradual injury that built up over a few months, but then suddenly she was
unable to swim,

[ was out for over six months, from February to September. [ had scans,

and saw the doctor and followed all the rehab that [the physiotherapist]

got me to do....I built myself up again and I did September to December
perfect, I was almost back to my best .... when “bang” at the end of

January my back went again....and now [ am back doing very little in the

pool...Basically at the moment I am trying to make the pain go away, so
it's all up in the air at the moment. (E-2)

Moving through: The 4 Ss (Situation, Self, Support, Strategies).
Situation. Table 4.5 summarises Eavan’s situation. Her injury, and its
reoccurrence and resulting consequences, impacted on all the decisions that

Eavan made over the next two years.

When I first meet Eavan, she told me that, similar to Kelli (see the
previous life history, Athlete 1: Kelli) she would like to split her final year of the
Leaving Certificate (LC) over two years. She wanted to slow track her education
even though her injury had just reoccurred and she was spending very little
time in the pool. In order to do this she had to first get the approval of her
coach, who would then approach the school and the university she wished to
attend. Her desire to split her Leaving Cert year was based on the amount of
time she had missed from school due to her training. She felt she was “never
there, we get away with murder, I'd say the teachers really hate us [the elite

athletes]”.
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Table 4.5.

Eavan’s Situation, Transition 1

Trigger Injury

Timing Poor. She had qualified for her first major senior
international championship but could not go.

Control Feels she was control of her rehabilitation but was
discouraged when her injury reoccurred.

Role change Viewed as neither positive nor negative.

Duration Over three years

Previous experience No

Concurrent stress Decisions around her education and lack of certainty about

her place in the high performance squad.
Assessment Very frustrating, cannot see an end in sight.

By the time I next speak with Eavan she met her coach, Don3, who
decided that because of her injury (which in turn resulted in a lack of
progression) she will not get the support of the HPC to split her Leaving Cert
year. She was not very happy, especially when one her teammate Kelli was
allowed to:

I mean I know where he [the coach] is coming from because [ haven’t
been making any progress in terms of my swimming, and [ have had to
pull out of [a major international] Championships, but it is just so
frustrating... aghh...I know that [Kelli] has been allowed to split, and I'm
happy that she was able to, but I just...wish that [ was able to. (E-2)

By the end of our second meeting (three months after our initial meeting) she
sounded more positive about her rehabilitation, and was eager to go to full
training with the squad. She was going to compete in a few competitions during
the summer and take it from there. Her coach was away with other squad
members but he still gave her a programme to follow,

[ stay in touch with him to let him know how things are going. I feel like |
am just getting on with it. It would be nice to have him around, but I
think I know what I need to do. I have a few other competitions coming
up during the summer that [ am looking forward to, but they are all
based in Ireland - it will help me to gauge where [ am at the moment. I'll
probably take a break at the end of August, two weeks maybe. I hope to
go home, I've been down here all summer. I won'’t train as hard ... but I
will still train every day... | have a lot to catch up on. (E-2)

3 Don is the same coach that coached Kellj, in the previous life history.
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In the end Eavan passed all of her summer exams. She applied for some
support from the Irish Institute of Sport (IIS), in the form of financial aid for
study grinds. She hoped this would take some of the pressure off, academically.
Her training was going well, she was hitting her rehabilitation targets and
travelled abroad on a six week training camp abroad with the squad. On her
return from the training camp, Eavan suffered yet another set-back as her old
injury reoccurred. She found herself out of the swimming pool and spending
more time in the gym:

It’s been a disastrous year for my swimming. Just when [ am getting back
in to things, [ seem to breakdown again...I am not really sure what is
wrong, what the actual diagnosis is. My physiotherapist thinks it is one
thing, and the consultant another, but nothing is showing up on scans
like they would want...so it’s like trying to fix something when you don'’t
really know what is wrong with it. Sometimes I wonder if [ am just
imagining the pain....but then I go back in the water and the pain comes
searing back, and God is it real. (E-4)

Eavan took a total break of six weeks from the pool. While this was not
good for her swimming progress, it did allow her to catch up on some time at
school, although her motivation to study was poor, “I know I should study and
everything, but all I really want to do is swim, and get better...I wish I didn’t
have to go to school at all” (E-4). She was determined however, to stay at the
HPC and hoped to attend university where the HPC was based, “there are a few
courses here that [ would like to do, so fingers crossed I get the points first time
around, but you know, if I had to repeat the year, it would not be that bad” (E-4).
In the end her time out of the pool provided her with time to study and she
passed all her exams and was offered a place at the local university. Although
the course was not her first choice, she hoped that if she did well in her first
year of the course she may be able to transfer to the course she initially wanted
to study (this will be covered in detail later, under Transition 2).

One of the biggest ramifications from all the time that Eavan missed in
training due to her injury was being dropped from the national squad and
subsequently the high performance squad at her HPC.

[ knew it was coming. It was only a matter of time really....it's made
pretty clear to us what you have to do to get on to the squad and I just
wasn’t making it. They (the NGB) will only support you for so long when
you were injured, and [ knew my time was up” (E-5)
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She was still allowed to train with the squad, but did not receive individual
attention from the head coach. She had to pay more financially to access camps
abroad, fund all her medical bills and her parents paid a higher annual fee (than
members of the high performance squad) to train at the HPC. Without realising
it at the time, being dropped from the high performance squad meant that when
the head coach’s contract was not renewed it did not have the same
consequences for her as it did for Kelli

Shortly after her head coach had departed she told me,

We had heard that he [the head coach] was not coming back, but we just
kind of ignored it. We didn’t think that it would happen...I mean I was
just concentrating on getting back to full fitness, and going to college and
all that...but then the shit really hit the fan...I got an email from him
saying that his contract was not being renewed by [the NGB] and that he
would not be coming back...I didn’t know at the time but he had phoned
all the girls on the elite squad and told them...there was bedlam over the
next few days...[my teammates] started looking for other clubs straight
away...no-one wanted to stay...I think they were afraid that the place
would be shut down and that no coach would want to work there (E-6)

The timing of the departure of her coach coincided with the beginning of her
college term, and Eavan decided to stay where she was and begin university as
planned:

[ chatted with mum and dad about it and they agreed with me that there
was no point in trying to move anywhere else. 'm happy down here, I
know it here...that might sound sad, but this is where [ wanted to go to
college, so....I suppose we will just have to wait and see what happens...I
know it’s not going to be the same, nearly everyone has left, but...it just
feels right for me to stay. I need to get back swimming first, after that I
can worry about whether [ have made the right choice. (E-6).

During her first semester in university, Eavan again struggled to return
to consistent levels of training. By the time of our next meeting, Eavan and her
parents have decided to go down the route of surgery to see if they can
determine what was causing Eavan’s injury. Frustrated with recurring injuries,
an orthopaedic consultant persuaded her to undergo exploratory surgery and
her swimming came to a full stop:

[t was really quick in the end. I decided to go for surgery, and within
three weeks [ was in, so it was now or never. | was scared they would
find something very serious and if they did it would mean I'd be out of
college for ages, and out of swimming too, but I was more anxious about
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my exams, [ was petrified about that...but I chanced it ...so I'm not out of
college, I'm not out of swimming. It’s all happy days...

Three weeks ago, I couldn’t move my arm, and it has come on a long way
since then...with a tear there are risks of being stiff and it not moving... |
don’t regret doing it, because I'd just be in pain, anyway...I'm just trying
to get back to being a normal person, first, and then see how it goes.

(E-7)
Eavan was not sure when she will be able to go back swimming, but she
believed she had the motivation to do so when the time did come:

I'd really like to go back, but I'm not going to put it in my head that I'm
going to go back, because then, if it doesn’t work out...I might not get
back to anywhere that [ was before. I'd like to still get back and be able to
swim...but I need to get back and do normal things first, like to be able to
take off a jacket. (E-7).

Eavan was in the middle of sitting her Christmas exams when we next
meet and she told me about her plans for Christmas. She will spend the
Christmas holidays at home (she had almost a month off) but will keep in touch
with her physiotherapist throughout. When I ask her how long it had been since
she spent a full Christmas at home, she responded:

Actually me, mum and dad were talking about it. It's the first Christmas
since | was 12 that [ haven’t been away on a camp... Which is really sad
for me, but at the same time, I'd say it will be interesting...The last few
years we’ve been [abroad] pretty much straight after Christmas. The
years before that, I used to go to Irish camps. It's a bit depressing...., well,
it's just really weird for me. At the same time, you’d be going down, after
Christmas, on the 26th morning, you'd be saying, “I hate this”, but now
you just wish you had that option. (E-7)

At our last official meeting, Eavan had regained almost full movement in
her shoulder and was back swimming. She reported that it was going ok and
that she enjoyed being back. She was not back to full training in the pool yet, “I
don’t do two of the evening sessions... [ do seven sessions a week. | am now
back doing sessions with the squad, and I do some running and two gym
sessions” (E-8). She is optimistic that she can make a full recovery, and her
optimism was buoyed by the arrival of a new coach who started the previous
month, “I really, really like him...the team is really happy with him, they all seem
to like him” (E-8).

She set realistic targets with her new coach and hoped to be able to

compete at a national event in two or three months’ time. Realistically though,
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she thought she was about four months away from competing. She recounted
her holidays at home over Christmas:

They were so nice. I loved it - it was like being at home for the summer.
I've never been home that long in my whole time at the HPC. It sounds
really pathetic, but it was really nice, nearly three weeks off. Not
swimming didn’t really bother me. I joined a gym at home so it was great.
[ just chilled, hung around with my family...ate loads of chocolate. (E-8)

Eavan does not know what the future will hold in terms of her sport.
Although she was a long way from where she wanted to be in her swimming
career (from when we first met), she was positive about the future. She was
happy with the decisions she made, and was looking forward to the next three

years of college.

Self. Throughout the two years that [ met with Eavan, she
displayed many personal characteristics that have helped her to cope with such
a long and protracted transition. Eavan believed that it was her determination
to swim as best she could, that made her bounce back time and time again. She
admitted she was fairly resilient, that she does not like to give up. During the
course of our meetings, Eavan had come back from long periods out of
swimming at least four times. She believed that if she can keep within touching
distance of how well she used to swim, then she might have some hope of
getting back to her previous performance levels. She was in a lot more control
of her rehabilitation and put this down to her coach. While she was not
swimming for long periods throughout her injuries she kept training the same
amount of hours as the other swimmers, “before I had surgery, I used to get up

and go to the gym every day” (E-7). She told me that she felt,

really good being back this time. I know [ say | am always getting back,
but the coach he took a different approach this time. We don’t just come
in and swim all the time, [ run, I do gym, I get as much training as the
others but yet I am not putting all this load through my shoulder. (E-8)

Eavan revealed that she was partial to bouts of “moaning” about her
injury. However, her perceived pessimistic nature was at odds with the
determination she displayed when she spoke about getting back in the pool and
returning to full fitness. On numerous occasions she told me that all she ever

wanted to do was swim. She revealed that she lives by the motto “if it doesn’t
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kill you, it makes you stronger” (E-1) and added that because she recovered
from her injuries in the past, she believes that she can do so again in the future.
While she conceded that it was hard to stay positive when she experienced so
many setbacks, she was “not about to say goodbye to it [swimming] yet, [ am a
swimmer, and I will do whatever it takes to be one, even if I can’t be the best at
it.” (E-7). She believed that she only had a few years left to make it,

It’s not like Gaelic or rugby where you can play on as part of a team for

years and years. | only have a few years left if | am going to make it and I

want to give it everything, even if it doesn’t work out....it might sound a
bit naff, but it’s better to try and fail that not try at all. (E-7)

This positive mind-set, her persistence in the face of obstacles, had
helped her to re-define and achieve her modified goals time and time again, and

was one of the main reasons, she believed, that she was still swimming.

Eavan was young by Irish standards when she moved from home to live
and train at a HPC. She was the youngest swimmer at the HPC when it started
and she recalled that she was “ridiculously shy” for the first couple of years. Her
introverted nature however does not take away from the fact that she moved
away from her family and friends at home, to swim. The salient role of
swimming was present at a very young age, and continued to be so throughout
her teenage years. Swimming “gives my life meaning and purpose” (E-4) and
that gave her the strength, both mentally and physically to keep going in her
sport.

When she was dropped from the national squad and the elite squad at
the HPC it did not come as a surprise to her. She was aware of the performance
targets that had been set both by her coach and the NGB. The change in status
did not affect her confidence, as it made very little difference to her day-to-day
life:

[ was still training with the same squad. Still accessing the physio and
medical team...my parents were just paying for it privately. Sure, I
couldn’t go to competitions, but I was injured, so [ didn’t really feel like I
was missing out. (E-6)

Support

Family. Eavan’s main source of support came from her family, especially

her parents. Her mother admitted that they were fortunate to be in a position
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financially to be able to send Eavan to the HPC to train. In the first two years she
lived at the HPC, her parents took turns in spending time with her. Her mother
came down for the first half of the week, and her dad for the second half. Her
aunts also helped out when her parents were not able to travel. Eavan admitted
to having a lot of family help in the early years at the HPC and her new school.
Her parents also provided the kind of practical support that Eavan needed, such
as help with laundry, cooking meals, cleaning the house and grocery shopping.
Eavan returned home any weekend she was not competing or away on training
camps.

Eavan has one older brother, who she “gets on with, but he was not that
much into sport” (E-1). Her mother told me that it was tough dividing her, and
her husband’s, time between their two children, and they did not want their son
to feel like all their attention was being directed towards Eavan. Her mother
believed that her son did not mind the attention that Eavan received because of
her sporting talent, as he was probably afforded a more lenient upbringing to
make up for their absences (when she and her husband were away with their
daughter).

When Eavan was dropped from the national squad and the high
performance team at the HPC, the financial support she received from her
parents allowed her to continue to train at the HPC and access the coaching and
resources that she had grown accustomed to. Her parents now had to pay for
medical consultations and scans, physiotherapy and coaching. Without this,
Eavan would have been forced to leave the HPC, and perhaps move back home.
Her parents support in helping her through her numerous injuries, for funding
her subsequent surgery, and for not forcing her to leave the HPC when she
could no longer meet the criteria for the high performance squad, was
something that Eavan was extremely grateful for.

Friends. When she first came to the HPC at age 13, Eavan described
herself as very shy. One of the senior members of the squad at the time, Kate,
befriended her and stayed over with her some nights at the beginning:

She [Kate] used to help me a lot because she was over 18 at the time. She
could stay with me. She used to stay with me two nights a week. She
really helped, especially because I was an awfully shy person. [ didn’t
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talk to anyone for months... Because [ was the youngest...they were just
really nice, and she was really helpful” (E-1).

As Eavan remained in the squad for so long, she slowly made friends with the
rest of the squad and they became her social circle. Throughout her numerous
injuries she remained part of the squad and was able to maintain the
friendships that she had made at the HPC. Her friends and teammates at the
HPC were also a source of support to her as she battled through her injuries.
They could empathise with what she was going through, as many had suffered
injury at one point or another, and this helped to motivate her to get back to her
best.

Although members of the squad left the HPC when her coach’s contract
was not renewed, Eavan decided to stay. She maintained that the main reason
for her remaining was to take up the course she had been offered at university.
She revealed that another reason for her reluctance to move was that the HPC
now felt like her “home away from home” where she felt comfortable in her
surroundings. She had made friends there, knew the support staff well, and
would not have to move accommodation. All of these factors helped her to make
the decision to stay at the HPC. Her teammates at the HPC, both those who left
and those who remained, were also a major source of social support when her

coach departed.

Coach. Eavan had good relationships with her coaches throughout her
career. During her time at the HPC she had three head coaches. When I first met
with her she was training under the HPC’s coach, Don. She trained with him the
longest (for three years). Eavan enjoyed training under him and they have a
good relationship. He arranged for her to get the medical and physiotherapy
support that she needed, and the nutritional support she required to maintain
good health while she was training so hard. Looking back she believed she was
over-trained during her first few years at the HPC, which lead to her suffering
from chronic injuries, “I think it's overuse, basically, [the surgeon] thinks that’s
what it is too, it was causing everything to seize up around it. So it was probably
just overuse, from a young age” (E-7). However she does not blame any
particular coach or coaching style for that, and she was optimistic that she can

make a full recovery, and so was her new coach, who tells me,
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Eavan has such a beautiful style of swimming, she is a natural in the
water, if we can work on getting her back to full fitness without her
breaking down again, I really believe that she can do something
special....she puts the effort in...never misses a session... She is a great
addition to the squad...and as she has been here so long she is great for
the younger swimmers too.

NGB and support system. When she was a member of the high

performance squad and national team at the HPC, Eavan had access to a range
of supports through her NGB and the IIS. This included subsidised medical and
physiotherapy support. When she was dropped from the squad, Eavan’s parents
had to pay the full cost of her medical treatments. She was aware that this
would be the case if she was dropped from the squad. Eavan was thankful that
her parents were there to give her the support that her NGB were unable to, due

to funding restrictions.

Following the announcement that her coach’s contract was not being
renewed, Eavan (like Kelli) did not receive any contact from her NGB,
[ don’t have any contact with [my NGB]. I paid fees at the start of the year

to be part of the programme. [ pay for physio and medical bills and
everything. They have a lot of bridges to build. (E-7)

Her parents also understood that they had to pay for her medical bills
now that Eavan was no longer a member of the high performance squad.
However, they were very angry by the manner in which their daughter, and
they, were treated when her coach, Don, departed. Her mother informed me
how enraged she was when she heard the news, and how nobody from the NGB
got in touch to see how the young swimmers were coping,

[ mean, these young girls and boys, had given everything to their sport.
They had made decisions to go to school and college [at the HPC] and not
one person from [the NGB] bothered their backsides to take a trip down
to see if they were doing ok... They didn’t tell us if they were going to
replace the coach, if they were going to shut down the programme,
nothing....It was a nightmare to be honest....only that [Eavan] really
wanted to do a course down there, is the only reason that I agreed to let
her stay there...I know it has all worked out now...but by God, I was
fuming for weeks, months.

A major support to Eavan through her injury was her medical team at
the HPC. Eavan spent almost three years following rehabilitation programmes.

She built a very strong relationship with her physiotherapist and he in turn
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helped her to source physiotherapy support when she was away from the HPC.
She had a good relationship with her local doctor who arranged her numerous
scans, consultations with specialists and finally her shoulder surgery. She also
utilised some psychological support to help her through her injury,

Education. Eavan was just one year in to her secondary school education
when she moved to the HPC. Although she commented in jest that “the teachers
must have hated us” (E-1), (referring to the elite athletes and players in the
school), she admitted that the school was very accommodating of her absences
due to training. She travelled abroad to competition and training camps which
resulted in her missing up to five weeks of school at a time. She was allowed to
sit her Christmas and summer exams at times that were more convenient to
her, and she also sat her pre-LC exams (known as “mocks”) while she was
abroad at a camp. Her university was also very accommodating towards her,

and this will be discussed further in Transition 2.

Strategies. Eavan used a variety of coping strategies when negotiating
this period of transition. Most of these involved the employment of problem
solving techniques to change her situation, for example seeking advice in the
form of her support staff, and taking optimistic action to follow her
rehabilitation programme. Speaking to her physiotherapist near the end of the
research, he told me that he was impressed by the commitment that Eavan had
shown to her rehabilitation, considering that it went on for almost three years.
He revealed that at times he felt like telling her to hang up her goggles, but
seeing her determination to come back time and time again, he developed an
admiration for her resilience.

I've worked with [her] for about six years now on and off....to be honest I

don’t know how she does is....it'’s not often you see athletes like [her]

hang around after so much injury, but I have to take my hat off to her,
she just keeps coming back....I hope the surgery can give her the relief

from pain that she needs to get her swimming back to where it was...I
think she deserves it after what she has been through.

Eavan re-appraised her situation repeatedly, mostly be setting new goals
based on her current fitness levels. She always believed that if she could swim

well in spite of all her injuries, she might make it back to full fitness, and
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consequently her performances in the water would improve. Eavan adapted her
training to put as many hours into training as the high performance squad,
except that she was not doing all of the hours in the pool. By doing this she felt
like she was training to the same standards as her teammates, which allowed
her to stay positive and focused. She used some selective ignoring and denial to
get herself through the fact that she was no longer a member of the elite squad
and the national team. She continued to train alongside the squad, attended
training camps and socialised with them, and so she remained part of the elite
milieu.

Moving out. As Eavan was still negotiating this transition, she was
unsure whether she will make a full recovery and return to the elite swim team
and national squad. She was determined to keep swimming throughout her
college years, regardless of the level. Closely linked to Eavan’s transition
through her injuries, was her move to university and her transition to third

level education, which will be discussed in the next section.

Transition 2: Move to university

Moving in: Background. Eavan sat her LC exams in June, and in mid-
August she received her results. She passed all of her exams at higher level, and
was notified that she was awarded a place at the University where the HPC was
based. Although it was not her first choice of undergraduate degree course, she
was happy to accept it.

Yeah, I can’t believe that the Leaving Cert is over and I passed. I really

had myself set up to repeat it. But I must have been doing something

right (she laughs)...It's not exactly what [ want to do but it is close
enough. (E-6)

As discussed in Transition 1 Eavan found out that her coach was not returning
to the HPC. There was panic amongst the squad and some decide to leave the
HPC altogether and study at other schools and universities. Eavan decided to
stay at the HPC, and so accepted her place at university and continued to train

at the HPC under an interim head coach.

Moving through: The 4Ss (Situation, Self, Support, Strategies)
Situation. Table 4.6 summarises Eavan'’s situation. The trigger for

Eavan’s second transition was an offer of a college course at the university
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where the HPC was based. This was a welcomed and expected transition. Eavan
was offered a degree course that she was interested in, and although it was not
her first choice (it was her second one though), she accepted it and began the
process of registering for college. While she was going through the process of
enrolling in her new course, Eavan receives a text message from her coach
explaining that his contract had not been extended and he would not be
returning to the HPC. She recalled that a lot of the swimmers in the high

performance squad were crying and panicking.

Table 4.6

Eavan’s Situation, Transition 2

Trigger Offer of a college course at her local university

Timing As expected

Control In full control

Role change Transition from secondary to tertiary education

Duration Expected to be 4 years

Previous experience  Has experience of moving school, so feels somewhat prepared.
Concurrent stress Loss of coach, chronic injury

Assessment Positive transition

Because the timing of her coach’s departure was so close to the start of
the academic term, other swimmers started looking for new universities to
study in and new clubs to join (see previous life history of Athlete 1: Kelli).
Eavan had made up her mind that she was going to stay where she was,
whatever the future might hold:

[ had the course that I wanted, I was living down here, there would be a
university swim team, even if it was not the elite programme that was
here....so why would I move. | know [my teammates] thought I was mad
to stay after what had happened...and my parents were angry as hell
about it...but I just wanted to stay. (E-6)

When I met her four weeks into her first year at university, the effort of
training (practically) full-time and attending lectures were taking their toll. The
degree course that she studied required a lot of contact hours, where she had to

be in attendance for practical elements of her course (approximately five hours
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a day). She was also trying to get back to full fitness and was training about 24
hours a week. She had approached the IIS to see if they could help her to
balance her workload, and it was proposed by the IIS that she slow-track her
first year of study and take half the modules this academic year, and half the
modules next year. She seemed relieved that there was a system in place to hear
such a request, and believed that halving the workload in college would allow
her to get back swimming to her best, sooner.

By the time | meet Eavan again three months later she has undergone
surgery on her shoulder and decided not to split her year, as the time out with
the surgery gave her time to study. The decision to have surgery on her
shoulder was made quickly (in the end) and although she missed some college

leading up to her Christmas exams, academically it worked out in her favour:

You get to spend more time around the college, so you spend more time
in the library. I also get to all the tutorials and stuff that you usually miss,
so it is good...I was out for a week [from college because of surgery]. I got
all my notes and stuff, and I had a couple of practical exams, but [ was
given allowances, because I had a medical cert... It has worked out really
good, because | was afraid I wouldn’t be able to do any exams, and I
would have to [defer her exams to a later date]. The head of my course...
they gave me a load of time to decide...they were really nice about it. (E-
7).

Eavan wanted to transfer to another degree course after she completed
her first year of university, if possible. The course she wished to transfer to was
very similar to the one she was studying, and shares many of the same core
subjects. She was not the only person in her course who wanted to transfer. In
order to be allowed to transfer in to second year of the alternative course,
Eavan would need to have received higher grades in her LC exams. But if she
does well in her first year exams and was within a certain number of CAO

points, she may be admitted to the course,

['ve looked it up... After you do one set of exams you can apply. So I'll
apply now, after Christmas, and after summer. I probably won't get
it...but I'm just going to try, anyway, to see....You have to be within a
certain amount of points. Me and another girl, we asked, and that’s
usually the case. I'm just going to try anyway, and see how it goes. If it
doesn’t work, it doesn’t work. (E-7)
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When I last meet with Eavan she passed all her Christmas exams, and was still
hoping to transfer to her preferred degree course, although she would not know

the outcome until after her summer exams.

Self. The timing and control that Eavan feels during this transition meant
that she perceived and assessed it as a positive. While her sport still remained
extremely important to her, she also realised that she would need a career
outside of her athletic one. She wanted to study a course that would lead her
there. She believed that if she put in the hard work in her studies, like her
swimming and rehabilitation, she would be able to see the results. She admitted
she found her course difficult at first, but over time it became more manageable.
Eavan conceded that academically she was a good student, and that she putin
the effort to study. Her mother also revealed that Eavan had always worked
hard academically, yet always told her after every set of exams that she thought
she failed, which she never did. Her new coach also told me that Eavan is a
“slogger”, a hard worker, who took her college course just as seriously as she

did her sport; she did not take short-cuts.

On a number of occasions Eavan referred to herself as being incredibly
shy, yet she was able to talk to a number of her university lecturers to ask for
assistance. Firstly in splitting (slow tracking) her first year of college so that she
could study her first year over two years, and secondly to ask for advice on how
she might transfer to her first choice degree course. She was not afraid to go
after what she wanted, and she was always looking for options to change her
situation. She believed it was better to try and fail, then to not try at all. She told
me that she learned that, “if you don’t ask, you don’t get”.

Support

Family. As with her transition through her injury, Eavan’s parents were a
major source of support to her when she started university. They supported her
decision to stay at the HPC when the coach departed. Her parents listened as
Eavan told them that she wished to remain where she was, and did little to
interfere with her final decision. Financially, her parents supported her

enormously. As she was not a member of the national squad, or the elite squad
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at the HPC she had to pay for all the support she received. This was in addition
to her college fees, accommodation and food. Eavan was considering getting a
part time job to help ease the financial pressure on her parents. The job was
based near her home, as she still travels home quite regularly during the

academic term, and for all the major holidays.

Friends. Although some of her teammates left when her old coach
departed the club, there was still a core group of swimmers at the HPC that
Eavan remained friends with. With the arrival of the new coach, the training
group expanded, and other swimmers have been attracted to join the HPC. As
one of the most senior members of the HPC, Eavan revealed:

I've been there so long at this stage | can see what it is like for newbies
to join. [Senior swimmers] were so good to me when I first came here I
feel like I should give something back, because you know, it can be hard

joining a group that has been together for a while....there’s 12 of us
now...and a big team coming up behind us. (E-8)

Having familiar faces still around, and living with the same people that she did
when she attended school, made the transition to university easier for Eavan.
She did not have to face the prospect of starting all over again somewhere new.
This security was one of the contributory factors to her staying at the HPC and
attending university there.

Since the departure of her old coach, Don, she noticed that she talked to
swimmers from other clubs more.

It's not that we didn’t not talk to them, it was just, we stayed together,
did our own thing. I really liked them and I used to get on really well
with the, they just didn’t like [the old coach]...so didn’t approach
us...that’s gone now.

Eavan made some new friends in her course, some which she knew from
her school days. Due to her injury, she had been able to spend more time in
college which helped her to get to know people on her course. She admitted that
the other students do not really understand how she trains every day, especially
when many of them are only returning from a night out when she was getting
up to train. She socialised occasionally, but most evenings she was asleep by

10pm. If she was successful in transferring her course she would still share a lot
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of lectures with her current class. Therefore she felt that there would be no
major change in her social circle.

Coach. Just three months in to her transition to university, a new coach
was appointed to the HPC. She liked his approach to training and felt involved in
the process. He also encouraged her to concentrate on her studies as well as her
training. She found that being happier and optimistic about her training gave
her more energy to engage with her studies,

[ suppose every cloud has a silver lining, and all that...maybe if [the old
coach] did not leave, I might never have gone for surgery...I might have
split first year in college....be only finishing up half the year now...maybe
not be enjoying [playing] as much...who knows. (E-8)

Education. Like the support she received from her secondary school,
Eavan received a lot of support from her new university. As previously
mentioned, due to her heavy academic workload, Eavan wanted to split her
year. This she felt would help her with her rehabilitation. She approached the
[IS who helped her to begin the process of applying to split her year. She met
with staff at the university and the IIS, and was ready to go with the decision to
split her year, when she underwent surgery. She then realised that she would
have time to study (as she would not be spending any hours in the pool), and so
decided not to pursue her application to split her year.

She was also supported through her surgery and injury and she was
allowed time to decide whether she was ready to sit her exams at Christmas
because of the surgery.

NGB and support system. As already discussed throughout this

transition, Eavan, and her parents are not happy with how the situation with
the departure of the head coach was handled, “I think we deserved a lot more
than we were given.” A new coach was eventually appointed to the HPC and
Eavan was happy with her new training arrangements. She told me though that
her NGB, “have a lot of bridges to build”. (E-7). Eavan was still engaging with the
rehabilitation staff, and was dedicated to fully recovering from her surgery.
Strategies. This transition was an expected transition for Eavan, and a
positive one. She used a variety of coping strategies to negotiate it. She sought
advice from her university and outside agencies such as the IIS on how to slow

track her progress through her course. She might also transfer from her current
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course of study to another course she would prefer to study. Eavan wanted to
have several options open to her, and has shown flexibility at being able to
adapt to changing situations. This allowed her continue to swim while also

pursuing a college degree.

Eavan was also able to reappraise and adapt the timelines to achieve her
long term goals of regaining her fitness levels and gaining an academic
qualification. She underwent surgery even though it meant longer out of the
water. She also had a plan in place if she was not successful in transferring to
her preferred course. She would just do a post-graduate degree following her
initial one. She knew where she wanted to go, even if it takes her longer than
originally planned. She did not panic when most of her friends left the HPC, “I
like it here and I like my course as well... so why would I move. I‘ve nearly

finished first year and it has gone really fast.” (E-7)

Moving out. Even though Eavan was still negotiating this transition she
was certain that the transition to university was a positive one. One that would
ultimately shape both her athletic and future employment careers, “I'm happy

here...I like college life... 've come a long way.” (E-8)

Reflections on Eavan’s transitions. Using Schlossberg’s (2008, p. 130)
grid to analyse her coping resources based on the 4Ss above, I analysed her
coping resources across both her transitions (see Table 4.7). It is evident that
Eavan’s transition through her injury caused her far more disruption than her
move to university. This is to be expected, as her move to university was a
planned transition, her injury was not. Assessing her first transition, it is
evident that while her situation is rated as low, her personal attributes and the
support from her family, coach, university and friends allowed to her to cope, to
date, with this transition. The assets working in her favour include her
resilience and self-efficacy, a supporting family, a small but effective network of
friends and peers and good institutional support in the form of her school,
college and medical support team. Some of the liabilities include the timing of
the transition (as she is trying to break into the senior ranks) and the lack of

control she had over the injury recurring.
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Throughout her second transition it is evident that Eavan’s resources
outweigh her deficits as she has numerous assets that work in her favour. Her
family still continue to be a huge support to her, both emotionally and
financially. She has kept a small network of friends and peers who also support
her. Her strong work ethic, both athletically and academically, has allowed her
to rehabilitate from her injuries and continue to swim, whilst also studying for
her undergraduate degree. Finally, her flexibility in adapting to her changing

situations has allowed her to successfully navigate this transition, to date.

Table 4.7

Eavan'’s 4Ss Across Transitions

T1 T2
APPROACHING TRANSITION
Type: Unanticipated Expected
Impact: Major Medium
COPING RESOURCES
Situation: overall Low High
Timing Low High
Control Low Okay
Previous experience High High
Other stress Okay High
Self: overall High High
Response (optimism/pessimism) High High
Sense of wellbeing (mastery and pleasure) High High
Self-knowledge High High
Supports: overall Okay High
Getting affection, affirmation, aid High High
Evaluation - getting enough and at the right Okay Okay
time
Interrupted by transition Low High
Coping strategies: overall High High
Taking action to change or modify the High High
situation, supports, self
Managing reactions to the transition High Okay
Doing nothing Okay Low
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Epilogue. | meet with Eavan almost a year after we last met:

[ didn’t get to transfer my degree course, but that’s ok....I can always
study...as a post-grad...The course is still hard, but [ am getting through it....I
haven'’t failed anything yet anyway....They are still good to me in college, and if I
have to hand in assignments late or anything because of swimming, I can do
that...but I don’t like to do that too often, cause then you're just left with a
mountain of work to get through. I moved in with a few girls from my class and
it is going really well. They know me well enough now to know that I am usually
in bed by 10 o’clock....I am still in the same routine, in the pool every morning,
then college and some gym work and back in the pool in the afternoon, study
and bed...I know it sounds boring but I enjoy it...because swimming is going
really well....for the first time in years [ can see some semblance of the old me
there. The team has grown too, and we have some new, really talented,
swimmers with us now. I still can’t believe I'm one of the oldest. [The coach] is
really good, really really good. Under him I can see myself competing again...he
supports us in every way...He is open and approachable and understands the
pressure of college, [ don’t think that was there before.

Looking back I do think I was over-trained when I came here first. I'm
not sure if that caused the shoulder pain. Because that only got worse in the few
months before I had the surgery. So I don’t know if I can put the blame on it
from the back pain that I had for the years before that. But they could be related.
[ think it is much better now for young swimmers coming in, but I know for a
fact when I came in you were treated like 17 and 18 year olds who were fully
grown. So it’s going to do stuff to your shoulders and your back. It has changed
now, they have all these systems in place that they just didn’t have then....It did
work for a while for me when I came here first [the hard training] but then your
body just completely goes. I remember it was like everyone do the same. You
either keep up or you get out. I know it works in countries like the States where
they have hundreds of swimmers, they can just choose the ones that don’t break
down, but here, there just isn’t that many of us. I know I'll never be an Olympian
and [ am ok with that now. For me, it’s just all about enjoying being back in the
pool, feeling as good as I do, and taking every days as it comes.
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Life History 3: Alex

Alex’s background. Alex (alias) first got involved in gymnastics aged
four, when her parents first brought her to the local club. As she was so young
she spent the first few years learning the basic moves and just having fun. At the
age of six she first started supervised training after she won her first local
championship medal. She did try out other sports and activities including
swimming, athletics, Irish dancing and piano (see Figure 4.5) but by the age of
ten was spending most of her free time at gymnastics although she did play the

piano until the age of 15.

Activities 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 Notes
Swimming Stopped as no
longer
enjoyed it.
Irish Dancing < > Stopped due
to gymnastics
Athletics < > Stopped due
to gymnastics.
Piano In school,
stopped
< > because of
gymnastics
Figure 4.5.

Early activities outside of main sport - Alex

Looking back over Alex’s early involvement in the gym, she participated
in training for about two hour per weeks, learning the basic techniques of the
sport (see Figure 4.6). At the age of six she won her first local competition and
so started to train between two and three hours a week. By the age of eight she
was recognised by her NGB as one of the best gymnasts in the county, and
almost doubled her time spent training, to between four and six hours a week,
11 months of the year. When she was ten she was medalling at national level
regularly and now training close to ten hours a week. For the next three years
she trained regularly at her local club and began making the national team for

junior international competitions, where she medalled on numerous occasions.
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Around this time, she tells me she started to think of her sport as a career she

could realistically pursue.

At the age of 14 she moved to a larger club where she could access better
resources such as coach support, more gym time, and athletes of a higher
standard (than those at the old club) to train with. This club was situated about
20 miles from her home and her parents transported to and from training daily.
For the next two years Kelli trained at this club, and by now was recognised in
her sport as one of the most talented junior athletes in the country. At the age of
16 she made the decision with her parents to join a centralised programme, and
train at a high performance centre (HPC). The HPC had a reputable
international coach and access to better resources, such as better facilities, on
site medical support and an accommodating secondary school close by. The
HPC was located about 100 miles from her family home and her mother moved
down to live with her, while her father remained at home to work. Alex was
now regularly making the finals of youth and junior international competitions,
and was spending 20-22 hours training for her sport. Year on year her training
load increased from 22 hours, to 24, to 26 and by the age of 18 she was training
30 hours per week, with just two weeks off in the year for recovery. She was
also participating in senior international competitions and medalling in them.
The intensity of her training sessions increased even further and as her
commitment to her sport increased she started training outside of regular club
sessions (i.e., doing training on her own), and also began taking part in non-

sports specific sessions (e.g. strength and conditioning) to improve her fitness.

As a young gymnast, Alex was coached by a number of different coaches
in her local club and identified her first serious coach as the one she had
between the ages of 10 and 13. As she was medalling in youth and junior
international championships, she was approached by her federation to move
clubs so that she could access better coaching and facilities. When she was 16
she was again encouraged by her NGB to access better facilities and so entered a
centralised programme at a HPC. She described her coach at the HPC as a

superb technical coach, who she believed could get her to her goals of
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competing with the best in the world and medalling at international senior

events.

Academically, Alex told me that she found it difficult combining her
studies with her gymnastics difficult. However, due to a special arrangement
between her school and the local university, she was been allowed to split her
Leaving Certificate (LC) studies over two years. This arrangement alleviated a
lot of the academic pressure. She admitted that her new school was extremely
accommodating to her needs. During the two years that [ was able to track
Alex’s career, between the ages of 18-20, she identified two major transitions

that she experienced during that phase of her life

1. the transition out of second-level education

2. along term illness.

The following life history will set out Alex’s approach to the transitions she
experienced. It should be noted that while Alex was going through her second
transition and recovering from her illness, she did not want any contact with
me, and asked to withdraw from the study. Respecting her wishes, I did not
contact Alex again to participate in the study until I was writing up her previous
interviews and I asked her for comment. She agreed to meet me for a coffee, and
to take part in one last interview to give me an insight in to what had occurred
during the previous 16 months since our last meeting. It should also be noted
that the “major championships” referred to throughout this life history refers to
the same international championships that Alex had qualified for during the
final year of her Leaving Certificate, and which she competed in the year she

elected to train full-time. This is her story.
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Phase | Age Age Age of Personal Heightv Intensity = Quality of Injury Hrs per = Months Note
Group/ Peers ) Peers Resources wk per
Accomplishments
sport
Level year sport
1 4-6 - Participated for fun and enjoyment, no regular training sessions
2 7-8 u/8 Same Taking part Same 1% 30% (good,  --------- 2 10
local gym)

3 9 u/10 Same Making finals Same 1% 30% | e 2% 10

4 10-11 Bsquad @ Same Making finals Same 2% 30% | e 4 11

5 12 Asquad @ Same Finals & medals = Same 10% 30% | - 8-10 11

6 13 Asquad @ Older Medalled at Same 20% 30% | - 15 11
nationals

7 14 Seniors | Older Medalled at Smaller 40% 60% (more | -------- 16 11 Move to
nationals gym hours) larger

club

8 15 Seniors | Older First Smaller/ 60% 60% (access @ -------- 17-18 11
international to more
meet Same resources)

9 16-18 Senior Same European Same 100% 90-100% -------- 24 11 % Move to
Juniors/ World (excellent) HPC
Juniors

Figure 4.6.

Developmental chart for maturation and performance in main sport - Alex
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Transition 1: Leaving post-primary education

Moving in: Background. When I first met Alex, she was enrolled in the
second year of her Leaving Certificate (LC) year. She had passed her exams in
the three subjects she studied in her first year of LC, and was studying three
more subject to sit in her exams that summer. Due to her success in her sporting
career, a local university agreed to allow her to enrol as a student, provided she
gained enough points in her combined LC exam to do so. This was an unusual
precedent, as usually Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) do not allow
students to combine points over more than one sitting of the LC (see section on
Structure of education in Ireland for more details). Due to this flexible
arrangement she found it much easier to balance her academic life with her

sport.

Alex missed a lot of school preparing for major championships and
speaks highly of the support she has received from her teachers, “they just let
me get on with it [her training and competition]. They gently push me, but |

suppose they know that my number one priority is my sport.” (A-1).

Moving through: The 4Ss (Situation, Self, Support, Strategies)
Situation. The trigger for Alex’s first transition was the end of her post-

primary education, see Table 4.8
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Table 4.8.

Alex’s Situation, Transition 1

Trigger End of formal, post-primary education
Timing As expected

Control In full control

Role change Transition to full time athlete
Duration Unknown

Previous experience  Has never trained full-time
Concurrent stress None, except normal competitive stress
Assessment Positive transition

During her final LC year, Alex spent a lot of time competing in major
international competitions hoping to achieve the qualifying standard for a
major championships the following year. Once she achieved this she found it
easier to settle in to her academic studies; “once I qualified I could just ...
concentrate on my exams...get stuck in” (T-3). She passed her final three
subjects and so was accepted into the local university. However, as she had
qualified for the major championships, she decided to defer her course and just
concentrate on her sport as a full-time athlete. This she believed gave her time
to train and recover, and also spend time outside of the country attending
training camps and international competitions. This was a very positive

normative transition for Alex.

Self. While Alex does not consider herself to academically talented, she
did recognise the importance of gaining her LC qualification. Due to the fact that
she was able to slow track her education, she found the new pace of learning
more facilitative of her high training workload. As she was so focused and
committed to her sport, she admitted that her education took a back seat, and
her aim was just to do what was necessary to pass:

[ just needed a pass really...I didn’t really give much thought as to what I

want to do in college, it would be nice to study something to do with
sport, or nutrition, or maybe psychology, but [ don’t mind really. (A-5)

Alex was very optimistic about her future in her sport, and was happy
that she can now concentrate solely on training for the upcoming major

international championships.
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Support

Family. In her final year of LC, Alex became increasingly independent of
her parents. She was living with other athletes and her parents spent less time
with her during the week. Her parents helped her to buy a small car, and this
gave her greater freedom. She does visit them regularly when she gets time off
training. Her parents were still a huge source of emotional support to her, and
they provided her with the necessary guidance she needs when making her
educational decisions. They were happy for her not to attend college straight
after leaving post-primary education, as (like Alex), they viewed the chance to

train full-time as the most logical decision for her.

Friends. Alex tells me that she had friends both inside and outside of her
sport, and she drew support from both groups as she needed it.

The guys at the HPC, they get it. They get me. We've been together a long
time, so we just kind of get on with things. We know when to support
each other and we know when someone needs their own space. We are a
bit like a family. I like that...But it is good to have a few friends outside of
it [the HPC]. I have a few friends at home that I still like to hang out with.
There’s also a few girls that I was in school with last year who have now
gone to college here that I meet for lunch every now and then, and it’s
nice to talk about “normal” things....like TV shows. (H-4)

Boyfriend. Alex also spent a lot of her free time with her boyfriend and
he was a huge source of support to her “[he] is great, he keeps me grounded”.

She was hoping to spend more time with him now that she has finished school.

Coach. Alex had a very good relationships with her coach. As one of the

most senior and accomplished athlete at her HPC, she spent a lot of time with
him. She was training six days a week, travelling abroad to training camps, and
competing in a lot of competitions. Her coach was with her throughout. She
revealed that he was the main instigator in her being able to split her academic
studies, “[he] helped me sort everything. He met with the school, with the
university and he made sure that I got to meet with right people to make it
happen.” (A-2). As she spent so much time with her coach she considered him a
friend. She also considered him to be a very talented coach, one that she

believed she could achieve major accomplishments with. He was also
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supportive of her decision to train full-time as it would give Alex time to recover

from her training sessions, without being stressed about her studies.

Education. As mentioned throughout this section, Alex was supported by
both her local school and university. Without this local arrangement between
the two educational bodies, Alex would have struggled to balance her education
and her sport. Ultimately though, she would have sacrificed her education for
her sport if she was forced to choose, “for sure I would have picked gymnastics.

You can always return to education...not this [her sport]”. (A-4)

NGB and support system Alex had a good relationships with her NGB,

although she revealed that she did not have regular interactions with them.

[ see [the head coach] at competitions, and we get on fine, but to be
honest, me and [her current coach] just kind of do our own thing. [Her
current coach] makes all the decisions on where we will go on camps,
what competitions to target, my whole yearly plan really, and the NGB
just support us in that....Day to day [ don’t see them at all. (A-4).

She also had a very good relationship with her support team, many of whom

accompanied her on training camps and international competitions.

Strategies. As this was a positive normative transition, Alex did not need
to employ many strategies to help her cope with it. She did initially believe that
she could start an undergraduate degree course in university while preparing
for a major championships, but she sought information and support from her

coach and her family and decided against it.

Moving out. This was a planned and welcome transition for Alex, as she
could now train full-time for her sport. A few months out from the major
championships. Alex began to feel fatigued, but put most of her symptoms down
to the heavy workload of her training, as she was pushing herself harder than

she had done before. This was the beginning of her next major transition.

Transition 2: Illness

Moving in: Background. When I first met Alex she was in training to

qualify for a major championships. All of her training was focused on this goal
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and to get there she will be spending large amounts of time out of the country
attending training camps and traveling to international events. A few months
out from the championships she does not feel well, was constantly tired and run
down, and then ten days before the championships she received the news she
had an infection:
Being sick was the biggest transition [ have faced, for sure. [ didn’t know
[what it was] for ages, but when [ was diagnosed it was 10 days before
[the major championships]. [ knew I was sick for weeks and I had blood-
test after blood-test but nothing was coming up. [ was just trying to

manage it really...we changed my training, altered the amount I was
doing...but then I got the results. (A-6)

She decided to travel to the championships in the hope that she would still be
able to compete close to her best, but after just one event she made the hard
decision to withdraw from the championships.
It [the illness] was very difficult to come to terms with...so it took me a
while.... went to the [championship] to compete as best I could, but I
decided that my form just wasn’t where [ needed to it to be....I realised
that I needed to fully recover and get better for next season...I prepared
everything I could ...  worked very well with [my coach] ... and the

support team, so we did everything we possibly could to get [to the
championships]. (A-6)

Moving through: The 4 Ss (Situation, Self, Support, Strategies)

Situation. Alex’s situation is summarised in Table 4.9. This was an
extremely stressful transition for Alex. At our last meeting before the major
championships, Alex told me that she was looking forward to the experience of
the event and did not feel under pressure to perform, even though she admits
there was a lot of expectation for her to perform well in the media and in
sporting circles. Similar to the multiple interviews she did with the media prior
to the competition, she told me that she wanted to compete to the best of her
ability, but that she also wanted to gain experience and enjoy her time at the
championships. Although she did not reveal to me what her goals were for the
championships, she said a lot would depend on how her competition went on
the day:

[ want to perform the best that I can, and on the day ...do the best I can,
but really ... I am really going to go there and gain as much experience as
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[ can, and to enjoy it. I do have ... goals, but it will all come down to what
happens on the day. (A-5)

Table 4.9.

Alex’s Situation, Transition 2

Trigger Illness that was progressively getting worse, culminating
with her withdrawing from a major international
championship.

Timing Poor. She was competing at major championships. There
was a lot of expectation that she would do well at the event.

Control None

Role change Negative

Duration Between 9-12 months

Previous experience No.

Concurrent stress Departure of coach, transition to university

Assessment An extremely stressful transition.

Following her disappointment of having to withdraw from the
championships after just one event, Alex came home and took some time out of
her sport to recover. She also withdrew from participating in the study as she
did not wish to talk about her experience. Over 16 months later I had the
opportunity to talk with Alex again and she agreed to meet me for a final
interview where she revealed her thoughts on the previous year. Looking back,
she tells me she was initially devastated having to withdraw from the
competition. She knew in the months leading up to the competition (and at our
meeting just two months beforehand) that her preparation was not ideal, yet
she did not reveal this to anyone outside of her close circle of confidants that
included her parents, her coach and her doctor. She came under criticism from
her NGB whom she had not informed of her illness. They questioned whether
she should have travelled and competed at the championship. She tells me she
considered telling them but as she really wanted to compete at the
championships she was afraid that they might make her withdraw;

It was my decision to compete...I had good days and bad, and on the

good days I was [training] really well, and I was performing really well...

[ was tired a lot of the time and on the bad days it was really tough, but |

always went to training....I always turned up and did something... [ was
going to get something done. I kept training through it. (A-6)
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Her coach and medical team supported her decision. On the day of her
first event she said she just concentrated on doing the best she could, and tried
not to concentrate on what other competitors were doing. She gave it her “best
shot” but it was well below her expectations. She then had to make the decision
on whether to continue on to the next event or to withdraw completely. She
received unanimous support from her family and teammates when she decided
to withdraw, although that did not make the decision any easier for her. Rather
than stay for the remainder of the competition, she flew home a week earlier
than planned:

[ just wanted to get better, that was my number one priority...I put [my

sport] on hold for months...nearly six months....I just wanted not to be

sick. I felt I needed the break.... wasn'’t forced to take it but I was

recommended by doctors to take it...once I got the all clear though to get
back [to the gym] [ took an extended break just to be sure (A-6)

Shortly after she returned home, while she was receiving medical
treatment for her illness, her coach left. She had a feeling it might happen (as his
relationship with the NGB had been strained in the previous months), but she
had put it at the back of her mind. There had always been rumours circulating
that her coach’s contract would not be renewed, but she told me it always was.
She received a phone call from him to explain the situation, and that was the
last contact she had with him, “I think I have just outgrown him you know....and
[ don’t have anything to talk about to him anymore. I've moved on....and so has
he, [ presume” (A-6). The departure of her coach made her decision to move
home and recover easier, “[My NGB] just couldn’t give me the assurances about
the future of [the club] so I thought it best to take some time out” (A-6). She
returned to the club and coach of her youth. Although the facilities and support
were not what she had grown accustomed to, she believed that they served
their purpose for what she needed at the time. Her main goals during that time
were to return to good health, get back in the gym, take things day-by-day, and

not try to plan too far ahead.

During her time at home and at her old club, Alex decided to take up an

academic course at a local HEI:
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[ started college and just got to relax, something that I had never really
done before. I didn’t enjoy it at the start. [ was sick and the illness was
very time consuming. | was sleeping a lot and didn’t have the energy to
do anything. [ was training but not really training...just going through the
motions. But then things started getting better and the course was a
great distraction....it was the first year of a degree course...I can take the
credits with me anywhere now. (A-6)

At the time there was speculation in the media that Alex would move abroad,
either to the club that her former coach had gone to, or to another European or
US club. But Alex describes herself as a home-bird:

[ think I always wanted to stay in Ireland if I could. I liked [the HPC] a lot.

It was home from home for me. I looked in to other places, obviously, but
[ think I knew that [ wanted to stay. (A-6)

For almost six months Alex stayed at home and had little contact with
her NGB. For the first three months she barely went to the gym. Slowly, she
started back training with her old childhood coach, and she grew to love the
sport again. She gradually recovered from her illness and began to contemplate
returning to the city she had just left. Her NGB had appointed a new coach to the
gym. She had previously met the coach on one of her many training camps
abroad and she said he had a good track record behind him. She agreed to meet
him and she immediately liked him. At first she thought that she could commute
between her home town and the HPC, but she realised it would just be “too
tricky” in practice. So once again she found herself packing up her life and

moving cities to train.

She finished her exams in her college at home but decided not to pursue
the same degree at the college where her gym was based. Alex was now back
training under her new coach for the last six months. She does not have any
long term goals set (although she admitted she had a vision). She was only back
healthy in the last three months, so she was still in the very early days of getting
fit.

['m still coming out of it. I'm still in the rebuilding phase and once that

comes back a bit better I can then really start planning. But [ have

learned I cannot look to far ahead at the minute ... how fast I get back

will be dependent on how strong I can physically make myself....that is as
optimistic as I can be...[gymnastics] is my passion, and [ want another
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stab at it...Who knows if I can get as far. You don’t know until you try. (A-
6)

Self. It was evident from her sporting achievements that Alex was an
extremely talented gymnast, one that has worked hard at her sport. Throughout
our conversations she revealed she never once thought that she made sacrifices
to get where she was; they were her choices. She chose to train hard, to forego
socialising in the evening for a good night’s rest in order to be up early to train.
She chose to train six to seven hours every day, and cram her studies around
her training. She admitted that she was an extremely focused athlete who
wanted to achieve on the world stage and so lives and trains like a world class
athlete. She analysed what her competitors were doing, and wanted to do the
same. She loved competing, and she was regularly competing against the best in
the world, but also herself, to push herself as hard as she could. This was why
she felt her illness was so hard for her to deal with:

[ don’t tend to take it very easy on myself. I push myself to be the best, to

be better than the best, and when [ had nothing in the tank, it was so

hard to take....it'’s not like an injury where you can go for physio and they
can put a plan in place for you....this just completely floored me (A-6)

Alex believed that her focus and determination were some of the main
reasons why she perceived this transition to be so hard. She always felt in
control of her training, and for that control to be taken away, was very difficult
to deal with. She was completely overwhelmed by her inability to recover from
her illness in time for the major championships. Then, following the major
championships she was not able to predict when she might return to the gym.
This ambiguity around her future, coupled with the lack of autonomy she was

used to, made the transition even more difficult.

Her mother also revealed that Alex was a very private person, but she
had a group of very close friends and family who she confided in. Outside of this
group, she seldom disclosed much information about herself. In the months
leading to the major championships, there was a lot of media coverage. She did
not mind talking with the media, but she did not give much information away.
Following her disappointing performance at the championships, her decision to

withdraw from the event, and the departure of her coach, the media tried on

179



several occasions to get Alex to comment on her story, and tell her side of
things. Throughout all this Alex remained tight-lipped, never once blaming
anyone for her performance, or the departure of her coach. While her
relationship with her federation was at an all-time low following the
championships (this will be discussed under the Support section, next) her
mother reveals that at the time Alex was acutely aware that if she wanted to
compete again, and stay in Ireland, she would need to have some kind of
relationship with her federation. Therefore she was not prepared to comment

in the media about her true feelings at the time.

Alex was extremely articulate and astute in dealing with her school and
HPC staff. She moved away from home at the age of 16 to train, and while her
mother spent a lot of time with her in the early years, Alex did most of the
communicating with her school, her new coach and her network of support
herself. Her focus on her sport meant that she had little time for anything else.
She found it easy to manage her time, as it was all geared toward her
gymnastics. Looking back she revealed that she was probably a bit “unbalanced”
in her approach to her training, in that she spent so little time on anything else,
especially her studies. When she moved back home during her illness, she found
it hard to fill the days as she was not in the gym, and she had little else to keep
her occupied. Starting college, and finding something other to focus on besides
her sport, was difficult for her at first, but with hindsight she believed it was one

of the best decisions she made during that time.

Alex had an optimist outlook and usually saw the glass as half-full. While
the transition was extremely hard for her to cope with, she did not lose that
optimism, although at times she found it hard to see the positives in her
situation. With time however, she looked back at the decisions that she made
and believes that she made the right decision to move home and not to panic

about her future.

Support
Family. Alex’s family are her main source of support and the people she
confides in most. Her parents and sister were with her at the major

championships and it was them that she turned to for advice on whether she
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should withdraw from the competition. While she also consulted her coach and
officials from her NGB, it was her family’s support that meant the most to her.
Rather than wait around for the competition to finish she returned home with
her parents early, recalling, “I just needed to get out of there...and my parents
knew that...they have always supported me, whatever [ decide to do....and I

knew I could just not go on and compete...I didn’t have the energy.” (A-6)

When Alex first moved city to train at the HPC, her parents bought a
house in the new town and her mother essentially moved down with her, while
her father came to stay with them when he could. When the news broke that
Alex’s coach was not going to have his contract renewed by the NGB, the future
of the club was in doubt. Alex felt bad for her parents and the sacrifices that
they had made for her,

[ wasn’t so much sorry for myself as for my parents...they had done so

much for me...Up until then everything was working, | was getting the

results with [my old coach]...and then, bam, nothing...We weren’t even
spoken to, or asked our opinion on whether [the old coach] should stay
or go...We had made a home away from home here....and then all that
was going to be put in doubt....I know coaches come and go, and that is
fine...but we just did not know what the future of the whole club was

going to be. (A-6)

Her mother was frustrated with what happened after Alex returned home from
the major championships,

We would do anything for Alex....yes, we bought a second house, like a

lot of people back in the Celtic Tiger....and | suppose we were angry at

the time when we did not know what was happening. It just wasn’t right
the way Alex and the other [gymnasts] were treated. There was no effort
at all to talk to us and find out what we would like done....but sure it all
worked out in the end. It was tough at the time, and it is not nice to see

your beautiful daughter so down, but she got through it...and it has
probably made her stronger.

Alex firmly believed that without the support of her parents and her sister
throughout this transition it would have been very difficult, and it may have

ended with her finishing her career in gymnastics altogether.

Friends. Alex had a small group of close friends in her home town and at
her new club. Owing to the amount of time that she spent in her sport, she was

not been able to “hang around during school times, or free periods....I use them
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to catch up on homework or to sleep” (A-2). She felt she was not like other
students, in that she did not socialise in the evenings or the weekends. This was
not said in a negative way. Rather she pointed out that she was making the
choice to train and live as an elite athlete, and that she was not missing out on

anything.

In the gym she counted four or five of the senior gymnasts amongst some
of her closest friends. Even though it is mostly an individual sport, having others
athletes around her makes her feel like she was part of a team. Being at the HPC
for so long (over four years) also meant that she was now one of the most
senior members of the team. She was also the most accomplished:

The fact that there are other athletes training as hard as you are... who

understand what you are going through, how it feels to train this hard,

brings you together somehow. You might have to compete against them,

but at training they are your friends....sharing the pain...we look out for
each other” (A-3)

Although she was close to her teammates she did not tell them that she
was feeling unwell in the months leading up the championship. When she did
not perform as expected at the major championships, she did not seek comfort
with her old teammates. In fact, when it became apparent that her coach would
no longer be staying at the club, she distanced herself from her teammates and

moved back home to live with her parents:

[ think for a good month [after her coach left] [ tore myself away from
everyone who was down here [at her club]. I just wanted to go into my
own shell....straight after [the coach leaving] I just needed my own time,

even from friends, they just knew to leave me alone, give me some space.
(A-7).

Since then she has re-kindled her friendships with her old teammates, many of
whom left the club in the wake of the departure of her old coach. She tells me
that they just knew that it was her way of coping with her illness and the loss of

her coach, and there were no bad feelings between them.

Boyfriend. Throughout her illness and her time away from her sport,
Alex had the support of her boyfriend. Like her parents and her sister, her
boyfriend was one of her closest friends who she shared everything with:

“outside of my mother, he is probably the person who knows me best” (A-6). He

182



was not involved in her sport, and he was a great distraction from it. She was
dating him for over a year when she went to compete at the major
championships and he was one of only a select few that she confided in during
those first few weeks after her coach left. She revealed that her boyfriend knew
when she needed some space to be on her own, and like her friends in the club,

did not hold it against her.

Coach. Alex had a very good relationship with her old coach at the HPC.

They were friends as well as coach and athlete. Her coach pushed her hard in
training, but that was what she wanted from her coach. She accomplished a lot
under his guidance. Throughout all our meetings in the lead up to the major
championships, Alex always spoke well of their relationship, and of his training
methods. After his departure and during her illness, Alex returned to her
childhood coach in her hometown club and did not have any contact with her
old coach again. Alex did not carry any ill will against her coach, and felt that at
the time of his departure that it was probably just time to move on. She does not
know if she was angry with him at the time, or sad that he left, she was so

caught up in “just getting better” (A-6). That, she said, was her only priority.

Approximately six months after Alex’s coach left the club, her NGB
appointed a new coach to the HPC. Alex found his support of her paramount in
helping her get back to full fitness in the gym. Initially under the guidance of her
childhood coach, her confidence in the gym slowly returned. As her immune
system grew stronger, Alex finally found herself in the position to make a
decision about where her future would be. She thought that she could stay at
home with her old coach for some part of the week and work under the newly
appointed NGB coach for the other half. She came to realise however that the
resources and external support structures such as physiotherapy, nutrition,
strength and conditioning and college, were going to be much better if she
moved back to her HPC. She met with the new coach on three separate
occasions and decided to return to the HPC.

[ think it was good I knew him before [he came to work at the club]. I

work well with him. He is really nice...There is much of a muchness with

him and [my old coach] in terms of the programme [that [ am training
to], but their personalities are different. 'm not sure how to explain it.
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[The new coach] is a lot more outgoing and would encourage a bit of fun
during training, he would tell crappy jokes.... That wouldn’t have
happened with [the old coach]. And if you don’t want to listen to him you
can just block him out. (A-6)

While the departure of her old coach lead to many of her old teammates leaving
the club, the arrival of her new coach attracted new gymnasts to the club. The
new team has now revitalised the HPC.

There were times when I was at home that I did not see myself back

here. But I am so glad that I came back now. We have a world class set up
here now and I am looking forward to being a part of it. (A-7)

Education. The year after her final LC exams, Alex tried to begin a degree
course at her local university but, “[I was] away so much and the hours were too
demanding...I didn’t finish it. I was away for the exams at Christmas, then away
from almost three months after that, and then I got sick” (A-6). After her illness
was diagnosed and she moved back home she found herself looking for
something to do that was not gymnastics,

I needed to get back to education....I needed to get back studying, bury my

head in the books. I enrolled in [a local college] and it was the first time

['ve studied since the Leaving...and I started to relax, something I had
never really done before (A-6)

The local college facilitated her enrolment even though she missed the first few
weeks of term. Initially she found it hard to recover from her illness and
concentrate on college, but looking back she said that she did like it and it

became a welcome distraction.

Now that she is back at her club (the HPC) she has enrolled on a part-
time course at university. As the course runs at the weekend, when she had

most of her free time, she was able to combine her sport with her studies.

NGB and support system. Alex reported that her relationship with her

NGB came under great strain during this transition. As one of their most
accomplished athletes in her sport, there was a lot of expectation placed on Alex
to perform well at the major championships. She had also received substantial
support from her NGB in terms of coaching, medical and financial support. For

example, as part of their high performance programme, Alex had access to a full
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time technical coach, a strength and conditioning coach, a physiotherapist,
nutritionist, psychologist, physiologist and performance analyst. She also had
access to excellent training facilities and training camps. In our meetings prior
to the major championships, Alex maintained that she had a good relationship
with her NGB, but they mostly just let her and her coach get on with things. She

did not really have much to do with them on a daily basis.

When she realised she was il], she did not inform her NGB; “not out of
spite or anything, we [her coach and her] just thought I could train through
it...and compete on the day” (A-6). She does not know why her NGB did not
renew her coach’s contract, and she did not want to talk about it with them.
After her coach left she had very little contact with her NGB and she desisted
from making any negative comments in the media about her NGB and how they
handled her coach’s departure. She realised that if she did want to go back
competing, she would need her NGB for support.

It was easier not to get in touch with [my NGB]. If | needed something I

got in touch all right, but I wasn’t “not” talking to then, but we [her and
her parents] preferred to do things ourselves, without them. (A-6)

Her mother tells me that she, and her husband, were very angry at first
when they found out that Alex’s coach was being let go, and the future of the
HPC was in doubt. Their daughter had trained and lived there for four years at
that point, and they had bought a property there. They had also invested both
financially and emotionally in Alex’s preparation for the major championships.
Like Alex, her parents also remained silent when asked to comment about the
departure of her coach in the local media, but her mother said that they
received very little communication from the NGB in the aftermath of Alex’s poor
performance at the major championships. This lack of communication and
uncertainty about the future of the HPC where Alex had achieved so much, left a
bad taste” in Alex’s mother’s mouth. Over time though, she told me that, “for the
sake of [Alex’s] future...we let bygones be bygones... everything worked out
now again for her...hopefully they [the NGB] have learned from the past, and it

won’t happen again to any of the young [gymnasts] coming though.”
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During our last meeting Alex revealed that she now had a good
relationship with her NGB, although she still does not see or talk to them that
much. She does however still work with most of the support team that she
worked with before she was ill.

Nothing has changed in that regard....they knew I did my best in

preparing for the [major championships] and they know that there was

nothing anyone could have done about me getting ill...no-one blames

anyone for what happened....we have all put it behind us, we have our
new goals, and it is nice to be back working with them all again.

Strategies. During this very difficult transition Alex felt she did not cope
very well with it initially. Looking back at the lead up to her illness, she said
while she knew she was not feeling 100% she chose to believe that this would
not affect her performance. Although she had her coach modify her training, she
still believed that she could perform in the major championships. This selective
ignoring allowed her to play down her illness. When she started to compete in
her first event at the major championships, she just knew that she did not have
a good performance in her, and she found that really hard.

It just wasn’t there. | went to the [major championships] to do my best,

and in a way [ did, but I didn’t have anything more to give...yeah,

knowing that if I was fully fit [ could have done so much better, that is

hard. (A-6)

Alex retreated to the comfort of her family and boyfriend and rearranged her
priorities for a while. She took a holiday abroad, applied and started college,
spent time with her family and old friends, and rested. Her priority during that
time was not training, but getting healthy again.

[ just wanted to get better, that was my number one priority...I put [my

sport] on hold for months...nearly 6 months....I just wanted not to be

sick. I felt | needed the break.... wasn’t forced to take it but [ was

recommended by doctors to take it...once I got the all clear though to get
back [to the gym] [ took an extended break just to be sure (A-6)

One of her major sources of support during this transition was her boyfriend
and she often vented her anger and frustration out on him, and he listened.
Having her boyfriend, who was not part of the training group to turn to, was a
major source of relief to her. While many of her teammates and support team

were also frustrated by the uncertainty of the future of the HPC, Alex did not
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turn to them for support. She did not want to be constantly reminded of what
was going on, and may have been in denial about what was happening,
[ just couldn’t be thinking about all that day in day out...it all seems so
surreal now...but when you cannot get out of bed in the morning, and
you have no energy, the last thing you want to do is use that energy is

such a negative way....so I just had to get out of there [the training
centre]...and I had to drop off the radar for a while. (A-7).

Although Alex felt extremely stressed during the first few weeks at
home, she was not really driven by emotion; “I had to think about what [ was
going to do logically” (A-6). She felt let down by her NGB and she did not want
to say anything to them that she might later regret, as she may have needed
their support in the future. So while at first she was completely consumed by
her illness, and to a lesser extent the loss of her coach, slowly over time she
engaged several strategies to manage her stress during the transition. After she
returned from her holiday abroad she attended a psychologist for some
counselling, as recommended to her by her doctor. At the time she felt that it
was not very beneficial, but looking back she feels that it probably did help her
get through the first few months at home. She also used meditation and
relaxation techniques she had learned throughout her years of using a sports
psychologist. She allowed herself time to get healthy, often just by doing

nothing, and she slowly began to take action to change her situation.

She started back in the gym under her old coach and went to college
every day. She eventually met with her NGB and arranged a meeting with their
newly appointed coach. Together they came up with a new plan for Alex, and
she moved back to her old HPC and began to train again. She admitted that
having had her first real break from her sport since she began competing
allowed her to realise how much she did miss competition and training. It
reinforced for her how important her sport is in her life. At the same time she
also realised that if she was no longer able to compete, she would still have

enough support and self-assurance to deal with it.

Moving out. During the course of this transition Alex revealed that there
were times when she found it very difficult to cope. There were days in the

aftermath of moving home that she did not see an end to her illness in sight.
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With medical intervention, support from her parents, sister, boyfriend and old
coach, she slowly began to return to full health and within six months had
returned to regular training. Alex now believed that she will be able to reach her

goals with her new coach, although she remains tight-lipped on what they are.

Reflections on Alex’s transition. Alex’s first transition, from post-
primary school to full time training, was a positive planned transition. However,
it took Alex almost a year to move through her second transition, her illness.
Using Schlossberg’s (2008, p. 130) grid to analyse her coping resources based
on the 4Ss (see Table 4.10) the difference between the two transitions is
apparent. The impact of the first transition was much less than the second.
During the recovery from her illness, many of Alex’s resources were outweighed
by the deficits she faced, especially at the start of the transition. These deficits
included her poor physical health and the uncertainty of her sporting future.
Slowly over time, she displayed a number of assets that worked in her favour

and allowed her to successfully navigate and work through the transition.

These included a supporting family and boyfriend, along with her old
childhood coach. Being surrounded by people she deeply trusted when she
needed them most, seemed to be the biggest asset that Alex possessed. Alex also
had a good network of friends and teammates who welcomed her back to her
sport when she finally returned. While she admits that she did not know if she
would make it back as an elite gymnast in the early days of her illness, over time
the belief that she could regain her health, and in time her fitness, returned.
Finally, Alex believes that having other things to focus on outside of her sport,
such as her return to education, helped to distract her and fill up her days so

that she was not thinking of her sport, and her lack of progress in it, constantly.
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Table 4.10.

Alex’s 4Ss Across Transitions

T1 T2
APPROACHING TRANSITION
Type: Expected Unanticipated
Impact: Minor Major
COPING RESOURCES
Situation: overall High Low
Timing High Low
Control High Low
Previous experience Okay Low
Other stress Okay Low
Self: overall High Low
Response (optimism/pessimism) High Okay
Sense of wellbeing (mastery and pleasure) High Low
Self-knowledge High Low
Supports: overall High Okay
Getting affection, affirmation, aid High High
Evaluation - getting enough and at the right time High Low
Interrupted by transition High Okay
Coping strategies: overall High Okay
Taking action to change or modify the situation, High Okay
supports, self
Managing reactions to the transition High Okay
Doing nothing Okay Okay

Epilogue. I get in touch with Alex approximately five months after I last

spoke to her and she told me:

This time last year [ honestly didn’t see myself based back here again,
but I have so much to look forward to now..... [ think I always wanted to
stay in Ireland if I could. I liked [where I train] a lot. It was home from
home for me. [ looked in to other places...but I think [ knew that I
wanted to stay here...I have met a lot of people who  say they felt
sorry for me, for what happened...but [ don’t see it that way. I feel [ am
privileged to do what I do, I love what I do and people respect me for
it...I'm excited about what the next few years will hold...I feel I can
take on anything now.
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Life History 4: Tony

Tony’s background. Tony, (alias), is a junior male badminton player. He
began playing badminton at the age of five. He initially went along with his
sister to his local club and recalled how much he enjoyed watching the rallies.
His father encouraged him to pick up a racquet and would lower the net to let
his young son join in a game. Tony also participated in other sports for his
school and the local clubs where he lived including athletics, soccer, hurling and
tennis (see Figure 4.7). By the end of primary school however, Tony had
stopped participating in most of these sports to concentrate on his badminton.
He played golf recreationally until the age of 16 and still enjoys the odd game

when is on holiday.

Activities 10 (11|12 |13 /14 |15 |16 Notes
Athletics > Community Games
Soccer . > In school, stopped
because of golf
Hurling > In school
Basketball < > In school
Golf > Mainly
recreationally
Guitar < > Stoppgd as he did
not enjoy it
Figure 4.7.

Early activities outside of main sport - Tony

As he matured Tony began to train regularly. He joined the local club

when he was eight, and he was coached by the local coach there. His sister was

also involved in the sport and both of them would attend training session twice

a week. He started competing a year later and by the age of 12 he was

competing regularly for his local club and playing in competitions almost every

weekend. A year later Tony was chosen, by his NGB, to represent his province in

inter-provincial tournaments. He also moved clubs around this time to access

better coach, court time and to have access to better hitting partners.
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Throughout his early years in badminton, Tony was coached by a number of
different coaches where he learned new techniques and tactics from each of
them. By age 14 he was recognised as one of the best players in the country by
his NGB and he was called up to the national squad camps eventually entered a
centralised HPC. At that age he was much taller than a lot of his peers and he
believes this helped him in his game (see Figure 4.8). It was around this time
that Tony started to believe that he could be an elite badminton player. When
he was 15 he made the decision with his parents to be home-schooled once he
had completed his third year of secondary education (the Junior Certificate).
Being home-schooled allowed him to travel to tournaments across Europe and
improve his international seeding on the junior tour. However, just a month in
to his Transition Year (his fourth year) of secondary school, he fractured his
ankle during a training session at a national junior camp. He was out of
competitive action for nearly six months but he continued to be home-schooled.

During the summer of his 16t birthday, he was fit enough to return to
the European circuit and spent over three months playing abroad. On his return
home in September, he dedicated most of his time to training but did commit to
three hours a day to keep up with his schooling. As he was seeded in the top six
in his age group nationally, he was invited to join a high performance centre
[HPC]. The HPC gave him access to training facilities (courts and gym) as well as
coaching, under a head coach and his team, and access to training partners of a
similar standard. He trains with the HPC between two and three hours per day,
in the morning,

Every Monday, Wednesday and Friday I'd train from 11 to 1, in the
[HPC]. Then I'd get the bus home and Mum would home school me for
the rest of the afternoon ... On Tuesdays and Thursdays I'd train from 8-
11 in the [HPC] and then do some gym work there. Around 3 times a
week when Dad came home from work we would go down to the local
club to practice some more....At the weekend we usually travel to a
tournament somewhere.....either at home or abroad. (T-1)
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Phase Age Age Age of Peers Personal Heightv Intensity = Quality of Injury Hrs per = Months Notes
Group/ Accomplishmen Peers Resources wk per
Level ts. sport  year sport
1 5-6  --eeeee- Participated for fun and enjoyment, no regular training sessions
2 7-10 u/8, Same/Older Won local Taller 10% 30% | -emeeee-- 4 9
u/10 competitions (good,
local
court)
3 11-12 u/12, Same/Older Won local Taller 20% 30% e 6 10
u/14 competitions
(atan older
age group)
4 13-15  u/16, Same/Older Winning Taller 30% 60% - 12 11 Moved to
Juniors provincial new club
tournaments
5 16 Juniors/ = Same Playing Taller 65% 75% Broke 20 6 (out Access to
Seniors international ankle out  (when | dueto national
seeded for 6 fully injury) camps
tournaments months) fit) and HPC
6 17 Seniors | Same Playing Same 80% 90% - 24 11 No
international longer at
seeded HPC
tournaments
Figure 4.8.

Developmental chart for maturation and performance in main sport - Tony
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Two weeks before I met Tony for the first time, he informed me that he has
withdrawn from the HPC, as he has “fallen out” with the head coach. His dad will
now coach him. He was hoping to continue to play and train outside of the
national system. This was his first major transition. During the two years of the
study Tony believes he went through three key transitions between the ages of
17-19,

1. Fallout with his national coach and its consequences

2. Return to full-time study to sit his Leaving Certificate exams

3. Transition to the senior playing circuit

Transition 1: Withdrawal from the HPC

Moving in: Background. When I initially selected Tony to be part of the
study he was training with the HPC. However, due to the fall out with the head
coach he is now being coached by this father:

It means I don’t get to train with all the other lads [in the HPC]. They

train five hours a day there so they can’t really take another hour out to

train with me. That is completely understandable. But it means that I will
not get asked for any trips, anything to do with [the NGB] in the future.

There is a European championships during the summer and somebody

asked me ... are you going ... [ didn’t even hear about it. | won’t get asked.
I'm completely outside of the system now. (T-1)

Moving through: The 4 Ss (Situation, Self, Support, Strategies)
Situation. Tony’s situation is summarised in Table 4.11. His withdrawal
from the HPC and its resulting consequences impact on Tony’s personal and

athletic life over the next two years.

193



Table 4.11.

Tony’s Situation, Transition 1

Trigger Falling out with his head coach.

Timing Poor. He is on the verge of breaking through to senior level.
Control Feels he is in control and it was his decision to leave.

Role change Viewed as neither positive nor negative.

Duration Approximately one year.

Previous experience No.

Concurrent stress Trying to break through to senior level.

Assessment Emotionally tough as he is outside of the sports system.

At our first meeting, Tony reports that he has left the HPC just two weeks
previous. When he was 15, he fractured his ankle while training and believes

that the injury was caused by a lack of supervision by the coach:

[ don’t think I was strong enough to be doing some of the drills he had
me doing. And, we let it go, then [the NGB] started asking [my parents]
for full fees when I was just over there [not training fully]. So in the end
it kind of got a bit messy and we decided to kind of walk away. (T-1)

Initially, he withdrew from the HPC and began to train on his own, with his dad
now coaching him, but he then noticed that he was not being called on to
represent his country at international tournaments. His parents approached the
NGB to “clear the air” about Tony’s withdrawal from the HPC, and in the short-

term this seemed to work.

At our second meeting, six months after Tony left the HPC, his
relationship with his former coach has not improved. The club where Tony now
plays was hosting a national tournament and most of the HPC staff are in

attendance. There are also a number of players at the tournament.

They are here [at the club] this week because [a competition] is on and
all the lads are here and I get on really well with all the guys ... and some
of the other coaches I get on fine with but it is just the head coach I have
a major problem with. I have been in a room, the same distance where
you are at now, and he has walked by me and has completely ignored
me. He has sat down and turned his back and talked to somebody else a
few times. And yesterday I was .... waiting for a court and it’s a small
little corridor ... he was walking by and I looked up to give him his last
chance and he just put his head down and walked on, so that is it, that
was his last chance. (T-2)
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He believed that he did not really need the backing of his NGB to progress, but it
did make things more difficult for him to plan and organise his days. However,

he felt it did have some advantages,

What makes it harder is that your days are a bit harder to plan, to
organise people to hit with. My dad does more hours with me and he
works for himself, so he has to plan a lot too, and go between that and
work.... [ was only in [the HPC] six hours a week, two hours, three days a
week to hit. [ had been in there for 20 hours the year before...I just want
to go in there and hit with the guys, I don’t want any technical work so |
have replaced all that. Also when you go in there you have to work to
whatever everyone else wants to do, like it is [a HPC], a squad, it’s ten
people to two coaches so they can’t work for everybody...I have a lot
more focus I believe. (T-2)

When he first left the HPC he approached one of the coaches he had when he

was 14. He did a few weeks training with him but,

it didn’t really work out. Do you know sometimes the way you think
things might work out better because you haven’t been there in a few
years but, no, it didn’t. There was a reason why I had left him in the first
place. (T-2)

A year after our first meeting, Tony was still working outside of the system and

had little communication with his NGB:

[ haven’t spoken to [the NGB]. I was asked to go to a tournament, but that
was because of the higher people in [the NGB]...so I think they made the
call for that. If you are ranked highly you kind of have to go. But [ haven’t
been talking to them since. (T-4)

His father still coached him every day, an arrangement that Tony was
still happy with. His biggest challenge was finding players to hit with that have

played to a similar, or higher standard,

well my Dad has worked with me since I was eight. To be honest in
certain areas we have our differences...he never played the game really
so that is the only slight downfall...but overall he has done a lot of
research... and we chat about things and things click in to place...

Every week I have to set [hitters] up and there might be guys who are
injured, guys who are doing [something else]. And ...you’re not with
people who have the same goal as you, who are aiming at the same
competitions as you. Like ... it will get to a stage where [a player I play
with] doesn’t really want to beat me, he hasn’t got a real desire to get
better, he is getting paid to hit against me...and I find that difficult
sometimes, training on my own (T-5)

195



Although frustrated with his coaching and training set-up, Tony believed that he
had enough support around him to make it to the next level; competing and

performing in senior professional tournaments.

Self. Tony’s belief that he can make it as a professional player, regardless
of whether or not he was supported by his NGB, was the underlying factor that
allowed him to deal with this transition. His determination to be a full-time
professional player meant that he will not let the lack of a structured system
around him stop him from pursuing his goal. He believed he was resilient, or
stubborn as he also liked to call it. Until his ankle injury, Tony did not have to
deal with any major challenges in his sport. He was disciplined, and throughout
his early days in his sport was always able to balance his sport and his studies.
Even though he was being home-schooled, he resisted the temptation to just
play badminton all the time:

Yeah it is hard sometimes to open the books during the day. Especially

the days you have a hard session in the morning. I'd often feel like telling

my mum that I don’t want to do anything today, but in the end I know
that [ am going to have to sit my Leaving Cert next year, so | have to do

it....to timetable it in, just like [ would my skills session, or my S&C
[strength and conditioning] (T-1)

Academically, he was studying all of his subject for his LC at higher level. While
he does timetable his school work in to his daily routine, he admits that he just

does the bare minimum to get by.

Tony believed that everything “will work out in the end”. If he works
hard and becomes one of the highest ranked players at senior level, then he
believes his NGB will have no choice but to support him,

Until [the head coach] leaves I am pretty much scuppered. [ am the
highest ranked player in Ireland at [my age group], and when it gets to
senior level there is a lot bigger people in [the NGB], bigger than him. So
if | am the highest ranked player when I reach senior and I am not picked
for competitions, then questions will be asked of him.... [ have to make it
so that it is impossible for him not to pick me. (T-2)

When I speak to his father, he tells me that Tony was a dedicated and
committed player and has wanted to be a professional player all his life. He was
extremely frustrated and angry how his son was treated by the NGB, but

“proud” of the way that his son was able to walk away:
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That took a lot of guts, to leave the HPC like that. It was [Tony’s] decision,
and me and [my wife] completely supported him....he wasn’t happy there
in the end, he wasn’t being treated as well as the others....all because we
questioned how his injury had occurred.

Support

Family. Tony’s main source of support came from his family, especially
from his father. His father was a self-employed consultant and since Tony
withdrew from the HPC, he reorganised his work schedule to coach his son
every morning. His mother’s role was no less significant as she had taken on the
role of home-schooling Tony and she ensured that he kept on top of his studies
(so that he will be prepared to pass his LC). Tony’s only sibling, his sister, used
to play with him when he was younger. She left home to attend university, but
they still keep in regular contact and she was supportive of his badminton
playing, travelling on tour with him all last summer.

One of the major issues in making it as a professional player in his sport
was financing the number of tournaments that he has to compete in, in order to
build up enough ranking points to be invited to the major international
tournaments. Tony believes that he will need to play between 20-25
tournaments abroad the year after he completes his LC. He and his family have
previous experience of how expensive it was to travel and play abroad, as Tony
spent the previous summer with his family competing all across Europe. All of
this was completely funded by his parents. Now that he was no longer playing
with the HPC, his parents also have to pay privately for hitters to play and
practise with their son, as well as any additional support such as strength and
conditioning coaches, physiotherapists and sports psychologists. His dad was
hoping to launch a website for Tony to try and attract private sponsorship for
him, so that some of the financial stress can be lessened, although Tony admits
that sponsorship “is something that is very hard to come by. There’s just
nothing out there at the moment” (T-4)

Friends. Tony admits to be very shy and not having a huge amount of
friends outside of his sport. This was not helped by the fact that he left school, in
favour of being home-schooled,

like it’s been hard to keep in contact with guys. There are guys who I hit
with who I meet up with and I find I have a lot more in common with
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them than with some of the guys I used to go to school with. I suppose I
am just a lot more focused and there are a few guys who I get on really
well with and I see them all the time so I hang out with them, they are
more the [badminton] crowd rather than the school crowd.... you hear
the professional guys talking and they say ‘to do what I did I didn’t really
have time for a social life, relationships, friends, all of that’...you do have
people who you are close to and you hang out with them. (T-2)

Although he did admit during a later discussion on his friendships that, “after
my Junior cert I left school and focused on [my sport] so didn’t really keep in

touch with a lot of the lads, and that is something I regret slightly.” (T-4)

While he does not see the other players that he was in the HPC with that
often, he says that when he does see them, he gets on well with them and they
do not treat him differently. He would like to spend more time with his peer
group, as he feels that they would understand his goals and where he wants to
get to more than his current training partners,

to be able to go out on court, and chat with the guys, and chat about who

is going to be favourite, and who to watch out for and stuff, I kind of miss
that not being over in the Irish squad. (T-5)

Training partners/Hitters. A major part of Tony’s daily training routine

was hitting against other players. After he trains with his father in the morning
on the technical aspect of his game, he needed to put what he had learned into
practice, and so hitting against other players was essential. These hitters also
needed to be of a high enough standard so that he improved. As he spent so
much time with them every day, they had become an integral part of his social
circle. While he did concede that he was, for the most part, paying these hitters
for their time, their interest and skills in the sport meant that Tony found

himself at ease in their presence, and he did not feel as shy in their company.

NGB and support system. As previously discussed throughout Tony’s

Situation, his fractious relationship with his NGB meant that he spends a lot of
time, energy and finance, arranging his daily schedule. The breakdown in his
relationship with his former coach has also been emotionally draining. His

parents were also angry with how they perceived their son was treated.

Education. Following his Junior Certificate year (third year in secondary

school), Tony made the decision with his parents to be home-schooled so that
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he could travel abroad and access a large number of tournaments. Tony applied
and was granted permission from the National Education Welfare Board
(NEWB) to be home-schooled. Being educated at home allowed Tony and his
father the flexibility to arrange training schedules around the HPC structure

initially, and then his father’s working day.

Strategies. Tony employed a variety of coping strategies when he
decided to withdraw from the HPC. Although the decision to leave was his, he
believed that he did not have a choice, as he was not going to improve his game
by staying there. As he was one of the youngest members of the HPC, he had to
hit with some of the weaker hitters that the coaching staff brought in for their
players to hit with, as he explains:

[The HPC was] an environment where I was the weakest player on the

squad, and I was told I was the weakest player on the squad. When I

questioned some of the people that I had to hit with on a regular basis... |

was told to just hit with whoever I was partnered with, or leave. [ don’t
think that I could improve in that environment anymore. There is kind of

an air of superiority in there sometimes and it’s hard to improve when
you are in that situation. (T-2)

Withdrawing from the HPC was the consequence of Tony'’s coping
strategy to change his situation. He left an environment where he felt he could
no longer improve his game, even if this meant having to take on the role
himself, which the HPC had fulfilled for the previous two years. He also used
problem solving techniques and sought support from this family to organise his
own training schedule, coach, hitters and conditioning programme. Finally, to
deal with the emotional hurt of the fall-out with his coach, he used his situation
to become even more determined to transition to the senior ranks of

international competition.

Moving out. It took Tony over a year to settle into the routine of no
longer being part of the HPC. Learning to set his own schedules and organise his
own support team took him time and he admitted he did not always get it right.
He went back to an old coach for a while before he settled on the decision to be
coached by his father. He also tried a number of strength and conditioning

coaches, sports psychologists and different hitters. While he came to terms with
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the fact that selection to the national squad would be more difficult because he
was training outside of the system, he still found it emotionally difficult to meet
his old head coach, and not have any communication with him. Almost two
years on from when he left the HPC, he was preparing for a tournament when,
all the guys, all the coaches in [the HPC] were here [at my club] so I used
up a lot of emotional energy that week. It was even worse than I thought
it would be. I can understand the head coach [not talking to me] because
[ don’t talk to him either, but then you get in to the office staff and you’d
meet them in the corridors and its very obvious they are completely

ignoring you, and I felt like turning around and saying what did I do to
you.... It did get to me. (T-6)

Tony’s parents, in particular his father, were extremely upset and angry with
how things ended with the NGB. Like Tony, his father believed that his son had
been treated unfairly by the NGB and HPC. He perceived that his son would lose
out on opportunities to compete for his country while the head coach of the HPC

remains in place.

Transition 2: Return to full time education.

Moving in: Background. Approximately six months after Tony left the
HPC structure, he returned to full time education. He applied for and was
accepted to a privately funded college that specialises in preparing students for
the LC exams. For students entering LC year, the college condenses the two
years of the senior cycle curriculum into one year. The college was also flexible,
as students pick their own timetable.

[ told [the college] that [my sport] was my main priority, obviously that

is where [ want to take my life, | want to be a top professional ... but I

want to get a degree at the same time. Maybe [ won’t go to college right
away but [ do want to have something to fall back on, later on. (T-2)

Moving through: The 4Ss
Situation. The trigger for Tony’s second transition is his return to full
time education in order to prepare for his LC exams. Table 4.12 summarises

Tony’s situation.
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Table 4.12.

Tony’s Situation, Transition 2

Trigger Return to full time education to prepare for his LC
exams

Timing As expected

Control In full control

Role change Major decrease in the amount of time he could dedicate
to his sport

Duration Approximately 9 months

Previous experience Was in full time education for three years prior to his
two years of home schooling.

Concurrent stress Training/competing outside of sports system, mother’s
illness

Assessment Stressful, but positive transition

Tony found the returning to education stressful and very demanding from the

start,
It is very intensive. | knew I would have to work hard, and in the first
week [ was pretty bewildered. Like 80% of the people who are there are
repeats so they have done it before and they knew so much. Especially
for language. I had done French for Junior Cert and then hadn’t spoken it
in two years, no verbs, no nouns... stuff that the teacher would think as
pretty basic so [ went up and spoke to her really early on because I
wanted to do higher in everything, so I said [ wanted to do French at
higher level, but [ am so behind, so maybe don’t ask me anything in class

for the first two months until I catch up. I didn’t expect it to be so hard, I
thought I would be able to train a lot more. (T-3)

Initially when he started back to school, he decided to start school later
in the day and train for his sport in the morning. As he was studying six subjects
(the minimum needed to pass the LC exams), he had around four or five hours
of class per day, so he started at 10:30am and be finished by 4pm most days. He
trained each morning, and then did fitness work in the early evening, followed
by study. He found training in the morning hard, so about two months in to
school he switched to starting school at 8.30am and then trained in the early
afternoon, going home at 4pm. He still got time to do his fitness work and then
study before he went to bed. By the time I met him, three months before his
exams, he was only playing badminton two days a week and taking part in just
two fitness sessions, “it is very hard, because I had to work twice as hard as

everyone else just to keep up.” (T-4). He decided not to sit his “mock” exams
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(preparatory exams for the LC) as he did not feel that he had enough work done

to pass them,

[ didn’t do any mocks ....because they had finished the course two weeks
before hand...like in other schools you finish the course around February
and you have 3 months of revision, | had 2 weeks. And they were the
worst two weeks of my life. But that's the way it worked out. (T-4)

During his LC year, Tony also got the news that his mother had been
diagnosed with a serious illness. By the time his mock exams came around his
mother was preparing for major surgery. This placed the whole family under a

lot of stress. He was also feeling pressure due to his upcoming exams:

It was quite an ordeal, and the surgery was not 100% percent effective.
Mum wasn’t quite prepared for that, and she was left in a lot of pain. It
took her a long time to get over that surgery, more time than she was
expecting. It probably didn’t help that | had my oral exams in French that
week, but given the circumstances I think I did ok in it, I'll just have to
wait and see. (T-4)

By the next meeting with Tony, he had finished his LC exams. He received

honours in all of his subjects except for one, Maths:

I ended up getting a D2 [pass grade] in Maths ... but [ would always have
been good at it.... 'm actually going to go back and do Maths again, just
for myself, because [ know I can do better. There is 11-12 sections in
Maths and every 3 weeks we do a new section and then we would have a
test, so like the week before the test [ would just do algebra, algebra,
algebra and [ would score really highly. I had an 80% average
throughout the year, [ was thinking I was doing great. Then by the time I
got studying at the end I had forgotten most of what [ had done in
September and [ never got a chance to look back at it. Just sheer volume,
if you let anything slip you just fall behind. (T-5).

Tony has no immediate plans to go to college, and always felt that he would not
go straight to college after his Leaving Cert. He was looking in to the possibility
of doing an on-line degree as,

when [ am away at tournaments ... there is a lot of down time ....You
might be playing at 10 in the morning, then off the next day, then play
the next day, and there is a lot of hanging around and you are either on
the internet or watching TV, just hanging around. It would probably be a
good opportunity...It would be great to find a degree that you could just
chip away with, and do what you can (T-5).

Tony felt that a lot of traditional entry in to some of the top universities

would not be open to him as he did not study Irish as a subject, and many other
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degree courses that he was interested in required a minimum of a C grade in
Maths (he got a D grade). He wanted to spend at least a year or two looking into
some of the on-line, or flexible learning degrees. He was afraid that some of the
degrees from private colleges, or on-line colleges, may not be as credible as
those obtained from a traditional university:
If you are doing a degree over five of six years and then you go for a job
and are compared to someone with the same degree from a more

credible university, or some who did it in three or four years, will that
stand against you? (T-5)

His mother was also “doing really well” and she started back to work,
“she’s been very good...She just feels like she was really really lucky. (T-5)” The
impact of her illness on the family will be discussed in more details in the

Support sub-section below.

Self. While Tony was always aware that he would return to full time
education to prepare for his LC exams, he did not envisage that his days would
be so intense from the very start. Initially he tried to fit up to four hours of
training a day into his school week. As outlined in his Situation, he had to re-
arrange his training to fit in with his schooling. By the time he was four months
out from his exams he was only training twice a week, “I didn’t expect it to be so
hard, so I thought [ would be able to train a lot more.” (T-3). Tony also explained
that as he has put his badminton first for so many years now, not being able to
train had been quite stressful for him and knocked his confidence when he
played in tournaments:

When I played in tournaments... I had no confidence, I just had this really

bad feeing going in to games....there were good days and bad days. I just

played really little while [ was studying. With the amount of work I had
to do with school ...I was just in a knot, my brain was fried after been in

school all day. It was really hard then to concentrate on my game, so
everything just went off kilter. (T-4)

What Tony did enjoy in school was making new friends and getting to socialise
with people his own age:
[My social life] was good last year as I got to know a new bunch of
friends. After my Junior Cert I left school and focused on badminton so

didn’t really keep in touch with a lot of the lads, and that was something I
regret slightly, so it was nice to have people around me...One of the guys
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who is really in to Golf and he trains [at the HPC] we kind of got each
other, it was nice just to be able to meet after class, or go to lunch... it
wouldn’t be my scene going out to pubs, I'm kind of shy, and I just like
meeting up with the lads, maybe going out to dinner, or going to the
cinema when I do take an evening off. (T-5)

Tony still remained optimistic that he could make it as a senior professional
player, and that was still his number one goal. At our initial meeting, he
revealed that he has a five year plan of where he wanted to get to, and taking a
year out to study for his exams was part of that plan. Therefore, he felt that he is
not too far off track with his goals. When I speak with his father, he confirms
that Tony found his LC year a stressful time. Added to this stress was the fact
that his mother had been diagnosed with a serious illness. Tony’s father tried to
alleviate as much of that stress as he could by letting Tony know that he could
ease off on his training in the lead up to the exams, as after his exams he could
afford to take a few years out of education to practice on his sport:
[ tried to explain to him that if he just got through the next few months,
then he would have all the time in the world to concentrate on his sport.
But I think sometimes, not playing, stressed him out even more, as I
think he felt that everyone else was getting ahead of him. You could see
that he was losing his confidence out on the court. It was a vicious circle
there for a while....And then with [his mum] being so sick. We tried our
best to hide from him how worried and frightened we were going
through it all, but I think he knew...We all got through it in the end, but it
is tough...on [my wife], on [Tony], on everyone really.
Support
Family. While he was still dealing with some of the fall-out of leaving the
HPC, Tony’s parents were again the main source of support to him as he
navigated his way through his transition back to full-time education. Tony’s
father was still coaching him, and scheduled his own working day around his
son’s training. Financially, Tony’s parents still supported him completely. The

private school that he enrolled in was expensive and Tony felt he owed it to his

parents to get the best he can out of the year there.

Friends. As Tony had not attended formal education for two years, he
enjoyed the opportunity to be around people of his own age again on a daily
basis. Tony still maintained friendships with the group of hitters that he trained

with, and they were a major part of his social circle. However, as his training
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load decreased due to his educational commitments, he did not see his training

partners as often.

Education. While Tony found the year back at school stressful, he did
choose to attend a school that allowed students to plan their own timetable.
This initially allowed him to try and balance his sport and his studies, but as the
exams approached he found it too difficult to continue playing throughout the

full school week, and he had to reduce his training hours dramatically.

Strategies. Throughout the year he returned to education, Tony used a
variety of coping strategies to deal with the transition. Although his long term
goal was to be a professional player, Tony recognised the importance of his
education and the options of the post-playing career that it could offer him. If he
did not sit his LC exams he explained,

[ would be seriously limiting my options...I know I have to do it. At least

now [ have it in the bag, and I can go to college now any time I like...and
that is a great relief...a safety net” (T-5).

While it was a stressful transition for Tony, by down-playing that stress and
focussing on the fact that it was just for one year, he was able to “convince
myself that I could get through it” (T-5). At our initial meeting, Tony told me
that he had a five-year plan of where he wanted to be, and he had allowed for
returning to education in that plan. He admitted that he did not foresee the
amount of pressure that he would be under, nor was he able to envisage how
much time he would have to devote to his studies, and hence take away from his
training. However, he was able to re-appraise and adapt these timelines to

achieve his long term goals of being a professional player.

Finally, in dealing with his mother’s illness, Tony revealed that as his
mother was very positive about her chances of a full recovery, he used this

positivity to tell himself that she was going to make a full recovery.

Moving out. This transition was a very stressful period for Tony.
Returning to his sport full-time was a welcome transition for him. His mother’s
recovery from her illness was also a welcome result for Tony. While he felt that

his return to full time education put his playing performance back at least 6-12
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months, having his LC to fall back in itself was a major form of stress relief for

him.
Transition 3: Move from junior to senior sport

Moving in: Background. When I first met with Tony he was on the verge
of breaking on to the senior professional circuit. However, when he went back
to school full-time, his sport had to take a back-seat. Once he had taken his
exams, he spent the following summer trying to get his physical conditioning
and his competitive edge back:

There is a huge difference moving to senior. The guys are so much

stronger. When you get to that stage in juniors and you are showing

promise then you move to seniors and these guys are much
bigger...Definitely the attitude is a lot different on the senior circuit.

There are a few guys my age [trying to break on to the senior circuit], but

none really from Ireland. There is a lot of British guys ...All of the

tournaments from now on will be senior. That's the decision I have

made. [ thought about playing between seniors and juniors but now I
have just decided to play the senior ones. (T-4)

Moving through: The 4 Ss (Situation, Self, Support, Strategies)
Situation. Table 4.13 summarises Tony’s situation, following the decision

to play all senior tournaments from now on.
Table 4.13.

Tony’s Situation, Transition 3

Trigger Decision to play all senior tournaments from now on.

Timing Good, he has just one year left in Juniors and feels he is
ready.

Control Feels he is control.

Role change Positive.

Duration Still navigating the transition.

Previous experience No.

Concurrent stress Financial pressure, no funding from federation.

Assessment Unknown.

Now that he was finished his LC exams, and had only Maths left to study,
Tony decided to dedicate all his time to his sport. His plans were to take part in
as many competitions as he could, to start to learn how to compete on the

circuit and to earn ranking points. As he explained, the more ranking points he
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can earn, the higher level of competition he can compete in, and the more prize
money he can win. At the moment he had to play in qualifying rounds to
compete in ranking tournaments. He planned to take part in four or five ranking
tournaments for the remainder of the year. He is then hoping to spend 20-22
weeks of the year, next year, taking part in competitions.
It’s kind of getting to the stage now where it is getting difficult to find
hitters all the time. I'm still doing two hours a day with my Dad, which at
times is great but at times it can be tough too. I really need to go out and

play loads of points and loads of matches and get that part of my game
back up. (T-5)

There was a HPC in Europe that he was thinking of joining next summer, “It’s
about 200 [euro] for a week of training ... that is full accommodation and food,
which is really good. And there are players’ apartments and you are living with

other players” (T-5). He hoped to go there for eight weeks next summer.

When I next met with Tony, he revealed that the tournaments that he

was due to play in did not go that well from him,

The Leaving [exams] did take a lot out of me, emotion-wise...I was six
weeks without playing ... played a tournament ... and it went really
badly. It was local, and I really probably shouldn’t have played it, but it
was on my doorstep. So then really [ went through a bad time in terms of
confidence... but then I started to gradually get a bit better and then |
went to a tournament, and [ wasn’t even sure I should have gone to it...
and actually [my] performance wasn’t too bad. I played the best I had in
a while and I took a lot of confidence from that. (T-6)

What Tony did notice at the tournament however, was that he needed to get
physically stronger and more powerful:
I looked at the players and physically I was the smallest guy there. Not
height-wise, but [ knew I needed to do a lot of work in my physical
training... On the court I started to specifically work on areas where I
thought would help me, so we did a lot of work on my footwork and
eventually we were able to see a big improvement where we got to the

stage we were...I feel | am playing an awful lot better that I was. 'm
probably playing the best I ever had at the moment. (T-6)

Although Tony felt that he was playing the best he has ever played, it was not
yet translating into tournament success for him. However, he felt that he still
had time to progress and was younger than most of the players on the ranking

tournaments,

207



[t used to be that the younger players were breaking through at 17, 18,
19 but that doesn’t really happen anymore... It's becoming more and
more older which I think is great because I have always seen myself as a
bit of late developer so I think that is really positive for me. Sometimes I
think I should be making more strides, and then I have to remind myself
[am only 19, so I have to be patient as well. (T-6)

He still had plans to go to a HPC in Europe (that he spoke about at our last
meeting). He heard there was an opportunity to train and possibly tour with
them next year. He was also studying for his Maths exam, with the help of a

tutor, and he was due to sit his exam about four months later.

Self. This was a welcome transition for Tony as he now had the time to
concentrate solely on becoming a professional player. Believing he can be a
professional player was what motivated Tony to train every day and edge closer
to his long term goal. Even though he does not have a structured system around
him, he has not been deterred from pursuing his goal. When I ask him about his
5 year plan that he spoke about in our first meeting he told me,

[ think [ was being a bit optimistic where I was at the time, being a bit

false to myself in terms of talking it up a bit but now I feel an awful lot

better about that plan than I did [four months ago], I feel like I am

making improvements. I feel like I can put it all together in terms of
strategy and tactics and I'm playing loads and loads of matches. (T-6)

While his focus was solely on his sport, he was actually repeating his Maths at
LC level. While this would not give him any extra points to gain entry to a third
level course, certain university courses require a high grade in Maths as part of
their entry requirements. Tony was keeping his options open if he did want to
start college in the coming years. His father confirms this when I speak to him
almost a year later,
“[Tony] was very disappointed with how his Maths went. He always felt
that he could do better in it, so nothing would do him but to repeat....It
won'’t change his points or anything...but I think he wanted it there as a
safety net, in case the [badminton] didn’t work out, and he wanted to
study [certain courses] in college...I don’t think he would admit that

though, because then I think he might think he wasn’t being true to his
dream...if you know what I mean”
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Support

Family. As with his previous transitions Tony’s main source of support
came from his family, especially his father. Tony’s father was still his full-time
coach, and coached his son every day, while holding down his full time job as a
self-employed consultant. Now that Tony had decided to play in senior
tournaments and was trying to work his way up the senior ranks, the financial
cost of supporting Tony increased significantly. Although Tony would love to
play in Europe, realistically the UK was his best option as travel to and from
there was affordable. If Tony was knocked out early from a competition, he
could return home quicker, and would not have to wait around for the next
tournament. The repercussions of not being on speaking terms with his NGB
(see Transition 1) meant that he received no financial or coaching support.
When Tony and his dad decided to pay for a full time strength and conditioning
coach to improve his game. That also took a significant amount of money from
his competition travel budget. Tony hoped to pick up some part-time work if he
could, so that his parents did not have to pay for “absolutely” everything, but it

had to fit in with his training schedule.

Friends. Tony still kept in touch with some of his classmates from last
year. As he was now finished early on a Wednesday, he sometimes met them
and went to the cinema, or out for dinner. Most of them were in third level, so
Tony said they had a lot of free time on their hands. He also started hitting with
two new players, who were closer in age to him. One had to drop out of the
professional tour as his mother was ill, and Tony enjoys playing with him as he
got where Tony was “at”. The other player was younger, in fifth year at school,

and Tony likes hitting with him as he was trying to reach a goal, like Tony.

Strategies. As Tony viewed this as a very positive transition, the main
strategy he used was taking optimistic action to change his situation. He
employed a fitness coach on a full-time basis, found new and better hitters to
play against, and was actively seeking out HPCs in Europe where he could
access better coaching and facilities. He would also like to work with a sports
psychologist and a nutritionist to help him improve his preparation and

performance.
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Moving out. As Tony was still negotiating this transition and trying to
break on to the senior professional circuit, he was still unsure of what his future
sporting career would hold. He was still determined to make it as a professional

player.

Reflections on Tony'’s transitions. Using Schlossberg’s transition theory
(Goodman et al., 2006) to visualise Tony’s 4Ss above, | analysed his coping
resources across his transitions (see Table 4.14) Overall, [ have assessed that
withdrawing from the HPC and its resulting consequences was the most
stressful transition for Tony. Initially when he left that HPC he did not realise
that operating outside the system would be so difficult. Having to constantly
line up hitters to play with, organise his own fitness coaches, make his own
travel arrangements and manage his overall programme placed him under a lot
of stress. Coupled with the emotional toll it took on him being snubbed by his
former coach, Tony’s overall situation is rated as low for this transition. As an
NGB can play a large part in supporting players, I have rated his overall
supports as low, as he only had his family to support him. Having been educated
at home for a number of years, he did not have a peer group for support, and
many of the players he had made friends with in the HPC were now alienated
from him. The assets working in his favour included the support he received
from his parents and his own actions. Tony is an extremely determined player
who took positive proactive action to make the best of his situation. In the end,
Tony’s assets marginally outweighed his liabilities and he was able to
successfully negotiate the transition. While he tells me that he is through this

transition, the repercussions of his withdrawal from the HPC are still evident.
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Table 4.14.

Tony’s 4Ss Across Transitions

T1 T2 T3
APPROACHING TRANSITION
Type: Unanticipated = Expected Expected
Impact: Major Major Medium
COPING RESOURCES
Situation: overall Low Okay High
Timing Low Okay High
Control Low High High
Previous experience Low Low Okay
Other stress Okay Low Okay
Self: overall Okay Okay High
Response (optimism/pessimism) High High High
Sense of wellbeing (mastery and Low Low High
pleasure)
Self-knowledge High High High
Supports: overall Low Okay Okay
Getting affection, affirmation, aid High High High
Evaluation - getting enough and at the Low Okay Okay
right time
Interrupted by transition Low Low High
Coping strategies: overall High High High
Taking action to change or modify the High High High
situation, supports, self
Managing reactions to the transition Okay Okay High
Doing nothing Low Low Okay

When Tony returned to full-time education, he initially thought that he
would be able to balance his badminton and his studies. However, from the first
week at school he realised that his education would require a lot more of his
time. Tony also had the added stress of his mother being diagnosed with a
serious illness. During this transition, Tony’s assets outweighed his liabilities.
Again his family were his main source of support, and Tony also found some
support in his new peer group at school. Some of the liabilities included the lack
of control he felt over his education schedule, his sense of wellbeing as he
wished he could dedicate more time to sport, and of course his mother’s illness.

However, Tony believed this transition would be short-lived, both in terms of
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his study and his mother’s illness. Tony’s flexibility in adapting to his new found
situation also allowed him to successful cope with this transition.

Finally, Tony’s last transition is one that he is relishing. He is in a very
positive place and is, as always, supported by his family. The major liability that
Tony is facing is his lack of financial support. Without a sponsorship deal, and
the support of his NGB, it will be harder to break on to the senior professional
circuit. He is hoping that his determination and self-belief, coupled with all the
hard work he has put in to his physical and tactical training will pay off in the
end. Only time will tell.

Epilogue. I catch up with Tony almost three years after we first met, and

12 months since we last spoke.

[ am still trying to break on to the senior circuit. At the moment I am
playing mostly in the UK...the cost of travel and accommodation is just
too much around Europe. My Dad is still coaching me and travels with
me to all the events...we can just take the ferry over which really cuts
down on cost. [ would love to get some time in Europe though, but when
you take in to account that my Dad and I could be away from home
three-four weeks at a time, it’s just not feasible with food,
accommodation and travel costs. If I get knocked out of a competition
early in the UK I can just go home, if I was in Europe I'd have to stay on
and move on to the next competition. To make my money go the
furthest I hope to play most of my tournaments in the UK this year.
Ranking points are the same if you get them in Germany or the UK, so
that is what I have to concentrate on.

It's still no better with [my NGB], in fact it has gone down the legal route
now. The head coach is still there so I may as well be playing abroad.
There is not that many Irish players based at home now anyway so even
if | was there a training programme in Ireland wouldn’t be that
great....Right now I am solely putting my funds into competition and
trying to gain as many ranking points as possible.

Mum is doing really great, and is almost back to full health. She will have
to go for check-ups for a while longer but the doctors are really happy
with her progress, and so is she.

[ haven’t made any plans for college. I passed my Maths and gota C1
which [ was delighted with. It means if [ do want to go back and do
certain courses in the future that won’t be standing in my way. I'm still
thinking about doing a course on-line and I have looked at a few options,
but for the moment my [badminton] comes first.

212



Chapter summary

This chapter presented the four life histories of the athletes who
participated in this research. Each athlete experienced at least two major
transitions during this research process, and these transitions were
experienced both inside of, and outside of their sport. The complexities of these
transitions was discussed in detail, using the words of the athletes’ themselves.
This thesis was not designed to represent the within career transition
experiences of all young talented athletes, however insights have emerged
relevant to other young talented athletes and those that support their
development. The life histories detailed in this chapter provide an
understanding of the complexity of life experiences that an individual athlete
brings to the holistic athlete career development process. Their stories revealed
personal qualities, social support structures, unique situations, coping
strategies and wider environmental support structures that appear to both
facilitate and act as barriers to athletic career development. The following
chapter will synthesise the large amount of data collected within and across the

life histories and critically examine and discuss the findings of this research
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Chapter 5. Discussion

The complexities of navigating the pathway to senior elite sport
participation have been presented in detail in the previous chapter. While the
previous chapter focused on each individual life history, this chapter highlights
the commonalities and variations among the experiences of the athletes in this
study. Six main themes emerged from the life histories regarding the athletes’
experiences: early sporting experiences, the specialising years, approaching
transitions, the actual transitions themselves, the ratio of assets to liabilities
(transition toughness) and changes over time. In analysing the data firstly
within each life history and then across all four life histories, these athletes’
stories emphasise desirable features of athletic career transitions, the adoption
of which may enhance the experience of other young athletes. Therefore this
chapter will conclude with the implications of these findings in the area of

athletic career development

In the beginning: early sporting experiences

Socialisation into their sport. The athletes were introduced to their
sport in an informal and fun way. They also all had an early start (all before the
age of six), in their chosen sports. The main socialisation agents were their
parents. Similar to the findings of Bloom (1985) and Coté (1999), the athletes
sampled a variety of sports and activities (some more than others) and none
immediately foresaw their potential to develop in one particular sport. The
family environment was perceived as being pivotal in fostering and supporting
an interest in sport among the athletes. While the parents were the primary
socialisation agents identified, once the young children had been introduced to
their sport, the parents began to work alongside their children’s coaches. As
with previous research (Bloom, 1985; Coté, 1999), the parents did not seek out
a specialist coach for their child initially, happy to have their child work with
the coach in the local club or gym. All of the participants recalled having a coach
that facilitated their early involvement in the sport, mainly because they made

participation fun.
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All of the athletes participated in their sport locally. Therefore, it seems
that the choice of coach was a lottery, and if there was not an appropriate club
nearby that could offer a sport the child wanted to play, the child may be lost to
that particular sport (Stewart, 2007). Their sports participation also took place
outside of the school system. While some of the athletes recall taking part in
some school teams, both in their chosen sports and in other sports, it appears
that physical education and school sport did not influence the athletes’
development in their main sport. One area where school did play a role was in

the development of lifelong friendships.

The role of peers. Research has found that peers play an integral role in
an athlete’s experience of their sporting social environment (Smith, Balaguer &
Duda, 2006). In this study, the role played by friends in the early years of
participation was not so salient. Similar to the findings of Kirk and MacPhail
(2003), while the young athletes did not take up the sport to be with their
friends, they made close friends while they were there. As the young athletes
became more involved in their sport, having friends to train with could have
given them the motivation to continue in the sport. It did not seem to matter to
the athletes if their friends dropped out of the sport along the way, they made
new friends with other athletes as they began to compete regionally and then
nationally. Being with friends and making new friends was important to the
athletes. But, it does not appear to have been the overwhelming factor to early
sport involvement. However, as suggested by Csikszentmihalyi et al., (2003) the
support of friends for continued involvement may have made things easier,
whereas poor relationships could have led to them dropping out or not enjoying
their involvement as much as they did (Weiss et al., 1996). All of the athletes
reported having friends in their sport throughout their early years of
involvement, and none mentioned any negative issues that they had with their

peers.

Personality factors. From an early age, the athletes were motivated to
improve their performances. They enjoyed the challenge of improving their
performance times or learning a new technique. They portrayed high levels of

commitment to training from an early age, and were prepared to invest
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increasing hours of practice as their careers progression. As their performances
started to improve, the athletes began to gain recognition for their
achievements, mainly from their national governing bodies of sport (NGBs).
Lack of time, loss of interest and risk of injury were all reasons cited by the
athletes for gradually dropping out of other sports and activities. In other
words, the athletes moved from sampling a range of sports to specialising in
just one or two main activities, findings that have been mirrored in numerous
studies on talent development (Abbott & Collins, 2002; Carlson, 1988; Coté,
1999; Durand-Bush & Salmela, 2002; MacNamara & Collins, 2010).

Moving up a gear: the specialising years

Realisation of potential. A clear change in the meaning of their sport
took place during the athletes’ mid-teenage years. The athletes realised they
had the potential to become an elite junior athlete with the possibility of
progressing to senior level sport. Time spent training and competing increased,
and participation in their main sport was almost year round. While they still
enjoyed their sport, it became much more than participation. The shift in
emphasis from something to do for fun, to increased training to improve
performance, increased gradually until each athlete had begun to spend all of
their free time training and preparing for their sport. This aligns with Coté &
Hay’s (2002) research which found that as athletes progress through their
career, they begin to practice more (but fun and enjoyment are still central to
their motivation). The age at which the athletes in this study began to train
exclusively in one sport varied from 11 years (Alex, although she did continue
to play the piano) to 16 years (Kelli), with Eavan and Tony dropping other
activities around the age of 13. This sample of athletes, for the most part,
conform to the suggestion that around the end of primary school (age 12-13
years) children should have the opportunity to specialise in their favorite sport,
or continue in sport at a recreational level (Coté et al., 2009). However, C6té and
his colleagues recommend that intense specialisation, i.e., full-time training for
one sport, should not occur before the age of 16 (Baker et al., 2003; Baker et al.,
2005; Coté, 1999; Coté & Hay, 2002; Coté & Vierimaa, 2014; Coté et al.,, 2003).
By sampling a range of sports and activities during childhood, young people

develop not only physical skills, but also perceptions of competence, which can

217



lead to motivation for continued participation, performance, and personal
development (Bruner, Strachan & Co6té, 2011). It is also argued by promoters of
“Sport for Life” models of sport participation that, while early specialisation
might get an athlete to elite level, it might not keep them involved in sport or
physical activity for life (Bailey et al., 2010; Cote et al., 2009; MacPhail et al.,,
2010).

Motivation to improve. The motivation to learn and improve is also a
key determinant of engagement in practice activities (Csikszentmihalyi et al.,
1993; Ericsson et al., 1993). It is only around the age of 12 that children are able
to fully understand the effects that effort, ability and practice have on their
performance (Horn & Harris, 2002). During the specialising years, the athletes
in this study continued to display a high level of motivation and commitment to
their sport. They viewed themselves as being central to sustaining the effort to
achieve success. Of the personal factors cited by the athletes, the elements of
drive, dedication, focus, and a positive mindset were mentioned. These findings
are consistent with previous studies where the intrinsic motivation of the
athlete was found to be a key element of their development (Lidor & Lavyan,
2002; Mallet & Hanrahan, 2004; Ryan & Deci, 2000). This motivation to improve
led the athletes to seek better resources, e.g., coaching and facilities, which were
not available locally. Access to these resources however would not have been

possible without the support of their parents and family.

Family support. As the “talent” of the athlete emerged, the support
provided by the family became more important. The family provided a
combination of emotional, information, tangible and esteem support to the
young athletes (as classified Rees & Hardy, 2004). That support was also
consistent with the support-and-facilitation role found in Keegan et al.’s (2009)
study, where the manner in which support is provided (unconditionally,
positively and collaboratively) helped to determine the young athlete’s
motivation levels. None of the athletes felt that their parents pushed them to
train or compete. This suggests that the parents of the athletes could be
described as moderately involved, defined as parents who provide positive but

firm parental direction, while allowing the child to be involved in the decision
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making process (Hellstedt, 1987). As well as positively encouraging their
children’s participation in sport, parents played an important practical role,
particularly in terms of financial support. All of the participants came from
families that had the socio-economic means to support their child’s (and often
other siblings’) participation in sport. Lack of finance was not cited as an issue
for the athletes. This apparent lack of concern over the financing of their chosen
sport is perhaps linked to the socio-economic status of the athletes’ families in
the study. Without this support, it could be argued that the athletes may not
have reached the levels that they did (Kay, 2000).

As the athletes became more committed to their sports, so too did their
parents. They transported their children to training and competitions, which
often involved greater distances and commitment of time. This meant that
parents were often juggling their own commitments to fit in with the more
demanding schedules that their young children. This is consistent with Kay’s
(2000) research which found that a young athlete’s involvement in sport can

absorb the whole family and become a defining characteristic of the family.

All of the athletes had siblings who initially participated in the same
sport but only Kelli had a sibling who progressed to a similar standard. All of
the athletes mentioned their siblings throughout the study as being an essential
part of their support structure growing up, and a major source of emotional
support throughout their lives. As with C6té’s (1999) study, all of the children in
each family received the same family support in the early years, but as the more
talented child progressed, a greater proportion of the resources were now
directed toward the more talented child. This uneven distribution of resources
has the potential to cause tension among siblings (Co6té & Hay, 2002), but this
did not seem to be the case, and any rivalry cited by the athletes was friendly,
commonly cited as naturally occurring in most sibling relationships (Coté &
Hay, 2002). Finally, the parents played a role in encouraging the athletes to
keep up with their school work. Balancing their school and sporting lives meant
that most of the young athletes reported having good time management skills.

All of the athletes were extremely appreciative of their parents’ support
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throughout their careers and acknowledge that it would be impossible to

progress in their sport without it.

The coaching factor. Remaining with the same coach throughout an
athletic career is extremely rare (Bloom, 1985). As the athletes progressed both
in age, and in performance, they experienced many different coaches and
coaching styles. This was more to do with moving up a level (where a new coach
is assigned to that age group), rather than actively seeking out a coach with
specific technical knowledge or expertise. Around the age of 14, for all the
participants, better technical coaches were sought. Kelli and Alex changed clubs,
Tony was invited to attend national squad camps and Eavan relocated to a high
performance centre (HPC). It was around this age that all of the athletes began
to realise that they wanted to be an elite athlete. They began to train
independently outside of regular club sessions (e.g., extra time in the pool, at
the gym, on court) and receive more individualised attention from their
coaches. This tailored support allowed the athletes to improve further, and they
benefited from the individualised support and regimes that were designed for
them. By now, almost all of their free leisure time was being consumed by their
sport, and they began spending more time with their peers who were involved

in their training group.

Peer relationships. Friendships become particularly significant in the
teenage years, as adolescents try to assert some degree of independence from
the family (Adler & Adler, 1998). During the specialising years, the athletes in
this study mentioned the role of their friends both inside and outside of their
sport. Friendships inside of their sport developed as the athletes were drawn to
similar or like-minded adolescents. By making friends inside their sport, each
athlete was motivated to spend large amounts of time playing that sport. It is
likely that the positive relationships that the athletes had with friends and
teammates in their sport, were associated with positive and desirable
motivation outcomes. Peer relationships outside of sport were also evident,
with many athletes enjoying friendships outside of the sport, mainly in school.
Having friends outside of their sport was found to be desirable, as it provided a

distraction to their sporting worlds.
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Improvement in performance. The considerable improvement in the
performance of the athletes during the mid-teenage years meant that they were
now on the radar of the respective NGBs. All of the athletes were encouraged to
attend national camps and seek out better resources in terms of coaching and
facilities. The athletes appreciated that their ability and dedication alone were
not enough, and they required help in engaging with quality practice
opportunities. In their quest to be an elite senior, Kelli, Alex and Eavan
relocated to HPCs for their sport, and consequently changed schools. Tony
chose to be home-schooled so that he could concentrate more on his sport and
take part in more tournaments at home and abroad. The following section
discusses the athletes’ journeys as they strived to transition from elite junior to
elite senior sport. It will discuss the individual differences and commonalties in
the athletes’ situations, their personal characteristics, the stressors they

encountered and the strategies they employed to deal with these.

Approaching transitions: Type, context, impact and perspective

The transition from junior to senior sport is often the transition that
athletes find the most difficult (Stambulova, 1994). Only a small percentage
(between 10-17%) of athletes complete the transition successfully and go on to
compete successfully at elite senior level (e.g., Anderson & Miller, 2011;
Cunningham, 2012; Vanden Auweele et al., 2004). It can also take time to make
that transition. Athletes may have to move clubs to access better coaching and
resources, which can impact on their social relationships as well as educational
commitments (Pummell et al., 2008). Athletes are usually exposed to high
standards of training and competition, whilst also dealing with other
concurrent stressors in their sporting and personal lives. These concurrent
stressors include (but are not limited to) injury, illness, relationship issues and
academic choices. The following section will discuss how the characteristics of
each transition interact to provide all of the athletes with unique experiences.
While a transition was originally defined as an event (or non-event) that results
in changed relationships, routines, assumptions and roles (Schlossberg, 1981),
it is now widely accepted that transition is a process that occurs over time
(Coakley, 1983; Swain, 1991; Schlossberg, 2008; Taylor & Ogilvie, 1994,
Wylleman et al., 2004). The following section will explore the athletes’ approach
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to the transitions they experienced including the type of transition, the context

in which the transition is taking place and the impact of the transition.

Transition Type. The literature describes three types of transitions.
Anticipated (normative), unanticipated (non-normative) and non-events
(Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004). In theory, as normative transitions are more
predictable (e.g., transition from post-primary education) athletes should be
able to prepare for them in advance (Pearson & Petitpas, 1990). Unanticipated
transitions, including non-events, are usually involuntary and unpredictable
and therefore are more likely to result in a crisis transition (Stambulova, 1994,
2000). Throughout the period of this study, the participating athletes
experienced a combination of normative and non-normative transitions both
inside and outside of their athletic career including the transition from post-
primary education, the transition to senior sport, injury, illness, change of club

and change of event.

Normative transitions experienced

Transition from post-primary school. A predictable transition experienced
by all of the athletes was the transition from post-primary education. The study
found both unity and diversity in the experiences of the athletes in transition.
All of the athletes made decisions about their post-school options based on their
sports participation. Both Alex and Tony opted to train full-time to improve
their performance. Alex initially attempted to attend college, but due to her
training and competition commitments, decided instead to concentrate on her
sport and train full-time. Tony decided that he would devote himself full-time to
the athlete role, but did mention that he would partake in further education at
some point in the coming years. Kelli and Eavan had always planned to go to
university, and had applied to the local university where their HPC was based.
Both of these athletes believed that a higher education was important, as their
swimming career would certainly end in their mid to late twenties (if they made
it that far). They felt more secure knowing they had a safety net of getting a
qualification while they were still training. Although this transition was a

planned one, it did come with some consequences.
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Often people who are in the midst of one transition can experience
another transition (Schlossberg, 2008). This can make coping with a well-
planned normative transition more difficult. Kelli had expected to go to
university in her local institution, had selected a course she was happy to study,
and had received her enrolment details when she got the news that her coach’s
contract was not being renewed. The lack of communication from her NGB
meant that uncertainty grew about the future of the HPC. Unwilling to take the
risk that the centre might not get a high enough standard of coach to replace the
preceding one, Kelli and her parents decided to look for another university that
would allow her to improve her swimming performance. With the deadline
passed for entry to most university courses, compounded by the fact she had
not studied Irish (Gaeilge) for her Leaving Certificate (LC) she settled on
studying a course she could enroll in rather than one she wanted to study.
Kelli’s story is just one example of how even normative transitions, although

anticipated, can be stressful and disruptive.

In contrast to Kelli's transition to university, Eavan’s was considerably
less demanding. Eavan decided to weather the storm and stay at the HPC, even
though the head coach would no longer be there. She was accepted on a course
that she had chosen (although not her first choice) and was content with the
decision she had made. Typical of most students entering third level education,
especially those in science courses, she experienced challenges with the higher
levels of independent learning and the management of deadlines (McCoy et al.,
2014). She believed that the time management skills learned during her post-
primary years, while she balanced her sport and education, allowed her to
manage this pressure. Both Kelli and Eavan were high achievers in both their
sport and academic domains. While their primary focus was on their sport, they

still were concerned with their education.

The transition out of post-primary education for Tony was a welcome
relief, as he had spent the previous year adjusting to life back in education (after
being home-schooled for two years). Graduating secondary school marked a
major step forward in his quest to transition to the senior circuit in his sport.

Many athletes opt out of combining education with their sport when they
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transition out of post-primary school, finding the balance between education
and sport too difficult. This difficulty arises as the demands of elite sport can
outweigh other aspects of their lives (Miller & Kerr, 2002; Pummell et al., 2008).
In Tony’s case, the demands of having to compete in year-round tournaments
abroad meant that finding an education course to suit his needs was
particularly difficult. He felt that while he can always go back to education at
any age, he would only have a short window of opportunity to make it as a
senior player. Tony still has one eye on his post-sports career, deciding to
repeat his Mathematics paper at LC level. Similar to Kelli and Eavan, he gave
himself a safety net of gaining a better qualification in the future. Having
something to fall back on was found to be one of the mutual benefits of pursuing
a dual career as experienced by student athletes (Aquilina, 2013). The
transition out of school was a positive experience for Tony, as it allowed him
the opportunity to dedicate himself full-time to his sport. The same can be said

for Alex.

After successfully making the transition to senior level while still in post-
primary education, Alex welcomed the opportunity to train full-time once her
LC was complete. She was preparing to compete in a major international event
and so spent a lot of time in training camps outside of the country. Similar to
Tony, she believed she could pursue her education at a later time, but not her
sporting career. She experienced a positive transition from post-primary
education to full-time training, with qualification for a major championships, as
well as improved performances in her sport. It was while she was enjoying this
stable period in her sport that she experienced her first major crisis transition.
While training for, and competing at, a major international championships, she
suffered a chronic illness (a non-normative transition which will be discussed in

in the section on Injury/Iliness).

[t was this illness that threatened to end Alex’s participation in elite
sport at senior level. Of the four athletes, she was the only one who had
experienced the normative transition of successfully transitioning to senior elite

sport. All of the others were still striving for that successful transition.
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Transition to senior sport. This study confirms the difficulties that
athletes face in making the transition from junior to senior level elite sport. It is
not just a case of working hard, having the right physical and psychological
abilities, but also several complex factors must combine to transition
successfully (Durand-Bush & Salmela, 2001). Alex felt she transitioned easily to
senior sport, as she had the natural ability, the motivation to train hard, an
excellent coach and great family support (both emotionally and financially). She
also believed that she was completely focused on her sport, placed her sport
before other pursuits (e.g., education, social life) and had set realistic but
progressive goals. Similar to the findings of Hollings et al. (2014), Alex placed
relatively little importance on her exams or education, treating her sport as a

once in a lifetime opportunity.

The other athletes found balancing their athletic career with their
education more difficult, as they placed greater importance on their exams and
their results. While all of the athletes made their post-school options with their
sport in mind, Kelli, Eavan and Tony adopted a dual career approach to their
sport and education, valuing the results of their exams more than Alex. While
attempting to make the transition to senior elite sport, Kelli, Eavan and Tony all
experienced injury. While Tony’s injury was short-term the knock-on
consequences were still being felt years later. Kelli’s and Eavan’s injuries were
chronic, and it is still unclear whether either athlete will be able to overcome
them to compete successfully at senior level. Making the step up to senior level
elite sport is known to be physically demanding (Bruner et al., 2008; Giacobbi et
al., 2008; Hanks, 2000; Hayman et al., 2014; Hollings et al., 2014; Lorenzo et al,,
2010, Pummell et al., 2008) and often stressful if an athlete experiences injury
(Hanks, 2000; MacNamara & Collins, 2010; Hollings et al., 2014; Stambulova et
al., 2012). Hollings et al.,, (2014) reported that injuries were cited as one of the
major barriers that prevented athletes from making the progress from junior to
senior level. Injury, illness and other non-normative transitions experienced by

the athletes will now be further explored.
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Non-normative transitions

[lIness/Injury. lllness and injury in sport are examples of non-normative
transitions experienced by athletes. While injury is always a risk with sports
participation, it is involuntary and can occur at any stage of an athlete’s career.
Illness too, is another health crisis that can have varying degrees of impact on
an athlete’s development. Although medically different, illness and injury share
the same disruptive nature that challenge an athlete’s physical, emotional and
social well-being. The way in which athletes respond to an illness is likely to be

similar to athletes recovering from injury (Bianco, Malo & Orlick, 1999).

In Alex’s case, she suffered a chronic illness just prior to a major
international competition which led to her underperforming at the event.
During the preparation period, Alex’s training load was very intense, which may
have increased her susceptibility to infection (Foster, 1998; McKenzie, 1999).
While she had known for some months leading up to the championships that
she was not fully healthy, she withheld this information from her NGB as her
desire to compete at the championships was high. The fallout from her
underperforming at the championships meant that her coach came under the
spotlight of the NGB, and in the aftermath of the international event his contract
was not renewed. For almost six months after her illness was revealed, Alex had
little contact with her sport, retreated to her family home and surrounded
herself with only close friends and family. She slowly started back training and
has now re-aligned her goals in the hope that she can return to, and hopefully
surpass, her past performance levels. How Alex coped and the support she
received through this transition will be further explored in the section on Stress

and Coping.

In most of the stage models of athletic development, there is a large shift
in training demand between the specialising and investment years. This
increase in intensity can also lead to injury, which can sometimes end a career
before it has even begun (Stambulova, 2003). Tony fractured his ankle when he
was enrolled in a junior elite HPC (prior to engaging with this research), an
injury he believed was caused by poor training methods. After successfully

recovering from his injury, he decided to withdraw from the HPC as he had
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fallen-out with the head coach. This decision meant that he had to train outside
of the national squad system. Although the injury was not considered as a major
transition, it was the trigger for him withdrawing from the national set-up, and
ultimately a collapse in the relationship between Tony and his head coach. Over
the next two years, Tony would struggle to find players of a sufficiently high
standard to train with. He would also have to manage all the aspects of his
training including coaching, strength and conditioning, nutrition, psychology as
well as make his own travel arrangements and decide what tournaments to

compete in.

Chronic injury is the main barrier that has prevented Kelli and Eavan
from making the successful transition to senior level elite sport, thus far. While
both are still training at university HPCs with elite squads, neither of them have
reached their goal of regular participation at elite senior level. While Kelli had
made qualification for international competitions at senior levels before her
injury occurred, she found it difficult to maintain that standard of performance,
especially since she changed stroke. She therefore feels that she has not
completed her transition to senior sport yet. Eavan, who had dreams of
competing at World and Olympic Games, has now conceded that she will
probably never compete at that level due to her chronic injuries. However she
still wishes to train and compete to the highest levels she can. In retrospect,
Eavan believes that her injuries were due to overtraining in her first years at
the HPC. She believes that as a young athlete (who had just turned 14 years old)
she was treated like an 18 year old. While she reaped the awards initially with
major improvements in performance, in doing so her body was unable to
sustain the training load and so broke down in the form of repeated injury,

similar to the findings of Rose et al., (2008).

Coach issues. As with injury and illness, all of the athletes experienced
issues with their coaches that contributed to the transitions they experienced.
Kelli, Alex and Eavan all dealt with the departure of a coach and had to either
adapt to new coaches or retreat to their previous coaches. Changing coach is
quite common in high performance individualised sport, but it is normally

initiated by the athlete (Bloom, 2002). Not having control or input in the
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decision to re-contract their coach meant that dealing with the transition to a
new club or coach was stressful for the athletes. As athletes do not develop in a
vacuum, and their own lives are intertwined with that of their coaches, when a
coach undergoes a major transition (e.g., the non-renewal of a contract) this can
cause repercussions for athletes. In Kelli’s case, she had elected a transition and
was looking forward to going to university when her coach underwent a major
transition, thus triggering a major transition for her. In Tony’s case, while it was
his decision to cut all ties with the head coach of his HPC, it was a stressful
experience, and one that still impacts him. These issues will be explored further

when the experiences of the athletes are discussed in Support Systems.

Education issues. While most of the education transitions were
normative, in that the athletes anticipated the transition, Kelli experienced an
unplanned transition when she decided to cram all her exams for her LC in to
one sitting. She had initially anticipated splitting them over two years. In doing
so, Kelli experienced very high stress for the two months leading up to her
exams. Her exams also coincided with preparation for a major international
championship event. In the end, neither the preparation for her exams, or for
her competition, were ideal. How she dealt with her situation will be further

discussed in the sections on Self and Stress and Coping later in this chapter.

Non-events. Non-event transitions are described as transitions an
individual had expected to happen but did not occur (Schlossberg, 1981). In
sporting terms, this could mean not making the national team selection or not
being selected for a major international competition, e.g. Olympic Games. For
some athletes, a career ending injury may suddenly and finally end their career.
For others, it could be a long-term process of poor performances that eventually
ends with de-selection from a national team or HPC, before the transition to

senior sport has been completed.

None of the athletes had yet experienced non-events, but it could
become a reality in the future. Tony and Eavan are still struggling to make it to
senior elite level. Kelli is somewhat further along, but still needs to improve her
performances to make regular appearances for her club and country at

international events. While Alex had transitioned to senior level sport, her
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recent illness has now questioned her longevity in that sport. Schlossberg
(2008) described this phenomenon as “putting life on hold” (p. 30) as the
transition is neither an event, nor a non-event. Putting life on hold is
experienced by individuals when they do not have the resources to bring about
the change they desire, but yet they have not given up on it either. Having set
goals, both realistic and aspirational, many athletes are in danger of
experiencing non-event transitions. If less than 20% of elite junior athletes’
transition to senior level sport (Anderson & Miller, 2011; Cunningham, 2012),
then non-events are a regular occurrence in youth sport, yet examples of them

are rare in the sports transition literature.

In summary, the athletes experienced a number of normative and non-
normative transitions relating to their sporting and non-sporting lives. Whether
the transition was planned, or unplanned, and happened inside or outside of the
sporting environment, it has the capacity to significantly impact on an athlete’s
career and personal development. In order to understand transitions, it is
imperative to look at the arena in which the transition occurs (Anderson et al.,

2012). This role of context will now be discussed.

Transition Context. Contextual factors such as the Irish sports system,
educational system and youth culture can all impact on how athletes approach,

move through and cope with transitions.

Education system. All of the athletes were preparing for the final post-
primary school exams known as the Leaving Certificate (LC). These “high
stakes” exams are experienced as a source of stress by students in Ireland
(Smyth & Banks, 2012). Entry to higher education is also heavily dependent on
results in these exams. Over the last decade in Ireland there has been a sharp
rise in the amount of students taking up places in third level institutions, and for
most students, particularly those of middle to high socio-economic status (like
the athletes in this study), progression to third level education is seen as a
natural progression (Mc Coy et al., 2014). The rigid structure of the LC exam
and third level application process, meant that special arrangement were put in
place for Kelli and Alex, so that they could be afforded some flexibility to

balance their sport and schooling. As this is not common practice in Ireland,
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Kelli's decision to forego the slow-tracking of her LC in favour of sitting all of
exams just six weeks out from them, could have been due in part to the novelty
of the process. Alex, who did split her LC, was the only athlete who did not
speak about the stress of sitting her LC. Whether this was due to the slow-
tracking of her exams, or the relative lack of importance she placed on the

exams, is not known.

Kelli and Eavan had unwavering aspirations to attend a third level
institution course on completion of the LC. Tony wanted to concentrate on his
sport but still had ambitions to pursue a third level qualification at some point
in the future. Alex initially tried to combine a course with her training, but
eventually elected to train full-time. She did however recognise the importance
of a dual career but felt that if she was to make it in her sport she had to take the

opportunity while she could.

Sport system. It is also important to recognise the sporting culture that
these athletes were part of. This group of athletes were amongst the first to take
part in centralised programmes, where young talented athletes are encouraged
to live and train at national centres in order to avail of better training resources
including facilities, equipment, coaching, sports science, medical and lifestyle
support. As the Irish Sports Council (ISC) had become more strategic with its
funding, more NGBs set up HPCs to support talented young athletes (ISC,
2008b). The notion of relocating at such a young age (before university) was
therefore a relatively new phenomenon for Irish athletes, their parents, schools
and universities. The concept of lifestyle support was also relatively new, with
the IIS launching its high performance lifestyle services during the pilot phase
of this research. How the sporting and education system supported (or
inhibited) the athletes’ progress will be further discussed in Assets and
Liabilities.

Youth culture. Adolescence is a formative transitional period between
childhood and adulthood, where young people try out a series of roles and
experiment with different kinds of relationships (Erikson, 1968). All of the
athletes admitted that they did not have a “normal” social life, like their peers

who would often spend weekend socialising, staying out late at night,
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consuming alcohol and just hanging around. The athletes chose their leisure
time pursuits carefully so they did not interfere negatively with their training.
None of the athletes however saw this as a sacrifice, rather a choice that they
made to be the best in their sport. They did not feel that they were missing out
on anything but that they had what a lot of other young people did not have, i.e.,
talent and motivation to do well in their sport. Alex felt that she could do what
very little others her age could do, i.e., qualify for a major international
championship. She had close friends in the sport, a few outside of it, her family
and her boyfriend so did not feel that she was missing out on anything. Tony
described himself as socially shy but had a few close friends both inside and
outside of sport that he socialised with. Eavan mirrors Tony in many ways. She
also described herself as shy and introverted, but had a small group of close
friends that she can call on. Kelli is probably the most social of all the athletes.
She had a large group of friends from childhood, from her sport, from school
and subsequently from college that she socialised with. She is also very close to
her sister and has a boyfriend. While she liked to socialise, her swimming still
came first and she was able to balance training, education and her sport with
keeping in touch with her friends. Similar to the other athletes, she described
the current youth culture behaviours of going out clubbing at night, drinking or

doing recreational drugs as “not my scene”.

Relationship to the event. Exploring a young athlete’s life history
requires the researcher to consider the context in which the athlete’s life is
situated. Having examined the education, cultural and sporting contexts that act
as backdrops to the athletes’ situations, it is important to acknowledge the
relationship of the athlete to the event or non-event (Schlossberg, 2008). Some
of the transitions experienced by the athletes were internal, i.e., the primary
event started with the athlete, e.g., injury, illness, transition to college, transition
to senior sport. While others were triggered by something happening to
someone else, e.g., coach’s contract not being renewed. Often when a transition
is internal, resources can be mobilised easier (Anderson et al., 2012), but if the
source is external, it can be harder to assert control. Coping with change
involves the athlete and their environment and the intricate relationship

between the two (Anderson et al., 2012). How the athletes coped with these
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different types of transition will be further discussed in the section on Stress
and Coping. The following section reveals why the impact of the transition is

essential in understanding an athlete’s transition process.

Transition Impact. For any person undergoing transition, it is not the
actual event that can overwhelm them but how much it alters their lives
(Anderson et al., 2012; Schlossberg, 2008). The degree to which a transition
alters a person’s daily life, their roles, relationships, routines and assumptions
will decide the impact that the transition is likely to make (Schlossberg, 1981;
2008). A transition that may be difficult for one person may be relatively easier
for another, depending on the degree of impact. The more a transition alters a
person’s life, the more coping resources it requires, and the longer it may take

to negotiate that transition (Anderson et al., 2012).

Alex admitted that she did not consider her transition out of school as
particularly difficult. To her it did not change her role (as an athlete, daughter,
and friend), her relationships or her assumptions about herself. The only thing
that changed slightly was her daily routine. It was only when she suffered a
chronic illness that her life changed dramatically. She questioned her
assumptions about herself (would she still make it as an elite athlete and fulfil
her sporting goals). Her relationships changed as she left her training group
and her coach departed. Her daily routines were altered as she could no longer
train like she used to, and her identity as an elite athlete was in doubt. She
found this transition extremely distressing and her life completely disrupted by

it. It also took her over a year to move through it.

It was during Alex’s illness, and after she returned from competing
(unsuccessfully) at a major championships, that her coach departed her club.
The non-renewal of a coach’s contract was a transition experienced by three of
the athletes (Kelli, Eavan and Alex). This type of transitions provides an
example of how, while outwardly the transition may look the same, it is only the
person involved in it who can define whether the transition is positive or
negative and to what degree it has altered their life (Schlossberg, 2008). Alex
was so consumed with her illness that she felt that the departure of her coach

did not affect her in the same way as it would have had she not been ill. Alex
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admitted that she did not know if she was angry that he had left, or was sad that
their relationship had ended, but ultimately, athlete-coach relationships move
on. For Eavan and Tara, the departure of their coach caused more upheaval.
Both reacted quite differently. In Eavan’s case, the non-renewal of the contract
was less dramatic as she was still navigating her transition through injury. Her
coach’s departure did however impact dramatically on her relationships, as
many of the swimmers in the HPC left to join other teams. As Eavan was one of
the more senior members of the team, and had built up strong friendships with

her teammates, this was an extremely unsettling element of this transition.

Disruption to her daily routines was the major element of this transition
for Kelli. Her role as an athlete had not changed and neither had her
assumptions about herself. While she had made some good friends at her old
HPC, she did not see the move to a new club as completely altering her
relationships. She still had a wide circle of friends, her sister and her family to
support her. Describing herself as extremely social, she viewed the move to a
new club as a positive one, where she could make new friends and form new
relationships. Her daily routine was to change dramatically though. She moved
cities, started a course in university, and joined a new club. Her new coach and
club had a different culture and structure (but one that she adapted to easily).
She also started dating a new boyfriend which she admitted made the re-
location easier. So, while Kelli experienced a disruptive transition, it was not
completely negative, and she was able to adapt to her new surroundings in a
short space of time. Comparing how each athlete dealt with the departure of
their coach underscores that it is not the event that is important, but how it
impacts on the athlete’s life. Understanding an athlete’s perspective of the

transition is also important, as demonstrated in the following section.

Transition Perspective. As already discussed, reactions to transition
depend on the type of transition, the context in which it occurs and its impact
on the person’s life. The individual’s perspective on the transition is also
important. Do they see it as positive, negative or benign? For Alex, no other
transition was as negative or as disruptive to her life as the illness she suffered.

Her old roles, routines, assumptions and relationships changed and she found it
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increasingly difficult to cope. She then grappled with new routines and
relationships, until slowly she recovered from her illness and her sporting
career got back on track. It was a transition she viewed as extremely negative
with the only positive being her return to education briefly. This allowed her to
sample a new identity as a student, one which she admitted gave her some

normality and distraction to cope with the transition.

For the other athletes, the transitions experienced were a mixture of
positive, negative and benign ones. Some that started off as stressful and
negative (Tony’s return to full-time education, Kelli’s change of club) ended up
being assessed as positive over time. As previously alluded to, transitions that
were unplanned (non-normative) tended to be assessed more negatively than
those that were expected. For example, the injuries suffered by the athletes all
brought negative connotations, while the transition to education, while
stressful, were seen as part of their overall development, and therefore viewed
more positively. How the athletes reacted to and appraised their situations over
time, and their use of positive adaptations to challenges, will be discussed in the

sections on Stress and Coping and Changes over Time.

Transitions: The lived experiences of young athletes

As outlined previously, while people may experience the same transition
(e.g., graduation from post-primary education), individuals in transition view
their experiences in their own way. As an athlete approaches a transition they
bring with them assets and liabilities (resources and deficits) that will influence
how they will cope with that particular transition (Anderson et al,, 2012,
Stambulova, 2003). This section will reflect on the lived experience of the
transitions negotiated by the athletes in this study. It will discuss the athletes’
situations, their individual characteristics, the main stressors they encountered
and the coping strategies used to negotiate the transitions experienced. It will
also examine their support systems and conclude with a summary of the

athletes’ assets and liabilities that helped them navigate their transitions.

Situation: the same yet different. Every individual’s situation is
different. Table 5.1 summaries just how difficult it is to assess transitions

without examining an individual’s current situation. Transitions can be
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triggered by internal and external events, and be planned or unplanned. While
the same apparent transition was experienced by some of the athletes (e.g.,
injury, departure of a coach), their situations were all different, resulting in

varying degrees of positive and negative appraisals of each experience.

It is clear that the athletes did not experience transitions in a vacuum.
Rather it was often when an athlete was experiencing a transition, the timing
coincided with other concurrent stressors. As mentioned in the section on
Transition Type, when a transition occurs unexpectedly such as Alex’s illness, is
causes greater disruption and is perceived as more stressful than a planned or
normative transition. All of the athletes experienced unexpected transitions,
and most happened at inopportune times. Alex’s illness was diagnosed as she
was preparing for a major championship. Kelli experienced her coach moving
on as she was about to start university, as did Eavan. Kelli also dealt with a
family bereavement (the death of her grandfather) while she was sitting her LC
exams. Tony’s return to education coincided with his mother being diagnosed
with a serious illness, and also while he was trying to self-manage his own
transition to senior sport, outside of his NGB structure. As the stressors
experienced came from both organisational and personal sources, it is
important for athletes and those supporting their development (coaches,
teachers, parents) to look outside of the athletes’ sporting environment for

sources of strain that could impact on the transition experience.

235



Table 5.1.

Examples of situational factors relevant to the athletes’ transition experiences

Situational factors

Trigger

Timing

Control

Role change

Duration

Previous
experience

Concurrent stress

Assessment

Experiences

Internal (injury/illness)

External (loss of coach)

External with internal consequences (change of club due
to loss of coach; panic on reading an advert and
reassessing education decisions, falling out with coach)
Planned (transition to university, transition to senior
sport)

Unplanned (illness, injury, change of club, loss of coach)
Poor (preparing for major championships, preparing to
start college, transition to senior level)

As expected (transition to university/back to full-time
education; transition to full-time participation in sport)
Full control (education decisions)

Medium control (change of education options,
rehabilitation)

Limited or no control (illness, injury)

Positive (transition to university, transition to senior
sport)

Negative (illness, injury)

Benign (recurring injury)

Short-term (sitting all subject for Leaving Certificate)
Medium term (illness/injury; withdrawal from HPC)
Long term (change of club, transition to university)
None (injury/illness, transition to university, transition
to senior sport, withdrawal from HPC)

Experienced (injury, changing clubs)

Preparations for major competition

Preparations for exams, starting university

Personal stress (e.g., death of grandfather)

Departure of coach

Move to new club

Transition to university

Positive (transition to university, transition to senior
sport)

Negative (illness, Injury)

Benign (withdrawal from HPC, departure of coach)
Unknown (transition to senior sport, injury)
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Previous experience of transitions or stressors returned a mixed
response. In the education domain, as Kelli and Eavan transitioned to university
they felt somewhat prepared, as they had previously made the transition to a
new school. They believed that this in some way prepared them for what lay
ahead. When Tony returned to full-time education for his final year of post-
primary school, he was prepared to some degree for the daily routines of being
back in school, but less so for the intensity of the workload he would have to
undertake. It was in the sporting domain that the athletes seems less prepared
for the transitions they experienced, most likely due to their unpredictable
nature. Injury, illness and difficulty with coaches were all situations the athletes
felt unprepared for. While they may have suffered minor illness or injuries in
the past, none were prepared for the severity of the illness/injury that they
were diagnosed with. Similarly, while all of the athletes had changed clubs and
coaches throughout their development, these changes were usually as a result
of them moving on to access better resources rather than their head coach no

longer receiving a contract, or a fall out with their coach.

As the athletes are young, and only on the cusp of the transition to senior
sport, having no previous experience of transitions or stressors may not be that
uncommon. The fact that the athletes did not face major challenges in the
athletic or personal lives up to that point may be one of the reasons why they
were able to successfully perform in their sport in the early teenage years.
Indeed, the term resilience that describes a positive adaptation in the face of
adversity or risk (Galli & Vealy, 2008), may only be beginning to develop in
these young athletes around this time. The athletes brought many personal
assets to their transitions, and these will be further discussed in the following

section.

Self: Psychological resources and coping.

Psychological resources, outlook and socioeconomic status. It is
recognised that an individual’s personal and demographic characteristics can
impact on how he/she perceives life (Anderson et al., 2012). As alluded to
earlier, all of the athletes came from middle to high socio-economic

backgrounds, implying that their socialisation and progression in sport was
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probably different to other children who may not have had the resources to do
so. Many of the barriers to sports participation (e.g., access of facilities, coaches
and cost) were not issues reported by the athletes. As successful young athletes,
they did not seem to be constrained by any of the psychological factors that
have been found to be barriers to young people engaging in sport, such as self-
confidence, self-identity, perceived competence and body image issues (Rowe,
2012). Indeed all four athletes displayed several psychological characteristics
that MacNamara et al.,, (2010a, 2010b) report are needed to develop excellence
including motivation, commitment and focus. They all tended toward positive
personality traits (e.g., adaptive perfectionism, optimism, competitiveness, hope
and proactivity, see Sakar & Fletcher, 2014). All of the athletes’ narratives
revealed optimistic dialogue regarding their ability to cope with the transitions
faced, and/or their futures. Upon encountering, negotiating and coping with the
transitions they faced, the athletes also displayed resilience. As resilience is
related to the psychological outcomes of adversity (Park & Fenster, 2004), it

will be discussed further in the section on Changes over Time.

Similar to the findings of the transitioning athletes in Pummell et al.’s
(2008) study, the athletes in this study displayed a high level of personal
investment in their sport, sacrificed much in terms of their social and
educational development (although the athletes did not see it as a sacrifice,
rather than a choice) and invested a lot of time and effort in their sports. They
also displayed a number of socio-psychological skills, or life skills, such as self-
management, adjustment to new routines, planning and organisation skills and
time management. Alex, Kelli and Eavan all had to adjust to new living
arrangements, away from home, friends and family, while Tony had to readjust

to education and also to participation in sport outside of his NGB structure.

Athletic identity. All of the athletes’ lives were built around their sporting
lifestyle. As “athletic identity” is defined as the extent to which a person is engulfed
within their athletic role (Brewer et al., 1993), it can be concluded that the athletes
portrayed strong athletic identities. Individuals with a strong athletic identity have
been found to interpret events in terms of the consequences for athletic functioning

(Sparkes, 1998). Alex and Tony in particular, spoke repeatedly about only having a
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limited time to “make it” in sport, hence all of their decision-making was based on
their pursuit of athletic goals (e.g., where to live, whether to attend school, how to
socialise). Indeed, similar to the findings of Ryan (2014), all of the athletes were
deeply engulfed in their athletic role as they purposefully sought out activities and
pursuits which fuelled their athletic identity whilst actively avoiding activities or
behaviours which had the potential to interfere with their athletic goals. Their
social relationships, living arrangements and futures goals were all based around

their athletic careers.

Having a strong athletic identity can make it more difficult for athletes to
engage with other role identities (Baillie & Danish, 1992; Carless & Douglas, 2013).
Eavan, and Kelli especially, presented more rounded or holistic development,
although they did also portray strong athletic identities. They expressed their need
for having a safety net, a “plan B”, in case they did become senior elite athletes.
Even if they did make it, they were realistic that their athletic career only had a
finite duration, and that they would need to prepare for life after swimming.
Although they did attend university, their choice of university was based on their

opportunities to train at a high level with access to quality coaching and facilities.

High athletic identity, while associated with restricted personal
development, can lead to positive experiences for athletes (Sparkes, 1998). It is
highly correlated with athletic performance, higher commitment in training and a
focus on sporting goals (Anderson, Masse, Zhang, Coleman, & Chang, 2009;
Callero, 1985; Horton & Mack, 2000). It has also been linked to high levels of self-
confidence, positive self-image and healthy lifestyle habits (Callero, 1985; Horton
& Mack, 2000). All of these qualities were evident in the sample of athletes in
this study. A strong athletic identity does not necessarily mean that an athlete
will not be able to develop successfully in other areas outside of sport. However,
solely emphasising the athlete role, with little exploration of alternative
identities, can be associated with negative outcomes (Brewer et al., 1993; Miller
& Kerr, 2002). Further research has found that it is only when athletes are coming
near the end of their careers that they may question what such a strong
commitment to, and focus on, the pursuit of their athletic goals may have on their
long-term development out of the sport (Ryan, 2014). This current study found that

it was only when the athletic identity of the athletes was threatened (either
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through injury, illness or diminished performance) did the athletes begin to

question what it might mean to lose that identity.

While an individual’s own personal factors outlines what they bring to
the transition, it is often what a person actually does in response to a transition
which defines how it is negotiated. The following section will look at the role of

stress and coping in the transition process.

Stress and Coping

Like all high performance athletes, the athletes in this study were
constantly being placed under challenging and pressurised scenarios, requiring
them to cope with numerous stressors (Holt & Dunn, 2004). From a theoretical
perspective, Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) transactional model of stress and
coping is the most used model in helping to understand the stress, appraisal
and coping relationship. The model explains how an athlete’s cognitive
appraisals of a potentially stressful situation is influenced by the interaction
between their personal and situational factors (Brewer, 2001). Having previous
discussed many of the factors relating to an athlete’s situation (see Situation:
the same yet different) and their personal factors (see Self: Psychological
resources, identity, outlook and socioeconomic status) the following sections will
discuss the overall stress process experienced by the athletes including

stressors, strain, appraisals and coping.

Stressors and sources of strain. Research on the stressors encountered
by athletes has concluded that athletes experience stress in three major arenas;
competitive, organisational and personal (Fletcher et al., 2006). Although this
current research did not look at stressors specifically, sources of strain were
evident in all the narratives of the athletes’ lives. The athletes also experienced
stressors across the three arenas, as it is not uncommon for stressors to occur
in combination rather than as isolated incidents (Cooper et al., 2001). As
injury/illness was the most disruptive stressor experienced by the athletes, this
section will begin by discussing the athletes’ experience of injury and illness. It
will then explore other stressors and sources of strain experienced in the
organisational, competitive and personal domains. It will then look at the

coping strategies used by the athletes to deal with the stressors encountered

240



and the appraisals made during the stress process. Finally, the section will
conclude with a summary of assets, liabilities, resources and barriers perceived
by the athletes to either have helped or inhibited their navigation of the

transitions experienced.

Injury/Illness. Certain stressors can have simultaneous effects across all
domains of an individual’s life (Hanton et al., 2005). This study found that injury
and illness is one such stressor. From an organisational level, injury due to poor
training techniques, overtraining or training through injury all occurred during
the course of this research. At the competitive level, not being able to train or
compete due to injury, fear of re-injury, the loss of fitness, regaining fitness
levels to pre-injury/illness levels, and competing while injured or ill were also
prevalent and consistent with previous research (Evans, Wadey, Handon &
Mitchell, 2012). At the personal level, injury and illness can also impact on
normal everyday functioning. All of the athletes experienced injury and illness
at some point in their careers. For example, in Eavan’s case, she believes that
her initial injuries were probably due to overtraining at a young age
(organisational level), the result of which interfered with her training and
competitive regimes (competitive level). Then, following surgery she had to
take some time out of college to recover (personal level). Kelli’s path to, and

through injury, was also similar.

Most of the athletes continued to train and compete through injury and
illness. Whether this was due to ignoring the potential consequences of doing
so, or a lack of support while injured, is not known. Given its prevalence in the
life of an elite athlete, there have been numerous studies that have examined
the psychological responses to injury (e.g., Andersen & Williams, 1988;
Anderson, et al., 2004; Brewer, 2001; Walker et al., 2007; Wiese-Bjornstal et al.,
1998). It has been suggested that major life events coupled with low social
support leave an individual vulnerable to stress and stress responsivity, which
is indicated as a mechanism for injury occurrence (Anderson & Williams, 1999).
While the athletes in this study had high social support, many did experience
major life events, which could have made them more susceptible to injury.

While only injury is mentioned in the literature and illness is rarely discussed,
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for the purpose of this research, Alex’s illness is being treated as an injury (for
more information on the rationale, see the section on Non-Normative
Transitions). While her illness was not caused directly by her sport, it required a
lengthy rehabilitation programme, including the cessation of training for a
number of months. Initially, Alex felt a huge sense of loss that challenged her
beliefs about her ability to perform as an athlete. She had difficulty coping and
was very unsure of her recovery. This lead to anger, anxiety, frustration and
withdrawal from her old life as an athlete. She moved back home and
surrounded herself with her family, old friends and her previous coach. Over
time, and with counselling and social support, she was eventually able to
reappraise her situation and respond more positively to the challenges she
faced.

In Tony’s case, he believed that the injury he received was caused by
improper technique and poor instruction by the coach. Therefore, although the
initial stressor was experienced as injury, the resultant knock-on effect with the
leadership and personnel in his NGB was perceived as more stressful that the
initial stressor. Similar to previous research (e.g., Fletcher & Hanton, 2003;
Fletcher et al., 2006; Fletcher et al., 2010; Fletcher et al., 2012; Hanton et al.,
2005; Hanton et al., 2012; Woodman & Hardy, 2001), athletes experienced a
wide range of stressors associated with their appraisal of the structure and
function of the sports environment in which they are operating. The following

section will examine the remaining organisational stressors experienced.

Organisational stressors

Leadership and personnel issues. Leadership and personnel issues were
experienced by all of the athletes. For Tony, his relationship with his head coach
was a major source of strain for him. In Tony’s situation, the coach-athlete
relationship completely broke down, resulting in Tony withdrawing from the
national set up. By severing the relationship with his coach, Tony found himself
outside of the sports system, having to organise and manage his own training
and competition routine (e.g., playing partners, strength and conditioning,
tournament management). He also found himself alienated from his old
teammates, and although he did not hold any ill-will against them, and vice-

versa, their relationship was subsequently strained. Operating outside of the
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system also distanced him from his NGB and, as a result, all of the support staff
who his ex-teammates were supported by were no longer available to him. As
the years progressed, he felt that that his previous coach’s behaviours and
interactions toward him were very distressing and emotionally challenging.
Tony implied that he could cope better with the loss of technical guidance and
managerial issues from the breakdown in the relationship with his coach, than

he could with the strain of the poor personal interactions with him.

While not direct triggers for any of the transitions that Alex experienced
during this research, leadership and personnel issues were evident in her life
history account. She came under criticism from her NGB for not disclosing the
full extent of her illness before she competed in a major championships. This led
to a fractious relationship with her NGB in the subsequent months after her
illness was disclosed. The non-renewal of her coach’s contract was perceived by
Alex to be a direct result of the non-disclosure of her illness. As a highly
accomplished athlete, she had received a lot of financial support and resources
from her NGB, and she therefore felt high external expectations to perform well
in her sport. When she was unable to do so, questions were asked of her and her
coach, which was perceived by Alex as a considerable source of strain,

particularly as she was trying to recover from a chronic illness.

Leadership and personnel issues were also apparent in Kelli and Eavan’s
life histories. Dealing with the non-renewal of a coach’s contract led to these
two athletes experiencing the same, yet drastically different, transitions. Kelli,
untrusting of the NGB, moved club immediately. The lack of direct
communication from her NGB on the future of the HPC was extremely
disconcerting to her, and her parents. Fearful that a new coach (who needed to
be of a similar high standard) would not be hired to replace her old coach, she
spent a stressful few weeks seeking out a new swimming club and university
course, where she could continue her training and gain an education. In direct
contrast, Eavan did nothing. Like Kelli, she was very upset that her NGB did not
step-in immediately to reassure her and her teammates that they would replace
the coach. However, as she was rehabilitating from injury and had chosen a

course in the local university, she decided to weather the storm and see how
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her NGB would sort things out. This is a powerful example of how the same
transition can have different outcomes based on unique athlete situations (see

also the section on Situation: The same yet different).

Finally, another factor cited in the organisational stressor literature is
that of performance feedback. As Tony was no longer attached to the HPC and
head coach, he relied on this father to assume the role of coach and provide
performance feedback. While he felt that this was his best option, given his
circumstances, he did admit that the situation was not ideal. In Eavan’s and
Kelli's cases, both of these swimmers were being coached by a head coach who
also had more senior athletes in his squad. This meant that at times the head
coach was away at competitions or senior training camps, and so both athletes
had to receive feedback from coaches who they perceived as being less
technically proficient. In Eavan’s case, as she was recovering from injury, this
stressor was appraised less negatively than in Kelli’s case. As Kelli was
preparing for international competitions at times when her coach was away,
she felt that her preparation for the competitions was not ideal. Training in a
HPC with athletes of a higher standard is often seen as a positive factor (e.g.,
Henriksen, 2010; Guerin et al., 2008), however it could be suggested that in this

kind of situation it is a source of strain.

Cultural and team issues. An additional source of strain that was evident
in all the athletes’ narratives was lack of, or poor communication amongst the
athletes and their NGB. All of the athletes recounted incidences where lack of
communication with their NGBs led to them making decisions that had serious
consequences for their sporting careers. When their coach’s contract was not
renewed, both Kelli and Eavan commented on the lack of communication from
their NGB. This resulted in Kelli making a major decision to leave the HPC, a
move that would also have implication on her education. While the lack of
communication had a less dramatic impact on Eavan, she was distressed at the
departure of her coach and the impact it had on HPC. Many of her teammates
left in the aftermath of the coach’s departure, which was a stressful experience

for Eavan.

244



In Alex’s case, after her underperformance at a major international
competition, she was the one who desisted in contacting her NGB. Concealing
the extent of her illness from her NGB meant that when they were eventually
informed they requested more information. This was a distressful time for Alex
and she avoided all contact with the NGB. She re-opened the communication
channels when she realised such communication was necessary to access
medical and counselling support to help her cope with her illness. Similarly,
Kelli's reaction to the poor communication from her NGB (as described above)
was to remove herself from their high performance programme. It was only
when she too recognised that in order to access medical support she had to sign
up to their high performance programme, she re-initiated contact. Regardless of
the perceived source responsible for the communication issues (i.e., the NGB or
athlete), a breakdown in communication was appraised to be a major source of

strain for the athletes.

Throughout their narratives, the athletes spoke about their teammates
and HPC set-up constantly. Teammates and culture were not explicitly
mentioned as causing strain. If the athletes had issues with a teammate or
coach, these were quickly resolved. In Kelli’s and Eavan’s case, it was only with
the departure of their coach that they realised that the culture and atmosphere
of the environment they were training in was not as ideal for their development
as they thought. The culture of their HPC was very coach-driven, and they were
very much isolated from their NGB and other national level athletes (based at
different HPCs). The advantages of tracking athletes’ development over time
meant that nuances such as this are revealed. This will be discussed further in

the section Changes over Time.

For Tony, even though he chose to operate outside of the NGB system,
cultural and team issues were still apparent. Regardless of whether he operated
inside or outside of the NGB system, national team selection is based on
rankings and performances at certain events. Therefore, he was initially making
selection criteria for certain events. As he hit a slump in performance, he began
to miss out on team selection. He felt that while he may not have made

selection, he could at least be called up as a hitting partner for the team
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members who did make selection. However, when he was not selected as a
hitting partner, he felt that his relationship with the NGB was not going to
improve in the near future. While representing his country was important to
him, even more important was making it as a senior ranked professional on the
international circuit and this is where he decided to focus his energy, rather
than trying to repair the relationship with his NGB. This meant that Tony had to

deal with more logistical and environmental issues than the other athletes.

Logistical and environmental issues. Throughout Tony’s narrative,
logistical and environmental issues relating to the management of his own
programme were constant sources of strain. Between himself and his father,
they had to manage the physical aspects of his training programme, arrange
partners for Tony to hit with, hire training courts, timetable and arrange a
competition programme as well as find support in areas such as strength and
conditioning, technology, nutrition and psychology. Compared to the other
athletes, whose NGB and coaches took care of most of these functions, Tony was
in essence responsible for his own career development. While this helped him
to develop important skills such as time management and organisational skills,
the strain experienced in having to do everything led to less than optimal

preparation for training and competition.

All of this self-management came at a high financial cost to Tony’s family,
which in turn limited the locations and amount of tournaments he could
compete in and the number of tournament points he could potentially compete
for. Even faced with all these stressors, Tony believed he was still better
operating outside of the system than working under the head coach at the HPC.
Compared to Tony, none of the other athletes experienced logistical and
environmental stressors to the same extent. The other athletes were all based
at HPCs that provided elite level coaching services, access to good quality
facilities and a support team to help deal with sports science, medical, lifestyle
and logistical services, which obviously helped to alleviate logistical and
environmental pressures. The final area where athletes experienced sources of
strain, is under the heading of performance and personal issues, which will now

be discussed.
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Performance and personal issues. As injury and illness have been
previously discussed, this section will deal with the next most cited source of
strain in the performance and personal domain, i.e., career transitions and
finances. One of the main stressors still unresolved for the athletes is that of
career transition and the difficulties associated with attempting to transition to,
or maintain their performances at, senior elite level. All of the athletes know
where they want to go but are frustrated by the inability to get there or stay
there. Hollings et al., (2014) found that athletes who did not progress from elite
junior to elite senior level in track and field athletics cited injuries, conflicts
with their coach and training environment, and lack of guidance and personal
management within the sport as factors relating to their lack of progression. All
of these factors were mentioned as sources of strain by the athletes in this
study. Whether the athletes can overcome these to progress to successfully and

regularly compete at senior level is unknown.

Finally, in contrast to other studies, finance was not perceived as a major
sources of strain by the athletes (Duffy et al., 2006; Fletcher et al., 2012; Kay,
2000). All of the athletes came from families of medium to high socio-economic
means. All of them were able to re-locate to a HPC or attend training camps and
competitions abroad when needed. When finances were mentioned it was more
to do with the “guilt” that the young athletes felt at their parents providing them
with everything that they needed. Performing well was affirmation that their
parents’ financial investment in them and their sport was worthwhile. However,
with slumps in training and performance, the overwhelming feeling recounted
by the athletes was one of guilt that their parents had invested so much
financial resources in them. The athletes felt that as they were training so hard,
they did not have the energy to get part-time work and achieve some semblance
of financial independence like many of their peers. Only in Tony’s case, when
the cost of operating outside of this NGB’s formal system started to add up, did

financial issues begin to become a major source of strain.

It is clear that the athletes experienced numerous organisational
stressors throughout the transitions they experienced. It is often difficult to

classify these stressors as discrete entities, and many stressors such as injury
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traverse the competitive and personal domains of an athlete’s environment. The
following section will look at the competitive stressors cited by the athletes,

before moving to those experienced in the personal realm.

Competitive stressors. Competitive stressors, defined as “the
environmental demands associated primarily and directly with competitive
performance” (Mellalieu et al., 2006, p.3), were less apparent in the narratives
of the athletes. This is not uncommon, as previous studies have found that
organisational stressors are cited more due to their disparate and wide ranging
nature. As with organisational stressors, the main competitive stressor in this
study was injury and illness, which permeated all of the athletes stories (see
section on Injury/Iliness). Other competitive stressors reported were poor
preparation, pressure and expectations and under-performance. Many of the
stressors relating to organisational factors cross over to the competitive
stressors domain. For example, being under-prepared due to poor facilities can
result in under-performance and hence become a source of competitive strain.
When the athletes in this study under-performed at competition (due to poor
preparation, injury, illness, or just having a bad day) it seemed to be perceived
by the athletes being a normal part of the role of being an elite athlete. While all
of the athletes experienced pressure and feelings of nervousness before
competition, this was again perceived as a necessary part of the athletic

experience.

Personal stressors. What is less explored in the athletic literature is the
role of personal stressors. Personal stressors are defined as the environmental
demands associated primarily and directly with personal “non-sporting” life
events (McKay et al,, 2008). The main personal stressors experienced by the
athletes included balancing education and training demands, lifestyle, traumatic
events, relocation and finance. Balancing education and elite sports
participation is regularly cited as a source of strain for young athletes
(MacNamara and Collins, 2010; McKay et al., 2008; Pummell et al., 2008). The
end of post-primary education and the pressure to complete and excel in the LC
exams was a major source of strain for the athletes. The LC is a high stakes

exam and even students who are not committing all of their time to high level
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sport find the exams stressful (Smyth & Banks, 2012). Having to complete their
exams and focus on training, while often preparing for competition, meant that

many of the athletes failed to prepare optimally for both.

Three of the athletes had to relocate to join a HPC. As Eavan was
relatively young (14 years old) when she moved, she did experience
homesickness and missed her family and friends when she initially left home.
This may have been a mitigating factor for her to decide not to relocate again
when her coach departed. Having experienced the upheaval that relocation
brings, she may have been reluctant to move again. In contrast, Kelli’s decision
to relocate to another club following the departure of her coach was a challenge
that she was willing to take if it meant her performance would improve.
Although she had to source accommodation, and adjust to her new
surroundings quickly, Kelli appraised the move as challenging rather than

threatening and thus dealt with the resultant stressors positively.

Being committed to an athletic lifestyle may mean that athletes could
lose out on experiencing what is considered to be normal teenage behaviour. As
described in the section on Youth culture, the athletes made choices to lead
lifestyles conducive to high performance sport e.g., healthy diet, limited alcohol,
early bedtimes. As they were spending the majority of their time in their sport,
they had limited opportunities to socialise with friends. While this could be seen
as a potential source of strain that limits their personal development (Pummell
et al., 2008), the athletes in this study were all prepared to make those sacrifices
for their sport. They believed they were gaining more (opportunity to compete
as a high performance athlete) than they were losing (they had friends inside
the sport, as well as a few outside of the sport who understood their sporting

commitment, so their social support network was solid).

Major traumatic events such as bereavement and serious illness also
appeared in the athletes’ narratives. Kelli’s grandfather died suddenly while she
was preparing for her LC exams, a period of time that in itself was particularly
stressful. She was in training for a major international championship. The
concurrent stress of her exams, and the loss of her grandfather, coupled with

the fact that her coach was away at a senior training camp, meant that her
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preparation for competition was poor. This illustrates how underperformance
at competition may be due to personal stressors or a combination of
organisational, competition and personal stressors. Tony too experienced how a
serious illness to a family member can impact on athletic preparation. While he
admitted that his parents tried to shield him from the full extent of his mother’s
illness, he did feel the strain that it had on his parents and sibling and this in

turn affected his training and performance.

In summary, the most common stressors cited by the athletes were
injury and illness. Organisational and personal stressors were also seen as
major sources of strain. However, while the athletes experienced sources of
organisational, competitive and personal stress, it did not necessarily follow
that the resultant athletic and psychological consequences were negative
(Hanton et al,, 2012). Brewer et al., (1993) found that athletes who regularly
met performance expectations recalled responding to, and appraising, stressors
more positively than those who failed to meet expectations. The role of
appraisals and the wider concept of coping will now be discussed. While it is
clear that some sources of strain for athletes may be unavoidable (Fletcher et
al,, 2006), research has found that appraisals seem to be the key mechanism for

determining their meaning for the athlete (Hanton et al., 2012).

Appraisals and Coping. While the previous section outlined the types of
stressors experienced by the athletes, stressors and sources of strain reflect
only a component of the stress experience and reveal little about how athletes
react and respond to challenging situations. Individuals all react to stressors
with a wide range of emotions, attitudes and behaviors (Fletcher et al., 2012).
The stress and coping literature reveals that coping is a complex and dynamic
process that include factors such as appraisal, coping responses, emotions, and
coping effectiveness (Lazarus, 1999; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Tamminen &
Holt, 2010). The following section will outline how the athletes appraised their
situations, the emotional responses associated with those appraisals, the coping
strategies used to deal with those situations and the perceived effectiveness of

those strategies.
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Appraisals and emotional responses. According to Lazarus and
Folkman (1984) there are two stages of cognitive appraisal. Primary appraisals
are the initial evaluation of the situation which comprise of an assessment of
the threat in the current situation. An event could be seen as irrelevant,
benign/positive or stressful. Stressful appraisals can be further classed as those
that are perceived to be a threat (possibility of future damage to one’s goals or
beliefs from the event), a challenge (the individual may have the potential to
overcome or even profit from the event) or a harm/loss (damage to one’s goals
or beliefs has already occurred). Through the stress process, reappraisals occur
as individuals continuously re-evaluate their situation based on new
information. The athletes in this study appraised a number of the stressors they
encountered in relation to their transitions as harmful, threatening and

challenging.

Harm or loss appraisals refer to damage to an individual’s goals or
beliefs that has already occurred (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). The most common
occurrence of harm/loss appraisals in this study related to injury and illness
(see section on Injury/Illness). Most of the adjectives used to describe how the
athletes felt towards their injuries were negative including frustration, doubt,
insecurity, tiredness and helplessness. Alex revealed she was distraught and
frustrated with her illness and recalled feeling down, anxious and fatigued by it.
Her behaviors reflected her emotions as she withdrew from the social support
of her club. As Eavan experienced multiple injuries she talked about being
frustrated, irritated and uncertain about her future in the sport, which often
resulted in her feeling down or moody. Kelli was anxious about her injury and
apprehensive about what that might mean for further involvement in the sport.
But, once she received an official diagnosis she reappraised her situation as
challenging. Her resulting narrative then changed to reflect her feelings of

determination, confidence and optimism.

Other harm/loss appraisals discussed by the athletes included the loss of
relationships with their coach. In Tony’s case he initially appraised the situation
as frustrating but as time went on feelings of hurt, isolation, insecurity and

weariness were evident in his narratives. When Kelli and Eavan heard the news
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that their coach’s contract was not going to be renewed, they responded with
feelings of shock, grief and devastation, resulting in a lot of crying, yelling, and
venting of emotions. They expressed feelings of anger and outrage at the
perceived non-response to their situation from their NGB. Kelli and Eavan used
different coping strategies to deal with this transition and although their initial
appraisals of the situation and emotional responses were the same, their
resultant reappraisals and behaviors were very different (this will be explore
further in Coping strategies). As Alex was so overwhelmed by her illness, she felt
she was unable to respond to the news that her coach would not be returning to

her club and so initially appraised the event as irrelevant.

The athletes also appraised some transitions as threatening. In Kelli's
case, the decision to sit all her LC exams in one go, when she had not prepared
for them, was seen as a frantic and panic-laden period of her life. Again Kelli
was able to reappraise her situation to view it as a challenge, allowing her to use
her determination, focus and drive to overcome the stressors she encountered.
While Tony appraised the return to education as challenging, the effect it has on
his ability to excel in his sport was appraised as threatening. While he accepted
that he needed to finish his post-primary education in order to prepare for a
career outside of his sport, and to give him better employment prospects in the
future, he felt anxious, disorganised and frustrated at the impact that his school
work was having on his sporting performance. As the exams drew nearer he felt

panic and nervousness about the lack of preparation he had done.

Challenging appraisals are those where the athletes can develop a
positive stress response, as they see the stressor leading to something that they
can profit from (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Examples of challenging appraisals
include the transition to university, and the transition to senior sport. With
challenging appraisals, the athletes used more positive descriptors such as
hopeful, optimistic, confident, motivated and focused to describe their
emotions. If a stressor is appraised as challenging, compared to those that are
appraised as a threat or harm, athletes may use different coping strategies. The
coping strategies used by the athletes and the effectiveness of these strategies

will now be discussed.
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Coping strategies. Coping is not a simple construct and is very difficult
to assess (Skinner, 2007). The number of coping responses is virtually
unlimited. Throughout this study, the athletes had to regularly call on a
multitude of coping strategies to deal with the transitions that they faced and
the stressors they encountered. While the coping strategies employed by the
athletes were not the main focus of the research, the strategies individuals
employ to cope with a transition are a major element of transition theory
(Anderson et al., 2013; Schlossberg, 1981, 2008; Stambulova, 2000). Therefore
it is essential to understand their role in the transition process. While the most
widely known categorisation of coping strategies is that of problem-focused
versus emotion-focused coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), researchers have
begun to distinguish between engagement (or active) coping and avoidance (or
disengagement) coping (Compas et al., 2001; Holahan & Moos, 1990). Both
engagement coping and avoidance coping can encompass elements of probem-
and emotion-focsed coping, e.g., seeking social support can be emotion-focused
if the aim is to seek comfort, but problem-focused if the aim is to seek
information. Both of these coping strategies can be classified as engagement-
focused, as they are aimed at dealing with the stressor and its resulting
emotional distress. Engagement coping can also include accomodative or
meaning-focused coping, which are stratgies employed when a person wishes to
change the meaning of the situation as they may either be unable to control the
situation (e.g., illness) or things are not going to plan (e.g., drop in performance
due to injury, hence a reappraisal or adjustment of goals) (Pearlin & Schooler,

1978, Folkman, 2008; Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004).

Coping effectiveness. Central to the discussion on coping is coping
effectiveness. While Lazarus and Folkman (1984) referred to coping as the
efforts aimed at managing stressors that are evaluated as harmful, threatening
or challenging, coping effectiveness refers to the success of a specific coping
strategy in managing or eliminating those stressors. It is worth nothing that
while one coping strategy might be useful in one situation, it may be ineffective
in another. The same coping strategy might work for an individual in a
particular situation (e.g, dealing with injury) but not for another, or indeed a

strategy might work in the short-term but not in the long-term (Skinner et al.,
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2003). In line with recent literature on the career transition of young elite
athletes, the coping strategies used by the athletes in this study rarely occurred
in isolation (Finn & McKenna, 2010) and were often a mixture of engagement
and avoidance strategies that included an array of problem- and emotion-
focused approaches. For instance, Alex socially withdrew from her teammates
and friends at the HPC after she returned from a poor performance at a major
competition. Social withdrawal is classed as an emotion-focused disengagement
strategy, yet she sought social support from her family, former coach and
boyfriend, an emotion-focused engagement strategy. The following sections will
outline some of the engagement and avoidance coping strategies used by the
athletes, in what situations they were used, and the perceived effectiveness of

those strategies.

Disengagement or avoidance coping strategies. When a person
encounters a stressor they perceive to be threatening, they may act as though
that stressor did not exist, therefore convincing themselves that it does not have
to be reacted to, either behaviorally or emotionally (Carver & Connor-Smith,
2007). Denial is a form of disengagement coping and despite its aim of escaping
distress, it is usually ineffective in the long term, as it does little to reduce or
eliminate the stressor (Carver & Connor-Smith, 2007, Horwitz, Hill, & King,
2011). Where disengagement coping was found to be used most prevalently in
this study was dealing with injury and illness. Both Kelli and Alex admitted to
using denial as a coping strategy when they experienced the initial symptoms of
their injury/illness. Although disclosing to her coach and medical staff that she
felt something was not right, and her training was subsequently adapted, Alex
continued to believe that her illness was not sufficiently severe to affect her
performance. It was only when she performed poorly at a major championship
that the reality of her illness became outwardly apparent. Similarly, when Kelli
started to feel what she described first as “niggles” and then pain, she thought
that she could train through it and that it would ultimately be resolved.
Eventually, when both athletes realised that wishful thinking and denial coping
were not relieving or diminishing their sources of strain, they employed new

coping strategies to deal with their injury/illness.
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It has been found that athletes with high athletic identity may be prone
to more avoidance and denial coping strategies as a way to cope when their
identity becomes threatened (Grove et al., 1997; Park et al., 2013). Alex
continued to employ some disengagement strategies such as social withdrawal
(i.e., shutting herself off from her friends and teammates in the HPC) and
venting her emotions to those close to her. She also began to use some
engagement-focused coping, especially emotion-focused strategies such as
support seeking (in her family, former coach and boyfriend), the employment of
a professional counsellor and relaxing (i.e., she went on holiday). As time
progressed, she started to utilise more problem-focused strategies such as
problem solving, information seeking (from medical doctors) and information
and support seeking (from her NGB). She also used forms of problem-focused
disengagement strategies such as taking part in something new (i.e., starting a
college course) to cope with the fact that she was not able to train or compete at
the level she used to. Eventually the stress of her illness reduced as she
recovered physically, socially and emotionally. She eventually returned to her
old HPC to train. Alex also employed some meaning-focused strategies to cope.
She realigned her priorities (i.e., to recover her physical health), adapted her
goals (i.e., get healthy first, then get back training) and tried to find benefit in
the situation (i.e., reminded herself that she loved her sport, the importance of

her family).

In Kelli’s case, her denial and wishful thinking when it came to her injury,
occurred as she was dealing with the departure of her coach and the
subsequent change of club and university. Dealing with those stressors using
engagement-focused coping strategies such as problem solving, information
seeking, support seeking and emotional release, may have resulted in her
becoming overwhelmed and so denying the existence of yet another stressor
(i.e., an injury). However, when she realised that she could not deny the
existence of the injury and it was impacting on her training and performance,
she again employed a number of strategies to cope with the injury. When she
changed clubs, Kelli had the benefit of being enrolled in a college course, which
she used as a problem-focused disengagement strategy to deal with her injury.

She employed both emotion- and problem-focused engagement coping such as
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problem solving, support seeking and expressing emotions. Like Alex, Kelli used
some meaning-focused coping to restructure and re-prioritise her goals. These

and other engagement strategies will now be discussed.

Engagement-focused coping strategies. Whether an athlete uses
problem-focused, emotion-focused, meaning-focused or proactive strategies to
cope with stressors, research has found that engagement-focused coping is a
more effective source of coping in the long term (Compas et al., 2001; Holahan
& Moos, 1990). The athletes in this study tended to use more engagement-
focused coping strategies when they had control of their situation, e.g., Kelli’s
decision to sit all of her exams in one go, Tony’s decision to return to full-time
education and Eavan’s entry to third level education. In these situations, the
athletes used problem solving, accepted responsibility for their actions, sought
support and found the positive in the situation. Although usually reserved for
situations that are out of a person’s control, the athletes used some meaning-
focused strategies in the short term at least, including realigning priorities (e.g.,
restricting or putting their sports participation on hold while studying for
exams), adapting their goals (e.g., realising that they might not perform well in a
competition as their preparation was less than ideal due to exams) and
reminding themselves of the benefit of the stress (e.g., the benefits of sitting the
LC exam, the benefit of going to university). As one of the core tenets of
meaning-focused coping is related to values, beliefs and existential goals, the
use of meaning-focused coping to deal with stressful situations may have
helped the athletes to generate more positive emotions or feelings during times

when their existential goals were threatened.

Engagement-focused coping strategies were employed to deal with
stressors in the athletes’ sports environment. When Tony decided to leave the
HPC he sought out social support, information and created a new plan for how
he would cope with training outside of the HPC. While Kelli and Eavan
experienced similar stressors (the departure of a coach while preparing to start
university) and used similar coping strategies, i.e., crying and comfort-seeking
from teammates initially, followed by engagement coping strategies such as

information seeking, both had very different outcomes. Based on the
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information received Kelli changed clubs, coach, and university while Eavan
retained the status quo as regards her sporting context. So, while individuals
can use similar coping strategies, the outcomes of those strategies might vary

significantly based on an athlete’s resultant behaviors.

In conclusion, it would appear that the athletes employed a range of
coping strategies to deal with the transitions that they encountered. The
effectiveness of the coping strategies used by the athletes varied greatly.
Engagement coping strategies seemed to be more effective than avoidance ones,
especially in the areas of denial, helplessness and withdrawal. While research
suggests that more emotionally mature athletes were able to select more
effective coping strategies (Nicholls, Levy, & Perry, 2015), it would seem that
employing a range of coping strategies was also an effective method for the
athletes. As research has found that seeking out social support is critical in
facilitating athletes’ attempts to work though and make meanings of their
stressors (Galli & Reel, 2012), the role of social support and the wider support

system will now be discussed.

Support Systems

Central to our understanding of transitions and coping is the role of
support in facilitating the successful negotiations of transitions (see Anderson
et al,, 2012; Stambulova, 2000). For the purpose of this discussion support is
broken into two main categories; 1) social support, derived from key
interpersonal relationships with the family, teammates/friends and coaches,
and 2) support provided through a wider convoy of social support including
NGB administration and support staff, funding agencies and educational
institutions. As previously discussed, social support is seen as key to the stress
process. It can act as a stress buffering agent (Rees, 2007) and also as a coping
mechanism. [ronically though, interpersonal relationships and the role of wider
systems supports can also be a source of strain for athletes (Arnold & Fletcher,
2014). The following section will discuss the role played by parents and family,
peers (including teammates and friends), coaches, and the wider sports and
education systems as the athletes navigated the transitions that they

encountered.
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Interpersonal relationships

The role of the family. By the time the athletes made the decision to
transition to senior level sport, their sports participation had become central to
the lives of their families. Throughout this study it was evident that the role of
the family, especially parents, played a pivotal role in the lives of the athletes. As
with previous studies, during the period when the athletes began to invest all
their efforts in excelling in their chosen sports, the parents were still providing
a facilitative role (Bloom, 1985; C6té, 1999), but were also transitioning to one
of follower/supporter. There is evidence from the athletes’ narratives that
parents provided a range of supports. These supports were provided
unconditionally, positively and collaboratively (Keegan et al.,, 2014). While
several studies found that the roles of parents decreased around the transition
to the investment years (e.g., Hayman et al,, 2014; Keegan et al., 2014;
MacNamara & Collins, 2010), the role of parents in this study varied depending

on the transition experienced and the age of the athletes.

Tony’s parents, especially his father, was a crucial support throughout all
of his athletic development. He acted as his coach and mentor and changed his
own daily routines to facilitate his son’s training schedules. His mother played a
more facilitative role. While most parents move to a more “hands off” role at
this stage of an athlete’s development, Tony’s father did not. His parents
supported him through school by homeschooling him at first then by enrolling
him in a fee-paying school for his final LC year. They were also facilitative of his
plans not to go to university immediately and were willing to give everything
that they have for him to make it on the senior circuit. While money may not
allow him to travel to all the events in Europe, they are prepared to work out a
way to do it. Therefore, they offer him tangible support in terms of money,
information support in terms of coaching, emotional support when things were
not going well with his sport, and companionship, where his dad accompanied
him to his tournaments. While Tony’s sister does not live at home with Tony

and his parents, she does provide him with encouragement and esteem support.

For Alex, her parents had initially decreased their involvement in her

day-to-day life, moving back home and allowing Alex independence to lead her
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own life at the HPC. However, when she went through her illness she returned
home to live with them, highlighting how support from parents may not always
follow the pathway projected in many support models (e.g., Coté & Hay, 2002;
MacNamara & Collins, 2010). Alex’s family also provided her with tangible
support in terms of finances. They bought a house where Alex was training so
that they could create a “home away from home” for her. They helped her buy a
car to give her more independence and provided unconditional emotional and
esteem support to their daughter. When Alex distanced herself from her old
teammates and NGB, her parents provided her with the social support and
emotional comfort she required to cope with her illness. When she
underperformed at a major championships due to her illness and was not able
to train consistently for about six months, Alex revealed that she felt guilty that
she was not achieving more, as her parents had invested so much time and
financial resources in her development. Returning to her HPC to resume
training was a way that she could pay back in some small way her parents’
efforts. As with Tony, Alex had a sister who provided her with emotional and
esteem support, as well as being a source of companionship on many of her

international tournaments.

In Eavan’s case, as she moved to a HPC when she was very young, the
tangible and emotional support received from her parents was high. She
revealed that the wider family network helped out (e.g., her aunts). As Eavan
matured and transitioned to university, her parents took a more peripheral role
in her sporting career but still supported her financially. They did not interfere
with her decision not to join Kelli and several other teammates who were
leaving the HPC, and supported her decision to stay where she was. As with the
other athletes, Eavan’s family provided support across all functional elements,
information, tangible, esteem and emotional support. They were a major source
of support that helped her to deal with her injuries and also to support her in
her decision to go for surgery. They financially supported her when she was
dropped from the national programme, which enabled her to stay at the HPC in
the hope of aiding a return to previous form. Again, as with the other athletes,

Eavan’s older brother was a source of emotional support for her.

259



Finally for Kelli, her parents’ role in the navigation of her transitions
were mixed. On the one hand they were the catalyst to the first transition as
they cast doubt on whether she was doing the right thing by splitting her LC
exams over two years. When her mother suggested that she should just sit all
the exams in one period, Kelli agreed. While this may be viewed as putting
pressure on their daughter, her parents believed that they would not have
suggested it if they did not think that Kelli was able to cope with it. This is one
example of where members of the athletes’ close social circle could also be an
intermittent source of strain. When Kelli heard the news that her coach’s
contract was not being renewed, she immediately rang her parents. Although
this was a very emotional time for Kelli, with the help of her parents,
particularly citing her mother, she arranged to move to a new club, enrolled in a
new university course and found accommodation all within two weeks. Similar
to Alex, Kelli’s parents had begun to withdraw from her day-to-day life as she
became independent. They did however help her to buy a car so that they would
not have to travel as much to see her. When her coach departed however, Kelli’'s
parents resumed a more hands on role again, providing her with the financial,
tangible, information and esteem support she needed to successfully cope with
the transition. They were there for her when she required additional medical
treatments and supported her decision to undergo surgery. In terms of sibling
support, Kelli had the closest relationship with a sibling of all the athletes in the
study. Her sister was just two years younger than her, was also a swimmer, and
considered one of Kelli’s best friends. Through her life history narrative, Kelli
constantly referred to the support that she received from and gave to her sister.
This support assisted Kelli in coping with the numerous transitions she faced

throughout this research.

In summary, all of the athletes were supported unconditionally by their
parents, and they all received support in terms of information, tangible,
emotional and esteem support. Having the financial means to support their
children aided the athletes’ development. As with the athletes, the parents felt
very let down by the roles that the NGBs played when things were not going
well for their children. They were an ever- present form of support that allowed

the athletes to cope with the transitions they experienced. In keeping with past

260



research, it is clear that parents and family were central to the athletes’
development in their sport, especially around the time that they are
transitioning to senior level sport (Giacobbi et al., 2004; Lorenzo et al., 2010;
Pummell et al., 2008). While some parents moved to a supporter/follower role
in order to assist their children to cope with the transitions they faced, many
returned to a more facilitative role when required to do so. Finally, around this
time, peers (in the guise of teammates and friends) began to become

increasingly important for the athletes.

The role of peers. Throughout all the narratives, the role of peers (both
teammates and friends outside of the sport) were evident. Like all teenagers,
friends have a huge impact on adolescent development. Most of the athletes
agreed that having friends outside of the sport was good, that is served as a
distraction and kept them grounded. Keeping up these friendships was however
often difficult due to relocation and the dedication needed for their sport. All of
the athletes moved to new schools to facilitate their sporting development.
Many felt that students at their new schools were somewhat “clique-ish”, and so
they found it difficult to make many close friends there. The athletes appear to
possess the self-awareness not to take it personally. As the athletes had limited
time to socialise with school friends or just hang out, they appreciated that they
did not have the time to socialise frequently with their school peers, limiting

their ability to form deep or lasting friendships.

All of the athletes described themselves as different to other teenagers
due to the fact that they went to bed early and rather than spending their free
time just hanging around, they dedicated it to their sport. They admitted not
minding being viewed as different, but rather being the best in their sport was
their main focus. The athletes believed that most of their friends outside of their
sport understood this. Several of the athletes discussed the pressure from their
peers or “normal” people, as they were often termed, (reinforcing the fact that
their identity was different to that of their peers) to engage in typical adolescent
behavior. They were encouraged by their peers to enjoy the social side of school
and university by staying out late at night, drinking alcohol and engaging in

behaviors typical of adolescents. All of the athletes remarked however that this
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was not their “scene”. Instead, they enjoyed past-times that were more
conducive to an elite athlete lifestyle such as going for a coffee with friends,
attending the cinema, or just hanging out with their friends or boyfriends after
training. Hence, they felt they were getting some balance in their social lives and
enjoyed the distraction of being temporarily away from their sport. The need
for personal space and a chance to get away from other athletes was also
apparent. The athletes who relocated to train (Alex, Eavan and Kelli) all spent
free weekends at their family home, indicating the need to get away from the
highly pressurised environment that they trained in. Teammates did however

play an important role in their development.

Having friends involved in the sport certainly helped the athletes.
Teammates and other high performance athletes that were training in local
clubs meant that the athletes could attain peer support from other athletes who
had similar goals and attitudes, and so “got” what they were about. It meant that
they could invest considerable time in their sport without missing out on a
crucial form of social support. Similar to findings of Stewart (2007), the athletes
built up good friendships with their teammates but did not mind leaving their
teammates behind if it meant that their performance would improve.
Acceptance by new teammates made the transition to new schools, clubs or
university easier but the investment in the friendships could be questioned

when the athletes could easily move on to another team or club.

Support from teammates was also a coping mechanism that two of the
athletes employed. When they found out that their coach was leaving, Kelli and
Eavan took comfort in their teammates who were experiencing the same
transition. Having teammates to offer emotional support and an empathetic ear
was crucial in the early stages of that transition. Alex and Tony relied less on
teammates for support. In Alex’s case, she initially withdrew from all social
interactions with her old teammates as a coping strategy for dealing with her
illness. Tony also did not have the back-up of teammates to help him navigate
his transitions. Like Alex, while he did have friends inside the sport, his main

source of social support came from his family.
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As the athletes grew older, more intimate relationships were revealed.
Alex and Kelli spoke of their boyfriends being a very positive influence on their
development. Alex’s boyfriend, along with her family, was a major source of
support during her illness. She revealed that she could be completely open with
him, something she felt she could not be with many of her friends and
teammates. In Kelli’s case, her boyfriend was described as a very positive
distraction to her stressful relocation to a new club and throughout her injury

rehabilitation.

Finally, Kelli and Eavan describe existing in a bubble at their HPC but
when the head coach of that HPC was replaced, they realised that it was not an
optimal environment for their social development. They began to socialise more
at competitions and became friends with other swimmers outside of their own
centres. Being cocooned in an environment that inhibited social development
was seen as normal at the time of the experience. It was only when the athletes
moved outside (the bubble or cocoon) environment that they could they see
that they were failing to thrive socially. Although not viewed as a stressful or
very negative experience, is does question the talent development environment
that exists at HPCs, i.e., from the outside HPCs appear to be functioning well as
athletes are achieving results. To this end, the role of the coach and the wider

based support systems will subsequently be discussed.

The role of the coach. As the athletes moved through their sporting
careers there came a point, around the age of 14, when they were recognised by
their NGB as talented. In order to develop this talent, the athletes were
encouraged to seek out better coaching, either at a larger club or at a
centralised system. Similar to the findings of Stewart (2007), all the athletes
eventually switched to coaches that were more experienced, demanding,
authoritative and performance based. Tony encountered the most negative
relationship with his coach. He believes that a training injury that left him
unable to train for over four months (a fractured bone) was caused by improper
training advice given by his coach. As a result, he withdrew from the HPC that
he had joined and decided to train outside the NGB system. As time went on, the

situation declined further, and Tony’s (lack of) relationship with his coach, and
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effectively his NGB, became a major source of strain for Tony and his family.
The effects permeated all aspects of Tony’s life. His father took up the role as his
full-time coach, which meant that Tony’s personal and sporting life was totally
engulfed by this sport. Tony had to arrange all of this training and competition
regimes without the support or expertise of his NGB. While this was logistically
difficult, emotionally Tony also felt quite isolated, especially when he would
meet old teammates or his old coach at sporting events. Developing outside of
the national system meant that Tony did not have access to support teams such
as physiotherapy, sports medicine, strength and conditioning or nutrition.

Again, Tony had to source these services independently.

Having his father as a coach allowed Tony to have a lot of input into his
training regimes and he believed that he had a good relationship with his father.
Tony’s father displayed autonomy-supportive behaviors toward his athlete-son,
which according to Mageau and Vallerand (2003) are important determinants
of positive performance and persistence. Having a parent as a coach, at elite
junior or senior level, has not been extensively researched. As well as having
many positive aspects, some negatives could be hypothesised, such as increased
pressure on the child, or a difficulty in separating the role of coach from that of
parent (Weiss & Fretwell, 2005). Tony did question at times the level of
expertise that his father had to coach him to the highest level and he often

spoke about joining an academy abroad to access expert technical knowledge.

In contrast to Tony, all of the female athletes recalled their head coach
being very technically focused, well-respected internationally and results-
driven. They described a very dogmatic approach to training; the coach
prescribed and they followed. This is not an uncommon approach in sports
coaching (Potrac & Cassidy, 2006). Alex had a close relationship with her coach
and, as one of the best athletes in her HPC, spent a lot of time training with her
coach both at home and abroad. She improved her performances substantially
under his tutelage and respected him for his technical excellence. She, and her
parents, had a positive social relationship with him which she viewed as being
friendly but professional. Although Alex’s coach’s approach was prescriptive,

her performances improved under this method. Alex did admit that while the
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coach had control over her training sessions, she did have some input. As their
time spent training together increased, she felt comfortable with her coach
calling the shots, but yet she was not afraid to voice her opinions or any

concerns that she may have had about training.

Following her illness, and her underperformance at a major
championship, Alex withdrew from her old HPC and her club. She cut-off all
communication with her coach and when he phoned her to say that he would
not be returning to coach her as his contract was not being renewed by the NGB,
all she felt was apathy. As she was having difficulty dealing with her illness and
its physical and emotional consequences, she felt that she did not have room to
deal with his departure also. She basically chose to ignore it, as it did not
immediately affect her day-to-day functioning. She did however retreat to her
previous coach that she had as a young athlete. She found comfort in being able
to train at a low level while she was recuperating from her illness. Her decision
to return to the HPC she had been training at previously, was largely made on
the reputation of the new coach at the HPC. Like her previous coach, her new
coach had a reputation as being a very good technical coach which Alex believes
she needed to bring her not only back to the level she was performing at, but to
go beyond that and achieve at the highest level. Alex believes that what she
needs from a coach is not a friend or a mentor but someone who can technically
improve her performances. For her, the coach’s personal style is not as

important as his ability to help her attain results.

In Kelli’s and Eavan’s narratives, they speak of a coach, who, like Alex’s,
had an authoritarian and prescriptive style. In Kelli’s case, as she was initially
part of the development squad (and not one of the senior high performing
athletes), she was often given a programme to follow by the head coach. This
was then supervised by junior coaches while the head coach was away on
training camps or competitions with the senior squad. She admitted that she did
not mind this, but in the same vein revealed that is made her preparations for
competitions (that she felt were important) more difficult. Like Alex, she saw
her performance improve significantly when she moved to a centralised HPC

and was happy with the coaching set-up. It was not until she moved to a new
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HPC, after her coach’s departure, that she realised how controlled her whole

environment was under her previous coach.

With hindsight, Kelli appreciated that she had little control of her
training schedule and was very isolated from her national set-up. She only
recognised that the culture of her old HPC was very different to that of her new
one after she moved. While she did not see the culture at the old HPC as a
source of strain at the time, moving out of it she realised that she existed “in a
bubble”, and was very much controlled in what to do and who to talk to. She
now feels that her old coach, while admitting that she did have a good
relationship with him, was too prescriptive and controlling, as he promoted an
“us versus them” approach to other clubs and HPCs in the national system. She
said she was not affected by her coach leaving, as she was absorbed in her own
transition. She described her new coach as more relaxed, as he gave the
swimmers more autonomy over their training, which she believes pushes her to
train harder. She also described him as more open and social, something that
she perceives as not being particularly necessary to improve performance, but

which does make training easier.

Eavan moved to a HPC when she was just 14 years old, and had a series
of international coaches during her young teenage years. It was not until she
turned 16 years old, that she got more stability in her coaching programme. By
then however she had suffered chronic injury, which she now attributes to
over-training during the early years at the HPC. As with Alex, her performance
improved significantly during her first year at the HPC and she was on track to
make it as part of the senior team even though she was still relatively young.
However, throughout the years of this research, Eavan struggled to regain and
maintain full fitness. This meant that no matter how technically proficient her
head coach was, she was unable to utilise his expertise to its full potential.
Similar to Kellj, it was only when a new coach started at the HPC that she
realised that the coaching style of her old coach was not very open, that she had
little input into her training programmes and that her coach showed little

interest in her wider environment (e.g., family and friends).
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In summary, the athletes in this research seemed to have a somewhat
negative experience of the coaching role. It appears that the coach’s personality,
coaching style, relationship with NGB and expertise can all impact on the
transitions experienced by athletes and be appraised as major sources of strain
on the athletes’ career development. While all the athletes’ performances
improved significantly when they entered a centralised programme, most were
not able to maintain that level of improvement. In fact, all of the athletes were
currently experiencing performance slumps either through injury, illness or
lack of quality coaching. As the coaching set-up is linked to the role of NGBs, the

wider sports system will now be discussed.

The wider support system

The role of the NGB. The move to centralised programmes to help
develop talented athletes is often viewed as a cost-effective way for NGBs to
pool resources (i.e., facilities, coaching staff and support staff). All of the athletes
were part of HPCs at some point in their careers. As such, they had access to
high level coaches, facilities and other important resources. Initially, all of the
athletes were very happy with their new high performance set-ups. These
increased resources lead to more time involved in training, which led ultimately
led to significant improvements in performance levels. As outlined earlier in the
section on Stressors, organisational stressors are often the most cited sources of
strain for athletes. Indeed, research has found that organisations are not always
sensitive to the sources of strain experienced by athletes, nor are they always

able to tackle them effectively (Fletcher & Hanton, 2003).

It is recognised that funding to NGBs is limited, and that in reality, it is
unrealistic for NGBs to fund every athlete that passes through their system.
However recent research by Morris, Tod and Oliver (2015) on organisational
structure and transition outcomes in professional soccer in the UK, found that a
proactive approach to supporting transitions may yield positive benefits in
terms of athlete retention, performance and player financial value. Elements of
this proactive approach included coach education on the various transitions
that athletes can face in their career, awareness within the whole organisation

of within career transitions, a staggered approach to the introduction of players
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to the senior team, individualised support to the development of physical,
mental and life skills and support to parents of young talented athletes. This
would assist in developing a young talented player into a successful
professional athlete. Equally, however, it should also help to develop life skills
which may be transferrable to non-sport settings, should the athlete

discontinue his/her involvement in sport.

Tony’s fall out with his coach and the HPC system meant that when he
left the system, there was nothing that the NGB could do in terms of support.
The NGB simply did not have the resources to fund athletes outside of its
centralised programmes. While Tony admitted to having good relationships
with other administrators in his NGB, this was not sufficient to support him in
his everyday training programmes. Tony hit a performance slump when he
returned to full-time education, which meant that his performances were not
good enough to make it on to national teams. In order to be considered a
“carded” athlete, athletes must hit performance targets annually. As Tony failed
to do that, he was dropped from the Carding Scheme. This in turn meant that he
could not access support services through the IIS. As noted in Ryan’s (2014)
research on the Carding Scheme in New Zealand, in general, support services
are only available to athletes who hit specific performance criteria. These
athletes are usually on an upward development curve. It seems that little, if
anything, is done to support athletes who might be finding it difficult to balance
their lifestyle, hit a slump, miss performance criteria targets and so are
effectively on a downward development curve. Paradoxically, it is these athletes

who might need such support services the most.

High performing athletes like Alex, who had several international
honours to her name, receive more funding and resources from NGBs, the ISC
and the IIS, than developing athletes like Tony. As an athlete moves up a level in
the Carding Scheme, they receive more funding and more support. Although she
withdrew from communication with her NGB after her illness was publicised,
her NGB did try and support her through their relationship with the IIS,
specifically around access to expert medical advice and counselling. Athletes

may be unaware that funding, support services, coaching, access to facilities etc.
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are all financed through the same parent body, the ISC. They may feel that they
are unsupported by their NGB, when in fact they have access to services,
facilities and/or resources. There was a breakdown in communication between
Alex and her coach with the NGB before her illness became serious. Whether
this was due to miscommunication or mistrust, the resulting impact was that
Alex spent almost a year out of her sport. In this year she struggled to recover

physically and emotionally from her illness.

In Eavan’s and Kelli’s case, communication between the athletes and
their NGB was also seen as the biggest source of organisational stress. Neither
Eavan nor Kelli ever complained of not having enough resources, access to
facilities, training hours or access to external expertise. The NGB provided the
athletes with much of the resources that are needed to progress in their sport.
Eavan was allowed to stay on and train at the HPC (funded through her parents)
which meant that she still had access to many of the support services the other
athletes did. However, a lack of communication between the athletes and their
NGB when their coach’s contract was not renewed, meant that panic ensued and
a large number of athletes left the HPC, including Kelli. As Eavan was no longer
a member of the high performance squad, it was less important to her who the
new coach was going to be. For Kellj, the fear of not securing a coach of a
sufficiently high standard was paramount. When she left the HPC, she also tried
to sever ties with her NGB, as she was very angry over their (lack of) action.
However, when she realised that she would be operating outside of the system
and would have to fund her training and medical support herself, she
reappraised the situation and decided that for the sake of her swimming she

would need to be part of the high performance squad.

In partnership with support from NGBs, the IIS provide support services
to athletes. The year prior to the commencement of this research, the IIS
launched its Performance Lifestyle Programme. One of the aims of this
programme was to assist athletes to balance their sport and education/lifestyle.
They provided some small bursaries to help athletes to pay for extra tutorage
and worked with universities on providing flexibility to athletes. The IIS also

provided some sports science and medical support to complement the services
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already provided by the NGB. Due to limited resources, it is more effective for
the IIS to target the small number of universities rather than the large number
of post-primary schools, so support with post-primary issues was minimal.
However, some of the athletes did receive help with completing application
forms for third level education, and were offered educational workshops on
time management. As McCoy et al., (2014) found, most secondary school
children seek advice from their parents and guidance counsellors. This research
found that parents were hugely influential in guiding and supporting their

children’s post-primary school options.

The role of specialist support professionals. The interactions between
the athletes and the specialist support professionals they worked with were
appraised positively. The athletes commented on the expertise and support
they received from professionals such as doctors, physiotherapists,
physiologists, nutritionists, counsellors, psychologists and performance
analysts. As most of these specialists were provided through their NGB, this is
one element of the services provided by NGBs that was overwhelming positive.
As all of the athletes experienced injury and/or illness at some point in their
development, having access to specialists to help them with their rehabilitation
programme helped them to cope with the challenges of rehabilitation. Only
Tony, who was operating outside of the NGB’s system, had to source his own
support staff. As his father was coaching him and he did not have teammates of
high quality to train with, he had to finance hitting partners, sports science and
medical support, strength and conditioning expertise and sometimes video
analysis support. While he rated the expertise of the people that he worked with

highly, having to source and arrange for all of this himself was not ideal.

The role of education institutions. All of the athletes chose to complete
their post-primary education. It is clear from all the narratives however, that
although their post-primary education was seen as important, it either shared,
or was over-shadowed by, the importance of their sport. The athletes
experienced a sharp rise in their training loads as they entered the senior-cycle
of their post-primary education. Tony made the decision to be home-schooled

for two years (between the ages of 15-17 years) in order to train and compete
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on the international circuit. Returning to full-time education was a major
difficulty for him, as he was unable to dedicate the time he felt he needed to his
sport. Overall his academic and his sport suffered as he was unable to get the
balance he felt he needed for both. At the opposite end of the spectrum, Alex felt
she balanced the demands of her sport and her studies well. She admitted to
being fortunate to have a special arrangement in place with her school and local
university, which meant that she could split her final year of school over two
years. This flexibility allowed her to continue to pursue her sport at the level
she felt she needed, whilst also ensuring that she completed her post-primary

education to the best of her potential.

Both Kelli and Eavan admitted to being very well supported by their
school and their teachers. They were allowed to complete term assignments
and exams while they were on training camps abroad. Similar to Alex, Kelli’s
school was willing to allow her to split her LC year over two years. This would
have allowed her greater flexibility to balance her training and education. But,
Kelli decided (with her parents) to sit the exams in one sitting, just a few
months before the exam dates. This proved to be a short-lived but major source
of strain for Kelli. Because she had made the decision not to study Gaeilge (the
Irish language) as a subject for her LC4, she could not gain entry to courses in
the university attached to her new HPC. This essentially cost her a year out of
her education. In hindsight, although it was a very stressful period for Kelli, she
admitted that it did all work out in the end. Finally for Eavan, while initially very
disappointed that she was not able to split her LC year like Kellj, she felt that
she could repeat her year if her exams did not go well. In the end, she did not

need to.

Once they got to university, Kelli and Eavan were better able to balance

their time. Both struggled initially, but this is typical of first year at third level

4 Matriculation requirements for most universities in Ireland require the study of Gaeilge as a
subject in the LC. Students need to pass this subject (at Ordinary level) to enter most of the
degree programmes in the main universities in Ireland. The university where the HPC was
based only required students to study one language as an admissions requirement. As Kelli had
studied Spanish, she fulfilled that requirement so therefore did not need Gaeilge. However,
when she relocated to her new club, the local university there required her to have passed
Gaeilge in her LC exams. Therefore Kelli sat Gaeilge as an external subject, and passed it, so that
she could study a degree course at her new university.
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education (McCoy et al,, 2014). Once they got more confident speaking to
lecturers and working with their new timetables, they enjoyed their university
courses. Kelli believed that her coach understood her college commitments, so
she was accommodated if she needed to miss a training session for an
important exam or assignment. While all of the athletes made their post-school
options based on their sport, Tony decided not to go initially to university. He
did however go back to school to repeat his Mathematics course for the LC.
Feeling unsatisfied with the results that he had obtained in the subject, he
believed that if he could achieve a better grade in the subject, he would have
more options of courses that he could study when it came to applying to

universities in later years.

Alex initially tried to study a course, but her time out of the country
training made it impossible for her to continue. She did however use education
as a distraction, a form of avoidance coping, to help her through her illness. She
described the local institution she attended as very accommodating to her
needs. Similar to previous research on dual careers and the influence of
education policy on elite sports participation, the issue of flexibility in
facilitating elite student-athletes is crucial (Aquilina & Henry, 2010). The LCis a
very inflexible exam structure, with most colleges unwilling to recognise a L.C
that is gained over two exam sittings. However, it seems that providing this
flexibility at a local level allowed Alex to positively cope with the sport-
education balance. Providing flexibility in traditional university set-ups is also
needed if athletes are to successfully transition to senior level. In Tony’s case, he
is seeking a course he can study on-line or through blended learning, so that he
can continue in his quest to transition to senior level elite sport. The
development of flexible options in third level education may provide many
student-athletes with the possibility of combining education with sport while

they are still training and completing.

In summary, the wider support network such as the sports and
education systems were viewed both positively and negatively by the athletes.
This finding is similar to research into athletes’ performance environments

(Douglas & Carless, 2006; Guerin et al.,, 2008). While the athletes were provided
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with numerous resources they rated positively, depending on the athletes’ level
of development, the availability of these resources could be limited. From an
educational perspective, the inflexible approach of the LC exams and entry
criteria for university (e.g., Kelli not being able to attend university as she had
not studied Gaeilge) added to the pressures of the transitions. Overall, it
appears that the athletes perceived interpersonal social support from their
family to be extremely beneficial to their development and negotiation of
transitions. Teammates and friends were also major sources of support.
Coaching issues and wider system support were viewed less positively, and

were often viewed as barriers to development.

Assets, Resources, Liabilities and Barriers: Transition toughness

Both Stambulova (2003) and Schlossberg (Anderson et al., 2012;
Schlossberg et al., 1995; Schlossberg 2008) suggest that the balance of a
person’s assets and resources against liabilities and barriers influence the
effectiveness of how they will cope with a transition. This ratio of assets to
liabilities, or resources to barriers, can change over time, as assets are
strengthened and liabilities minimised or eliminated (or vice versa). Assets are
the positive factors that reside within the individual, such as coping skills,
optimism, state of health and socio-economic status. Resources are also positive
factors, but they are external to the individual, e.g., social support and financial
aid (Fergus & Zimmerman, 2005). Liabilities and barriers are seen as negative
factors, and can include lack of social support, financial constraints and limited
access to facilities or equipment. The dynamic balance between these positive
and negative factors ultimately influence how a person copes with a transition,
and could be described as “transition toughness”. This transition toughness, e.g.,
the ability to cope with transitions experienced inside and outside of sport by
strengthening available assets and resources, while minimizing or eliminating
barriers and liabilities could explain why two athletes, e.g., Kelli and Eavan, can
experience the same transition (departure of coach) and cope with in it very

difference ways.

Comparing two extreme transitions can illustrate how the balance of

assets and liabilities (resources and barriers) influence how a transitions is
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perceived and negotiated. Eavan had always planned to go to university and
balance her sport with her education. By the time this transition took place,
Eavan had several years of managing her injury and coping with poor
performance. It is likely that she relinquished some of her athletic identity when
she was dropped from the high performance squad and was eager to build a
new student-athlete identity. She was also optimistic about her future at
university. While the timing of her start to university coincided with the head
coach of her HPC leaving and given that Eavan was no longer part of the high
performance squad, the coach’s departure did not affect her as strongly as it did
Kelli. She had strong social support from her parents, and her decision not to
move club also meant that she had some familiarity with her surrounding and
local support networks. She used multiple coping strategies to cope with the
stressors she encountered. Overall, her balance of assets to liabilities, her

transition toughness, was high and she experienced a positive transition.

In contrast, Alex experienced an illness that was unexpected. She was
preparing for competition and a major championship and chose to conceal her
illness from her NGB, out of fear that she would not be allowed to compete. She
(and her coach) modified her training, but the overall result was that she
severely underperformed at the championships. On returning home, she
withdrew socially from her friends and teammates and moved back home to
live with her parents. Her assets were initially outweighed by her liabilities, in
that she was in poor physical health, employed several disengagement-focused
coping strategies and questioned her future role in her sport. With time, and the
social support of her family and boyfriend, she began to strengthen her assets
and resources and minimise her liabilities. She focused on getting back to good
health, started a course at a local college, began communicating again with her
NGB and attended counselling. Over time she was able to build her transition

toughness to navigate the transition.

The final section of this chapter will further exam the concept of time

and how it relates to transitions.
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Changes over Time

Although the onset of the transition may be linked to one identifiable
event or nonevent, transitions are really a process over time (Schlossberg,
2008). It can often take years before a person fully moves through a major
transition. What is clear from this research is that the athletes’ reactions to the
transitions they faced changed over time. Employing a longitudinal approach to
the study of transitions allowed for an exploration of these changes. As
illustrated in the previous passage, Alex’s reaction to her transition changed six
months, one year and two years after she experienced her illness. At first her
illness was all consuming, gradually she was able to come to terms with what
had happened, but still struggled with the decision of whether she would return
to her sport. A year later she made the decision to return to her old HPC, and a
year after that she is back training and has started a new university programme.
Whether she will be able to regain full fitness, and compete at the level she had

previously, is unknown. But she is determined to try.

Other advantages of the longitudinal approach used, was the realisation
by Kelli and Eavan that their training environment and culture at their club was
not ideal. It was only when Kelli experienced the culture at another club, and
Eavan experienced a new culture at the HPC under a new coach, that they

realised that they existed “in a bubble”.

As change is integrated in a person’s life, and the individual adjusts to
that change over time, most transitions are successfully navigated, with those
undergoing it often benefiting from the experience (Schlossberg, 1984). The
concept of resilience, or “bouncebackability”, is often used to describe athletes
who not only cope with the setbacks they experienced, but thrive following the
experience. In-line with the findings of Galli and Vealey (2008), the athletes in
this study all exhibited resilient qualities in dealing with the setbacks including
positivity, determination, competitiveness, commitment, maturity, persistence,
passion for the sport and strong networks of social support. These resilient
qualities were seen, not just in the major transitions, but in the athletes’ daily
lives. The athletes also talked about growing from their experiences, both

psychologically and socially. They relayed how they had new perspectives on

275



their lives (the importance of having other things, not just their sport), a
renewed passion for their sport, a sense of being able to take on anything,
better time management, more maturity, appreciation of their social support
and a strengthened support network. Hence, many of the athletes may have
experienced what has been termed as “stress related growth”, the positive
changes that occur in the aftermath of stressful life experiences (Park, Cohen &
Murch, 1996; Galli & Reel, 2012). While this growth may or may not have an
impact on their sporting performance, it may offer very real positive social,

psychological and emotional effects in their overall development.

In conclusion, all of the athletes experienced transitions both within and
outside of their sporting lives. The athletes’ own personal assets and resources,
the ever-present role of social support and the use of a variety of coping
strategies all appeared to strongly influence the athletes’ ability to successfully
cope with the transitions they faced. Over time, the athletes appeared to use the
adversities that they faced to build resilience and experience social,

psychological and emotional growth.

Chapter Summary

Using in-depth life histories to explore the transitions experienced by
talented young athletes can help us understand the complexities of athletes’
decision making and the ultimate consequences that play out. Six main themes
emerged from the life histories regarding the athletes’ experiences: early
sporting experiences, the specialising years, approaching transitions, the
transitions experienced, the ratio of assets to liabilities (transition toughness)
and changes over time. The athletes’ personal characteristics, their unique
situations, their support networks and the coping strategies that they used, all
combined to provide each athlete with a unique experience of the transitions
they faced. Macro levels, contextual factors such as the sports system, cultural
factors and education policy played a significant role in how the athletes, and
their parents, coaches and peers made decisions that impacted on the athletes’
careers. This final chapter will present the key research findings and will
discuss the practical implications of these findings and provide possible

direction for further research.
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Chapter 6. Conclusions & Recommendations

The aim of this research was to explore the transitions experienced by
four elite adolescent athletes as the made the within career transition out of
post-primary education and also into elite senior sport. Using a life history
methodology approach, and a longitudinal design, it examined the lived
experiences of these young athletes which has allowed us to develop a better
understanding of the within-career transition experienced by young athletes. A
holistic approach to athletic career development now recognises that focusing
on the sporting context alone is over-simplistic. An athletic career is determined
by developments within the sporting, psychological, psychosocial and
academic/vocational domains (Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004). More recently,
there have been calls for combining this holistic approach with an examination
of an athlete’s “whole environment” (Stambulova & Ryba, 2013). National
culture, elite sports policy, educational structure, and the athlete’s immediate
performance environment have all been identified as significant factors in
athletic career development and transitions (Alfermann et al., 2004; Henriksen

et al,, 2010; Stambulova et al., 2007).

Within-career transitions are turning phases in the course of an athletic
career (Stambulova et al,, 2009). Alongside transitions that can be expected,
such as the move out of post-primary education and the progression from
junior to elite-level sport, athletes also face less predictable transitions such as
injury, illness and a change in coaching staff. The transition from junior to
senior sport is often one of high life stress (Pummell et al., 2008; Wuerth et al,,
2004) and significant talent loss (Salmela, Young, & Kallio, 2000). In Ireland,
only 14% of “carded’” athletes made the transition from junior to senior level
sport in individual Olympic sports (e.g., athletics, rowing, boxing),

(Cunningham, 2012).

The purpose of this chapter is to present the key research findings. In
addition this final chapter will discuss the practical implications of the research

findings and provide possible direction for further research.
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Overview of the Key Findings

Pathways travelled in the early years. All of the athletes sampled a
variety of sports in the early years. They also had an early start in their sport
(all before the age of six), and were also all socialised into their chosen sports
by their parents. They participated in their sport locally, where fun and
enjoyment were the main motivating factors in the early years. The athletes
were coached by several volunteer coaches, depending on their age grade. The
athletes enjoyed the challenge of improving their performances, and as they
started to improve and show talent in their chosen sport, less time was devoted
to other sports and pursuits. Around the mid-teenage years, all of the athletes
realised that they had the potential to progress in their sports. They increased
their time spent training and between the ages of 11-16 years, all were training
exclusively in their chosen sport. They were all motivated to improve their
performance, and this motivation led them to seek out better resources (e.g.,
coaching and facilities) which they could not access locally. While the athletes
were encouraged by their parents to balance their sport and education, it was
clear that their sport came first. All of their educational decisions were based on

their sport.

Types of transitions experienced. The athletes in this study
experienced both normative (expected) and non-normative (unexpected)
transitions, both inside and outside of their sport. These can be summarised
under three main headings, 1) transition experienced in education, 2) injury or
illness, and 3) other transitions experienced in sport. All of the transitions
impacted on the athletes lives, some more significantly than others. Not all of
the transitions experienced were negative. In general, the transition that were
planned and in the athlete’s control (e.g., transition to university, transition to
full-time training) were easier to navigate that those that were unexpected and

outside of their control (e.g., departure of a coach, injury, illness).

None of the athletes have yet experienced what Schlossberg (1981)
termed a non-event, i.e., a transition that an individual expected to happen but
did not occur. However, three of the athletes are still waiting to fully transition

in to elite senior sport. With only 14% Irish athletes making the transition from
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a junior to a senior “carded” athlete, it is unknown whether these athletes will
be able to make the transition they desire. It is plausible then that some of these

athletes may experience a non-event in the future.

Transition impact. One of the main findings of this research is the
importance of understanding the impact that a transition has on an athlete.
Research has found that it is not the actual event that can overwhelm
individuals, but the degree to which it alters their lives (Anderson et al., 2012;
Schlossberg, 2008). Transition impact can explain how two athletes can
experience the same transition, yet the degree to which it impacts on their daily
lives can be very different. Three of the athletes experienced the unexpected
departure of a coach, yet the consequences for each athlete were diverse,

differently affecting the athletes’ roles, routines, relationship and assumptions.

Concurrent stressors and transitions. The athletes in this study
experienced concurrent stressors such as preparing for competition whilst also
preparing for the LC exams, the death of a grandparent while preparing for the
LC exams, move to a new club with a new coach whilst preparing to start
university and injury while preparing for competition. Therefore it is important
to ascertain whether an athlete is experiencing concurrent stressors or
transitions, to better understand their transition experience (Alfermann &

Stambulova, 2007, Schlossberg, 2008,).

“Transition toughness”, i.e., ratio of assets to liabilities. The ratio of
an individual’s assets to liabilities (or resources to barriers) has been found to
influence the effectiveness of how an individual will cope with a transition
(Anderson et al.,, 2012; Schlossberg et al., 1995; Schlossberg 2008, Stambulova
(2003). This ratio is dynamic and changes over time. Some of the key assets
included personal qualities, parental support, support from peers, and some
sports system support e.g., equipment/resources to aid their sporting
development, professional support teams, support from educational

institutions.

While the athletes did acknowledge some positive organisational

support as they negotiated their transitions, they also cited several barriers.

279



These included leadership and personnel problems in NGBs, particularly in the
area of communication. It also appears that features of successful talent
development environments were lacking in all of the athletes’ initial HPCs,
including training that allowed for diversification and the development of
psycho-social skills and competences for life (Henriksen, 2010), open and
honest communication, increased athlete responsibility and autonomy, and
support and preparation for key transitions (Martindale & Mortimer, 2011).
Coaching issues also arose around the coach’s personality, coaching style,
relationship with the NGB, and expertise. Finally some of the athletes suggested
that their experience of injury was specifically linked to coaching factors, while
other suspect that inadequate recovery may have exacerbated their symptoms.
Injury and illness were some of the most stressful periods for the athletes in

this study.

Coping strategies and their effectiveness. Throughout the course of
this research the athletes used a wide range of coping strategies as an effective
way to deal with the transitions they experienced. The range and effectiveness
of the coping strategies varied greatly. The coping strategies employed by the
athletes were rarely mobilised in isolation (Finn & McKenna, 2010). The
athletes used more engagement focused coping strategies (e.g., information
seeking, problem solving, accepting responsibility for their actions) when they
had control of their situation. The athletes also employed many meaning-
focused coping strategies to deal with the transition that affected their sporting
goals (e.g., realigning priorities, adapting their goals). Disengagement coping
strategies (e.g., denial, wishful thinking, helplessness and social withdrawal)
tended to be used when the athletes had little control over their situations (e.g.,

injury and illness).

Resilience and stress related growth. Another major finding of this
research is that while the athletes had to navigate several transitions in their
careers, overall they benefited from their experiences (Sarkar & Fletcher, 2014).
Aligned with the findings of Galli and Vealey (2008), the athletes in this study all
exhibited resilient qualities in dealing with the transitions they experienced.

These qualities including positivity, determination, persistence, a passion for
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the sport and strong networks of social support. Coping with the transitions
they experienced gave them a renewed passion for their sport, better
appreciation of the support networks, improved life skills, and a new
perspective on their lives, where the importance of having other things, not just
their sport, was evident. It therefore appears that the athletes experienced
“stress related growth” (Park, Cohen & Murch, 1996; Galli & Reel, 2012). While
stress related growth may not have an effect on their sporting outcomes, it

could offer very real positive effects in their overall development.

Dual careers. [t is evident in this study that the athletes based their
post-school options around their sporting careers. All of their education
decisions were based around their sport, however all of the athletes did
recognize the need to attain an academic qualification. The question was when?
While two of the athletes felt that combining education and sport was the best
option for them, the other two athletes felt that they only had a limited time to
make it in their sport, and so education could be delayed. The rigid post-
primary education and traditional university entry system meant three of the
athletes experienced stress in their final year of post-primary education. The
only athlete who was afforded some flexibility in this area, was able to cope
with the final year of post-primary education better. The same athlete also
found pursuing an academic qualification a good method of distraction coping
when her illness was threatening to overwhelm her. Having an alternative
activity in a young athlete’s life such as the pursuance of an academic,
vocational or professional qualification may be useful if the athletes’ sporting
goals are threatened. Therefore, this research would agree with Aquilina and
Henry (2010) that if “dual career” guidelines are to be adopted by EU member

states, they will need to address education policy as well as sports policy.

Conclusions

Implications for practice. This research supports the call by
Stambulova and Ryba (2013) for exploring athletic career development from a
“whole person, whole career, whole environment perspective”. The within-
career literature is growing and it seems there may be certain non-normative

transitions that are common in the literature. Injury (and illness), educational
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demands, relocation and changes in coaching staff are major recurring themes
that seem to impact athletes during their athletic careers. It may be that some
pre-anticipatory coping skills could be developed to help prepare athletes for
such transitions. Even if an athlete is fortunate enough to pass through their
career without experiencing such transitions, the skills and psychological tools
that they learn can help them deal with transitions that they may face later in
life. It has been suggested that sport serves the ideal arena for teaching “life
skills” (Gould & Carson, 2008). Here, life skills encompasses many of the
definitions of social-emotional learning, emotional intelligence, positive
psychology, resilience, psychological characteristics of developing excellence
(PCDEs) which help athletes to cope with change. Helping athletes to adapt to
new situations should not only assist athlete succeed in sport, but can be
transferred to the non-sporting setting. However, efforts need to be made to

help athletes to transfer these skills to other situations (Gould & Carson, 2008).

If, as research suggests, coping is constrained by maturity (Compas et al.,
2001) then adolescence is a critical period in a person’s life where they can
develop a range of coping strategies (Skinner & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2007).
Reflecting on the coping skills that they use in different situations is therefore
an important skill for young athletes to learn. By doing so, they may be better
able to appraise which coping strategies might be more effective in certain
situations. This would also lead to the development of a range of coping
strategies to deal with diverse challenges (Didymus & Fletcher, 2012;
Tamminen & Holt, 2010). The normalisation of the emotional and psychological
challenge of injury, illness and other transitions experienced by athletes may
also help athletes to cope better with their experiences (McArdle et al., 2014).
Building mentoring relationships between more senior athletes (who have been
through these transitions) and younger athletes (who may be experiencing
these transitions), could be a strategy employed by NGBs or individual HPCs to
assist younger athletes with challenges they face. If the athletes are young, or
socially immature, then the education of parents and coaches of the importance

of the development of life skills and coping strategies is key.

282



One of the main findings of this research is that it is not the transition,
but its impact, that is important. Coaches, parents, NGBs, support staff and all
those working with athletes (at all stages of their development) need to
consider that every individual’s transition varies. It may be that the parent’s,
coach’s, administrators, or support staff’'s perception of a transition is different
to that of the athletes. Therefore, by appreciating the impact that a transition
has on an individual (how it changes their roles, routines, relationships and
assumptions), a better understanding of the transition faced can be garnered.
Similarly, it is only by considering the athletes unique situation, their support
structure, and personal characteristics can we truly appreciate the challenge

that an individual faces.

What is evident from this research is the importance of individualizing
the career development pathway. Perhaps as MacNamara and Collins (2014)
suggest, there is a need to move beyond “prescriptive” models of talent
development towards a consideration of clear and theoretically sound
guidelines for the development of effective athlete talent development
environments (ADTEs, e.g., Henriksen, 2010; Martindale & Mortimer, 2011).
The current research found that developing athletes receive less support from
their NGBs (and the overall high performance sports system) than established
athletes. It is acknowledged that the sports system in general, and individual
NGBs in particular, are constrained by funding and resources, and so cannot
afford to support all of the athletes that pass through their talent development
systems. However, while it appears that the sports system (particularly NGBs)
invest heavily in developing talent (Ryan, 2014), they offer very little in return
to the athlete if that talent is not realised. By developing an athlete in an
effective talent development environment, talent loss could be minimised due
to a higher success rate of transition to the elite senior level, while young people
are provided with the psycho-social skills and competencies for life (Henriksen,

2010; Martindale & Mortimer, 2011, Morris et al., 2015).

Benefits of developing “transition toughness”

The term “transition toughness” has been devised to encapsulate the

skills and competencies that athletes need to develop in order to negotiate the
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transitions they experience throughout their athletic career (see Figure 6.1).
Transition toughness can help athletes to strengthen the assets and resources
that all athletes possess both prior to, during and after transitions are
experienced. As well as strengthening an athletes assets, transition toughness
can also help to minimise or eliminate barriers to the successful negotiation of
transitions faced by athletes. Athletes can experience several common
transitions such as the transition from junior to senior sport, relocation, injury,
illness, change of coach and the transition out of post-primary education.
Therefore athletes could be taught some pre-anticipatory coping strategies (e.g.,
how to problem solve, how to seek support), organisation and planning skills,
time (and self) management, communication techniques, realistic goal setting
and change management strategies. During a transition, athletes may also wish
to build on their social support, re-align their goals, increase the number of
coping strategies, seek support to normalise their experience or avail

of professional support, where necessary. Finally as the athlete is exiting the
transition and re-integrating into new roles and routines, they may have learnt
from the experience, and can use the challenge of the transition to build
resilience and awareness of the support structures, life skills and coping
strategies that were effective (or ineffective) in helping them to overcome the

challenges they faced.

The Transition Toughness model incorporates Schlossberg’s (1981),
Anderson et al.’s (2012), Stambulova’s (1994, 2000) and Wylleman & Lavallee’s
(2004) career transitions models. It encompasses normative and non-
normative transitions, as well as transitions inside and outside of the sporting
realm. It is also cognisant of an athlete’s wider environment, and thus takes a
whole person, whole career and whole environment approach to athletic career
transitions. It also acknowledges that not all transitions may be resolved, and
some may require professional or clinical assistance. Successful transition
negotiation is also not measured by increases in athletic performance, but
overall personal development. By integrating transition toughness into coach,
athlete and parent education it is hoped that the talent loss experienced in elite
sport in Ireland could be minimised, and fundamentally that all-round

development of young athletes is supported.
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Figure 6.1. Integration of Transition Toughness
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Recommendations for further research.

Hidden experiences. The aim of this research was to share the young
participants’ perspectives about the transitions they experienced both inside
and outside of their sport. This research brought to life the often hidden
experiences of young people who participate in sport at a high level. Therefore
further exploration of the “lived experiences” of athletes across their whole
athlete career, both within and outside of their sport, can help us move away
from the “master” narrative, which often focuses purely on performance. By
hearing stories, which are not typical of this master narrative, all of us working
with and supporting athletes gain a perspective that can often be lost when the
elite sport process is “dehumanised” (Douglas & Carless, 2014). Also, while
research on the within-career transitions is gaining momentum, and both
normative and non-normative transitions are being explored, there seems to be
an absence of research on non-events, i.e., a transition that an individual
expected to happen but did not occur. How athletes cope with these non-events
is important to understand, especially if individuals are struggling to cope with

these experiences.

Stress related growth and transitions. It is also suggested by Collins
and MacNamara (2010) that “talent needs trauma” to facilitate eventual senior-
level performance in sport. Similar to the concept of stress related growth, more
research is needed on the benefits of transitions faced by athletes. This research
touched on the coping strategies used by the athletes in this study to cope with
the within career transitions they faced. It would be interesting to further
explore if the lessons that they learned from pervious transition could help
them in the future transitions they faced. Also, it may be that the centralised
programmes that are becoming more common in elite sport, which aim to
minimise the challenges faced by young aspiring athletes through the provision
of coaching, sports science, medical, lifestyle, academic and often financial
support could be inhibiting “learned resourcefulness” (Collins & MacNamara,
2010). That s, the ability of a young athlete to self-regulate and self-control
stressful situations. Therefore, more research is needed in to the design and

conduct of these centralised high performance academies.
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Impact of post-primary education exams. Findings from this research
suggest that further investigation of the impact of post-primary final year exams
is warranted. All of the athletes were encouraged, and understood the need to sit
their LC exams, but they all agreed that they did not devote the time or dedication
that was needed to excel in these exams, doing just what was needed to pass. This
is not uncommon in the sports literature (Cosh & Tully, 2015). Most of the
research on education and elite sport has focused on third-level education.
Exams at the end of post-primary education are often seen as equal to, or more
stressful than, the initial years at university. Also, similar exploratory research
on other sports (e.g., team sports, late specialisation individual sports) along
with the incorporation of different perspectives (coach, NGBs, teachers,
university lecturers, parents) would also be beneficial in understanding the
range of factors influencing development during the later years of post-primary

education.

Life skills. Finally, further research on what, when and how life skills
should be taught to athletes is important. While certain psychological and
psychosocial skills have been found to be essential for the development of
talent, recent research has suggested that these positive characteristics could
have a “dual effect” when they are taken to excess (e.g., over commitment,
obsessive passion, perfectionism), (Hill et al., in press). These life skills need to
be embedded in the long term athlete development strategies of the sport and
their coaching process so that all round personal development can be

promoted.
The last word.

The primary aim of this research was to develop an understanding of the
experiences of young talented athletes as they navigated the within-career
transition out of post-primary education. The findings suggest that young
athletes face transitions both inside and outside of their sport, and the influence
of these transitions can have a major impact on athletic development. The
transitions experienced were both planned and unanticipated and the athletes
used a range of personal qualities, strategies and supports to deal with the

challenges that they faced. Overall, the ratio of assets to liabilities determined
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the athletes’ “transition toughness”. The athletes were able to negotiate the
transitions they encountered by strengthening their assets and minimising, or
eliminating, the barriers they faced. The wider sports and education system also
impacted on the athletes’ lives, and the athletes’ wider environment needs to be
explored if a dual career approach to elite sport is to be incorporated in to
sports policy. By adopting a whole person, whole career and whole environment
perspective to athletic career development, this research has added to our

understanding of young athletes’ experiences.
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Epilogue

Like the athletes in this study, my own journey through this research
process has been one of many transitions. | became a mother to three beautiful
sons but experienced the loss of my own incredible mother. I also moved house
on two occasions as my family grew. On a professional level, the sporting
landscape also changed dramatically for me. In 2008 the National Coaching and
Training Centre was restructured by the Irish Sports Council and became
Coaching Ireland, whose main focus is the provision of training and support to
coaches through the National Coaching Development Programme (NCDP). The
Player/Athlete Services department of the NCTC was transferred to the newly
established Institute of Sport. The IIS had established a new area of support
known as Lifestyle services. This area of support assists athletes who are
making transitions e.g., from sport to retirement, from leaving cert to college,

from college to work, or from part-time to full-time training or vice versa.

In conjunction with the establishment of the Irish Institute of Sport I was
a member of a research team who was commissioned to carry research on the
Performance Environment of Irish elite athletes. This research reinforced the
importance of exploring the wider environment that athletes” develop in. [ was
also given the opportunity to manage the Athlete Performance Transition
Programme to support athletes through the process of qualification, competing

and returning from the 2012 London Olympic Games

After London 2012 and owing to my research on transitions, I changed
jobs. I now work with professional rugby players and manage the Player
Development Programme for the Irish Rugby Union Players’ Association
(IRUPA). My new understanding of transitions has allowed me to appreciate the
challenges that these players face from the start of their academy careers, right
through to retirement from the game (however long or short that might be). It
has also encouraged me to constantly question and consider the programmes
and support that we, at IRUPA, provide, and also to consider sound empirical
and theoretical evidence for what we do. At IRUPA we are fortunate to have the
resources (both financial and human) to provide individualised support to all

professional players, from sub-academy level (approx. age 18 years) right
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through to senior level. We also provide support to players who have finished

their playing careers for as long as necessary.

Conducting this research has been a fantastic experience. It has
continually challenged my thoughts on how best we can serve our young
athletes. Finally, it has also allowed be to understand my own transitions, and
how change, distress and challenge can bring about amazing positive changes in

a person’s life.
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APPENDIX A

Long Term Athlete Development

The adoption of the long term athlete development model (LTAD; Balyi
& Hamilton, 2004) by sports organisations around the world in countries such
as Canada, Ireland, the United Kingdom and Australia in the 1990s has led to a
number of critiques, reviews, revisions and expansions of the model (e.g., Bailey

etal, 2010, Ford et al., 2011; Gulbin, Croser et al., 2013; MacPhail et al., 2010).

Balyi and Hamilton (2004) classified sport as either early or late
specialisation depending on whether sports required early sports specific
specialisation (e.g., diving, figure skating, gymnastics) or a more generalised
approach to early training (e.g., athletics, combative sports, cycling, racquet
sports and team sports). For late specialisation sports, the LTAD model begins
with the “FUNdamentals” stage that places a strong emphasis on the learning of
fundamental motor skills. From here the athlete progresses through the
“Learning to Train”, “Training to Train”, “Training to Compete”, “Training to
Win” and finally the “Retirement/Retainment” stage (see Figure A). In early
specialisation sports, the authors recommend that the FUNdamentals and
Learning to Train phases be combined or amalgamated into a single stage such
as the Training to Train phases. The LTAD model was developed as a generic
model, therefore sports were advised to adapt the model to suit the specific
needs of their sport. One of the key principles of the LTAD model is that it
outlines key capacities that must be developed in each stage if progression to
the next stage is to be successful. This classification takes a holistic view of
athlete development and includes technical, tactical, mental, physical, personal

and lifestyle capacities.
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Late Specialisation model Early specialisation model

1. FUNdamentals 1. Training to Train

2. Learning to Train (FUNdamentals /
Learning to Train)

3. Training to Train 2. Training to Compete

4. Training to Compete

5. Training to Win 3. Training to Win

6. Retirement / Retainment 4. Retirement / Retainment

Figure A

Long term athlete development model.

The LTAD stages for early and late specialisation sports. Adapted from “Long-
Term Athlete Development: Trainability in Childhood and Adolescence.
Windows of Opportunity. Optimal Trainability” by I. Balyi & A. Hamilton, 2004,
National Coaching Institute British Columbia: Victoria, & Advanced Training and
Performance Ltd.

Since the LTAD model was first introduced in 1998, it has been adopted
and revised in many countries to suit the specific needs of both the country
(e.g., Canadian Sport for Life; Sport Canada, 2005) and the sport (e.g., Long
Term Player Development: From 6 to 6 Nations; IRFU, 2006). However its
scientific underpinning has been questioned (see Ford et al. 2011). In their long
term athlete development (LTAD) model, Balyi & Hamilton (2004) point to the
existence of critical “windows of opportunity”, when developing athletes are
more sensitive to specific training-induced adaptations and that appropriate
training during these sensitive periods can lead to accelerated adaptation.
These sensitive periods for stamina, skill and strength are based on a moving
scale that is related to the onset of the growth spurt, or peak height velocity
(PHV). PHV is extremely individualist and occurs at different times for different

children (Tanner, 1978). Therefore to identify when these windows occur,
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coaches are encouraged to routinely collect measure of children’s’ height to
identify PHV. The existence of these windows of trainability is controversial, as
Balyi & Hamilton (2004) report that if a child does not engage in the
appropriate training during these windows then they may never reach their
true potential. While it is plausible that there may be naturally occurring
periods of accelerated change during childhood and adolescence when
developmental response is greater, this may secondarily affect participation
through changes in achievement and consequent motivation (Ford et al,, 2012).
In 2003 the NCTC published a consultation paper ‘Building Pathways in Irish
Sport: Towards a plan for the sporting health and well-being of the nation’
outlining a model for long term player/athlete development in Ireland (NCTC,
2003). Following an extensive period of consultation and a review of current
best practice in sport (e.g., Coté et al., 2003) the ISC commissioned a working
group to develop a consultation document to guide the development of a wider
more inclusive model of lifelong involvement in sport and physical activity
(LISPA) that would cater for recreational and lifelong participation as well as

high performance sport.

The LISPA framework aims to cater for all levels of physical activity and
sport involvement, by ensuring that everyone is given the opportunity to play,
participate and compete in the activity or sport at a level that is appropriate to
their ability (MacPhail et al., 2010). The key foundations underpinning the

framework were identified as:

1. A person-centred approach where all individuals are provided with
opportunities to be involved in physical activity.

2. The recognition that different populations may have different needs and
that these needs have to be addressed if they are to become lifelong
participants in physical activity.

3. A quality introduction to physical literary so that individuals can enjoy

and invest in becoming and remaining physically active.

Unlike the LTAD model, movement within the LISPA framework is fluid,
i.e., continual movement between different opportunities is encouraged rather

than a prescribed set of phases which individuals are guided to pursue. The
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foundations for lifelong recreational physical activity

programmes are the same (see Figure 2.14).

and competitive sport

LIFELONG INVOLVEMENT IN SPORT AND PHYSICAL ACTIVITY [(LISPA) FRAMEWORK

T

Learning to Play &
FUNdameéenta
Active Start

Figure B

RGANISED HIGH
ASPORT PERFORMANCE

Iraining
to Win

fraining to
Compete

Training to Train

™,

Practice
Is

The lifelong involvement in sport and physical activity (LISPA) framework.

Adapted from “Coaching Strategy for Ireland, 2008 - 2012” (ISC, 2008c).

A fun and positive introduction to sport and physical activity is

encouraged in the LISPA framework, where individuals are equipped with many

of the skills necessary to allow them to remain active

throughout their lives.

Following these phases, an individual can decide to follow the route of high

performance competitive sport (i.e., follow the LTAD pathway) or take part in

recreational physical activity and/or non-elite competitive sport. There is an

acknowledgment that the same person can occupy different opportunities in the

framework. For example, an individual may be playin

g rugby at international

level yet playing golf recreationally. The LISPA framework also accommodates

late entry into, exit from, and re-engagement with physical activity and sport at

any time. It is anticipated that this fluidity of movement will attract and retain a

greater number of participants through their life.

Many individuals and organisations have been identified as having a role

to play in promoting and maintaining opportunities for people to engagement in

physical activity and sport. Implementation requires the investment of time and

effort by all stakeholders to buy-in to the ethos of the
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key recommendation by the working group is that a collaborative approach
between all agencies involved in the promotion of long term involvement in
physical activity needs to be established (MacPhail et al., 2010). The LISPA
framework was adopted by the ISC and the Sports Council for Northern Ireland
(SCNI) so that it could be considered as a whole island framework that will
underpin all Irish sports strategies from participation through to high
performance (ISC, 2008c). However, to date, it has still not been incorporated in

to sports policy as an overall framework for Irish sport.

As with the LISPA framework, other countries that initially adopted Balyi
and Hamilton’s (2004) LTAD model have carried out research to widen the
scope of the model to cater for all individuals involved in sport, physical activity
and physical education (e.g., Bailey et al., 2010 in the UK; Gulbin, Croser et al.,
2013 in Australia). These wider encompassing models aim to offer flexibility,
individual optimisation and “return routes” across all sports and physical
activity domains (Collins et al., 2012). As Collins et al., point out, excellence in
sport is often conceptualised in terms of outcomes such as medal count and
victories (Penny, 2000), however there has been a shift in thinking to expand
this definition to define excellence in terms of personal improvement and

participation (Miller & Kerr, 2002).

Additional References

Irish Rugby Football Union. (2006). IRFU Long Term Player Development: From
6 to 6 Nations. Dublin, Ireland: IRFU.
Sport Canada (2005). Canadian sport for life: Long term athlete development.

Vancouver, BC: Sport Canada
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APPENDIX B

Entry to Third Level Education for School-Leavers in Ireland

The National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ) is a ten-level system
(1-10) giving an academic or vocational value to qualifications obtained in
Ireland. The NFQ levels help indicate how an award can be used for training,
education and employment opportunities. Typically, Level 6 is equivalent to an
Advanced Certificate/Higher Certificate, Level 7 to an Ordinary Bachelor Degree
and Level 8 to an Honours Bachelor Degree/Higher Diploma (QQI, 2014). As
well as HEIs, there are multiple further education and training providers
offering a range of Level 6 and 7 courses outside of the CAO system, and there
are over 30 private/ independent colleges operating within the sector, with the
majority processing applications directly (CAO, 2013). Entry to third level
education is based on CAO “points”. These points are calculated directly on a
student’s grades in the Leaving Certificate exams. Most subjects are taken at
two levels, Higher (Honours) or Ordinary (Pass). Students are given a letter
grade based on the percentage grade they receive in their exams. Table A

outlines the grades and corresponding percentages.

Students rank their preferences for HEI courses on their application
form and are advised to rank their choice based on their preference for a course
rather than on expectation of examination of the points of previous years (CAO,
2014). Places are offered on an “order of merit” and the greater number of
points a student scores, the higher they will appear on the order of merit list for
that course (CAO, 2014). The points attached to a course do not measure the
difficulty of the course (although often this is the case, e.g. Medicine, Law). For
example, if a course in a university has 50 places available and 200 students put
that course at the top of their list of preferences, then places will be given to the
50 students with the best CAO scores. The other 150 will be offered a place in a
lower preference course on their form based on their points (i.e.,, a course that

is closest to the top of their list).
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Table A.

Grades (letter and percentage) and corresponding CAO points®

Grade Percentage % Points at Higher Points at Ordinary
Level Level

Al 90-100 100 60

A2 85-89 90 50

B1 80-84 85 45

B2 75-79 80 40

B3 70-74 75 35

C1 65-69 70 30

c2 60-64 65 25

C3 55-59 60 20

D1 50-54 55 15

D2 45-49 50 10

D3 40-44 45 5

E 25-39 0 0

F 10-24 0 0

No Grade 0-9 0 0

Note. aStudents may also receive bonus points for Higher Level Maths

Additionally some courses have specific entry criteria, e.g., science subjects may
require students to study a science subject at higher level and achieve a grade
equivalent or higher than a C3. Students may change their mind (once they have
registered an application by February) up until July (i.e., after they have finished
their exams). If a student is not successful in getting their first choice of
university or college course, it will have no effect of them obtaining a place on

one of their other preferences.
Additional References

Central Applications Office (CAO) (2014). Central Applications Office Handbook.
Retrieved from http://www.cao.ie/handbook.php?page=11

Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI) (2014). National Framework of
Qualifications (NFQ). Retrieved from http://www.qqi.ie/Pages/National-

Framework-of-Qualifications-(NFQ).aspx
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APPENDIX C

Information Sheet and Consent Form - Pilot Study

Irish Junior Athlete Research: Phase 1

Player/Athlete Information Sheet

UNIVERSITY of LIMERICK

OLLSCOI1L LUIMNIGH

Dear

We are currently conducting research on the developmental environment of
Irish junior athletes. You have been identifies by your national governing body
[NGB name] as a high level, talented athlete and we would be grateful if you
would consider participating in the initial phase of our study.

What is this study about?

The study will explore the many factors that have influenced the development
of Irish junior athletes. By gathering information from junior athletes we hope
to determine how best to facilitate and support Irish junior athletes, like you,
who wish to develop their sporting talent.

What do I have to do?

If you agree to take part in this phase of the study, you will be interviewed by
one of the researchers between September and December 2008.

What kind of questions will I be asked?

You will be asked to look back on your early sporting experiences and you will
be asked questions about your training and competition programmes. You will
also be asked questions about your experiences of other activities such as arts
and music as you were growing up.

How long with the interview last

The interview will take about 90 minutes.
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Will I be identified as having taken part in the research?

No. Your input will be recorded anonymously and will be held in strict
confidence. Your identity will remain anonymous and will not be associated
with the data or referred to at any time.

Do I have to take part in the research?

No. Participating in this research is completely voluntary and will in no way
affect any support you currently receive.

If I want to take part what have I to do?

If you are willing to take part in this study please read the enclosed consent
form. By signing the consent form you are consenting to take part in the study.
You are however free to withdraw from this study at any point. The information
gathered as part of the study will significantly add to the knowledge in this area
and will assist in developing recommendation to better support athletes.

I'm still unsure what to do, who can I contact?

If you have any queries about this research please contact Deirdre Lyons or Ann
MacPhail (details below). We will be happy to answer any question you may
have. If you have concerns about this study and wish to contact an independent
party, feel free to contact the chair of the University of Limerick Ethics
Committee at 061-202022.

We look forward to your reply and thank you for taking the time to read this
request.

Kind Regards

Deirdre Lyons

Ann MacPhail

PESS Department, University of Limerick

Contact details

Deirdre Lyons deirdre.lyons@ul.ie 061-202895/087 2410398
Ann MacPhail ann.macphail@ul.ie 061-234155

336


mailto:deirdre.lyons@ul.ie
mailto:ann.macphail@ul.ie

Irish Junior Athlete Research: Phase 1

Parent/Guardian Information Sheet

2
UNIVERSITY of LIMERICK

OLLSCOIL LUIMNIGH

Dear

We are currently conducting research on the developmental environment of
Irish junior athletes. [Athlete name] has been identifies by [his/her] national
governing body [NGB name] as a high level, talented athlete and we would be
grateful if you would consider allowing [him/her] participate in the initial
phase of our study.

What is this study about?

The study will explore the many factors that have influenced the development
of Irish junior athletes. By gathering information from junior athletes we hope
to determine how best to facilitate and support Irish junior athletes, like you,
who wish to develop their sporting talent.

What does my child have to do?

If you agree to [athlete name] taking part in this phase of the study, [he/she]
will be interviewed by one of the researchers between September and
December 2008.

What kind of questions will my child be asked?

[Athlete name] will be asked to look back on [his/her] early sporting
experiences and will be asked questions about [his/her] training and
competition programmes. [He/she] will also be asked questions about [his/her]
experiences of other activities such as arts and music as [he/she] was growing

up.
How long with the interview last

The interview will take about 90 minutes.

Will my child be identified as having taken part in the research?
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No. [His/Her] input will be recorded anonymously and will be held in strict
confidence. His/Her] identity will remain anonymous and will not be associated
with the data or referred to at any time.

Does my child have to take part in the research?

No. Participating in this research is completely voluntary and will in no way
affect any support your child currently receives.

If 1 agree to allow my child to take part what have I to do?

If you are willing to allow your child to take part in this study please read the
enclosed consent form. By signing the consent form you are consenting for
[athlete name] to take part in the study. [He/She] is however free to withdraw
from this study at any point. The information gathered as part of the study will
significantly add to the knowledge in this area and will assist in developing
recommendation to better support athletes.

I'm still unsure what to do, who can I contact?

If you have any queries about this research please contact Deirdre Lyons or Ann
MacPhail (details below). We will be happy to answer any question you may
have. If you have concerns about this study and wish to contact an independent
party, feel free to contact the chair of the University of Limerick Ethics
Committee at 061-202022.

We look forward to your reply and thank you for taking the time to read this
request.

Kind Regards

Deirdre Lyons

Ann MacPhail

PESS Department, University of Limerick

Contact details

Deirdre Lyons deirdre.lyons@ul.ie 061-202895/087 2410398
Ann MacPhail ann.macphail@ul.ie 061-234155
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‘\Eg_ i
UNIVERSITY of LIMERICK

OLLSCOIL LUIMNIGH

Irish Junior Athlete Research- Phase 1
Written Informed Consent Form for Parent/Guardian

Deirdre Lyons and Ann MacPhail) researchers from the Physical Education and
Sport Sciences Department) have requested my child’s participation in a
research study for the University of Limerick.

[ understand that as a result of participating in the study my child will be
interviewed by a researcher about their development as a junior athlete. The
information gathered from this interview will help to provide much needed
data on the development of Irish junior athletes. I understand that the results of
this research may be published by that my child’s name will not be revealed. In
order to main confidentially of their records, a code will be assigned to their
information. The information will be stored electronically with the
understanding that researchers are the only personnel who will have access to
the information.

[ have been advised that research, in which my child will participate, does not
have any foreseeable risk. [ understand that any questions I have concerning
the research study, before or after my consent, will be answered by Deirdre
Lyons or Ann MacPhail. If [ have concerns about this study and wish to contact
an independent party I may contact the chair of the UL Ethics Committee (061
202022). I have read the above information. The nature, demands, risks and
benefits of the project to my child have been explained to me.

Signature of Parent Guardian

Date:
Parent/Guardian Name (Print)
Signature of Researcher

Date:
Researcher Name (Print)
Signature of Athlete

Date:

Athlete Name (Print)
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APPENDIX D

Life History Grid and Interview Guide

1. Introduction

You are very welcome here today, thank you very much for taking the time to
meet me. Before we start can I just check that you have signed the consent
form? Do you have any questions before we begin?

As you are aware from the information sheet we are conducting a research
project which aims to explore the participation and performance profiles of
Irish junior athletes and who / what influences your performance throughout
development.

[ would like to remind you that your participation is voluntary, you can respond
as and when you wish, you can also refuse to answer and stop this interview at
any point. The interview will be recorded and then transcribed. Your anonymity
will be protected and any quotes used will contain no identifying information
(e.g. names, teams, locations, etc.)

Are you happy with these conditions?

2. Early Activities

First,  would like to focus on the activities that you were involved in when you
were young. I would like you to list your involvement outside of mandatory
school activities, for example music, dance, play and other activities. [ am also
interested in your early sport involvement. Looking back over your entire life
please tell me of any type of activity that you engaged in on a regular basis
before you decided to specialize in [sport]. What musical, sport, play and artistic
activities, if any, were you participating in before becoming seriously involved
in [sport]? Please list all of these activities, such as piano, dance, drawing, etc
that you did on a regular basis.

a. Any sport activity?

If YES: How old were you when you first got started? How long have you kept
up the involvement? Please tell me about any periods when your involvement
was stopped.

b. Any musical activity?

If YES: How old were you when you first got started? How long have you kept
up the involvement? Please tell me about any periods when your involvement
was stopped.
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c. Any artistic activity such as dance or drawing?

If YES: How old were you when you first got started? How long have you kept
up the involvement? Please tell me about any periods when your involvement
was stopped.

d. Organized games with rules supervised by self and peers (e.g. street games)

If YES: How old were you when you first got started? How long have you kept
up the involvement? Please tell me about any periods when your involvement
was stopped.

e. Any other activity that consumed large amount of your time (e.g. watching TV)

If YES: How old were you when you first got started? How long have you kept
up the involvement? Please tell me about any periods when your involvement
was stopped.

< Interviewer fills in Chart 1 on Early Activities >

3. Developmental Chart for Maturation and Performance in Main Sport

In this section of the interview I would like to focus more specifically on your
development as a [athlete/player]. I will try to get a sense of your development
in [sport] by assessing different factors that may have contributed to your
achievement.

a. Development as an athlete

In this interview different aspects of your athletic development will be
explored. Initially we are looking for some background information to use as a
reference point.

What is your date of birth?

How old were you when you participated for the first time in the following
activities on a regular basis?

____yrsold for first regular involvement in [sport] as a child or adolescent.
___yrsold for first involvement in supervised training by an adult in [sport].

____yrsold for first involvement in training unsupervised by an adult in [sport].
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b. Performance career

How old were you when you first participated in any of the following in a
scheduled competition with recorded results?

Competition at the region or county level

years old for first participation at county level

have never done it

years old when recognised among top five at
the county level

never happened

years old when recognised as the best at the
county level

never happened

Competition at the provincial level

years old for first participation at provincial
level

have never done it

years old when recognised among top five at
the provincial level

never happened

years old when recognised as the best at the
provincial level

never happened

Competition at the national level

years old for first participation at national level

have never done it

years old when recognised among top five at
the national level

never happened

years old when recognised as the best at the
national level

never happened

Competition at the international level (Olympics, World Champion)

years old for first participation on the national
team

have never done it

years old for first participation in a major
international event

have never done it

years old when recognised among top five in
the world

never happened

years old when recognised as the best player in
the world

never happened
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c. Developmental milestones

years old when idea for becoming an elite never happened
athlete first emerged

years old when first engaged in the regular never happened
training

years old when decision was made to become never happened

an elite athlete

years old when all available leisure time began never happened
being spent on training

years old when you first moved (relocated) to have never done it
attend regular training in sport

years old when you first established a close and never happened
extended relation with a coach

years old when you think that you will reach
(or have already reached) your maximum
potential in your sports career

years old when you think that you will retire
from open competitions

d. Sports specific milestones

years old when you first started playing (not in have never done it
organised competitions)

years old when first played in an organised have never done it
competition
years old when first began sport specific have never done it

training regularly

Years old when first began non-sport specific have never done it
training (aerobic, strength, etc) regularly

<Interviewer produces Developmental Chart for Maturation and
Performance, Chart 2>

[ would like to take a moment and look at major periods in your development as
a (sport).  would like you to think of your participation in sport from early on
to now and regroup the years for which your participation and training
remained consistent. I would like you to assess changes in your participation in
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terms of quality and quantity of involvement in sport. Please identify specific
years at which your participation has changed. Do not force any categorisation;
regroup years only if it makes sense to you. These periods will be used as a
frame of reference for the rest of the interview. [Interviewer identify stage 1, 2,
3...with corresponding age].

Can you briefly describe why you have regrouped your involvement from age X
to age X as stage 1?7 Can you briefly describe why you have regrouped your
involvement from age X to age X as stage 2?7 [Repeat question for every stage
identified].

<Athlete categorises years into stages>

[ would like to summarise the information on the development of your
performance in [sport]. Some of it is related to the information that you gave
earlier on your level of competition. Let’s start with the first stage of
engagement and proceed by column.

You were X years old when you first got involved in training for [sport]. For
each stage please indicate the level at which you competed. < Interviewer fills
in Level >

For each stage please provide the age (i.e. younger, older, same age) of the peers
you trained and competed with. < Interviewer fills in Age of Peers>

For each stage, can you provide the highest accomplishment your (or your
team) achieved as well as any personal accomplishments you may have
attained? < Interviewer fills in Individual Accomplishment and/or Team
Accomplishment>

When looking back I would like you to tell me a little bit about your height.
Were you average in comparison to the population? If not, how much taller or
shorter were you? Are there any significant changes in height that occurred
during your development? < Interviewer fills in height >

When people engage in training, their physical effort differs from time to time
and from day to day. Can you recall being engaged in an activity when your level
of physical effort was maximal? Can you briefly describe that and what it felt
like? I want you to think of that as 100%. At the opposite extreme one can
engage in training activities and take it easy. I want you to think of that as 0%. I
now would like you to go through each activity and rate the average or typical
level of physical effort. I would like you to give a rating for every activity. You
will compare the physical effort of that activity to the activity in which you

demonstrated 100% maximal effort. <Fill in Physical effort>

When people engage in training, their mental concentration differs from time to
time and from day to day. Can you recall being engaged in an activity when your
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level of concentration was maximal? Can you briefly describe that and what it
felt like? I want you to think of that as 100%. At the opposite extreme one can
engage in training activities and not being mentally focused. | want you to think
of that as 0%. [ would like you to go through each activity and rate the average
or typical level of concentration. I would like you to give a rating for every
activity. You will compare the concentration of that activity to the activity in
which you demonstrated 100% concentration. <Fill in Mental concentration>

Whether individuals do or do not take advantage of coaches’ instructions and
training resources, the availability of such resources for instruction and training
might limit the speed and quality of development. Disregard for the moment
whether you used all or even most of the available resources for your
development and rate for each stage the quality of training resources that
would have been accessible to a successful and motivated [player/athlete] in
the same environment. Use a rating of 100% to correspond to the best possible
environment in the world for the development of world-class [player/athlete].
A rating of 0% indicates a complete lack of resources. Consider that these
environments may differ significantly as a function of the age of the athlete so
identify the best environment for each age or age-group as your reference point
for your ratings. Resources can be defined as the money that was put forth by
parents or self, the quality of the training facilities and equipment and quality of
coaching and social support. <Interviewer fills in Quality of Training
Resources Column>

Have you ever sustained an injury that had an adverse effect on your activity
involvement? If so, please describe this injury. Have you suffered from more
than one injury? If so, please describe these. How were these injuries incurred?
If you have never had an injury, rate health at 100%. If you have been injured
try to rate the percentage of full health (i.e. completely unable to train and
compete would receive a rating of 0, missing half the season would receive a
rating of 50%). < Interviewer fills in Injury Column>

For each of the stages listed in the chart can you provide the number of hours
per week and number of months per year that you were involved in [sport]?
This includes competitive events and specific training activities for your sport
(organised training, competitions, self-initiated training, and individualised
instruction). < Interviewer fills in Hours per Week and Months per Year>

This completes the first part of the interview procedure.

In the next part of the interview [ will be using the charts we developed
together to explore how you development was supported and who or what
were the main influences during each of the stages that you identified.

Thank you
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Chart 1: Involvement in Early Activities

Activities

6

7

8

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18
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Chart 2 - Developmental Chart for Maturation and Performance in Main Sport

Phase Age  Age Group/ Age of Personal Heightv Intensity = Quality of Injury Hrs per = Months
Peers Accomplishments Peers Resources wk per
Level
sport
year sport
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1. Introduction

During our first meeting we created charts that tracked your sporting
development. Today we are going to use those charts to explore how you
development was supported and who or what were the main influences during
each of the stages that you identified.

2. Early Activities

Again we are going to focus on the activities that you were involved in when you
were young.

<Interviewer goes through each activity outlined previously in Chart 1>

Probe: Who / what was significant in your initial involvement in your continued
involvement when you stopped involvement

How was their influence significant?
3. Social support during development in main sport

In this section of the interview we will use both the charts that we created
based on your development as a [player/athlete] and the different stages that
you identified.

<Interviewer and athlete go through Chart 2>

On reflection, can you I just check that you are happy with the way that the
stages are grouped?

If not, would you like to regroup the stages and explain your reasons for doing
this?

<Interviewer regroups stages if necessary>

Looking back over the areas we’ve touched on in the previous section I would
now like to explore each of these areas.

Can you discuss the important transition points in your career?

What were the roles of other activities in your development?

Probe: Chart 1 in terms of how these activities help or hinder development)
a) Organized sports (other than your main sport)

b) Unorganized sports (deliberate play)

c) Music

d) Arts

e) Other activities
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Age and height versus your peers

Probe: how did this impact on your development at the time was it an
advantage / disadvantage?

Level you participated at for your age

Probe: how did this impact on your development, did you feel pressure to
perform above your age group?

Physical Effort

Probe: how was this supported?

Concentration

Probe: how was this supported?

Success

Probe: how was this supported?
Failures/drawbacks

Probe: how was this supported?

Resources

Probe: how did this impact on your development
Injury

Probe: how did you deal with each the injury and how were you supported?
Hours/Months in sport specific training

Probe: how were you supported during times when a lot of hours were being
put in, did you have to give up other activities, how were you supported, do you
wish you had started sport specific practice earlier and had done more?

Overall

Who or what has been the most influential reason for you continuing to
participate in your chosen sport.

4. General sport development

Finally, I am going to ask you some questions relating to your general sports
development and the role played by significant others in this process. I will have
touched on some of these areas earlier in the interview but I'm hoping to geta
more detailed picture of your development through the following questions
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General Sport Development
How did you first get exposed/introduced to your main sport?

Did you find you immediately had a talent for the sport or did it take time to
emerge? Please describe the different changes that occurred in your
performance as you progressed in your development.

What characteristics, in general, do you think make for an exceptional player in
(your sport)?

Which of these characteristics in particular do you think have helped you reach
the level of performance you have?

In your opinion, are there any aspects critical to success in your main sport
where early training is necessary for success?

Are there characteristics or abilities that cannot be trained and thus reflect pure
innate talent?

Looking back on your development, list all the aspects of your performance that
you feel have been influenced by your training? Please start with your first
introduction to regular practice of your main sport and report the first insights
that you had into the effects of practice. Please continue with the changes in
your practices and the associated effects on performance.

Are there any specific aspects that you are still trying to change and improve?

Can you describe special physical, intellectual, or other relevant characteristics
that may have helped you in your development as a [sport] player and that
were evident at a young age?

Family Influence

Can you tell me anything about your family or home environment, which has
influenced your involvement in sport during the first stage of your participation
in sport (from age X to age X)?

How did your parents’ role and involvement change in stage 2 of your
development? [Repeat question for every stage identified]

What values do you think your parents instilled in you at an early age? How did
sport fit with this?

Can you describe some personality traits or habits that your parents reinforced
at the different stages of your development?

Do you have brothers or sisters? If YES are they older or younger and by how
many years?
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Can you describe your relationship with siblings in your first stage of
development? What kind of activities were you involved with siblings at that
stage? Can you tell me anything about your relationship with siblings at that
time that influenced your involvement in sport? [Repeat question for every
stage identified]

How do you account for differences/similarities between siblings in your
family?

Do you think your parents behave the same way with all the children in the
family? If YES explain how this was accomplished. If NO explain how parental
behaviour differed.

Was there anything else about the atmosphere in your family home such as
special traditions or a direct parental example (modelling), which may have
played a part in your exceptional achievement in [sport]?

Peer Influence

Can you describe your relationship with friends in your first stage of
development? What kind of activities were you involved with friends at that
stage? Can you tell me anything about your relationship with friends at that
time that influenced your involvement in sport? [Repeat question for every
stage identified]

Can you describe the type of individual with whom you were most likely to
develop a friendship at an early age? How did that changed as you progressed in
your development?

How did your relationships with friends influence the way you spent your time
and the different activities you got involved in at different stages of your career?

[s a friend in sport different from a friend you have or had outside of sport? If
YES how?

Coach Influence

Can you describe your relationship with your coaches in your first stage of
development? Can you tell me anything about your relationship with your
coaches at that time that influenced your involvement in sport? [Repeat
question for every stage identified]

Can you describe the different type of practice (training) activities your coach
emphasized at various stages of your development? [Explore training activities
at each stage of the athlete’s development]

What do you think make a good [sport] coach?

353



Other Influence

Can you identify anyone else such as a teacher or a mentor that had an
important influence on your development as a [sport] player? If YES proceed
with the following questions for each person identified.

Can you describe your relationship with [person identified] in your first stage of
development?

Can you tell me anything about your relationship with [person identified] at
that time that influenced your involvement in sport? [Repeat question for every
stage identified]

This completes the interview procedure.

Before I leave is there anything that you would like to ask or any final closing
comments?

[s there anything that you expected to talk about that wasn’t covered?

Thank you for your time and patience in attending both interviews and helping
me your development as a [player/athlete].

Additional Questions added to Interview Guide for Main Study

Current Education and Training Status

What year will be starting in school this September?
Did you do transition year? Why / Why not?

What subjects are you currently studying?

How did you choose these?

Probe: Are these your best subjects, are they influenced by what you want to do
in college, are they seen as softer subjects to get points to go to college

Were you given advice on what subjects to choose? If yes, by who?

Are there any major decisions you have to make this year in terms of subject
choice, CAO applications etc.?

Who will you discuss these decisions with?

Can you take me through the training and competition schedule you have had
this last 6 months/year?

Will your training and competition schedule change when you return to school?
If so, how?
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Probe: Will it be affected by the amount of homework/study you have to do?

Are there any major decisions you have to make regarding your training and
competition schedule this year?

Who will you discuss these decisions with?

Finally who or what has been the most influential reason for you continuing to
participate in your chosen sport.

This completes the interview procedure.

Before I leave is there anything that you would like to ask or any final closing
comments?

Is there anything that you expected to talk about that wasn’t covered?

Thank you for your time and patience in attending the interview and helping me
fill out your developmental charts
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APPENDIX E

Information Sheet and Consent Form - Main Study

Irish Junior Athlete Research

Player/Athlete Information Sheet

&
UNIVERSITY of LIMERICK

OLLSCOIL LUIMNIGH

Dear

We are currently conducting research on the developmental environment of
Irish junior athletes and their post school options. You have been identified by
your national governing body, [NGB name], as a high level, talented player and
we would be grateful if you would consider participating in our longitudinal
study.

What is the study about?

The study will explore the many factors that have influenced the development
of Irish junior athletes. The study will also explore how your involvement in
sport influences your post-school options. By gathering information from junior
athletes we hope to determine how best to facilitate and support Irish junior
athletes like you who wish to develop their sporting talent.

What do I have to do?

If you agree to take part in this phase of the study you will be asked to take part
in an initial interview in January 2011 that will take between 60-90 minutes. At
this interview you will be asked if you would like to take part in a longitudinal
study which will involve us charting your development as a high level junior
athlete for the next 12-18 months. Any questions you have about this part of the
study can be addressed here.

How will you do this?

If you agree to take part in the longitudinal study, a researcher will meet with
you every three to six months, where possible, to explore the factors that are
currently influencing your involvement in your sport and school. As part of this
study we will also be interviewing your parents, coach(es) and peers.
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I am a busy athlete, how much of my time will this research take up?

The quarterly meetings will take about 45 minutes of your time and will take
place at a time and location that suits you. There may also be some
correspondence through the year by email, phone, text etc. to clarify some of the
information you supplied in the interviews.

What kind of questions will I be asked?

You will be asked to look back on your early sporting experiences and will be
asked questions about your training and competition programmes. You will also
be asked questions about your experiences of other activities such as arts and
music as you were growing up. You will be asked about the subjects you are
studying at school and how your school affects your sports participation (and
vice versa) and your thoughts on what you would like to do when you leave
secondary school.

Will I be identified as having taken part in the research?

Throughout this process your identity will remain anonymous and will not be
associated with the data or referred to at any time.

Do I have to take part in the research?

No. Participating in this research is completely voluntary and will in no way
affect any support your currently receive.

Is there anything else I need to know about taking part in the study?

While no foreseeable risks are involved in this study, taking part in a study of
this nature will involve some commitment to meet with the researchers every
three months.

I'm still unsure what to do, who can I contact?

If you have any queries about this research please contact Deirdre Lyons or Ann
MacPhail (details below). We will be happy to answer any questions you may
have. If you have concerns about this study and wish to contact an independent
party, feel free to contact the chair of the University of Limerick Ethics
Committee at 061 202022.

Thanks you for taking the time to read this request.

Kind Regards

Deirdre Lyons / Ann MacPhail

PESS Department, University of Limerick

Deirdre Lyons dlyons@instituteofsport.ie 086 7749246 /
Ann MacPhail ann.macphail@ul.ie 087 7464484
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Irish Junior Athlete Research

Parent/Guardian Information Sheet

UNIVERSITY of LIMERICK

OLLSCOLIL LUIMNLGH

Dear Parent / Guardian

We are currently conducting research on the developmental environment of Irish
junior athletes. [Athlete name] has been identified by her national governing body,
[NGB name], as a high level, talented player and we would be grateful if you would
consider allowing him/her participate in our study.

What is the study about?

The study will explore the many factors that have influenced the development of
Irish junior players and athletes. The study will also explore how their involvement
in sport influences their post-school options. By gathering information from junior
players and athletes we hope to determine how best to facilitate and support Irish
junior athletes like [athlete name] who wish to develop their sporting talent.

What does my child have to do?

If you agree to [athlete name] taking part in this phase of the study, he/she will be
interviewed by one of the researchers between January and February 2011. The
interview will take between 60-90 minutes. At this interview he/she will be asked
if he/she would like to take part in a longitudinal study which will involve us
charting her development as a high level junior athlete for the next 12-18 months.
Any questions he/she has about this part of the study can be addressed here.

If [athlete name] agrees to take part in the longitudinal study, a researcher will
meet with him/her every three to six months, where possible, to explore the factors
that are currently influencing his/her involvement in sport and school. As part of
this study we may also be interviewing you, his/her parents, as well as her
coach(es) and peers.

What kind of questions will my child be asked?

[Athlete name] will be asked to look back on his/her early sporting experiences and
will be asked questions about his/her training and competition programmes.
He/she will be asked questions about his/her experiences of other activities such
as arts and music as she was growing up. He/she will also be asked about the
subjects she is studying at school and how her school affects her sports
participation (and vice versa) as well as her thoughts on what you would like to do
when she leaves secondary school.
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My child is a busy athlete, how much of my time will this research take up?

The meetings will take about 45 minutes of his/her time and will take place at a
time and location that suits her. There may also be some correspondence through
the year by email, phone, text etc. to clarify some of the information he/she
supplied in the interviews.

Will my child be identified as having taken part in the research?

No. His/her input will be recorded anonymously and will be held in strict
confidence. His/her identity will remain anonymous and will not be associated
with the data or referred to at any time.

Does my child have to take part in the research?

No. Participating in this research is completely voluntary and will in no way affect
any support [athlete name] currently receives.

If I agree to allow my child to take part what have I to do?

If you are willing to allow [athlete name] to take part in this study please read the
enclosed consent form. By signing the consent form you are consenting for [athlete
name] to take part in the study. He/she is however free to withdraw from this
study at any point. The information gathered as part of the study will significantly
add to knowledge in this area and will assist in developing recommendations to
better support athletes.

Is there anything else I need to know?

While no foreseeable risks are involved in this study, taking part in a study of this
nature will involve some commitment to meet with the researchers every three to
six months.

I'm still unsure what to do, who can I contact?

If you have any queries about this research please contact Deirdre Lyons or Ann
MacPhail (details below). We will be happy to answer any questions you may have.
If you have concerns about this study and wish to contact an independent party,
feel free to contact the chair of the University of Limerick Ethics Committee at 061
202022.

Thank you for taking the time to read this request.

Kind Regards

Deirdre Lyons dlyons@instituteofsport.ie 086 7749246
Ann MacPhail ann.macphail@ul.ie 087 7464484
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Irish Junior Athlete Research

Written Informed Consent Form

UNIVERSITY of LIMERICK

OLLSCOLIL LUIMNLGH

Deirdre Lyons and Ann MacPhail (researchers from the Physical Education and
Sport Sciences Department) have requested my child’s participation in a
research study for the University of Limerick.

[ understand that as a result of participating in the study, my child will be
interviewed every 3-6 months by a researcher about their development as a
junior athlete and their post-school options. The information gathered from this
interview will help to provide much needed data on the development of Irish
junior athletes. [ understand that the results of this research may be published
but that my child’s name will not be revealed. In order to maintain
confidentiality of their records, a code will be assigned to their information. The
information will be stored electronically with the understanding that
researchers are the only personnel who will have access to the information.

[ have been advised that the research, in which my child will participate, does
not have any foreseeable risk. However taking part in a study of this nature will
involve some commitment to meet with the researchers every three to six
months on the part of my child. [ understand that any questions I have
concerning the research study, before or after my consent, will be answered by
Deirdre Lyons or Ann MacPhail. If [ have concerns about this study and wish to
contact an independent party [ may contact the chair of the University of
Limerick Research Ethics Committee (061 202022).

[ have read the above information. The nature, demands, risks and benefits of
the project to my child have been explained to me.

Signature of Parent / Guardian Date

Parent / Guardian Name (Print)

Signature of Researcher Date

Name of Researcher (Print)

Deirdre Lyons dlyons@instituteofsport.ie 086 7749246 /
Ann MacPhail ann.macphail@ul.ie 087 7464484
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