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Abstract Final 

Objectives: The objectives of this study were (a) to examine athletic retirement of former Swiss, 

Danish, and Polish athletes; and (b) to explore the predictive power of factors on the quality of 

the transition. Based on existing transitional models, we developed a working model to 

investigate the predictive power of commonly assumed resources and barriers related to the 

transition (Park, Lavallee, & Tod, 2013). 

Design and Methods: Former international elite athletes from Switzerland (n = 231), Denmark (n 

= 86), and Poland (n = 84) from 35 different sports completed an online questionnaire in their 

native language. Mean/proportional differences across countries were explored using ANOVAs 

and chi-square tests. For each sample, a multiple regression analysis was performed with 26 

predictors on the transition quality, which was a component score of seven variables.  

Results and Conclusions: More differences were found among individual characteristics (e.g., 

educational level, athletic identity, confidence in skills), whereas athletes reported a similar 

pattern concerning retirement planning and voluntariness to end their career regardless of the 

context. The adaptation process following the career end was easiest for Swiss athletes and most 

difficult for Polish athletes. Results of the multiple regressions revealed both common resources 

(e.g., voluntariness) and barriers (e.g., athletic identity), but also factors that worked as resources 

in one context, but as barriers in another (e.g., high sport-career income). We propose to avoid 

generalizations about resources and barriers influencing the transition, but to apply a culturally 

sensitive approach when studying athletic retirement in different contexts. 
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Factors Contributing to the Quality of the Transition out of Elite Sports in Swiss, Danish, 

and Polish Athletes 

Evolution in Career Termination and Athletic Retirement Research 

In sports science research, athletic career termination came into focus in the late 1960s. 

For the first decades, the main interest of researchers was to identify the nature of the retirement 

from elite sports and to understand athletes’ reactions to sport career termination (Coakley, 1983; 

Hill & Lowe, 1974; Lerch, 1982; Mihovilovic, 1968; Pawlak, 1984; Svoboda & Vanek, 1982). 

Drawing on theoretical frameworks from thanatology and gerontology, the end of the athletic 

career was typically seen as a negative and traumatic (single) life event (Hill & Lowe, 1974; 

Lerch, 1982). Later on, McPherson (1984) proposed a more process-orientated perspective on 

the athletic career end followed by an adaptation with a potentially positive or negative outcome.  

For a long time, career researchers were convinced that the more their research findings 

could be generalized, the better. As a result, researchers focused on factors influencing the 

transition quality and found that individual characteristics (e.g., educational level, financial 

status, vocational and educational skills, and sports career achievements), pre-retirement 

planning, voluntariness of termination, and social support all facilitate athletes’ adaptation to the 

post-career demands. On the other hand, an exclusive or strong athletic identity, injuries, and 

health problems were identified as common barriers to the adaptation (for reviews, see 

Alfermann & Stambulova, 2007; Park, Lavallee, & Tod, 2013; Stephan & Demulier, 2008). 

These findings were presented as universal and generalizable for understanding athletes’ 

transitions, even though they were based on national samples and possibly influenced by 

scholars’ cultural backgrounds (Stambulova, Alfermann, Statler, & Côté, 2009). 
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Following this first phase, a new line of thinking emerged, according to which the more 

research findings and practical recommendations could be contextualized, the better (Stambulova 

& Ryba, 2013; 2014, Stambulova, 2016). The discussion on the role of context could be seen as 

a new trend towards cultural sensitivity in sports career studies. Approaching culture with a 

positivist epistemology and nations as independent variables, cross-national studies (e.g., 

Schmidt & Hackfort, 2001; Seiler, Anders, & Irlinger, 1998) revealed both common and 

nationally specific patterns in retirement of athletes from different countries. Cross-national 

comparison of the transition out of sport was further explored in the European perspectives on 

athletic retirement (EPAR) project (Alfermann, Stambulova, & Zemaityte, 2004; Stambulova, 

Stephan, & Jäphag, 2007). These studies added a link between the factors that influence the 

transition and the corresponding socio-cultural contexts. In addition, they showed that the 

national context plays an important role when studying athletic retirement. Despite these findings 

and the call for more cross-cultural studies on athletic career termination (e.g., Alfermann & 

Stambulova, 2007; Park et al., 2013; Stambulova, 2012), research on cross-national studies on 

athletic retirement is limited and only a few additional comparative studies have been conducted 

(e.g., Dimoula, Torregrosa, Psychountaki, & Fernandez, 2013; Park & Lavallee, 2015). 

The reasons for this paucity may be found in three main challenges when studying 

athletic retirement across cultures. The first is to understand the transition out of elite sports as a 

multidimensional process with a number of factors interplaying, including national identity 

(Alfermann et al., 2004; Stambulova et al., 2007). This multifactorial approach demands that 

several relevant theoretical frameworks for studying athletic transitions (presented below) are 

combined with an ecological perspective. The second challenge is to apply a “cultural turn” 

perspective (Ryba, Stambulova, Si, & Schinke, 2013), which means that athletes’ transitions 
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should be studied within particular socio-cultural contexts applying culturally informed research 

instruments and models (Stambulova & Alfermann, 2009). As response style in questionnaires 

can be influenced by cultural dimensions such as power distance or uncertainty avoidance 

(Harzing, 2006), drawing conclusions, especially regarding “soft” variables measuring 

perceptions and attitudes, should be done cautiously (Brislin, 2000). Consequently, regression 

techniques are recommended for cross-cultural studies, as they are considered less sensitive to 

cultural bias than the comparison of means across samples taken from different contexts (Ember 

& Ember, 2009). The third challenge deals with the position of the researchers who are infused 

by their own culture (Stambulova & Alfermann, 2009). Therefore, cross-national research 

projects require researchers’ cultural awareness and, in particular, demand negotiations about 

terminology and linguistic aspects (Ryba et al., 2013; Si & Lee, 2007).  

Although many elite athletes live their sporting lives across national borders and cultural 

contexts (Agergaard & Ryba, 2014), their transition out of elite sports often takes place within a 

specific national context. While athletic career transition research moves towards context-

specific and culturally informed studies ( Stambulova & Ryba, 2013, 2014), cross-cultural 

comparison studies seem increasingly relevant for coaches and sports psychology practitioners 

within the field of globalized elite sports. Consequently, there is a need for more systematic 

knowledge about both context-specific factors and common determinants of a successful versus 

difficult transition out of elite sports across national borders and cultural contexts.  

This study is related to the EPAR project and compares former Swiss, Danish, and Polish 

elite athletes in terms of processes and outcomes of the transition out of elite sport. Furthermore, 

it examines and compares the contribution of transitional characteristics on the quality of the 

transition in these three contexts. To compare the transition out of elite sports across nations, we 



CAREER END OF SWISS, DANISH, AND POLISH ATHLETES                                            4 

built on existing career transition models (Schlossberg, 1981; Stambulova, 2003; Taylor & 

Ogilvie, 1994) which consider the transition as a process and where several factors influence the 

adaptation to a new life or career situation. 

Career Transition and Retirement Frameworks 

Schlossberg’s Model of analyzing human adaptation to transition (1981) comprises 

characteristics of the individual (e.g., age, gender, socio-economic status, and ethnicity/culture), 

the situation (reasons that triggered the transition, timing, control, assessment, and duration), and 

the pre- and post-environments (circles and functions of support) that are seen as influential 

when determining adaptation success. A transition (caused either by an event or non-event) 

results in a change in assumption about oneself and thus requires a corresponding change in 

one’s behavior and relationships (Schlossberg, 1981, p. 5). The Conceptual model of adaptation 

to retirement among athletes (Taylor & Ogilvie, 1994) focuses on causes for career termination, 

as well as factors and available resources related to the transition that determines the adaptation 

quality (a healthy transition versus a retirement crisis). In the case of a crisis, a need for 

psychological intervention is outlined. The Athletic career transition model (Stambulova, 2003) 

considers the transition as a process of coping with specific demands. Effective coping (i.e., 

successful transition) is achieved when an athlete is able to use/develop necessary resources and 

to avoid/overcome potential transitional barriers. Ineffective coping (i.e., crisis transition) occurs 

when the athlete is unable to cope effectively due to a lack of resources and/or insuperable 

barriers. A crisis transition demands an intervention. If effective, the intervention leads to a 

(delayed) successful transition. In case of none or ineffective intervention, athletes face negative 

consequences of the transition. Athletes’ transitions can be understood as critical periods 

between different phases on the athletic, psychological, psychosocial, academic/vocational, and 
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financial level of an athlete’s career (Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004; Wylleman, De Knop, & 

Reints, 2011), as these periods come with specific demands athletes have to cope with to 

successfully continue their career or effectively adapt to the post-sport life (Stambulova, 2003). 

The Ecological model of human development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) was associated along with 

the transition models in order to be able to interpret the findings of the cross-national comparison 

about athletic retirement. Bronfenbrenner’s model (1979) helps to understand that the individual 

transition is embedded in a specific context and is influenced by macro-level (e.g., the socio-

cultural context of a society, the country’s economy), meso-level (e.g., federations, clubs, and 

support systems for athletes), and a number of micro-level systems (e.g., family, friends, 

coaches, and teachers) in which athletes are involved. 

Working model of factors contributing to the quality of transition out of elite sports. 

We combined the elements from the above-described frameworks to develop our working model 

for studying the transition out of elite sport (Figure 1). 

[Please insert Figure 1 about here] 

Transition demands (e.g., adjustment to a new lifestyle, dealing with bodily changes, adapting to 

a new social environment) create developmental conflicts between “what the athlete is” and 

“what he/she wants or ought to be” (Alfermann & Stambulova, 2007, p. 717). Potential resources 

and barriers that facilitate or hinder a successful transition are divided into characteristics of the 

individual, characteristics of the career end, and characteristics of the environment. The potential 

resources/barriers incorporated in our model have been shown to be related to the quality of the 

transition (Park et al., 2013, for an overview). The following identifies a high quality (successful) 

transition: low perceived adaptation difficulties in different spheres of life, a short duration of the 
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adaptation process, and a high satisfaction with the transition. The circle surrounding the 

transitional characteristics and outcomes emphasizes to consider the relevant (national) context. 

Athletic Career and Retirement Contexts in Switzerland, Denmark, and Poland 

Following Patton’s (2015) recommendation for the case selection, we applied a 

purposeful maximum-variation sampling strategy. Thus, the three countries selected are insofar 

interesting to compare athletic retirement as these European countries are similarly successful in 

elite sport according to the London 2012 Olympic medal table, but differ on several macro- and 

meso-dimensions. Besides their different geographical size and number of inhabitants, 

Switzerland (liberal), Denmark (socio-democratic), and Poland (conservative) developed 

different welfare state types according to Esping-Andersen’s (1999) typology. Concerning 

national cultural dimensions, the three countries score notably different on several cultural 

dimensions according to Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov (2010). For example for power distance 

Poland is high and Denmark is very low and for masculinity both Switzerland and Poland are 

high, but Denmark is low. As the larger macro-context have an impact on the sports system 

(Bergsgard, Houlihan, Mangset, Nødland, & Rommetvedt, 2007), the countries also provide 

different athletic career support (De Bosscher, Shibli, Westerbeek, & van Bottenburg 2015) and 

offer different support for student-athletes (Aquilina & Henry, 2010). An overview of relevant 

macro- and meso aspects of the three countries is provided as an electronic supplementary. For a 

better understanding of each athletic career environment, we will briefly describe the athletic 

career and retirement contexts of Switzerland, Denmark, and Poland. 

Switzerland. The Swiss elite sports system is built upon autonomous sports federations 

that are connected under the umbrella of the Swiss Olympic Association (SOA). Education is 

regulated at the cantonal level and thus varies from region to region in terms of dual-career 
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possibilities for athletes on all stages of their career. The SOA has several partner schools on the 

lower and upper secondary level, where carded talents benefit from special conditions. 

Regarding higher education, institutionalized services for elite athletes hardly exist. It is a 

common career path for young athletes to choose a vocational education. Switzerland is known 

for its flexible job market, which makes it possible for athletes to work part-time within their 

field. Concerning career planning and job placement opportunities, the SOA has a wide service 

for carded and retired athletes. In recent years, the army has increased its role in supporting elite 

athletes and provides a few full-time job opportunities. Most former athletes need to find a job in 

the regular labor market as there are only a few paid positions in the sports sector. 

Denmark. Team Denmark (TD) is the national institution responsible for the promotion 

and funding of elite sports. Guided by the Elite Sports Act, TD is obliged to promote talent 

development and elite sports in a socially responsible manner. This includes educational and 

vocational opportunities for elite athletes and mirrors the Danish social-welfare state attitude. 

Gymnasiums provide flexible courses for athletes included in the national talent program. Not 

only athletes, but every student taking a tertiary education receives money from the state. 

Recently, higher educational institutions have established special offices that help athletes to 

combine elite sports with studies. To be eligible for these services, athletes must be part of TDs 

support system, which also guarantees access to financial support, career planning, and sport 

psychological counseling. TD and its partners provide job-related services for athletes at 

different stages of their career. There are only a few jobs available within the Danish sports 

sector for former elite athletes as sports clubs to a large extent are based on voluntary 

commitment of coaches. 
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Poland. The Ministry of Sport and Tourism acts as the principal institution for governing 

elite sports and has a strong power over the sports federations in terms of both funding and 

regulations. As a relic of the communistic era, elite sports schools for young athletes with 

professional coaches are the source for talent development of Polish elite sports. A common 

career path of most athletes is to continue their education at sports universities where they get 

substantial help in terms of extra teaching, flexible courses, and financial support. Additionally, 

the army supports many top athletes and provides pension and job opportunities for retiring 

athletes. There are hardly any networks or institutional help to combine work with elite sports. 

Career services for the transition out of sport are generally not available. Instead, Olympic medal 

winners receive a lifelong pension from the state. Due to their sport-specific education and the 

professional club system, many former Polish athletes relocate in the sports sector. 

To summarize, different possibilities and support services are provided to student-athletes 

in these three countries. Polish athletes develop their career in a more state-supported sports 

system that provides a standard (educational) solution for athletes, while Swiss athletes are part 

of a more liberal sports system that puts more responsibility on the individual athletes. Athletes 

in the Danish elite sports context receive dual-career support throughout their athletic career as 

well as during the transition out of elite sport (Kuettel, Christensen, Zysko, Hansen, 2016). 

 Embracing the methodological and epistemological challenges when conducting cross-

cultural studies, we acknowledge that our own cultural background was influential when 

choosing the countries for comparison. The first author was a national team member and 

represented Switzerland at several Olympic Games and World Championships. He has been 

living in Denmark with his Polish wife since he ended his sports career in 2011. These 

circumstances provided him with cultural insights in all three contexts studied in this project. 
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Objectives and Hypotheses 

The first objective of the study was to examine cross-national similarities and differences 

in the transitional characteristics and the quality of the transition among former elite Swiss, 

Danish, and Polish athletes. The second objective was to explore the predictive power of the 

transitional characteristics in terms of perceived transition quality and relevant differences in the 

resources/barriers patterns between the athletes of the three nations. 

Based on the above-mentioned differences in cultural dimension, welfare systems and 

dual-career opportunities provided in the three countries, our hypothesis concerning the first 

objective was that we will find differences in athletes’ individual characteristics (e.g., 

educational level, income from the sports context). We expected to find a similar pattern among 

the career-end characteristics, as the athletic career end is connected to many changes of an 

athlete’s life, which is a general issue for retiring athletes. Finally, we expected Polish athletes to 

report higher adaptation difficulties due to the high level of professionalism and due to the lack 

of available retirement services. 

Method 

Research Design 

We applied a retrospective cross-sectional research design and followed the 

recommendations of the ISSP position stand on culturally competent research and practice in 

sport and exercise psychology (Ryba et al., 2013). This was done by (a) the key concepts of the 

project, theoretical frameworks, and the project objectives were negotiated among the co-

authors; (b) the instrument was translated and culturally adapted; (c) pilot studies were 

conducted in all three contexts; (d) data were collected in culturally relevant ways; (e) results 
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were interpreted keeping in mind the major characteristics of each cultural context involved; and 

(f) contextualized conclusions and practical implications of the project were developed. 

Procedure and Participants 

Criteria to be included in the study were (a) participation in competitions at international 

level, (b) carded by a national elite sport governing body, and (c) retired between one and five 

years before data collection. After receiving approval from the regional ethics committees, 

names and e-mail addresses of retired athletes were obtained from either the Olympic 

associations or sports federations in each country. Athletes were first contacted by their 

federation and informed about the purpose of this study. Afterwards, the first author sent an e-

mail containing a personal link to the questionnaire to a total of 629 athletes (356 Swiss, 138 

Danish, and 135 Polish). When comparing the population in the three countries, the number of 

contacted Swiss athletes seems rather elevated – particularly with respect to the Polish athletes. 

The reasons for this are twofold: On the one hand, the SOA makes a point of supporting a wide 

variety of both winter and summer sports, whereas Poland focuses on a smaller number of sports. 

On the other hand, in Poland the collaboration with the federations was more difficult, and the 

federations were more reluctant to provide contact information of former athletes. 

We received completed questionnaires from 231 Swiss (65% response rate), 86 Danish 

(62%), and 84 Polish athletes (62%), a total of 401 responses (64%) from 35 different sports. 

The 72 female and 159 male Swiss athletes (age at career end: M = 30.55, SD = 6.30; years since 

retirement: M = 3.07, SD = 2.24) competed in 34 different sports with skiing (10%) constituting 

the largest group. The 29 female and 57 male athletes from Denmark (age at career end: M = 

30.38, SD = 5.40; years since retirement: M = 2.76, SD = 2.09) participated in 25 different 

disciplines with rowing (13%) as the largest group. The 31 female and 53 male Polish athletes 
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(age at career end: M = 32.69, SD = 5.85; years since retirement: M = 3.74, SD = 3.04) came 

from 25 sports, with handball (19%) as the largest group. The samples contain around one-third 

of female athletes, which is equal to the male/female ratio of carded athletes in the respective 

countries. Seventeen disciplines were represented in each of the three countries. Slightly more 

athletes participated in individual rather than in team sports (54% Danish, 55% Swiss, and 62% 

Polish). Mirroring domestic sports traditions and geographical location, significantly fewer 

Danish athletes (5%) participated in winter sports compared to Swiss (30%) and Polish (21%) 

athletes. Chi-square tests and independent t-tests uncovered no pattern among non-respondents in 

terms of gender and age. However, response rates varied between athletes from different 

disciplines in each country.  

Instrument 

Data were collected using the Athletic career termination questionnaire (ACTQ) that was 

developed from existing English and German versions of the Retirement from sports survey 

(Alfermann et al., 2004) and administered in the previous EPAR projects. Supplementary 

questions that measured transferable skills and social support were added to the questionnaire. 

The instrument was translated from English into Danish by the first author and his supervisor 

and cross-checked with the German version, as both are fluent in the three languages. The Polish 

version was translated and independently back-translated by a professional agency. To achieve 

content, conceptual, and semantic equivalence (Si & Lee, 2007), the translated versions were 

discussed in each context with experts working with athletes in transitions. Minor adjustments 

were made to each questionnaire after pilot testing with three to five former athletes from each 

country. The ACTQ contains 56 questions that are organized into three sections: (a) life in elite 

sports, (b) sports career termination and transitional period, and (c) life after sport and general 
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biographical data. Our working model of the transition out of elite sports (see Figure 1) presents 

the variables analyzed in this paper structured into characteristics of the individual, the career 

end, and the environment, and their contribution to the quality of the transition.  

Characteristics of the individual. Athletes reported age and completed educational level 

at the time of their career end (1 = completed tertiary education, 0 = secondary education only). 

Athletes who achieved top 3 results in either the Olympics or World were coded 1, while the 

others were coded 0 indicating the lack of achievement of a top 3 finish. The financial situation 

in sports was assessed by the total income in eight categories (1 = low, 8 = high) based on 

national census data on average household income (e.g., value 5 represents an annual income of 

60’000 – 79’999 Swiss Francs). Athletes furthermore stated what percentage of their income was 

earned within the sports context (contracts, prize money, etc.). As a measurement of previous 

work experience, athletes specified their time (e.g., 15 hours per week) for employment outside 

of their elite sports activity in the last three years of their sports career. Athletes rated their 

confidence in eleven transferable skills (e.g., adaptability, perseverance, performance under 

pressure, self-awareness, problem-solving, administrative skills; Mayocchi & Hanrahan, 2000) 

on a five-point Likert-scale anchored 1 (not confident at all) to 5 (very confident). These values 

were summarized to a total score of 55 that represents their overall confidence in their skills 

(Cronbach α-coefficients ranged from .66 to .73 for the three samples). Athletes rated their 

athletic identity (Brewer, Van Raalte, & Linder, 1993) while active in sports on a seven-point 

Likert-scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), with higher values representing a 

higher athletic identity (α-coefficients between .82 and .84 for the 10-items scale). Athletes rated 

their perceived popularity from 1 (publicly unknown) to 5 (very well-known) and finally rated 
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their overall sports career from 1 (investments much bigger than benefits) to 5 (benefits much 

bigger than investments). 

Characteristics of the career end. Based on the instrument of Alfermann et al. (2004), 

athletes rated seven reasons (e.g., personal/motivational-, job/educational-, financial-, health-

related) that might have influenced their decision to retire from elite sports (1 = no influence at 

all to 5 = very strong influence). Given two contrasting pairs, participants described their career 

end with regard to pre-retirement planning (1 = no plans at all to 5 = very concrete long-term 

plans), voluntariness (1 = under strong pressure from external circumstances to 5 = completely 

voluntary), perception of their career end (1 = big loss to 5 = big relief) and timing (1 = much too 

early over 3 = just about right to 5 = much too late). The timing variable was later dichotomized 

into 0 (too late/too early) and 1 (on time). 

Characteristics of the environment. To assess the potential social support (Rees, 2007) 

received during the transition, athletes were presented with a list of five persons from the private 

environment (e.g., parents, partner, and friends) and thirteen from the sports environment (e.g., 

coach, teammate, manager, sport psychologist) where they stated with whom they had important 

conversations concerning their transition. We categorized the sports disciplines from 1 (lowest 

support) to 4 (highest support) according to the classifications of the national elite sports 

governing bodies. The disciplines were additionally classified according to their received mass 

media attention in each country (Hedal, 2006; Lamprecht, Fischer, & Stamm, 2014; Pentagon 

Research, 2014) from 1 = not popular to 3 = very popular (e.g., in Poland, archery is not 

popular, cycling is popular, and volleyball is very popular). 

Quality of the transition out of elite sports. To assess the quality of adaptation in a 

broad concept (Stambulova, 2012), athletes rated their perceived adaptation difficulties in five 
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areas (Wylleman et al., 2011): emotional (e.g., missing the lifestyle of an athlete), social (e.g., 

difficulties in establishing social network), body/health (e.g., detraining difficulties, injuries), 

financial (e.g., reduced income, debts), and vocational (e.g., problems with finding a job) from 1 

(no difficulties at all) to 5 (very big difficulties) together with the months they needed to adjust to 

their new life situation. Months were then grouped into categories from 1 (long: more than 18 

months) over 3 (middle: 7-12 months) to 5 (short: 0-3 months). Finally, athletes rated their 

overall satisfaction of the transition from 1 (not satisfied at all) to 5 (very satisfied).  

Data Analysis 

The following statistical analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS 22: 

• To check for gender differences, t-test and chi-square tests were performed. 

• To evaluate the cross-national differences in the transitional characteristics and the 

variables related to the quality of the transition (study objective 1), one-way MANOVAs 

and chi-square tests were computed. If a multivariate ANOVA was significant, one-way 

ANOVAs were performed to detect differences across the groups using Hochberg’s GT2 

test due to rather large differences in sample sizes. In order to facilitate comparison, we 

report effect sizes as Cramér’s V for the chi-square tests and r (square root of η2) for the 

ANOVAs (Field, 2013).  

• To measure the overall quality of the transition, a principal component analysis (PCA) 

was performed with the total sample (N = 401) to reduce the seven variables 

characterizing the quality of transition into a single score. As suggested by the scree-plot 

(Eigenvalues 2.75, 1.10, 0.82, …), the first component was extracted and retained for 

further analyses. All loadings were substantial and roughly equal in magnitude (from .75 

for emotional difficulties to .53 for vocational difficulties). To facilitate interpretation of 
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the component score, the values of the adaptation difficulties were reversed scaled in 

order to have all variables in the same direction. Hence, higher component scores would 

mean a better quality of the transition out of elite sport. 

• To explore the predictive power of the 26 transitional characteristics (study objective 2), 

standard multiple regression analyses with quality of the transition as the criterion 

variable were calculated separately for each country. Observed statistical power to detect 

significance at the .05 level was above .99 for all models. Durbin-Watson scores were 

close to 2 and therefore no autocorrelation existed (Miles & Shevlin, 2001). Average of 

the variance inflation factor was close to 1, indicating that multicollinearity was not an 

issue. Residuals were checked for linearity, homoscedasticity, and independence. One 

Polish respondent had extreme scores on all adaptation quality items, which resulted in 

large residuals and thus a large influence on the model. Therefore, this case was 

considered an outlier and removed from the regression analyses. No multivariate outliers 

were detected by Mahalanobis distance. Because missing data were scarce (less than 5%) 

and randomly distributed (non-significant Little’s MCAR-test), missing values were 

simply imputed using the EM-algorithm (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2014). 

• To check for relevant differences in the resources/barrier patterns between the three 

nations (study objective 2), the variables that were significant in at least one of the 

multiple regression models described above were interacted with country to determine if 

they were moderated by country. Switzerland was the reference category as this country 

had the largest number of participating athletes. A backwards regression analysis was 

performed in which the interaction with the highest p-value was removed after each 

modeling step until all the interaction terms were significant (Miles & Shevlin, 2001). 
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Results 

When analyzing the data for gender differences, we detected differences in three out of 

the 26 transitional variables with male athletes earning a higher total income, earning a greater 

amount of the respective income from the sport context (sponsoring contracts, etc.), and 

reporting sport-environmental reasons (e.g., conflict with federation or coach) as significantly 

less important to end the career than female athletes. As effect sizes (Cohen, 1988) were small (r 

= .1) to moderate (r = .3) and no other significant gender differences emerged among the 26 

transitional characteristics, the data were combined across genders for the remaining analyses. 

Cross-National Comparison of the Transitional Characteristics Among Swiss, Danish, and 

Polish Athletes 

Individual characteristics compared across countries. Table 1 shows the means and 

standard deviations of the individual, career-end, and environmental characteristics divided by 

country. 

[Please insert Table 1 around here] 

In the upper section of the table, where individual characteristics are displayed, we observed 

statistically significant differences with small (r = .1) to moderate (r = .3) effects in eight out of 

eleven characteristics across countries. A significantly higher proportion of Polish (85%) than 

Danish (62%) and Swiss athletes (40%) completed a higher educational degree while competing 

in elite sports. On average, Swiss athletes (M = 13.35, SD = 9.13) reported significantly more 

previous work experience than Polish athletes (M = 8.50, SD = 11.71) with Danish athletes in 

between (M = 11.88, SD = 13.07). Regarding the financial situation, Polish athletes earned a 

greater portion of their income within the sports context (59%) compared to Danish (52%) and 

Swiss athletes (47%). When athletes were asked to judge their skills and competencies, Danish 
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athletes rated themselves significantly less confident than both Polish and Swiss athletes. On 

average, Swiss athletes (M = 5.28, SD = 0.84) reported a significantly lower athletic identity 

while active in elite sports compared to Polish athletes (M = 5.81, SD = 0.88). Polish athletes 

perceived themselves significantly more well-known in the public than both Swiss and Danish 

athletes. When comparing investments and benefits of their elite sports involvement, Danish 

athletes rated the benefits significantly higher than both Swiss and Polish athletes. 

Career-end characteristics compared across countries. Three out of eleven factors 

were significantly different when comparing the career-end characteristics across athletes from 

the three countries (Table 1, middle section). Personal/motivational reasons to end the sports 

career were significantly more prominent for Danish athletes (M = 3.19, SD = 1.19) than both 

Swiss and Polish athletes (M = 2.71, SD = 1.22, M = 2.58, SD = 1.21, respectively). Furthermore, 

family-related reasons were significantly more important for Danish (M = 3.30, SD = 1.51) than 

for Swiss athletes (M = 2.47, SD = 1.54). In general, the effect sizes of the differences between 

the reasons that influenced athletes’ decision to retire from sports were rather small when 

compared across the countries. However, a significant difference with a moderate to large effect 

(r = .37) was found in the perception of the career end, with Polish athletes (M = 2.25, SD = 

1.09) perceiving their career end as much more of a loss than Swiss and Danish athletes (M = 

3.12, SD = 0.87; M = 3.31, SD = 1.09, respectively). No differences were found in terms of 

voluntariness and plans for the future across countries. The majority of athletes (60-67%) in all 

three countries decided to retire voluntarily, and 61-68% of the athletes had concrete or very 

concrete plans for their life after elite sports. Furthermore, our results showed some similarities 

across the countries concerning the importance of reasons for athletic retirement. Danish and 

Polish athletes named family-related reasons as most influential, while they were the third-most 
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important reasons for the Swiss athletes to end their sports career. Personal/motivational-related 

reasons were most influential for Swiss athletes and second- and fourth-most important for 

Danish and Polish athletes, respectively. Sport-environmental reasons and job/educational 

reasons were not among the prominent reasons leading to athletic retirement in any of the 

compared countries. 

Environmental characteristics compared across countries. Athletes in all three 

contexts showed a similar pattern of social support during the transition (Table 1, lower section). 

On average, the athletes had two or three persons within their private environment (e.g., partner, 

parent, or friend) and one or two persons within their sports environment (e.g., coach, teammate, 

doctor, or manager) with whom they had important conversations concerning their transition. 

However, Swiss athletes (M = 1.95, SD = 1.94) had a significantly higher number of persons 

within their sports environment with whom they talked about their retirement process than 

Danish athletes (M = 1.40, SD = 1.50). According to our classification of athletes based on their 

sports disciplines, results showed that relatively more Swiss athletes participated in sports that 

received rather little public attention and low support from the national sports governing body. 

Comparison of the transition quality across countries. The country-specific means and 

standard deviations of the variables related to the transition quality are displayed in Table 2. 

[Please insert Table 2 around here] 

Results from a one-way between-groups MANOVA showed significant differences between the 

countries with respect to the seven indicators of the transition quality, Wilks’s lambda =.70, 

F(14, 784) = 10.99, p < .001, r = .40. The high r value and the many differences with moderate 

to large effects indicated that nationality contributed strongly to the differences in the variables 

related to adaptation quality. As indicated by one-way between-groups ANOVAs and post hoc 
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analyses, the adaptation period was most problematic for Polish athletes (M = 3.61, SD = 0.97), 

as they perceived their adaptation much more negatively (r = .43) than both Swiss and Danish 

athletes (M = 4.45, SD = 0.65, M = 4.45, SD = 0.62, respectively). Most significantly, Polish 

athletes reported higher financial and vocational adaptation difficulties than Swiss and Danish 

athletes. Swiss athletes reported the lowest difficulties in all five areas of adaptation and in 

general rated their adaptation very positively. Danish athletes perceived their transition in the 

same positive way as the Swiss athletes despite facing significantly higher emotional, social, and 

physical/health-related difficulties during their adaptation period. The average duration of 

adaptation to the new life situation was nine months independent of the context. However, as 

indicated by the relatively large standard deviations, great inter-individual differences were 

reported in all three countries. The transition quality component score showed that Swiss athletes 

(M = 0.21, SD = 0.94) experienced a significantly better quality of the transition out of elite 

sports than Danish (M = -0.18, SD = 0.88) and especially Polish athletes (M = -0.40, SD = 1.12). 

In general, emotional and social adaptation was perceived as most challenging in all three 

countries. However, it should be noted that the averages of the adaptation difficulties (between 

1.71 and 3.20 on a 5-point scale) were rather low. Thus, the former elite athletes included in our 

study generally faced low to moderate difficulties during their adaptation process.  

Factors Contributing to the Transition Quality and Differences in Athletic Retirement 

Patterns Across the Three Nations 

To facilitate comparisons between the factors measured in different units and to compare 

the relative predictive power of the 26 predictor variables on quality of the transition across the 

countries, we present the standardized regression coefficients (β) of the multiple regression 

analyses in Table 3. 
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[Please insert table 3 around here] 

All models were statistically significant and explained a similar percentage of the transition 

quality in each context, with an R2
adjusted = .26 for Switzerland (F(26, 204) = 4.13, p < .001), 

R2
adjusted = .28 for Denmark (F(26, 59) = 2.27, p = .005), and R2

adjusted = .29 for Poland (F(26, 56) 

= 2.31, p = .005). In total, nine different factors made a significant contribution with a moderate 

to large effect on the transition quality. Concerning the distribution of the most influential factors 

according to our working model, it can be seen that, in the Swiss context, four out of the ten most 

influential predictors were found among the individual characteristics and six among the career-

end characteristics. In the Danish model, two individual, seven career-end, and one 

environmental factor(s) were the most influential predictors. In the Polish model, two individual, 

six career-end, and two environmental factors were among the ten predictors with the highest β 

coefficients. Consequently, relatively more individual factors played a role in the Swiss context 

compared to the other two contexts. Contrary to this, environmental factors (e.g., popularity of 

discipline) were important predictors in the Danish and Polish contexts, but not in the Swiss. In 

general, many of the contributing factors were among the career-end indicating that the 

situational circumstances while ending the sports career played an important role for the 

transition quality. In the following sections, resources and barriers for a successful transition will 

be presented separately for Switzerland, Denmark, and Poland. Afterwards, common positive 

and negative factors will be highlighted. Finally, we will point out a few factors that appeared to 

function as resources for a successful transition in one context, but as barriers in another. 

Resources and barriers for a successful transition in the Swiss context. Four 

statistically significant facilitators for a successful transition were identified in the Swiss context: 

a positive perception of the career end (β = .25), a higher age at the point of retirement (β = .18), 
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a voluntary decision to retire (β = .18), and concrete plans for the future (β = .14). On the 

contrary, both a high perceived popularity (β = -.17) and personal/motivational reasons (β = -.19) 

influencing the decision to retire had a significant negative effect on the quality of the transition. 

Environmental factors such as social support or different categorizations of the discipline had no 

impact on the adaptation quality of athletes in the Swiss context. 

Resources and barriers for a successful transition in the Danish context. In the 

Danish context, having participated in a popular discipline (β = .52), voluntariness to retire (β = 

.34), and a positive perception of the career end (β = .21) were the three statistically significant 

resources for high transition quality to the post-sports life. Looking at barriers, a high total 

income during the sports career (β = -.31) and job/educational reasons (β = -.24) showed a 

statistically significant negative effect on transition quality. Factors such as being female, having 

completed a higher education, top sports success, high athletic identity, and some specific 

reasons that led to retirement (personal/motivational-, performance-, and health-related reasons) 

were further barriers to a successful transition with small to medium negative effects. 

Resources and barriers for a successful transition in the Polish context. To perceive 

the career end as a relief (β = .50), the popularity of the discipline (β = .29), and job/educational-

related reasons influencing the decision to retire (β = .23) were the three significant resources for 

Polish athletes. Other factors, such as previous work experience and confidence in own skills did 

not reach significance, but their effect size indicated that these factors helped Polish athletes 

during the transition. High athletic identity, exclusive income from activities related to sports, as 

well as personal/motivational-, performance-, and financial-related reasons were all factors 

hindering a successful adaptation to the post-sports life. 

Cross-National Comparison of Factors Contributing to the Quality of the Transition 
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The results of the separate regressions by country clearly showed that many transitional 

characteristics affecting the transition quality were influenced by the socio-cultural context. A 

few common barriers or resources for a successful transition could be identified, while other 

factors worked as barriers in one context, but as resources in another. Common resources for a 

high adaptation quality in the transition out of elite sports in all three countries were perceiving 

the end of the sports career as a relief and not as a loss as well as a voluntary decision to retire. 

Common barriers independent of the national context were a high athletic identity and several 

reasons that lead to athletic retirement, such as personal/motivational-related reasons (e.g., lack 

of motivation, too many deprivations), performance-related reasons (e.g., age or de-selection), 

financial-related reasons (e.g., lack of financial support), and health-related reasons (e.g., injury 

or burnout). Furthermore, a completed higher educational degree did not show to have a 

beneficial effect on the adaptation quality in any country. 

Beside the factors that had a similar effect on the transition quality across contexts, we 

found several factors that showed opposite effects depending on the retirement context. For 

example, high total income, income from sports, confidence in own skills, popularity, and 

job/educational-related reasons were factors where the β values pointed in opposite directions 

when compared across countries. Furthermore, having participated in a popular discipline was a 

strong facilitator in the Danish and Polish context, while it was a slightly negative predictor in 

Switzerland. The spread of the β values (Table 3, last column) emphasizes the considerable 

variation in the way factors contributed to the transition quality. When testing the nine 

significant variables in the models for interaction effects, moderation analyses revealed that 

plans for the future, the perception of the career end, and the popularity of the discipline were 

significantly moderated by country. 
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Discussion 

The results of the present study supported all three hypotheses of our first study objective. 

Differences in eight out of 11 individual characteristics with substantial effect sizes are an 

indirect indicator that the national elite sports system including dual-career opportunities had a 

significant influence on athletes’ individual characteristics related to the sports career included in 

our working model, which could be termed pre-conditions for the transition out of elite sport. 

Differences between Swiss, Danish, and Polish athletes were found both in more “objective” 

individual characteristics such as educational level and work experience, as well as in individual 

factors where perception plays a role (e.g., perceived popularity, confidence in one’s skills, and 

athletic identity). Our results supported our second hypothesis that the career-end characteristics 

would be less influenced by the national context as athletes reported similar patterns in terms of 

voluntariness to retire and plans for life after sports. Finally, the comparison of the adaptation 

difficulties across countries also supported our third hypothesis that Polish athletes would face 

more severe problems while relocating to the life after elite sports. In total, fourteen out of 

twenty-six factors incorporated in our working model differed significantly when comparing the 

three samples. Thus, our results support the findings of previous cross-national studies 

(Alfermann et al., 2004; Dimoula et al., 2013; Stambulova et al., 2007) that both similarities and 

differences can be found when comparing the retirement of athletes from different socio-cultural 

contexts. 

A common pattern was that most of the former international elite athletes from all three 

countries decided to retire voluntarily. Their decision to retire was influenced by a mixture of 

different reasons with personal/motivational- and family-related reasons playing a major role. 

About two-thirds of the athletes in all three countries made concrete plans for their life after elite 
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sports, which is in line with findings of other cross-cultural studies on athletic retirement 

(Dimoula et al., 2013; Stambulova et al., 2007). In general, athletes perceived their emotional 

adaptation (e.g., identifying with the new role outside elite sports, missing the elite sports 

lifestyle) and their social adaptation (e.g., renewing social networks, conflicts with their partner) 

as most challenging during the adaptation period, which on average took around nine months 

independent of the context. During their transition, athletes in all three contexts received more 

support from persons within their private environment and less support from persons connected 

to their former elite sports activity. In general, the common pattern among the career-end 

characteristics across countries indicated that the retirement decision process and the 

considerations about the future career were more affected by the athletes’ individual assessment 

of the situation, and less by macro-level factors such as national cultural dimensions or the 

welfare system. 

Besides these similarities, we also found country-specific patterns about the transition out 

of elite sports. Our results showed that athletes’ educational level differed heavily when 

compared across the samples with 85% of Polish athletes having completed a tertiary education 

compared to 62% Danish and 39% Swiss athletes. The educational level of the general 

population who completed a tertiary education (age group of 25-34 years) was 42-46% in all 

three countries (OECD, 2014). Thus, Swiss athletes reached a lower educational level than their 

peers in the same age group. This underlines that higher educational support for elite athletes is 

less institutionalized in Switzerland (Kempf, Weber, Renaud, & Stopper, 2013). Many Swiss 

athletes had to work part-time and, accordingly, earned a greater portion of their income from 

activities unconnected to elite sports. This might have affected their athletic identity, which was 

lower than that of Polish and Danish athletes. Low scores on all adaptation difficulties variables 
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showed that the adaptation process was the least demanding for Swiss athletes, as their pre- and 

post-environments of the transition did not differ as widely as for Danish and Polish athletes. 

Danish athletes judged themselves least confident in their skills and competencies and 

perceived themselves as least popular, despite being the sub-sample with the highest 

international success in terms of top three rankings. However, Danish athletes expressed a 

greater general satisfaction with their sports career by emphasizing that their benefits 

outbalanced their investments. The vocational or educational adaptation caused little problems 

for Danish athletes, but they perceived their social and emotional adaptation as more demanding 

than athletes from the other two countries. 

Most of the Polish athletes were financially supported by their sports federations and 

profited from substantial help during their studies, such as personal study plans, individual 

tutoring, and stipends. However, when terminating their elite sports career, the privileges 

connected with the elite athlete status came to an end, and the career end was thus associated 

with more negative feelings. Polish athletes identified strongly with their role as elite athletes 

and also felt that their sporting achievements were connected with high public recognition. Only 

a few athletes gathered work experience during their sports career. The adaptation period was 

marked by financial difficulties and many former Polish athletes reported complications 

integrating into the job market. A comparable pattern of a more problematic adaptation process 

was observed in Russia and Lithuania, which have state-centered sports systems similar to the 

one in Poland (Alfermann et al., 2004). 

Some of these country-specific patterns or differences can be explained using 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model (1979), considering that the athletes’ transition is embedded 

in a specific context. The national dual-career contexts outlined earlier provide a possible 
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systemic explanation why athletes from the three contexts differed with regard to their 

educational level. The culture within Scandinavian countries influenced by the egalitarian 

welfare-state thinking could be a reason for the rather modest attitude towards their skills and the 

perceived lack of popularity of Danish athletes (Bairner, 2010), whereas a strong power distance 

(Hofstede et al., 2010) and a more dominant hierarchical structure in Poland might be the reason 

for the higher status of elite athletes in society. The differences in work experience and income 

connected to sports are most probably caused by different national athletic support systems 

(Aquilina & Henry, 2010; De Bosscher et al., 2015), but also by the heterogeneities of the 

samples with relatively more Swiss athletes having competed in less commercialized sports. 

To sum up, when empirically testing our working model of factors contributing to the 

quality of the transition in the comparison of former Swiss, Danish, and Polish athletes, our 

results indicated that the national context influenced, especially, the individual characteristics 

and the factors related to the quality of the transition. Therefore, based on the many differences 

between the sub-samples, it was reasonable to investigate how the transitional characteristics 

incorporated in our model contribute to the transition quality separately for each context.  

Factors Contributing to the Transition Quality out of Elite Sports 

Our second study objective was to explore the predictive power of the transitional 

characteristics in terms of the perceived transition quality depending on the three cultural 

contexts. Our working model included most of the commonly assumed resources and barriers 

found in the literature for a successful transition (Park et al., 2013) and explained 25-29% of the 

transition quality in each context, which we consider as satisfying given that the transition 

quality is a complex construct that involves an adaptation in several spheres of life. Our results 

showed that out of the 26 factors considered, nine were both significant and substantial 
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predictors in the models. Consequently, many factors that previous research revealed as 

influential resources or barriers for a successful transition showed negligible effects on the 

transition quality when controlling for other factors. There was a notable variation in the 

outcome that could not be explained by the many predictors included in our working model. 

Therefore, the working model could be expanded with other relevant concepts related to the 

transition, such as self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997) or factors related to coping (Lazarus & 

Folkman, 1984). However, the fact that every person – even under similar circumstances and 

pre-conditions – reacts differently to a transition (Schlossberg, 1981) might be another reason 

why it is difficult to predict the quality of the transition more precisely. 

Commonly assumed resources for a successful transition. A positive assessment of the 

career end was a main resource and the only factor which showed a significant positive effect on 

the transition quality in all three countries. In line with the findings of Schmid, Adler Zwahlen, 

Engel, and Seiler (2016), we conclude that having a feeling of relief when ending their elite 

sports career helps athletes substantially in coping with the upcoming adaptation demands. Our 

results confirmed that a voluntary decision to retire is beneficial for the transition out of elite 

sports, as athletes feel more in control of their adaptation process (Alfermann, 2000; Cecić Erpič, 

Wylleman, & Zupančič, 2004; Taylor & Ogilvie, 1994). Contrary to this, having concrete plans 

for life after elite sports showed only a small positive effect in Switzerland, although pre-

retirement planning was thought to be among the most important resources for a successful 

transition (Alfermann et al., 2004; Taylor & Ogilvie, 1994). Unlike previous studies (Cecić Erpič 

et al., 2004; Conzelmann & Nagel, 2003), we found no obvious positive effects of sports career 

achievements (i.e., Olympic or World Championship medal), financial status (i.e., high income 

in sport), and social support (i.e., important conversations) on the adaptation quality. To our 
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surprise, and in contrast to many other studies (e.g., Cecić Erpič et al., 2004; Guidotti, Cortis, & 

Capranica, 2015; Torregrosa, Ramis, Pallarés, Azócar, & Selva, 2015; Tshube & Feltz, 2015), a 

higher educational degree did not make a positive contribution to the transition quality in any 

country. However, it should be noted that many athletes holding a university degree had 

collected little work experience when they entered the job market in the period after the 

economic/financial crisis in 2008 since companies hardly employed any new employees. 

Commonly assumed barriers for a successful transition. Our results supported 

previous findings that a strong athletic identity is a risk factor for athletes facing the transition 

(Alfermann et al., 2004; Brewer et al., 1993; Cecić Erpič et al., 2004; Grove, Lavallee, & 

Gordon, 1997; Lally, 2007). Reasons categorized as push-factors according to the decision-

making framework of Fernandez, Stephan, and Fouquereau (2006), such as injury, lack of 

motivation or financial support generally had a negative effect on the transition quality. 

Country-specific resources and barriers. Several factors related to the transition 

differed in strength and direction depending on the national context. Factors such as the financial 

situation, job/educational reasons, the perception of the career end, and the popularity of the 

discipline showed a wide spread of β values indicating that the national context played an 

important role in the way these factors contributed to the transition quality. Future plans, a 

positively perceived career end, and the popularity of disciplines were significantly moderated 

by country and, therefore, their contribution differed significantly depending on the national 

context. As an example, a positive perception of the career end was an even stronger facilitator in 

the Polish than in the Swiss context. 

To summarize, our working model facilitated the data collection, which was based on the 

hypothesis that many individual, situational, and environmental factors interplay with defining 
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the transition quality. Our results suggest that the transition out of elite sport is a complex and 

multifaceted phenomenon. A variety of factors including nationality and culture contribute to the 

transition quality. Therefore, instead of relying on generalizable statements about factors 

contributing to the adaptation quality after athletic retirement, practitioners should take context-

specific factors into account when working with athletes in the transition (Stambulova et al., 

2009; Stambulova & Ryba, 2014). 

Based on the country-specific patterns in athletic retirement, we may offer some ideas for 

contextualized practical implementations. Assisting athletes to explore alternative roles outside 

elite sport might help Polish athletes to perceive their career end as less negative. During the 

retirement process, Polish athletes could benefit from psychological assistance that aims to 

enhance athletes’ self-efficacy to cope with the transition demands. Furthermore, offering new 

career choices when relocating in the job market could reduce their vocational and financial 

adaptation difficulties. Danish athletes, especially those who earned a substantial amount of 

money through their sporting commitment, may benefit from sports psychological support that 

would help the athletes to deal with the social and emotional adaptation difficulties during the 

transition. Swiss athletes could profit from more flexible study programs on higher education so 

that studies and elite sports are better combinable. 

Strengths and Limitations  

Applying multiple regression techniques, we were able to increase the understanding of 

how a certain factor contributes to the transition quality when controlling for many other relevant 

transitional characteristics. A further strength of this study was the cross-cultural comparative 

design, as features of one context become more apparent (only) when contrasted with other 

cultural contexts (Duda & Allison, 1990). As a basis for comparison, we were able to survey 
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large samples of former Swiss, Danish, and Polish elite athletes from a wide range of sports 

disciplines. The role and position of the first author as a former elite athlete having connections 

to all three contexts studied was helpful in when collaborating with federations, increasing the 

response rate of the athletes, and in the interpretation of the results. 

This study has several limitations. First, as an exploratory study, we applied a cross-

sectional retrospective design. Although this approach enabled collecting data in the three 

contexts, there are certain aspects of athletes’ transitions that might be better examined using a 

longitudinal research design. Second, the retrospective nature of the data collection could have 

raised a concern regarding athletes’ ability to accurately recall their change-event experiences 

(Côté, Ericsson, & Law, 2005). However, to reduce the recall bias, we included only athletes 

who retired a maximum of five years before their interview. Third, the ratio between the number 

of predictors and the number of sampled athletes are above the conventions for multiple 

regression models (Miles & Shevlin, 2001). As a consequence, the beta coefficients in the 

Danish and Polish models are not very stable and thus have to be interpreted with caution.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

Our results supported the line of thinking that cross-cultural comparative studies are 

needed to increase the understanding of how contextual factors contribute to the transition 

quality out of elite sports (Stambulova & Ryba, 2014). However, the countries in our study and 

as well the countries included in the previous EPAR projects differed on several macro- and 

meso dimensions. This leaves us to speculate on how these dimensions behave as resources or 

barriers for the transition and how they influence athletes’ transitional characteristics. Thus, to 

increase the understanding of certain macro- and meso factors on the transitional outcomes, we 

propose a more systematic selection of countries for future comparative studies. For example, 
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countries adopting the same welfare regime or countries that provide a similar dual-career 

support for student-athletes on higher education could be compared. 

With the development of our working model, we attempted to include the previous 

theoretical contributions that emerged from the European career transition sports psychology 

discourse (Stambulova, 2016) including the conceptualization of an athlete as a whole person 

within the holistic athletic career model (Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004; Wylleman et al., 2011) 

and the athletic career transition models (Stambulova, 2003; Stambulova et al., 2007). Applied 

perspectives of this study relate to a deeper and more contextualized understanding of the 

transition out of sport in which nation/cultures plays an important role. Our working model could 

be used and culturally adapted to further investigate cross-national similarities and dissimilarities 

of athletic retirement, but also to compare the transition out of sport of athletes that developed 

their career in different athletic environments within a country, such as highly professionalized 

sports versus amateur sports. Furthermore, our model provides a framework that can help sports 

psychologists and career counselors to locate potential resources and barriers that may help or 

hinder athletes in overcoming the transitional demands in a specific environment. 
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Figure 1: Working model of factors contributing to the quality of the transition out of elite 

sports. 
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Table 1 

Means (M), standard deviations (SD), F/χ2-values, and effect sizes (r), of the 26 explanatory variables 
grouped into characteristics of the individual, the career end, and the environment by country 

 Switzerland 
(n = 231) 

Denmark 
(n = 86) 

Poland 
(n = 84) 

  

Item (range) M SD M SD M SD F/χ2 r 

         
Characteristics of the individual         
         
Genderd (0 = male, 1 = female) 0.31 0.46 0.34 0.48 0.37 0.49 0.95 .05 

Age at retirement (years)  30.55a 6.30 30.38a 5.40 32.69
b 

5.85 4.39* .15 

Educationd (0 = secondary, 1= tertiary) 0.39a 0.49 0.62b 0.49 0.85c 0.36 53.27*** .36 
Sport successd (0 = not top 3, 1= top 3) 0.34 0.48 0.44 0.50 0.33 0.47 3.08 .09 
Total income careerd (1-8)  4.31 2.30 4.31 1.98 4.39 2.55 23.15 .17 

Income from sport (in %) 46.52a 39.25 52.09 36.66 58.87
b 

34.67 3.41* .14 

Previous work experience (h/week) 13.35a 14.12 11.88 13.07 8.50b 11.71 4.03* .14 

Confidence in skills (11-55) 38.97a 9.13 33.35a 8.25 40.88
b 

7.91 18.26*** .29 

Athletic identity (1-7) 5.28a 0.84 5.54 0.81 5.81b 0.88 12.94*** .25 
Popularity (1-5) 2.47a 1.12 2.26a 1.22 3.02b 1.13 10.55*** .22 
Career investments vs. benefits (1-5) 3.18a 1.45 4.22b 1.05 2.86a 1.34 25.20*** .34 
         
Characteristics of the career end         
         

Personal/motivational reasons (1-5) 2.71a 1.22 3.19b 1.19 2.58a 1.21 6.44** .18 
Performance-related reasons (1-5) 2.40 1.43 2.58 1.40 2.42 1.50 0.50 .05 
Sport-environmental reasons (1-5) 1.90 1.34 2.09 1.31 2.24 1.65 1.96 .10 
Job/educational reasons (1-5) 2.44 1.24 2.49 1.07 2.18 1.08 1.88 .10 
Financial-related reasons (1-5) 2.38 1.49 2.66 1.44 2.81 1.67 2.86 .12 
Family-related reasons (1-5) 2.47a 1.54 3.30b 1.51 2.82 1.61 9.36*** .21 
Health-related reasons (1-5) 2.63 1.64 2.59 1.52 2.81 1.54 0.48 .01 
Voluntariness (1-5) 3.60 1.57 3.98 1.41 3.83 1.41 1.96 .10 
Plans for future (1-5) 3.57 1.32 3.71 1.12 3.83 1.41 1.39 .08 
Timingd (0= too late/early, 1= on time) 0.70 0.46 0.62 0.49 0.56 0.49 5.69 .12 
Career end as loss vs. relief (1-5) 3.12a 0.87 3.31a 1.09 2.25b 1.07 31.81*** .37 
         
Characteristics of the environment         
         

Support private environment (0-5) 2.61 1.45 2.43 1.49 2.20 1.45 2.43 .11 
Support sports environment (0-13) 1.95a 1.94 1.40b 1.50 1.56 2.01 3.28* .13 
Support category disciplined (1-4) 2.94a 1.01 3.10 1.09 3.20b 0.99 18.01**  .15 
Popularity of disciplined (1-3) 1.39a 0.76 1.52b 0.75 1.71c 0.90 24.50*** .18 
         

Note. Test statistics are F-values for continuous variables (df = 2, 398) and chi-square values for categorical 
variables as indicated by d. Means with different subscripts in a row are significantly different from each other. 
Higher values correspond to higher income, athletic identity, popularity, and career satisfaction. Higher values 
correspond to more pronounced reasons to retire, higher voluntariness, more concrete plans for future, and a 
more positive perception of the career end. Higher values correspond to a higher amount of important 
conversations within private/sports environment, a higher support and more media attention for disciplines. 
Effect sizes (r) are .10 ≈ small; .30 ≈ moderate; .50 ≈ large (Cohen, 1988). 
∗p < .05. ∗∗p < .01. ∗∗∗p < .001. 



Table 2 

Means (M), standard deviations (SD), F-values, and effect sizes (r) of variables related to adaptation 
quality of the transition out of elite sports by country 

 Switzerland 
(n = 231) 

Denmark 
(n = 86) 

Poland 
(n = 84)   

Item (range) M SD M SD M SD F r 

Emotional difficulties (1-5) 2.76a 1.33 3.20b 1.32 3.01 1.34 3.69* .13 
Social difficulties (1-5) 2.43a 1.19 2.92b 1.34 2.79 1.30 5.91** .17 
Health/body difficulties (1-5) 2.00a 1.17 2.41b 1.22 2.38b 1.31 5.19** .16 
Vocational difficulties (1-5) 1.81a 1.14 2.01 1.09 2.40b 1.20 8.30*** .20 
Financial difficulties (1-5) 1.71a 1.01 1.88a 0.98 2.75b 1.38 26.91*** .35 
Duration of adaptation (0-48 
months) 9.23 8.95 10.44 8.33 9.05 9.05 0.70 .06 

Satisfaction with the transition 
(1-5) 4.45a 0.65 4.45a 0.62 3.61b 0.97 45.19*** .43 

         
Quality of the transition 
(composite score) 0.21a 0.94 -0.18b 0.88 -0.40c 1.12 14.34*** .26 

Note. Higher means correspond to more pronounced difficulties, a longer adaptation time, a higher satisfaction 
with the transition, and a higher quality of the transition out of elite sport. Df for F-values = 2, 398. Means with 
different subscripts in a row differ significantly from each other. Effect sizes (r) are .10 ≈ small; .30 ≈ moderate; 
.50 ≈ large (Cohen, 1988).  
∗p < .05. ∗∗p < .01. ∗∗∗p < .001. 



Table 3 
 
Standard multiple regression of the transitional characteristics on the quality of the 
transition out of elite sports by country  
 
Predictor (Range) Switzerland 

(n = 231)  Denmark  
(n = 86)  Poland  

(n = 83) 
 

 β  β  β β-spread 
       
Characteristics of the individual       
       
Gender (0 = male, 1 = female) -.06  -.15  -.11 .09 
Age at retirement (years) .18**  .05  .01 .17 
Education (0 = secondary, 1 = tertiary) -.02  -.13  -.01 .11 
Sport success (0 = not top 3, 1 = top 3) .03  -.15  .03 .18 
Total income career (1-8) -.16  -.31*  .08 .39 
Income from sport (in %) .14  -.08  -.19 .33 
Previous work experience (h/week) .07  .00  .10 .10 
Confidence in skills (11-55) .07  -.12  .12 .24 
Athletic identity (1-7) -.09  -.16  -.13 .07 
Popularity (1-5) -.17**  .15  .02 .32 
Career investments vs. benefits (1-5) .00  -.06  -.07 .07 
       
Characteristics of the career end    
       
Personal/motivational reasons (1-5) -.19**  -.21  -.12 .09 
Performance reasons (1-5) -.04  -.17  -.18 .14 
Sport-environmental reasons (1-5) -.07  .17  .02 .24 
Job/educational reasons (1-5) -.02  -.24**  .23* .47 
Financial-related reasons (1-5) -.11  -.08  -.13 .05 
Family-related reasons (1-5) -.01  .22  .17 .23 
Health-related reasons (1-5) -.11  -.15  -.04 .09 
Voluntariness (1-5) .18**  .34**  .02 .32 
Plans for future (1-5) .14**  -.04  -.01 .18** 
Timing (0 = too late/early, 1 = on time) .05  .07  -.08 .13 
Career end as loss vs. relief (1-5) .25***  .21*  .50*** .29** 
       
Characteristics of the environment    
       
Support private environment (0-5) -.02  .09  -.13 .22 
Support sport environment (0-13) -.04  -.01  -.06 .05 
Support category discipline (1-4) .01  -.03  -.09 .10 
Popularity of discipline (1-3) -.04  .52***  .29** .56*** 
       
R2 .35  .50  .52  
R2

adjusted .26  .28  .29  
Unique explained variance 18%  41%  32%  
Shared variance 17%  9%  20%  
F-value 4.13***  2.27***  2.31***  
df 26/204  26/59  26/56  



Notes. β = standardized beta coefficient. Higher values correspond to higher income, athletic identity, 
popularity, and career satisfaction. Higher values correspond to more pronounced reasons to retire, 
higher voluntariness, more concrete plans for future, and a more positive perception of the career end. 
Higher values correspond to a higher amount of important conversations within private/sports 
environment, a higher support and more media attention for disciplines. The difference between the 
highest and the lowest β-value by country is displayed in the last column, labelled β-spread. 
Predictors indicated with * in the β-spread column are significantly moderated by country. 
∗p <.10. ∗∗p <.05. ∗∗∗p <.01. 
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