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CROSS-NATIONAL COMPARISON OF ELITE SPORT RETIREMENT 

Abstract 1 

The main purpose of this study was to compare the transition out of elite sport of former 2 

Swiss, Danish, and Polish athletes in terms of (a) preconditions of retirement, (b) the transitional 3 

and adaptation period, and (c) consequences of the transition. The sample consisted of 231 4 

Swiss, 86 Danish, and 84 Polish athletes who answered an online version of the Athletic Career 5 

Termination Questionnaire (Kuettel, Boyle, & Schmid, 2017) in their respective language. 6 

Separate one-way ANOVAs and chi-square tests revealed more differences than similarities 7 

between the transitional processes of athletes from the three countries. Athletes differed 8 

significantly in their educational level, their athletic identity, and their working experience while 9 

active in the sport. Swiss athletes experienced the least distress during the transition, while Polish 10 

athletes reported the highest difficulties. Polish athletes relocated mainly in jobs connected to the 11 

sport and thus rated their previous sport network as more important for finding an occupation 12 

compared to Swiss and Danish athletes. Based on our results and in line with findings of 13 

previous cross-national studies, we emphasize that it is important to consider the socio-cultural 14 

context when studying athletes’ retirement process. Some context-specific recommendations for 15 

career counseling and career assistance programs for athletes are provided. 16 

 17 
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A Cross-National Comparison of the Transition out of Elite Sport of Swiss, Danish, and 1 

Polish Athletes 2 

Retirement from elite sport is considered a major life-changing experience for athletes and 3 

thus has attracted career researchers since the late 1960s (Hill & Lowe, 1974; Lerch, 1982; 4 

Mihovilovic, 1968; Svoboda & Vanek, 1982). Early studies have described the end of an athletic 5 

career as a traumatic event and therefore, have mostly focused on negative outcomes. Later 6 

studies have revealed an alternative view where athletes may feel relieved from the heavy burden 7 

of their athletic commitment (e.g., Coakley, 1983; McPherson, 1984; Sinclair & Orlick, 1993). 8 

Nowadays, athletic retirement is no longer seen as a single event, but as a process-oriented 9 

transition in which a “whole career” and “whole person” approach is applied (Stambulova, 10 

Alfermann, Statler, & Côté, 2009; Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004). Recently, there has been an 11 

increased focus on contextual factors that are related to the athlete’s career development and 12 

transitions. These factors have been studied at the meso-level (i.e., talent development 13 

environment; Henriksen, Stambulova, & Roessler, 2010) and at the macro-level (i.e., 14 

nation/culture and sports system; Kuettel, Boyle, & Schmid, 2017; Park & Lavallee, 2015; 15 

Stambulova, Stephan, & Jäphag, 2007; Tshube & Feltz, 2015). Furthermore, comparative studies 16 

have shown that applying a cultural-sensitive approach can help to increase the knowledge about 17 

the influence of the context on the transition process of elite athletes (Si & Lee, 2007; 18 

Stambulova & Ryba, 2013, 2014). In this paper, we, the authors intend to contribute to a better 19 

understanding of the contextual influence on athletic retirement by examining and comparing the 20 

transition out of elite sport for former Swiss, Danish, and Polish athletes. 21 

Cross-national differences in the reactions to sports career termination were examined in 22 

the European Perspectives on Athletic Retirement (EPAR) project (Alfermann, Stambulova, & 23 
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Zemaityte, 2004; Wylleman, Alfermann, & Lavallee, 2004). When comparing athletic retirement 1 

among German, Russian, and Lithuanian athletes, Alfermann et al. (2004) found athletes differed 2 

in their reasons for career termination, their planning for retirement, their coping skills, and the 3 

time it took for them to adapt to their new role. The authors concluded that the transition out of 4 

sport is a multidimensional, a multilevel, and a multifactor process in which nationality/culture 5 

plays an important role. In a more recent study, Dimoula, Torregrosa, Psychountaki, and 6 

Fernandez (2013) discovered many similarities when comparing athletic retirement between 7 

former elite Greek and Spanish athletes. These authors proposed a Southern European 8 

perspective on athletic retirement due to the shared macro-level characteristics between the two 9 

national contexts (i.e., similar political, economic, and welfare situations) and many common 10 

cultural characteristics (e.g., power distance, individualism, long-term orientation; Hofstede, 11 

Hofstede & Minkov, 2010). 12 

Athletic Career Termination and the Outcomes of the Transition 13 

The outcome of a successful transition out of sport may be evaluated using two criteria: (a) 14 

successful coping with the career termination and thus a positive evaluation of the transition 15 

itself, and (b) success in life after sport with regard to life satisfaction and success in job/family. 16 

Regarding the first criterion, research (e.g., Alfermann et al., 2004; Cecić Erpič, Wylleman, & 17 

Zupančič, 2004; Fernandez, Stephan, & Fouquereau, 2006; Grove, Lavallee, & Gordon, 1997) 18 

has found many factors that positively influence the transitional process: retirement planning, 19 

voluntary termination, balanced self-identity, available social support, and active coping 20 

strategies (Knights, Sherry, & Ruddock-Hudson, 2016; Park et al., 2013; Stambulova et al., 21 

2009). Regarding the second criterion that focuses more on the long-term adaptation and job/life 22 

satisfaction in the post-sport career, results of studies have typically shown that former elite 23 
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athletes’ success in life were comparable with non-athletes (Conzelmann & Nagel, 2003; 1 

Dewenter & Giessing, 2014; Koukouris, 1991). 2 

A need to help athletes in coordinating their sports career with other activities (e.g., 3 

education or work), and in preparing for career transitions – especially for athletic retirement – 4 

was recognized about 20 years ago and resulted in establishment of career assistance 5 

programmes (CAPs) in different parts of the world (Andersen & Morris, 2000; Gordon, Lavallee, 6 

& Grove, 2005; Reints & Wylleman, 2013). However, not all countries have established CAPs 7 

for elite athletes, as a review of athletes’ careers across 19 different cultural contexts has shown 8 

(Stambulova & Ryba, 2013). Hence, athletes from different countries do not have equal access to 9 

services that facilitate a dual career and as well, services related to athletic retirement which may 10 

influence the transition out of sport. Nevertheless, little is known about how different national 11 

sport and educational settings have an influence on the athlete’s transition out of their elite sport. 12 

Therefore, the current study aims to enhance the understanding of the relationship between the 13 

national context and the athlete’s transition by investigating and compare athletic retirement of 14 

athletes from three countries (Switzerland, Denmark, and Poland) that have adopted different 15 

strategies to support elite athletes in their vocational and educational development. 16 

Framework for Studying the Transition out of Elite Sport Across National Contexts 17 

We deemed it appropriate to locate the present study within the theoretical framework 18 

developed by Stambulova et al. (2007) for the cross-cultural comparison of athletic retirement 19 

that was used in the EPAR projects. This career transition framework is a combination of 20 

existing transition/developmental models (Schlossberg, 1981; Stambulova, 2003; Taylor & 21 

Ogilvie, 1994; Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004). Through this framework, athletic retirement is seen 22 

as a transitional process involving (a) preconditions, which are the factors related to the elite 23 
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sports career (e.g., duration, athletic identity, satisfaction with career); (b) a transitional period, 1 

which includes planning for life after sport, degree of voluntariness to stop, the difficulties 2 

perceived during the transition, and the duration and satisfaction of the transition; and (c) the 3 

consequences, which are the perceived professional success, strategies that help athletes finding 4 

a job after the sports career, and their current life satisfaction. 5 

To be able to interpret the findings of cross-national comparisons of athletic retirement, 6 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) bioecological model of human development was adapted to the elite 7 

sports context and this model supplements the transition/developmental models mentioned 8 

above. The bioecological perspective can help us to understand that an athlete’s transition is 9 

embedded within a specific context, which is influenced by a number of micro-level systems 10 

(i.e., family, friends, coaches, and teachers; Côté, 1999), meso-level systems (i.e., federations, 11 

clubs, and support systems for athletes; Aquilina & Henry, 2010; De Bosscher, Bingham, & 12 

Shibli, 2008; Reints & Wylleman, 2013), and as well, macro-level systems (i.e., the socio-13 

cultural context of a society, the country’s economy, political/welfare system; Esping-Andersen, 14 

1990; Hofstede et al., 2010). 15 

The countries chosen for comparison in our paper were selected based on the maximum 16 

variation sampling strategy proposed by Yin (2014). Switzerland, Denmark, and Poland are 17 

located in Europe but differ on several macro-level aspects. These countries have developed 18 

different sports systems, adopted different dual-career policies on higher education, and vary in 19 

the availability of athlete career/retirement services (see Table 1 for an overview). The countries 20 

are similar with respect to their ambitions of being top in international elite sports (De Bosscher 21 

et al., 2008; De Bosscher, Shibli, Westerbeek, & van Bottenburg, 2015). The elite sports 22 

environment of each country is briefly described in the following section. 23 
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[Please insert Table 1 around here] 1 

Elite athletes in Switzerland receive financial support based on the categorisation of the 2 

sports as developed by the Swiss Olympic Association (SOA). Many top athletes from non-3 

commercialised sports (e.g., orienteering, table tennis) need to work part-time to finance their 4 

elite sports career. The flexible job market in Switzerland provides a solution for these athletes. 5 

The SOA offers career planning and job placement opportunities for both active and retired 6 

athletes. Regarding dual career, organised support for athletes enrolled in higher education is 7 

hardly existing. At the athlete’s end of career, most need to find a job outside the sports sector as 8 

there are relatively few paid positions within the sports sector. 9 

In Denmark, Team Denmark (TD) is the national institution responsible for the promotion 10 

and funding of elite sports. Rooted in the strong belief of equality, the Danish Elite Sports Act 11 

(from 1984, revised in 2004) states that elite sport should be promoted in a socially responsible 12 

manner, ensuring athletes’ education and their future contribution to the society. Thus, 13 

educational and career programmes are offered at all levels of an athlete’s career, including 14 

financial support for student-athletes. TD and its partners provide job-related services for elite 15 

athletes at different stages of their career. There are only a few jobs available within the Danish 16 

sports sector for former elite athletes because sports clubs rely on the voluntary commitment of 17 

parents and coaches. 18 

In Poland, the Ministry of Sport and Tourism acts as the principal organisation for 19 

governing elite sports. The sports system still has many relics of the communist era and thus is 20 

characterised by a strong centralisation of the programmes and the involvement of the state. 21 

Accordingly, the course of the athletes’ sports careers depends largely on the decisions made by 22 

the sports authorities. Young athletes usually attend special talent schools and most adult elite 23 
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athletes continue to study at Physical Education Academies where they receive substantial help, 1 

such as extra teaching, flexible courses, and financial support. Career services for the transition 2 

out of elite sport are not available. Instead, there is a lifelong pension for Olympic medal winners 3 

provided by the state. The professional club system and the availability of paid jobs within the 4 

sports system provide possibilities for former Polish athletes to relocate in the sports sector. 5 

According to Stambulova and Ryba (2014), it is not only the cultural context of the athletes 6 

that can influence their transition, it is also the cultural context of the researchers themselves that 7 

may bias the research (i.e., which theoretical models are applied, what research instruments are 8 

used, and how results are interpreted). Adopting a reflexive stance, as proposed by Sparkes and 9 

Smith (2014), we find it important to note that the first author is connected to all three countries 10 

under study. He represented Switzerland at several Olympic Games and World Championships 11 

and followed a dual career pathway while active in elite sports. After he finished his elite sports 12 

career in 2011, he moved to Denmark where he has been living with his Polish wife ever since. 13 

Objectives and Hypotheses 14 

Recent reviews of career transitions and athletic retirement (e.g., Park, Lavallee, & Tod, 15 

2013; Stambulova et al., 2009; Stambulova, 2012, 2016) have acknowledged the need for more 16 

cross-national comparison studies to enhance the understanding of the national context on 17 

athletic retirement. In an attempt to fulfil this need, it was the goal of this study to compare the 18 

transition out of elite sport of Swiss, Danish, and Polish athletes in terms of (a) preconditions, (b) 19 

transitional period, and (c) consequences of the transition. Based on the countries’ different 20 

approaches on how to support dual career athletes, we hypothesised there would be differences 21 

in athletes’ preconditions (a) concerning their educational level, working experience at 22 

retirement, and the degree of professionalisation while active in elite sport. Concerning the 23 
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transitional period (b), we hypothesised that Polish athletes would face more vocational 1 

difficulties with relocation after their sports career because of the lack of retirement services and 2 

the generally more difficult labour-market situation in Poland. Concerning the consequences of 3 

the transition (c), we hypothesised that more Swiss and Danish athletes would obtain jobs that 4 

are not connected to sport, as they choose all kind of different educations and because there are 5 

limited paid jobs available in the sports sector in these countries. 6 

Method 7 

Research Design 8 

We applied a cross-sectional research design and followed the recommendations of Ryba, 9 

Stambulova, Si, and Schinke (2013) on culturally competent research in sport psychology: (a) 10 

the key concepts of the project, theoretical framework, and the project objectives were negotiated 11 

among the co-authors; (b) the instrument was translated and culturally adapted; (c) pilot studies 12 

were conducted in all three countries; (d) data were collected in culturally relevant ways; (e) 13 

results were interpreted with the major characteristics of each cultural context involved kept in 14 

mind; and (f) contextualised conclusions and practical implications of the study were developed. 15 

Participants and Procedure 16 

The total sample of the study consisted of 401 former elite athletes from Switzerland (n = 17 

231, of which 31% female athletes), Denmark (n = 86, of which 33% female athletes), and 18 

Poland (n = 84, of which 37% female athletes) from 35 sports disciplines, both individual and 19 

team sports (see Appendix A). Criteria for athletes to be included in the study were that they (a) 20 

had participated in competitions at international level, (b) had been carded by the national elite 21 

sports agency, and (c) had retired between one to five years prior to data collection. 22 
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After receiving approval from the regional ethics committees, names and e-mail addresses 1 

of retired athletes were obtained from the Olympic association and the sports federations in each 2 

country. Athletes were first contacted by their federation and informed about the purpose of this 3 

study. The athletes then received a personal link to the web-based questionnaire either from the 4 

first author of the study or their former federation. The response rate was between 62% and 64% 5 

for the three countries. We considered the three samples to be representative of the elite athlete 6 

population in terms of gender and sports discipline distribution. Table 2 shows additional details 7 

of the participants’ characteristics. 8 

Measures 9 

The former elite athletes answered a web-based version of the Athletic Career Termination 10 

Questionnaire (ACTQ: Kuettel, Boyle, & Schmid, 2017) that was developed from existing 11 

English and German versions of the Retirement from Sports Survey (Alfermann et al., 2004). 12 

Supplementary questions about how the athletes tried to find a job after their sports career were 13 

added to the questionnaire. The instrument was translated from English into Danish by the first 14 

and third author and cross-checked with the German version, as both are fluent in the three 15 

languages. The Polish version was translated and independently back-translated by a professional 16 

agency. To achieve content, conceptual, and semantic equivalence (Si & Lee, 2007), the 17 

translated versions were discussed in each country with experts working with athletes in 18 

transitions and pilot tested with three to five former athletes. The ACTQ contains 56 questions 19 

that are organised into three sections: (a) life in elite sports, (b) sports career termination and 20 

transitional period, and (c) life after sport and general biographical data. 21 

Life in elite sports. We asked the athletes to provide general sport demographic data such 22 

as their age at specialisation, the age when biggest success occurred, duration of professional 23 
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career, and age when they ended their sports career. In addition, athletes reported the satisfaction 1 

with their results obtained at major international events from 1 (very unsatisfied) to 5 (very 2 

satisfied). The athletic identity during sports career was measured using the scale of Brewer, Van 3 

Raalte, and Linder (1993), which was on a seven-point Likert response-scale from 1 (strongly 4 

disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), with higher values representing a higher athletic identity (α-5 

coefficients between .82 and .84 in the three samples for the 10-items scale). Athletes rated their 6 

self-perceived domestic popularity from 1 (publicly unknown) to 5 (very well-known). Athletes 7 

reported both the time they spent working and the time they used for studying during their last 8 

three years of their elite sports career. Athletes also indicated their educational level at the end of 9 

their elite sports career. Finally, athletes rated their overall outcome of their sports career from 1 10 

(investments much bigger than benefits) to 5 (benefits much bigger than investments). 11 

Sports career termination and transitional period. Athletes rated seven reasons (e.g., 12 

performance-, job/educational-, and health-related) that may have influenced their decision to 13 

retire from elite sports (1 = no influence at all to 5 = very strong influence). Athletes were 14 

subsequently asked when (month and year) they decided to end their sports career and when 15 

(month and year) they actually terminated their sports career. Given two contrasting pairs, 16 

athletes described their career end with regard to pre-retirement planning (1 = no plans at all to 5 17 

= very concrete long-term plans), voluntariness (1 = under strong pressure from external 18 

circumstances to 5 = completely voluntary), timing (1 = much too early over 3 = quite opportune 19 

to 5 = much too late), and how they perceived their career end affected their life (1 = big loss to 20 

5 = big relief). Athletes rated their adaptation difficulties at their career end in five areas 21 

(Wylleman, De Knop, & Reints, 2011): emotional (e.g., missing the lifestyle of an athlete), social 22 

(e.g., difficulties in establishing social network, relationship difficulties with partner), 23 
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health/body (e.g., detraining difficulties, injuries, weight problems), vocational (e.g., problems 1 

with finding a job, lack of professional knowledge), and financial (e.g., reduced income, debts) 2 

from 1 (no difficulties at all) to 5 (very big difficulties) together with the months they needed to 3 

adjust to their new life situation. Finally, athletes rated their overall satisfaction with the 4 

transition process to their post-sport life from 1 (not satisfied at all) to 5 (very satisfied). 5 

Life after elite sport. Athletes described their actual position(s) and job title(s) and listed 6 

the proportion of time spent in each position. Furthermore, athletes reported if they had any 7 

unemployment periods after their elite sports career and if yes, the duration of the unemployment 8 

was collected. The athletes’ satisfaction with the current occupational situation was measured on 9 

a scale from 1 (very unsatisfied) to 5 (very satisfied). Athletes were given a list of 10 possible 10 

reasons that may have helped them to obtain their current job(s) from 1 (did not help at all) to 5 11 

(helped a lot). Additionally, the retired athletes stated their current connection to their sport by 12 

answering seven yes/no questions. To explore general life satisfaction, athletes answered the 13 

Satisfaction with Life Scale (Pavot & Diener, 1993) on a 7-point Likert scale (α-coefficients 14 

between .84 and .86 for the 5 items) where higher values represented a higher life satisfaction. 15 

Finally, athletes provided information about their marital status and family situation. 16 

Data Analysis 17 

To evaluate cross-national differences between the Swiss, Danish, and Polish samples, we 18 

calculated the mean differences by conducting separated one-way analysis of variances 19 

(ANOVAs). In order to localise significant differences between the nations, we performed 20 

posthoc tests for the one-way ANOVAs (Hochberg’s GT2 due to rather large differences in 21 

sample sizes; Field, 2013). For categorical variables, we calculated chi-square tests and reported 22 

the proportions. All analyses were executed using IBM SPSS version 22. 23 
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Results 1 

We present our results in three tables that correspond to the three transition phases: (a) 2 

preconditions (i.e., life in elite sport), (b) transitional and adaptation period, and (c) 3 

consequences of the transition (i.e., life situation after the elite sport career). 4 

Preconditions: Life in Elite Sport 5 

Significant differences with small to medium effect sizes (Cohen, 1988) between the 6 

Swiss, Danish, and Polish athletes were found in 15 out of 17 variables capturing life in elite 7 

sport (Table 2). 8 

[Please insert Table 2 around here] 9 

Polish athletes (M = 32.69, SD = 5.85) reported a longer duration of their total sports career 10 

F(2,398) = 14.87, p < .001, η2 = .07, compared to Swiss (M = 30.55, SD = 6.30) and Danish (M = 11 

30.38, SD = 5.40) athletes. More Polish athletes (70%) had periods where they focused solely on 12 

their sporting career (i.e., were not studying or working alongside) compared to 53% Swiss and 13 

54% Danish athletes. The duration of this period as a sports professional differed between the 14 

countries F(2,398) = 14.87, p < .001, η2 = .10, with Polish athletes (M = 12.27, SD = 5.11) 15 

reporting a longer professional athletic career compared to Swiss (M = 7.55, SD = 6.10) and 16 

Danish athletes (M = 5.91, SD = 5.56). Additionally, compared to Swiss and Danish athletes, 17 

Polish athletes reported both a significantly higher athletic identity while active in elite sport, 18 

F(2,398) = 12.94, p < .001, η2 = .06 and perceived themselves as more publicly well-known in 19 

their country, F(2,398) = 10.55, p < .001, η2 = .05. Swiss athletes reported significantly more 20 

previous working experience compared to Polish athletes, while Danish athletes spent 21 

significantly more time studying in the last three years before their career end compared to Swiss 22 

and Polish athletes. A significant difference was observed in the educational levels at the end of 23 
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the sports career: 85% of the Polish athletes had obtained a degree from a higher educational 1 

institute compared to 62% Danish and 39% Swiss athletes (χ2 (2, N = 401) = 53.27, p < .001, 2 

Cramér’s V = .36). Finally, Danish athletes rated the gains and benefits (e.g., results, money, 3 

experience, competences) of their overall sports career significantly higher than both Swiss and 4 

Polish athletes, F(2,398) = 25.20, p < .001, η2 = .12. The three samples did not differ in terms of 5 

the average age when they achieved their best sporting results, and a similar proportion of 6 

athletes from all samples reached top three rankings at World Championships, Olympic Games, 7 

or World Cup overall standings. 8 

Transitional and Adaptation Period 9 

Reasons related to career termination. A comparison of the reasons for retiring from 10 

elite sports (Table 3) revealed a relatively similar pattern across the three countries. In general, 11 

personal and motivational reasons (e.g., lack of sporting goals, fed up with elite sports lifestyle, 12 

need to have more time for oneself) were named as prominent reasons why their sports career 13 

was terminated. Other important reasons were family-related (e.g., desire to have a family, more 14 

time for family/friends) and health-related (e.g., injury, illness, burnout). Sport environment 15 

reasons (e.g., conflict with federation or coach) were the least influential reasons for ending their 16 

sport’s career among athletes from all three countries. 17 

[Please insert Table 3 around here] 18 

Characteristics related to the career end. On average, athletes from all three countries 19 

started to plan for their career end between 7 and 11 months before they actually retired. 20 

However, indicated by the large standard deviations, individual values ranged from 0 to 48 21 

months in all three countries. Analyses showed that 62% of the Swiss, 63% of the Danish, and 22 

68% of the Polish athletes had made long-term plans for their time after elite sport. Between 60-23 
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67% of all athletes retired voluntarily, while 16% Swiss, 9% Danish, and 18% of the Polish 1 

athletes perceived that their decision to end their sports career was strongly pressured by external 2 

circumstances. Polish athletes perceived their career end more negative than both Swiss and 3 

Danish athletes with an effect size of η2 = .14 (F(2,398) = 31.81, p < .001). 4 

Characteristics related to the adaptation period. Analyses revealed many differences in 5 

the variables related to the adaptation period to post-sport life across the three samples with 6 

small to medium effect sizes. Swiss athletes generally reported the lowest adaptation difficulties. 7 

Polish athletes reported higher adaptation difficulties than Swiss and Danish, especially 8 

concerning their financial and vocational adaptation. Danish athletes perceived their emotional 9 

and social adaptation as more challenging than Swiss athletes. It should be noted that the 10 

averages for the adaptation difficulties (between 1.71 and 3.20 on a 5-point scale) were low to 11 

moderate. Despite the differences concerning adaptation difficulties, it took the athletes from all 12 

three countries an average of nine months until they felt adjusted to their new life situation. 13 

Finally, Polish athletes judged their satisfaction with the transition process as much more 14 

negative than both Swiss and Danish athletes with an effect size η2 = .19 (F(2,398) = 45.19, p < 15 

.001). 16 

Consequences of the Transition: Life Situation After the Elite Sports Career 17 

Job situation. Table 4 summarizes the results concerning the job situation of the athletes 18 

after their sports career. In all three countries, every fourth athlete had periods of unemployment 19 

following the athletic career end. However, for many retired athletes, it was a deliberate choice 20 

as they were not looking for a job right after they had retired from elite sport. A relatively large 21 

proportion of former athletes were self-employed after their sports career compared to the 22 

general population in each country (OECD, 2013). Furthermore, many athletes reported having 23 



CROSS-NATIONAL COMPARISON OF ATHLETIC RETIREMENT 

14 
 

not only one main occupation but holding up to four jobs at the same time. Several significant 1 

differences were found regarding the factors that athletes considered important for obtaining 2 

their current job(s). Polish athletes rated their popularity and their professional network within 3 

the field of sport significantly more influential than their Swiss and Danish counterparts. In 4 

general, the former athletes from the three countries considered their personality, the skills 5 

learned through elite sport, and their education as the most helpful factors for obtaining their 6 

current occupation(s). 7 

Significantly more Polish athletes (74%) worked in a sports-related job (e.g., coach, sports 8 

teacher, sport club administrator) than Swiss (35%) and Danish athletes (31%), χ2 (2, N = 401) = 9 

42.70, p < .001, Cramér’s V = .33. Swiss athletes reported higher satisfaction with their current 10 

occupational situation compared to Danish and Polish athletes, F(2,398) = 11.51, p < .001, η2 = 11 

.06.  12 

[Please insert Table 4 around here] 13 

Life connected with sport. Many athletes are still competing in the same sport discipline 14 

(although at a lower level) or competing in another discipline, and exercising on average five to 15 

six hours per week. Most athletes keep in touch with their former teammates. However, 16 

significantly more Polish (86%) than Danish athletes (51%) stay connected with their former 17 

coach after retirement. Around one third of the Danish and Polish athletes (39% and 30%, 18 

respectively) considered doing a comeback at the time of the questionnaire (which was at least 19 

one year after athletes had terminated their elite sport’s career), while only 10% of the Swiss 20 

thought about a comeback (χ2 (2, N = 401) = 35.30, p < .001, Cramér’s V = .31). 21 

General life situation. Polish athletes reported lower life satisfaction than both the Swiss 22 

and the Danish athletes after their sport’s career F(2,398) = 17.21, p < .001, η2 = .08. Relatively 23 
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few Swiss athletes (46%) are married or live in a registered partnership compared to Danish 1 

(77%) and Polish athletes (85%), χ2 (2, N = 401) = 49.35, p < .001, Cramér’s V = .35, and fewer 2 

Swiss than Danish and Polish athletes (42%, 55%, and 71%, respectively) reported having 3 

children. 4 

Discussion 5 

We start the discussion by highlighting the findings that our study has in common with the 6 

studies of the EPAR project conducted with former athletes from German, Lithuanian, and 7 

Russian athletes (cf. Alfermann et al., 2004), French and Swedish athletes (cf. Stambulova et al., 8 

2007), and Greek and Spanish athletes (cf. Dimoula et al., 2013). Then, we will discuss the 9 

differences and similarities that arose from the comparison between Swiss, Danish, and Polish 10 

athletes. Finally, based on the specific patterns of the three samples, we provide contextualized 11 

recommendations concerning career assistance for retiring/retired athletes. 12 

When comparing our results with the findings from the studies conducted with former 13 

athletes in several European cultural contexts, we conclude that elite athletes share some 14 

common characteristics concerning their transition out of elite sport. Regarding the 15 

preconditions, athletes from France, Sweden, Switzerland, Denmark, and Poland achieved their 16 

best results around the age of 25 years and retired around 30 years. Such findings offer support 17 

for the phases described in Wylleman’s and Lavallee’s developmental model (2004). The 18 

athletes included in our study also reported a similar high athletic identity as the Greek, Spanish, 19 

French, Swedish, and Lithuanian athletes. 20 

Regarding the transitional period, the majority of athletes included in our study and the 21 

EPAR projects decided to retire voluntarily and had made plans for their future. Furthermore, 22 

most of the athletes in the present study perceived the timing of their career end as opportune. 23 
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Different reasons were influential in the decision-making process for athletic retirement 1 

independent of the cultural context. However, the athletes in our study rated personal and/or 2 

motivational reasons (e.g., fed up with elite sport lifestyle, reached personal goals, time ripe for a 3 

change) as the most influential, in contrast to the athletes in the previous EPAR studies who 4 

reported either professional reasons (e.g., job or education) or sport-related reasons (e.g., 5 

stagnation, age, deselection) as the main causes for retirement (Alfermann et al., 2004; 6 

Stambulova et al., 2007). Most athletes perceived their adaptation difficulties as moderate during 7 

the transition process. Nevertheless, the mean values of difficulties reported by the athletes in our 8 

three national samples were higher than the values in the other EPAR studies. One reason could 9 

be that we included athletes that retired between one and five years before questioning, whereas 10 

athletes in the previous studies had ended their career up to ten years before. The elapsed time 11 

since retirement may have caused some recall bias and could have mitigated the athletes’ 12 

perception of difficulties during their adaptation period (Côté, Ericsson, & Law, 2005). In 13 

contrast to Swedish athletes for whom it took nearly 20 months to adjust to new life 14 

circumstances, the average adaptation period for the athletes in our study took around nine 15 

months, a duration which is in line with the one reported by athletes in the other European 16 

countries. 17 

Regarding the life situation after elite sport, the vast majority of athletes keep sport active 18 

in their lives by training and competing in different sports, staying in touch with former coaches 19 

and friends from sport, and working professionally or voluntarily in sport. The athletes in our 20 

study, as well as those included in the previous EPAR projects, reported a rather high satisfaction 21 

with their job situation and general life circumstances after their elite sports career. 22 
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The results of our study indicate some common patterns when comparing transition out of 1 

sport of former elite athletes from different European cultural contexts. However, as 2 

hypothesised, the comparison between former Swiss, Danish, and Polish athletes revealed many 3 

differences concerning athletic retirement due to the different contextual circumstances described 4 

in the introduction. 5 

Concerning the life in elite sport, the results of our study showed that when compared to 6 

Swiss and Danish athletes, the Polish athletes differed in many variables related to the 7 

preconditions for the transition. Polish athletes experienced an earlier specialization in their main 8 

sports disciplines (Côté & Vierimaa, 2014) compared to Swiss and Danish athletes. Many Polish 9 

athletes had a relatively long professional career as an athlete (i.e., did not work or study 10 

simultaneously), which most likely influenced the way Polish athletes identify with their athletic 11 

identity. The athletic identity can be described as a social role which is heavily socialized by the 12 

influences of family, friends, coaches, teachers, sports administrators, and the media (Brewer et 13 

al., 1993). It seems that all these actors enable Polish athletes to develop a strong and exclusive 14 

athletic role/identity. Interestingly, Polish athletes reached a very high educational level while 15 

active in elite sports despite their strong focus on their athletic career. A possible explanation 16 

could be that Polish athletes received substantial help when studying at the Physical Educational 17 

Academies, including tailor-made study plans and flexible exams dates (Zysko, 2008). Swiss 18 

athletes earned a smaller proportion of their income through their elite sports involvement (i.e., 19 

salary from club/federation, sponsoring contracts, prize money), thus had to support themselves 20 

and worked part-time alongside their sporting career instead of pursuing tertiary education. Our 21 

results revealed that around half of the athletes in all three countries were enrolled in educational 22 

studies during the last three of their elite sports career. Nevertheless, Danish athletes were more 23 
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intensively involved in their educational development at the end of their sports career compared 1 

to the athletes from Switzerland and Poland. In Denmark, all students enrolled in higher 2 

education receive study grants from the state and this may have additionally influenced the 3 

motivation of the elite athletes to pursue education throughout their athletic career. 4 

The many differences in the variables related to the life in elite sport indicate that athletes’ 5 

sport careers are considerably influenced by the national context. Namely, the financial support 6 

athletes receive from their federation or the national sport governing body (De Bosscher et al., 7 

2008, 2015) as well as the institutionalised support elite athletes receive for their dual career 8 

efforts (Aquilina & Henry, 2010, 2014; Stambulova & Ryba, 2013). These have a considerable 9 

impact on the preconditions for the transition out of sport. 10 

When comparing the transitional period of Swiss, Danish, and Polish athletes, more 11 

similarities than differences were observed. There was a common pattern for the reasons that 12 

influenced the athletes’ decision to retire, the degree of voluntariness, and the pre-retirement 13 

planning for their life after elite sport. Differences were found in the athletes’ perception of their 14 

career end, with Polish athletes describing their career end as much more as a loss compared to 15 

the athletes from the other two countries. The negative perception of their career end may be 16 

related to the high athletic identity that the Polish athletes expressed, as athletic identity 17 

foreclosure has been shown to be related to higher adaptation difficulties during the transition out 18 

of sport (Grove et al., 1997; Webb, Nasco, Riley, & Headrick, 1998). Another reason may be 19 

that the privileges connected with the elite athlete status (i.e., special regulations for studying, 20 

salary from the federation, public recognition) suddenly diminish when Polish athletes end their 21 

sports career. Similar reactions to retirement distress have been described for Russian and 22 

Lithuanian athletes (Alfermann et al., 2004) who developed their sports careers in more 23 
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autocratic sports systems that are common in former Eastern Bloc countries. These findings 1 

suggest that the elite sport system that was developed during the communist area in Poland still 2 

has an influence on athletes’ careers long after the country has changed its political system. 3 

Swiss, Danish, and Polish athletes differed in their coping reactions when adapting to their 4 

post-sport life. Swiss athletes reported very low financial and vocational difficulties, while Polish 5 

athletes faced more problems in these two areas. As mentioned earlier, many Swiss athletes were 6 

already integrated into the job market during their sports career and thus, their pre- and post-7 

retirement situations were more alike. For many former Polish athletes, the transition caused a 8 

marked change in several spheres of life, and this may be a reason why Polish athletes 9 

experienced a lower satisfaction with their overall transition process (Kuettel et al., 2017). For 10 

the athletes included in our study, the emotional and social adaptation was generally rather 11 

problematic, but this was particularly evident for the Danish athletes. To elaborate, missing the 12 

lifestyle of an elite athlete, lack of self-confidence, lack of motivation for new tasks, and 13 

relationship difficulties with family or partner were the main topics that the Danish athletes had 14 

to cope with during their adaptation period to their post-sport life. 15 

Regarding the consequences of the transition out of elite sport, several differences in the 16 

life situation after the elite sports career were discovered when comparing Swiss, Danish, and 17 

Polish athletes. As hypothesised, more Polish athletes (74%) obtained an occupation related to 18 

the field of sport, compared to around one-third of Swiss and Danish athletes. Thus, as proposed 19 

by Torregrosa, Boixadós, Valiente, and Cruz (2004), the transition out of elite sports in the 20 

Polish context should be conceptualised as a “relocation in sport” instead of a “retirement from 21 

sport”, as many Polish athletes follow a professional career in sport as physical education 22 

teachers, coaches, physiotherapists, directors of sport clubs, or media commentators. 23 



CROSS-NATIONAL COMPARISON OF ATHLETIC RETIREMENT 

20 
 

When interpreting an elite sport career as a form of accumulated social capital (Bourdieu, 1 

1986) or as a resource for an athlete’s life career (Stambulova, 2010), previous research has 2 

shown that financial status (economic capital), educational status, competences, and working 3 

experience (cultural capital), and top-sport success/popularity (symbolic capital) all have a 4 

potential positive effect on the adaptation to their post-sport life (e.g., Cecić Erpič et al., 2004; 5 

Conzelmann & Nagel, 2003; Dewenter & Giessing, 2014; Koukouris, 1991; Werthner & Orlick, 6 

1986). However, our results suggest that the socio-cultural context influences the usefulness of 7 

these different forms of social capital related to the previous sports career when athletes try to set 8 

a foothold in the job market. Accordingly, as most Polish athletes relocate in jobs in the sports 9 

sector, former athletes rated their professional network from sport, their popularity, and their 10 

connections to federations/clubs as more influential for obtaining their current employment than 11 

their Swiss and Danish counterparts. 12 

The low unemployment rates of athletes in our three samples indicate that the former elite 13 

athletes were successful in finding a job after their sports career, despite that every fourth athlete 14 

faced periods of unemployment and even though many athletes reported vocational difficulties 15 

during their adaptation process. Athlete career services were generally considered little helpful 16 

for finding a job, as only a handful of athletes were making use of these services. Athletes 17 

expressed a high satisfaction with their current life situation. Nevertheless, the life satisfaction 18 

scores (Pavot & Diener, 1993) of the Swiss and the Danish athletes were significantly higher 19 

than the ones of the Polish athletes. This is, however, not surprising or especially specific for 20 

athletes, as Switzerland and Denmark constantly rank among the countries with the highest 21 

subjective well-being (OECD, 2016). A substantial difference was found when comparing the 22 

family situation of retired Swiss, Danish, and Polish athletes. Relatively more Polish athletes 23 
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were married and have children compared to Swiss athletes. Thus, Swiss athletes seem to 1 

postpone the family-related transition on the psychosocial level (Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004) 2 

and wait with starting a family until they terminate their elite sports career. 3 

This study has several limitations. First, the retrospective design may have caused a recall 4 

bias (Côté et al., 2005) and may have failed to capture the dynamic process of the transition 5 

(Schlossberg, 1981). As proposed by Stambulova et al. (2009), a possible way to face these 6 

limitations could be to use a longitudinal research design, questioning athletes during their 7 

different stages of the transition process. Furthermore, our samples consisted of athletes that had 8 

participated in a variety of sport disciplines that differ substantially in their levels of 9 

professionalisation. Although we made general statements about ‘Swiss’, ‘Danish’, and ‘Polish’ 10 

athletes, these statements may not be true for all disciplines and should be further investigated 11 

within certain sport sub-cultures. However, as the term ‘elite’ implies, sample size issues are 12 

common when studying (retired) international top athletes and thus it might be difficult to 13 

include a sufficient number of athletes within a certain discipline. We also recognize that 14 

differences in mean values across the three national samples could have simply occurred because 15 

of different wording and understanding in the three different language versions of the 16 

questionnaire, a common issue in cross-cultural research (Ember & Ember, 2009; Si & Lee, 17 

2007). What is more, conceptualising culture as an external entity of the athletes and treating 18 

nationality as an independent variable, we ran the risk of objectifying culture (Ryba et al., 2010), 19 

a criticism already made by the researchers discussing their EPAR project (Stambulova et al., 20 

2007). However, by applying a cultural-sensitive approach towards the transition out of elite 21 

sport (Stambulova & Alfermann, 2009), we intended to compensate for this shortcoming by 22 

describing each cultural context and thus enabling the understanding of the constitutive dynamic 23 
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between athletes’ psychological processes and the respective socio-cultural contexts. The 1 

personal connection and knowledge of the first author about the sport systems and cultural 2 

contexts of the three countries studied were certainly of vital importance both when selecting the 3 

countries to compare, but also when analysing and describing the retirement process of elite 4 

athletes in these different contexts. 5 

Through the detection of national specific patterns, we may provide some context-specific 6 

practical implications for supporting athletes in transition out of sport. On the meso-level, Polish 7 

athletes could profit from alternative study programmes that broaden their career choices for 8 

their life after sport. As there are hardly any sports career assistance programmes in Poland, 9 

developing programmes that may help athletes to deal with retirement issues and assisting them 10 

with the job-seeking process should be considered, as such programmes were shown to be 11 

effective for other athletes in need (Lavallee, 2005; Mateos, Torregrosa, & Cruz, 2010; North & 12 

Lavallee, 2004; Reints & Wylleman, 2013). In Switzerland, a more institutionalised support to 13 

combine elite sports and higher education studies including financial grants could help Swiss 14 

athletes to reach an educational level that is equal to the population average of their age-peers. 15 

Career counsellors working in established career programmes in Denmark could also consider 16 

athletes’ private/social environment, as their difficulties are mostly social and emotional-related. 17 

These recommendations may also apply to other countries that adopt similar approaches to 18 

support their elite (dual) career athletes as the ones described in this study. 19 

On the micro-level, regardless of the national context, psychologists and career counsellors 20 

who work with retiring/retired athletes in all three contexts should bear in mind that athletes who 21 

made plans for their future and retired voluntarily may also need assistance to successfully cope 22 

with the changes in the different spheres of their life. An empowerment approach (Alfermann & 23 
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Stambulova, 2007) should be applied when assisting athletes to be more successful in their 1 

emotional and social adaptation during their transition out of elite sport. 2 

This study corroborated previous findings (e.g., Alfermann et al., 2004; Dimoula et al., 3 

2013; Stambulova et al., 2007) that the national context including features from both the macro- 4 

and meso-level has an influence on athletes’ transition out of elite sport. By enriching our 5 

understanding of athletes’ careers in specific socio-cultural contexts, we can improve the quality 6 

of the career transition research and further enhance the effectiveness of career assistance 7 

programmes. Acknowledging and considering cultural patterns is important when conducting 8 

research on sports career development issues and culturally adapting athlete career programmes 9 

for active and retiring/retired athletes. However, further research is needed to further examine the 10 

potential link between different national sports systems and athletes’ reactions to sports career 11 

termination and their adaptation to their post-sport life. 12 
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Table 1 1 

Overview of macro-, meso-, and cultural aspects of Switzerland, Denmark, and Poland 2 

Aspect Switzerland Denmark Poland 
    

Population size (2014) 8.2 million 5.6 million 38.5 million 

GDP/capita (2014) US $ 59,536  US $ 46,000  US $ 24,952  

Unemployment rate (2014) 4.5% 6.6% 9.0% 

Welfare system Liberal Social-democratic Conservative  
    

Power distance Low-medium (34) Very low (18) High (68) 

Individualism High (68) High (74) Medium-high (60) 

Masculinity Medium-high (70) Very low (16) Medium-high (64) 

Uncertainty avoidance Medium (58) Low (23) Very high (93) 

Long-term orientation High (74) Low (34) Low (38) 

Indulgence High (66) High (70) Low (29) 
    

Rankings Olympic Games 
medal table  

33 (Beijing 2008) 
  6 (Vancouver 2010) 
32 (London 2012) 
  7 (Sochi 2014) 
24 (Rio 2016) 
 

30 (Beijing 2008) 
  – (Vancouver 2010) 
29 (London 2012) 
  – (Sochi 2014) 
28 (Rio 2016) 

20 (Beijing 2008) 
15 (Vancouver 2010) 
30 (London 2012) 
11 (Sochi 2014) 
33 (Rio 2016) 

Organization of sport 
system 

Bottom-up Mixed-complementary Top-down 

Dual career typology on 
higher education 

Laissez-faire: no 
formal structure 
 

State/NSA as 
facilitators 
 

State-centered 
approach 

Athlete career program Both during and after 
career 
 

Both during and after 
career 

Only during career 

Athletes supported by the 
military (2014) 

18 Athletes (50% 
jobs) 

None, but under 
discussion  

Over 100 full-time 
positions 
 

 3 
 4 
Note. GDP/capita and unemployment rates were derived from the OECD (2014) database. The welfare state 5 
classification relates to the terminology of Esping-Andersen (1999). The measurements with a scale from 0 – 100 on 6 
the cultural dimensions (power distance – indulgence) relate to the work of Hofstede, Hofstede, and Minkov (2010). 7 
Dual career typologies were described by Aquilina and Henry (2010). NSA = National Sport Association. “ –“ = No 8 
ranking since no Olympic medal was won.9 
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Table 2 
 

Means (standard deviations) or frequencies, F or χ2 values, and effect sizes for athletes’ preconditions for the transition out of elite sport 
 

Variables Switzerland 
(n = 231)  Denmark 

(n = 86)  Poland 
(n = 84) F/χ2 Effect size 

           
           

Age at sport specialization for main discipline 10.71a (4.96)  10.79a (3.28)  8.55b (3.87) 8.08*** .04 

Age at the time of best performance 26.31 (5.47)  26.00 (4.96)  25.87 (4.84) 0.54 .00 

Age at the end of elite sports career 30.55a (6.30)  30.38a (5.40)  32.69b (5.85) 4.39* .02 

Age at the time of the study (2014) 33.62a (6.54)  33.14a (5.99)  36.32b (5.90) 6.88** .03 

Sports career duration 19.84a (7.11)  19.53a (4.73)  24.14b (6.59) 14.87*** .07 

Years between biggest success and retirement 4.18a (3.36)  3.59a (2.76)  6.58b (4.19) 18.90*** .09 

Professional athlete status (no work or study) 53%   54%   70%  8.05** .14 

Years as a professional athlete 7.55a (6.10)  5.91a (5.56)  12.27b (5.11) 22.76*** .10 

Medal at Olympics or World Championships 34%   44%   33%  3.08 .09 

Satisfied with their obtained results (1-5) 4.09a (0.85)  3.73b (1.17)  4.00a (0.82) 4.59** .02 

Athletic identity during sports career (1-7) 5.28a (0.84)  5.54 (0.81)  5.81b (0.88) 12.94*** .06 

Perceived popularity (1-5)  2.47a (1.12)  2.26a (1.22)  3.02b (1.13) 10.55*** .05 

Worked outside of elite sport (hours/week) 13.35a (14.12)  11.88 (13.07)  8.50b (11.71) 4.03** .02 

Time spent in academic studies (hours/week) 6.73a (10.08)  11.02b (12.82)  7.43a (8.97) 5.29** .03 

Completed vocational education at career end 44%   11%   8%  57.02*** .38 

Completed tertiary education at career end 39%   62%   85%  53.27*** .36 

Sports career investment/benefit ratio (1-5) 3.18a (1.45)  4.22b (1.05)  2.86a (1.34) 25.20*** .12 

Note. Test statistics are F values for continuous variables (df = 2, 398) and chi-square (χ2) values for categorical variables/frequencies. Means with 
different subscripts in a row are significantly different from each other. Effect sizes are η2 for F values and Cramér’s V for χ2 values. 
∗p < .05. ∗∗p < .01. ∗∗∗p < .001.
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Table 3 
 
Means (standard deviations), F values, and effect sizes for the variables related to the career end and the transitional period 
 

Variables Switzerland 
(n = 231)  Denmark 

(n = 86)  Poland 
(n = 84) F Effect size 

η2 
           

Reasons related to career termination           
Personal/motivational reasons (1-5) 2.71a (1.22)  3.19b (1.19)  2.58a (1.21) 6.44** .03 
Family-related reasons (1-5) 2.47a (1.54)  3.30b (1.51)  2.82 (1.61) 9.36*** .05 
Health-related reasons (1-5) 2.63 (1.64)  2.59 (1.52)  2.81 (1.54) 0.48 .00 
Financial-related reasons (1-5) 2.38 (1.49)  2.66 (1.44)  2.81 (1.67) 2.86 .01 
Job/educational reasons (1-5) 2.44 (1.24)  2.49 (1.07)  2.18 (1.08) 1.88 .01 
Performance-related reasons (1-5) 2.40 (1.43)  2.58 (1.40)  2.42 (1.50) 0.50 .00 
Sport-environmental reasons (1-5) 1.90 (1.34)  2.09 (1.31)  2.24 (1.65) 1.96 .01 
Characteristics related to the career end           
Voluntariness to stop sports career (1-5) 3.60 (1.57)  3.98 (1.41)  3.83 (1.41) 1.96 .01 
Plans for life after elite sport (1-5) 3.57 (1.32)  3.71 (1.12)  3.83 (1.41) 1.39 .01 
Differences planning/ending sports career (months) 8.47 (11.07)  7.34 (8.55)  10.94 (14.49) 2.28 .01 
Timeliness of retirement (1-5) 2.66 (0.76)  2.64 (0.87)  2.62 (0.87) 0.94 .00 
Career end perceived as loss vs. relief (1-5) 3.12a (0.87)  3.31a (1.09)  2.25b (1.07) 31.81*** .14 
Characteristics related to the adaptation period           
Emotional difficulties (1-5) 2.76a (1.33)  3.20b (1.32)  3.01 (1.34) 3.69* .02 
Social difficulties (1-5) 2.43a (1.19)  2.92b (1.34)  2.79 (1.30) 5.91** .03 
Health/body difficulties (1-5) 2.00a (1.17)  2.41b (1.22)  2.38b (1.31) 5.19** .03 
Vocational difficulties (1-5) 1.81a (1.14)  2.01 (1.09)  2.40b (1.20) 8.30*** .04 
Financial difficulties (1-5) 1.71a (1.01)  1.88a (0.98)  2.75b (1.38) 26.91*** .12 
Duration of adaptation to new life situation (months) 9.23 (8.95)  10.44 (8.33)  9.05 (9.05) 0.70 .00 
Overall satisfaction with the transition (1-5) 4.45a (0.65)  4.45a (0.62)  3.61b (0.97) 45.19*** .19 

Note. Test statistics are F values (df = 2, 398). Means with different subscripts in a row are significantly different from each other.  
∗p < .05. ∗∗p < .01. ∗∗∗p < .001. 
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Table 4 
 
Frequencies or means (standard deviations), F or χ2 values, and effect sizes for variables related to the life situation after the elite sports career 
 

Variables  Switzerland 
(n = 231)  Denmark 

(n = 86)  Poland 
(n = 84) F/χ2 Effect 

size 
            Current employment status            
Self-employed  21%   21%   32%  4.49 .11 
Employed   70%   65%   64%  1.13 .06 
Under education/attending school  22%   22%   8%  7.81* .14 
Family worker  5%   0%   1%  6.81* .13 
Unemployment at the time of questioning  3%   4%   1%  1.01 .05 
Job situation after sports career            
Had periods of unemployment since retiring  21%   26%   32%  4.29 .11 
Considered unemployment to be voluntary  46%   43%   33%  1.13 .02 
Duration of unemployment (months)  6.45 (5.82)  7.62 (7.24)  8.33 (6.97) 0.78 .02 
Current job(s) connected to sport  35%   31%   74%  42.70*** .33 
Satisfaction with current job situation (1-5)  4.37a (0.89)  3.87b (1.36)  3.88b (0.96) 11.51*** .06 
Importance of reasons for obtaining current job(s)          
Own personality/character (1-5)  4.31 (0.79)  4.42 (0.86)  4.13 (0.97) 2.51 .01 
Skills and knowledge learnt in sports (1-5)  3.96a (1.16)  4.09 (1.13)  4.35b (0.89) 3.82* .02 
Former education (1-5)  3.96 (1.25)  4.07 (1.21)  4.01 (1.16) 0.27 .00 
Private environment or network (1-5)  3.53 (1.23)  3.74 (1.03)  3.54 (1.26) 0.95 .00 
Former working experience (1-5)  3.39 (1.52)  2.99 (1.49)  3.48 (1.26) 2.78 .02 
Connections and network from elite sport (1-5)  2.72a (1.59)  3.00a (1.61)  3.54b (1.48) 8.55*** .04 
Own popularity (1-5)  2.47a (1.41)  2.44a (1.39)  3.51b (1.36) 18.46*** .09 
Connections with sport club and/or federation (1-5)  2.39a (1.50)  2.25a (2.32)  3.04b (1.59) 7.21*** .04 
Contact with sponsors and/or media (1-5)  2.10 (1.31)  2.10 (1.29)  2.33 (1.32) 1.01 .01 
Athlete Career Services (1-5)  1.47 (0.91)  1.59 (1.04)  1.60 (0.84) 0.83 .00 
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Table 4 (continued) 
         

Variables  Switzerland 
(n = 231)  Denmark 

(n = 86)  Poland 
(n = 84) F/χ2 Effect 

size 
            Life connected with sport            
Competition in the same discipline (lower level)  38%   40%   23%  6.09* .13 
Competition in different discipline  26%   32%   20%  2.81 .09 
Considering a comeback  10%   39%   30%  35.30*** .31 
Contact with former coach  64%   51%   86%  23.01*** .25 
Contact with former team mates  87%   93%   96%  6.66* .13 
Work voluntarily in sport  46%   37%   39%  2.29 .08 
Exercise for one self (training hours per week)  5.82 (3.86)  5.10 (2.80)  5.87 (3.06) 1.08 .01 
General life situation            
Life satisfaction (1-7)  5.52a (0.87)  5.53a (1.04)  4.84b (1.06) 17.21*** .08 
Married or living in registered partnership  46%   77%   85%  49.35*** .35 
Having children  42%   55%   71%  24.59*** .18 

Note. Test statistics are F values for continuous variables (df = 2, 398) and chi-square (χ2) values for categorical variables and frequencies. Means 
with different subscripts in a row are significantly different from each other. Effect sizes are η2 for F values and Cramér’s V for χ2 values. 
∗p < .05. ∗∗p < .01. ∗∗∗p < .001.
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Appendix A: Overview of the former athletes that participated in the study by sport and country 1 
Sport Switzerland  Denmark  Poland Total 

 n % Response 
rate [%] 

 n % Response 
rate [%] 

 n % Response 
rate [%] 

n 

Athletics 4 1.7 28.6  0 0 0.0  5 5.9 71.4 9 
Badminton 7 3.0 77.8  5 5.8 50.0  2 2.4 100.0 14 
Basketball 3 1.3 42.9  3 3.5 100.0  – – – 6 
Curling 9 3.9 90.0  0 0 0.0  – – – 9 
Cycling 8 3.5 42.1  3 3.5 60.0  1 1.2 20.0 12 
Soccer 10 4.3 90.9  0 0 0.0  – – – 10 
Floorball 10 4.3 77.0  1 1.2 100.0  1 1.2 100.0 12 
Golf 2 0.9 100.0  5 5.8 100.0  – – – 7 
Gymnastic 10 4.3 58.8  1 1.2 100.0  6 7.1 40.0 17 
Handball 6 2.6 75.0  7 8.1 53.8  16 19.0 84.2 29 
Ice hockey 17 7.4 56.7  3 3.5 37.5  1 1.2 33.3 21 
Judo 3 1.3 100.0  1 1.2 100.0  – – – 4 
Canoe 4 1.7 57.1  6 7.0 75.0  1 1.2 33.3 11 
Wrestling 7 3.0 70.0  1 1.2 50.0  1 1.2 100.0 9 
Horse riding 2 0.9 100.0  1 1.2 100.0  – – – 3 
Rowing 10 4.3 55.6  11 12.8 68.8  3 3.6 60.0 24 
Sailing 1 0.4 33.3  7 8.1 58.3  4 4.8 100.0 12 
Shooting 6 2.6 60.0  3 3.5 50.0  0 0.0 0.0 9 
Swimming 13 5.6 68.4  4 4.7 66.7  2 2.4 40.0 19 
Ski 23 10.0 88.5  1 1.2 50.0  8 9.5 80.0 32 
Squash 2 0.9 33.3  2 2.3 100.0  – – – 4 
Table tennis 5 2.2 62.5  2 2.3 40.0  2 2.4 66.6 8 
Tennis 3 1.3 60.0  3 3.5 75.0  – – – 6 
Triathlon 5 2.2 41.7  2 2.3 100.0  1 1.2 50.0 8 
Volleyball 17 7.4 81.0  8 9.3 61.5  3 3.6 60.0 28 
Orienteering 17 7.4 73.9  2 2.3 100.0  5 5.9 100.0 24 
Bob/Skeleton 17 7.4 73.9  – – –  4 4.8 100.0 21 
Figure skating 3 1.3 50.0  – – –  5 5.9 38.5 8 
Fencing 2 0.9 25.0  – – –  4 4.8 57.1 6 
Field hockey 5 2.2 83.3  – – –  – – – 5 
Automobile – – –  – – –  0 0.0 0.0 0 
Archery – – –  0 0 0.0  3 3.6 42.8 3 
Bowling – – –  3 3.5 100.0  – – – 3 
Sports dance – – –  1 1.2 33.3  1 1.2 50.0 2 
Motorsport – – –  0 0 0.0  3 3.6 100.0 3 
Weightlifting – – –  – – –  2 2.4 100.0 2 
Total 231 100 64.9  86 100 62.3  84 100 62.2 401 

 2 
Note. Sport federations with which no collaboration could be established are marked with “–”. 3 
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