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Abstract 1 

The purpose of this qualitative study is (a) to explore and compare the beliefs and values of 2 

the stakeholders working in different national dual career environments, and (b) to enhance the 3 

understanding of the relationship between athletes’ dual career trajectories and the respective 4 

environments. Twelve semi-structured interviews with key informants involved in dual career 5 

from Switzerland, Denmark and Poland were used to discussing benefits, obstacles and best 6 

practices of their national dual career settings. Interviews were content analysed in a deductive-7 

inductive way using Schein’s (2010) cultural framework. Besides the differences in support for 8 

elite athletes in higher education across the national contexts, the key informants expressed 9 

divergent values and attitudes, which were due to their opinions on how dual careers should be 10 

organised. These values were found to be linked to the ideologies of the welfare regimes in the 11 

given country. Since dual career practices and programmes are based on different underlying 12 

basic assumptions in the three contexts studied, divergent dual career trajectories are proposed to 13 

athletes as the typical way to combine elite sport and education. Based on the results of our 14 

cross-cultural comparison, we assert that culture is not only an influential but also a constituting 15 

factor in the development of dual career environments. Thus, we propose a culturally sensitive 16 

approach towards the dual career of athletes and invite professionals (e.g., coaches, career 17 

advisors and educational programme leaders) to critically reflect on their contextualised values 18 

about how to support dual career athletes. 19 

Keywords: elite sports; dual career; sports system; athletes’ career trajectories; cross-cultural 20 

comparison 21 

 22 

 23 
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Introduction 1 

To achieve top-level performance in elite sports, athletes engage in a long-term, deliberate 2 

practice which often conflicts with educational commitment (Stambulova & Ryba, 2013). 3 

Consequently, many elite athletes face the dilemma of whether to undertake a dual career (i.e., 4 

combining sports with education and/or work) or to focus solely on sports (Stambulova, 5 

Engström, Franck, Linnér, & Lindahl, 2015). Athletes who focus exclusively on their athletic 6 

career are at risk of athletic identity foreclosure, which can lead to adaptation difficulties when 7 

ending the sports career (Grove, Lavallee, & Gordon 1997). Dual career pathways have been 8 

shown to be helpful for balancing sports and other spheres of an athlete’s life (Wylleman & 9 

Lavallee, 2004). Other benefits, such as reduced stress level, better conditions for developing life 10 

skills, social benefits, enhanced career/retirement planning, and improved future employment 11 

prospects have been associated with a dual career (e.g., Aquilina, 2013). 12 

The continuously growing demands in international sports have led to an increasing trend 13 

of convergence of national elite sports systems (Houlihan & Green, 2008). According to Digel 14 

(2005), talent development programmes, elite sports facilities, financial support for athletes, and 15 

flexibility in education are examples of common elements of elite sport systems. Concerning 16 

dual career, the elite sports comparative study SPLISS (De Bosscher, Shibli, Westerbeek, & van 17 

Bottenburg, 2015) concluded that countries adopt various strategies for integrating academic and 18 

sporting careers, but no best approach could be identified as giving a competitive advantage. 19 

Aquilina and Henry (2010) investigated social policies that address the educational needs 20 

of elite athletes and, consequently, classified the approaches of the EU Member States to 21 

promoting higher education (i.e., level 5 and up on the ISCED, 2011) in a four-fold typology: (1) 22 

state-centric provision based on legal grounds; (2) state as a facilitator, fostering formal 23 
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agreements between educational and sporting bodies; (3) national federations/sports institutes as 1 

facilitators or mediators between athletes and educational bodies; and (4) a “laissez-faire” 2 

approach, which does not have a formal structure in place. These different national approaches 3 

seem to have an influence on athletes’ educational levels. To illustrate, 39% of the Swiss athletes 4 

had obtained a tertiary education degree at retirement, compared to 62% of the Danish and 85% 5 

of the Polish athletes (Kuettel, Boyle, & Schmid, 2017). 6 

A Cultural Perspective on Dual Career 7 

Focusing mostly on historical development and contextual factors, contemporary research 8 

comparing elite sports systems (e.g., Andersen & Ronglan, 2012; De Bosscher et al., 2015) has 9 

not included the deeper levels of the cultural contexts as possible explanations why athletes’ dual 10 

career trajectories differ across nations. Since dual career settings differ substantially across 11 

different nations and welfare systems (Aquilina & Henry, 2010), a culturally sensitive approach 12 

towards athletes’ careers has been proposed by Stambulova and Ryba (2013, 2014). However, 13 

while these authors raised the issue of cultural influence on athletes’ careers, little research into 14 

dual career take the values and beliefs of the dual career stakeholders as its central concern. 15 

Consequently, the focus of this paper is to increase the understanding of cultural influence on 16 

athletes’ dual career trajectories by examining the values and beliefs of the key stakeholders 17 

working with dual career athletes in Switzerland, Denmark, and Poland. 18 

In understanding culture as a dynamic and multi-level construct, we acknowledge that the 19 

national culture affects the meso-level of organisations and groups, which in turn affects 20 

individuals’ values and beliefs (Erez & Gati, 2004). The dynamic dimension of culture implies 21 

that this top-down process also works reciprocally, that is, bottom-up (Klein & Kozlowski, 22 

2000). Cross-cultural research has revealed that cultural dimensions of societies such as power 23 
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distance are relatively stable over time (e.g., Hofstede, Hofstede, & Minkov, 2010), whereas 1 

organisational cultures are more likely to change (Schein, 2010). Organisational culture in sports 2 

settings has been studied in a variety of ways (Maitland, Hills, & Rhind, 2015). Most often, 3 

researchers were inspired by Schein’s (1985, 2010) functionalistic definition of culture. Schein 4 

defines culture as what a group learns over a period of time as that group solves its problems of 5 

survival in an external environment (e.g., the medal race in elite sports) and its problems of 6 

internal integration (e.g., social legitimacy in terms of how to achieve results).  7 

According to Schein (2010), any group’s culture can be studied at three levels. Artefacts 8 

are easy to observe but hard to decipher. Established dual career programmes for athletes could 9 

be understood as artefacts. Espoused values are the norms and standards that an organisation and 10 

its members show to the world. These values are explicitly articulated and guide the members of 11 

the group. Basic assumptions are concepts that have become so taken for granted that one finds 12 

little variation in other solutions. These tacit assumptions tend to be very difficult to change, and 13 

questioning basic assumptions often leads to anxiety, unease, and defensiveness (Schein, 2010). 14 

Dual Career Environment in Switzerland, Denmark, and Poland 15 

For a better understanding, the cultural characteristics and the elite sports and educational 16 

environments of Switzerland, Denmark, and Poland will be briefly described below. An 17 

overview of the dual career artefacts is presented in Table 1. 18 

Switzerland is located in central Europe and has a population of 8.2 million people. The 19 

Swiss culture can be described as individualistic, masculine, and long-term orientated (Hofstede 20 

et al., 2010). Elite sports are organised by sports clubs and federations who are connected under 21 

the umbrella of the Swiss Olympic Association (SOA). Strengthening its member federations is 22 

the first principle of the SOA, indicating the bottom-up approach towards the sports federations, 23 
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which traditionally enjoy strong autonomy (Kempf, Weber, Renaud, & Stopper, 2013). Elite 1 

athletes have access to sports-friendly schools, financial support, and other services such as 2 

career counselling or psychological assistance (Swiss Olympic, 2010). Educational policy is not 3 

governed at the national level but delegated to each of the 26 Swiss cantons (sovereign local 4 

political regions). This might be a reason why Switzerland has only recently set up national 5 

programmes for a flexible dual career approach. At the secondary school level, the SOA has 6 

established four specialised sports schools and 49 SOA partner schools. Vocational education 7 

(mixing practical work with schooling) is well established in Switzerland and it is a popular 8 

course of education among prospering youth athletes. There are around 400 SOA-certified 9 

apprenticeship places offering sports-friendly conditions. On the tertiary school level, support for 10 

combining sports and academic studies is less institutionalised (Kempf et al., 2013). The adopted 11 

laissez-faire approach means that athletes may need to negotiate individualised solutions directly 12 

with higher education institutions. No financial support is provided for student-athletes. The 13 

SOA appoints three counsellors for athlete career support and has been working closely together 14 

with the Adecco Career Assistant Program (CAP). The CAP supports athletes in finding 15 

internships during their sports career and provides help for retiring athletes. 16 

- Please insert Table 1 around here - 17 

Denmark is located in northern Europe with a population of 5.6 million inhabitants. The 18 

Danish culture can be described as individualistic, feminine, and with a flat societal hierarchy 19 

(Hofstede et al., 2010). Danish sports have traditionally struggled with the division of mass and 20 

elite sports (Ibsen, Hansen, & Storm, 2011). Following a heated political debate about the state-21 

funding of elite sports, a national elite sport organisation was established in 1984. The original 22 

act stated that elite sports should be supported in a socially responsible manner, meaning that job 23 
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and educational opportunities should be available for elite athletes (Act No. 643, 1984). Private 1 

associations and clubs make up national-level sports federations, which are part of Team 2 

Denmark (TD), the Danish elite sport institution (Hansen, 2012). Elite athletes integrated into 3 

TD’s talent programme can spend an additional year at the gymnasium (comparable to the 4 

British grammar school). The municipalities play an important role in both financing and 5 

coordinating talent development environments (Henriksen & Christensen, 2013). Within the last 6 

10 years, three out of four universities have appointed dual career support providers. All students 7 

enrolled in tertiary education receive educational grants and TD-athletes can request prolonged 8 

funding. Since 2008, further initiatives were established on behalf of the player’s union to 9 

provide assistance for dual career. TD appoints one career counsellor and several sports 10 

psychologists to assist athletes in their dual career efforts (Henriksen, Diment, & Hansen, 2011).  11 

Poland is located in eastern Europe with a population of 38 million people. The Polish 12 

culture can be described as fairly individualistic, hierarchical, and with a strong tendency to 13 

avoid uncertainty (Hofstede et al., 2010). The Polish elite sports system can be characterised as 14 

centralised, bureaucratic, intensely formalised, but unstable (Zysko, 2008). The current sports 15 

policy displays clear features of the interventionist model, with its field-specific normative acts 16 

and the intervening role of the Ministry of Sport and Tourism (MSiT). Up until the collapse of 17 

communism, the Polish authorities regarded elite sports as a useful propaganda tool (Kucharska 18 

& Klopot, 2013). The changes observed in Polish sports after 1989 were mostly due to economic 19 

transformations, and the central financing of sports from the state budget became limited. 20 

However, despite developing to a more liberal market orientation in the private economy, the 21 

sports system is more resistant to institutional change (Poupaux & Andreff, 2007). Applying a 22 

top-down approach, the MSiT still controls sports organisations and is responsible for elite sports 23 
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funding (Zysko, 2008). There is traditionally a strong connection between schools and sports 1 

clubs, as club coaches act as physical education teachers and thus function as talent recruiters. 2 

Special sports classes at the primary school level are a relic of the former communist system and 3 

still serve as nurseries for future elite athletes (Zysko, 2008). In sports boarding schools where 4 

funding for living and training is provided, secondary-level school athletes get a tailored and 5 

flexible education. The state-centric regulation approach continues in tertiary education, where 6 

athletes included in the national elite sports programmes have the opportunity to enter Physical 7 

Education Academies (AWF) without passing an admission test. In these six AWFs, athletes get 8 

financial support and individualised study plans. Regarding athlete career programmes, there are 9 

no institutionalised solutions provided by the MSiT or the sports federations. However, the 10 

Polish state rewards Olympic medal winners with a life-long pension. Furthermore, the army 11 

plays a substantial role in employing approximately 100 active and retired athletes. 12 

In summary, the environments for elite athletes to combine sports with education and/or 13 

work have evolved differently in Switzerland, Denmark, and Poland over the past several years. 14 

These different dual career environments seem to have an influence on the educational levels of 15 

athletes (Kuettel et al., 2017). There is, however, little knowledge available about the 16 

organisational culture of the stakeholders working with dual career athletes. Consequently, this 17 

cross-cultural comparison study aimed (a) to explore and compare the values and beliefs of the 18 

stakeholders working in the Swiss, Danish and Polish dual career environments; and (b) to 19 

enhance the understanding of the dynamic relationship between athletes’ dual career trajectories 20 

and the organisational culture in the respective national contexts. 21 

Method 22 

Design 23 
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To investigate the cultural influence on athletes’ dual career trajectories and programmes, a 1 

qualitative interview study was conducted with key informants involved in three different 2 

national dual career environments. Following Patton’s (2015) recommendation for the case (i.e., 3 

country) selection, we applied a typical case and a maximum variation sampling strategy. Hence, 4 

Switzerland (laissez-faire approach; liberal), Denmark (state as sponsor/facilitator; social-5 

democratic), and Poland (state-centric regulation; conservative) were selected based on their 6 

different dual career typologies in higher education (Aquilina & Henry, 2010; De Bosscher et al., 7 

2015) and their different welfare regime types (Esping-Andersen, 1990). 8 

To understand the meaning that people construct, researchers need to understand the 9 

contexts in which people act and the influence this context has on thoughts, beliefs, and actions 10 

(Sparkes & Smith, 2014). Therefore, the idiographic approach was adopted, dealing with key 11 

informants’ accounts of the national dual career approaches and environments. Interviewing key 12 

informants is a suitable method for studying a particular phenomenon or culture, as their social 13 

positions give them specialist knowledge about other people and processes (Patton, 2015). The 14 

study design was also derived etic (Si & Lee, 2007; Ryba, Stambulova, Si, & Schinke, 2013) in 15 

the sense that it first sought to apply an emic approach, where the emphasis is on understanding 16 

insiders’ viewpoints and their thinking patterns within a particular setting (Schein, 2010; Stead, 17 

2004), followed by an etic approach, where our theoretical understanding of culture is brought 18 

into play to understand and indicate some type of belonging to a group, usually based on a 19 

geographical location or linguistic identification, which further serves as a basis for comparing 20 

values and beliefs across groups (Hofstede et al., 2010). 21 

To gather background information about the Swiss, Danish, and Polish elite sports 22 

environments, official documents of the three national elite sports agencies and their websites, 23 
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papers about talent development programmes, and guidelines for student-athletes at universities 1 

were collected, thoroughly read, and summarised. This information was used to tailor the 2 

interview guides (described later in detail). Additionally, the national SPLISS reports of 3 

Switzerland and Denmark (Kempf et al., 2013; Storm & Tofft-Jørgensen, 2013) served as 4 

background information. In Poland, comparable data was collected with permission of the 5 

SPLISS group. As Atkinson and Coffrey (2011) argued, we cannot learn through written records 6 

alone how an organisation actually operates and therefore, we need to employ other sources of 7 

data. Thus, the qualitative interviews with the key informants complemented and substantiated 8 

the previous information gathered through official documents. 9 

Procedure and Participants  10 

Prospective participants were contacted after obtaining institutional ethical approval. Each 11 

of the purposefully selected key informants (n = 12; 6 female, 6 male) represented one of the 12 

following organisations in each country: (a) the national sports agency responsible for elite 13 

sports, (b) a higher education institution, (c) a career programme designed for athletes and (d) a 14 

federation that represents a well-recognised sport in the respective country. Participants had been 15 

employed in their current position between 2 and 12 years (M = 6.9 years, SD = 3.54 years) and 16 

most of the key informants had previously been engaged in elite athlete/dual career programmes. 17 

The interviews were conducted face-to-face in autumn 2015 by the first author in either English 18 

or German depending on the interviewees’ language preferences and lasted between 43 and 97 19 

minutes (M = 68.8 min, SD = 15.96 min). Interviewees were pre-informed about the purpose of 20 

the study and they had the right to withdraw at any time. They were assured that the names of all 21 

individuals mentioned during the interview would be kept confidential. 22 
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Interview guides. Semi-structured interview guides (Kvale, 2007) were created based on 1 

Wylleman and Lavallee’s (2004) holistic athletic career model, to allow interviewees to reflect 2 

on the dual career environments at the different levels of an athlete’s career. The guides were 3 

slightly adapted for each interviewed person and consisted of five parts. In the introductory part, 4 

the interviewees were asked about their background and function within the organisation. The 5 

second part covered the educational pathways of athletes. Vocational education, as well as job 6 

opportunities, were discussed in the third part. The fourth part dealt with skills development of 7 

athletes and the availability of career assistance programmes. The transition out of elite sports 8 

was the final topic. Of particular interest were the informants’ accounts on how to combine 9 

education and elite sports. Therefore, the cultural analysis presented in this article has a focus 10 

mainly on the educational part of the three dual career environments. Examples of questions 11 

related to the educational part were “what do you consider to be the strengths of the Danish 12 

system concerning dual career in higher education?”, “what is the attitude of Swiss Olympic/ the 13 

MSiT towards full-time athletes?”. Hence, the accounts of the key informants covered both their 14 

personal opinions on dual career, as well as the values and beliefs about dual career that are 15 

embedded in the organisation they represented. 16 

Analysis. All 12 interviews were audio-recorded and subsequently transcribed verbatim, 17 

resulting in 172 single-lined spaced pages. Following transcription, the first author engaged in a 18 

process of indwelling by reading and re-reading each transcript to enhance familiarity with the 19 

data (Patton, 2015). Schein’s (2010) organisational culture model was used as the theoretical 20 

framework to analyse each dual career environment according to the artefact level (i.e., 21 

availability of dual career programmes), the espoused values of the informants, and the derived 22 

underlying basic assumptions about dual career. The first author analysed the transcripts with a 23 
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deductive-inductive approach (Patton, 2015) using QSR NVivo 10. First, a node tree was built 1 

(deductive) related to the three components of dual career (i.e., education, employment, life skills 2 

development). Based on the purpose of the study, a more in-depth thematic analysis (Braun & 3 

Clarke, 2006) was conducted within the node “education” with the deductive child nodes benefits 4 

of a dual career, obstacles of a dual career, and how dual careers should be organised for each 5 

of the three environments. Interesting features that emerged from the data were coded in a 6 

systematic fashion. Thereafter, codes were collated into potential themes based on their 7 

similarity to each other and distinction from other categories (Patton, 2015). Themes were 8 

checked to see if they worked in relation to the coded extracts and the data sets of the interviews 9 

within each national context, generating a thematic map of the analysis of the four interviews 10 

undertaken in each country. Following an analysis and clear definition of each theme, an 11 

informative name was chosen for each superordinate theme (see Table 2). The whole process, 12 

from initial coding to developing superordinate themes, was done separately for the interviews 13 

conducted in the Swiss, Danish and Polish contexts, resulting in three separate analyses. Finally, 14 

we conducted a cross-case analysis, in which superordinate themes were compared to identify 15 

and address similarities and differences across the three national dual career environments. 16 

Trustworthiness. We adopted a relativist approach to trustworthiness and considered 17 

different steps to enhance the methodological rigour of the qualitative research process (Smith & 18 

McGannon, 2017). Interviewees were given the opportunity to add additional comments to the 19 

initial transcripts. Clarifications and reflections were received from nine interviewees, with the 20 

appropriate amendments made to the transcripts prior to analysis. In the coding phase, a second 21 

researcher with experience in qualitative research in sports and exercise coded samples of the 22 

interview transcripts, followed by a discussion of the initial codes. During the analysis and the 23 
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interpretation process, the first author met regularly with his co-authors who acted as “critical 1 

friends” (Smith & McGannon, 2017) to ensure that the emergent categories accurately reflected 2 

the participants’ quotations. Additionally, each of the co-authors provided critical reflections on 3 

the espoused values about the dual career environment of their own cultural context, as well as 4 

on the values and beliefs that the key informants expressed about dual career in the other two 5 

contexts. Hence, supporting the derived etic approach (Si & Lee, 2007) of this study, the 6 

positioning of the authors as insiders (emic) and outsiders (etic) in relation to the three cultures 7 

during the discussions helped us to become more aware of our own assumptions about dual 8 

career that are taken for granted in the respective cultural contexts studied. 9 

Reflexivity. Adopting a reflexive stance as proposed by Sparkes and Smith (2014), it is not 10 

only the subjective experiences of the interviewees that are important but also the subjectivity 11 

and the epistemological stance of the researcher(s). The first author, having had a long career in 12 

elite sports and representing Switzerland at several Olympic Games and World Championships, 13 

followed a dual career pathway himself. Living in Denmark since 2011 and being married to a 14 

Polish wife enabled him to gather cultural insight into the three contexts and enriched his fluidity 15 

of perspectives on athletes’ dual career. The other three authors differed in their research 16 

background, with a focus on talent development and coaching (second author), comparative elite 17 

sports systems and policy (third author) and the relation between sports, politics, and society 18 

(fourth author). Grounded in a critical realist epistemology (Bashkar, 1989), the authors agreed 19 

that there is a distinction between the objects that are the focus of the enquiry and the terms they 20 

use to describe, account for and understand them. The appreciation of the context is thus crucial 21 

to critical realist explanations because it serves to shed light on a possible causal mechanism, 22 

which in our case is the influence of dual career environments on athletes’ dual career 23 
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trajectories. During the research process, the first author wrote a reflexive journal about the 1 

interview process, the interpersonal relationship with the informants, and his own prior 2 

assumptions about how dual career should be organised. These reflexive notes were helpful 3 

during data analysis and interpretation. 4 

Results 5 

Key Informants’ Espoused Values About Dual Career in Switzerland 6 

The four interviewed persons (Swiss Olympic career counsellor [SO], Ski Federation 7 

athlete support [SF], Athlete Career Program consultant [AC] and University advisor [UA]) 8 

commonly assumed that an elite sports career shapes any person’s character in a positive way 9 

and is thus an education in itself.  10 

The sport itself is a very good educator. You learn a lot about yourself and your 11 

situation, about winning and losing, how to deal with adversities and setbacks. You 12 

can use all these qualities to handle your life outside the sports domain, even once 13 

you terminated your elite sports career. (SF) 14 

Focusing on education or work beside sports was acknowledged to be beneficial for a balanced 15 

lifestyle and good mental health, which may have a positive effect on athletic performance. The 16 

interviewees agreed that a university study might not be the appropriate choice for every athlete, 17 

but mainly for those who want to be academically challenged. Around 40% of Swiss athletes 18 

finish the gymnasium, which provides access to higher education (Kuettel, Boyle, Christensen, & 19 

Schmid, 2018). Athletes who focus only on sports, as well as athletes who follow a dual career 20 

path, were given as examples of feasible trajectories on how to reach the highest international 21 

sports success. Interviewees reported that most athletes are aware that their sports career is of 22 
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limited duration, and one of the main reasons athletes continue with education is to increase their 1 

chances of finding a decent job after their sports career. 2 

A common attitude was shared about how dual career should be organised. The 3 

interviewees agreed that athletes should choose an adequate education alongside their sporting 4 

activities. However, in certain disciplines where an early specialisation takes place (Côté, Lidor, 5 

& Hackfort, 2009), combining an education with elite sports can be very difficult. 6 

If you really want to be successful, then it is hardly possible to get an education. 7 

Swiss Olympic also supports such a decision. We would be the last ones forcing 8 

athletes into an education. Our attitude is: Try to get an education, but we are aware 9 

that in certain sports it is necessary to give it everything you’ve got and go all in on 10 

the sport. Athletes can catch up on education later. (SO) 11 

In general, there was a common agreement among the interviewees that athletes tend to choose 12 

educational pathways that are most compatible with their elite sports career. 13 

The vocational education (VE) is absolutely the most compatible way for elite sports. 14 

I believe this is why the VE is most often chosen. It is not only the vocational 15 

education itself but also the opportunities that are related to it. Having a VE and 16 

looking for a job, it is possible to find a 50% job while being an elite athlete. (AC) 17 

A strong emphasis was placed upon the athletes’ responsibility and their own decision-making 18 

when choosing their educational pathways. 19 

Athletes always have the right to make their own choices, including beginning a 20 

course of university study. But they have to bear the consequences. Athletes who say 21 

that they decided to prioritise their study, that is ok. But one of the consequences 22 

could be that they are not qualified for the next Olympics, which is also ok. But they 23 



CROSS-CULTURAL COMPARISON OF ATHLETES’ DUAL CAREER 
 

16 
 

cannot come afterward and say, “If I only knew…”. We say: You decide, but then 1 

you take the consequences. (SO) 2 

The informants were aware that the solutions and flexibility in higher education were not optimal 3 

for student-athletes and admitted that solutions are based on individual negotiations between 4 

athletes and the educational institution. However, there was a general mistrust towards 5 

standardised dual career solutions for elite athletes because each athlete is seen as a unique case 6 

with his/her preconditions, competencies, social circumstances and educational aspirations. 7 

Still, individualised solutions are the standard. For one athlete, the solution fits, for 8 

another in the same discipline on the same level, the same solution would not be 9 

possible. Here the soft factors play in, such as where you live and train, how you are 10 

organised, etc. That is why I am sceptical towards standard solutions. They do not 11 

really work because each athlete is a case on their own. (UA) 12 

Furthermore, besides the cantonal sovereignty of education, which makes national coordination 13 

more difficult, the limited number of elite athletes was given as an argument why a laissez-faire 14 

approach is adopted in Switzerland in higher education. 15 

We do not have institutionalised solutions because we are a small country with few 16 

elite athletes. Athletes without a card are not in our focus. On the other hand, only a 17 

few of these 300 [carded elite] athletes are able or want to start a course of study, 18 

because vocational education is well established and popular among athletes. (SO) 19 

As summarised and shown in Table 2, a clear liberal thinking about how dual career should 20 

be organised was expressed by the key stakeholders involved in dual career. This is based on the 21 

belief that athletes are responsible for their own career choices both in sports and in education. 22 

As such, tailored and individual dual career solutions are considered to be the most sensible 23 
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approach. To put education on “stand-by” while focusing exclusively on sports during the late 1 

development and mastery phase (Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004) is not seen as a problem. Thus, 2 

the belief that athletes need to prioritise their athletic career to reach international sporting 3 

success can be considered a taken-for-granted assumption in the Swiss context. 4 

- Please insert Table 2 around here - 5 

Key Informants’ Espoused Values About Dual Career in Denmark 6 

The four interviewees (Team Denmark career advisor [TD], Handball Federation athlete 7 

support [HF], Player’s union programme coordinator [PU] and University athletes’ counsellor 8 

[UC]) clearly expressed that the combination of education and sports is fundamental to how 9 

Danish elite sports should be organised. 10 

The attitude of the handball federation is that education is a duty, to put it bluntly. If 11 

a player does not want to get an education, he cannot actually play in the [junior] 12 

national team. For us, it is really important to create the whole person. To create the 13 

whole person, one needs to be educated. (HF) 14 

Together with a deeply rooted belief in developing athletes as a whole person in a socially 15 

responsible manner, a long-term developmental perspective towards athletes was seen as the 16 

most fruitful way Danish athletes achieve international sporting success. 17 

We have a long tradition of rowing sports. Compared to Germany, where they have 18 

more training at a young age, at 18-19 years, they go to the first Olympics when they 19 

are around 20. Danish athletes are maybe 25 when they go to the Olympics. Danes 20 

have less training lessons but keep on longer, because they are spending time on 21 

their dual career. But in the end, their performance level is very high. (TD) 22 
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Because the sports federations in Denmark are based on voluntary commitment, few positions 1 

are available in the field of sports and thus, most athletes need to find a job in the regular labour 2 

market after their sports career. Acknowledging that a sports career might be over anytime soon, 3 

athletes are aware that you need to have a proper education to get a job in the future. 4 

There was a strong and mutual agreement about how dual career should be organised in the 5 

Danish context. Based on the revised elite sports law (Act No. 288, 2004), it is seen as essential 6 

not to limit elite athletes to a narrow choice of study possibilities. Instead, all types of education 7 

should be combinable with elite sports.  8 

We have quite a flexible dual career system. It can surely be improved in some ways, 9 

but there are options in almost every course of education. Athletes don’t have to be 10 

limited to two or three courses of education. (TD) 11 

Besides the provided flexibility, institutionalised support for individual solutions was considered 12 

to be the optimal dual career approach. Reflecting the universal welfare state thinking, athletes 13 

are supported in their decision-making processes concerning study options and practical issues 14 

during their studies (e.g., Skype transmissions, the “buddy concept” and individual tutorials). 15 

This all-encompassing support thinking is expressed in the following two examples. 16 

Then we help them with a lot of things, could be prolonging the program, could be 17 

changing dates of exams, and so on. It is our task to help athletes with education and 18 

job opportunities and the transition before they get to the actual exit. (PU) 19 

I help all these students who made a plan for their studies a long time ago saying, 20 

“This semester I would like to study 20 ECTS […]” but then, in individual cases, we 21 

could have one student who comes here every other day while he is writing his 22 

master thesis to get individual supervision. (UC) 23 
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The interviewees agreed that the Danish dual career system is well established, and the necessary 1 

flexibility is in place. Given the limited pool of athletic talent in a small country such as 2 

Denmark, such considerations are also meant to prevent early drop-out. The educational system 3 

has been adapted for elite athletes with rules regulated by law (e.g., possibilities to prolong the 4 

studies). However, given the low level of power distance in Denmark, characterised by a 5 

decentralised authority and flat societal structure (Hofstede et al., 2010), there is always room for 6 

non-bureaucratic agreements when it comes to changing exams or to provide extra funding. 7 

Cases that lay outside the official rules could successfully be negotiated with schools, such as 8 

players taking an exam during a training camp abroad under the supervision of a coach. 9 

Somehow there is always a solution that works out and I think this is really great. 10 

This is probably the strength of the Danish model. If we want to have elite sports 11 

classes, then the flexibility must be provided, too. (HF) 12 

In summary, the key stakeholders expressed the same values and attitudes that are formally 13 

expressed as artefacts in the Danish elite sports law. While the lifespan perspective and the 14 

whole person approach are relatively new trends in sports career research (Stambulova, 15 

Alfermann, Statler, & Côté, 2009), the approach to promoting elite sports in a socially 16 

responsible way has been the standard over the last 30 years in Denmark and has thus become a 17 

taken-for-granted assumption. In the interviews, dual career athletes were used as success stories 18 

to emphasise that Danish athletes are not only successful in winning medals at international 19 

events but are also above-average students with degrees in medicine or engineering. The belief 20 

that athletes who follow a dual career are more balanced and thus more successful in sports is 21 

argued to be deeply rooted within the Danish elite sports context (see Table 2). 22 

Key Informants’ Espoused Values About Dual Career in Poland 23 
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The four interview partners (MSiT elite sports department [MS], Handball Federation 1 

advisor [HA], Opus Sport programme leader [OS] and Career Counsellor at AWF [AW]) agreed 2 

that education is helpful for life after sports. However, there were divergent attitudes about what 3 

type of education is most appropriate for athletes. 4 

I think AWF is still good for the athletes. Maybe not a waste of time. (AW) 5 

Some athletes are good examples that you can combine your career in sports with 6 

getting, for example, some education allowing you to find a job after your career. 7 

They graduated from management, economy, law, IT or such things. Athletes 8 

shouldn’t focus only on things that allow them to work only in sports. (MS) 9 

The interviewees were convinced that pursuing education was helpful for elite athletes to balance 10 

their lifestyle and to maintain a good mental health state. However, the studies are not supposed 11 

to be too demanding and should therefore not distract athletes from their main activity, which is 12 

the sporting performance. Flexibility and special regulations for athletes serve as the foundation 13 

for the most commonly taken dual career pathway for elite athletes in Poland (i.e., first master 14 

classes, then specialised sports schools, followed by AWF). Three out of four interviewees in the 15 

Polish context had experienced the same dual career pathways. 16 

I was lucky because the teachers were helping me a lot when I was traveling and I 17 

had a lot of competitions. It was not difficult to get the books and material from 18 

them. I could pass exams before or after the camp, that was quite flexible. (OS) 19 

Since most former athletes went through the same dual career curriculum and are now working 20 

as coaches in clubs or federations, they propose this pathway to current athletes as the dual 21 

career trajectory that is manageable for Polish athletes. 22 
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This is how it goes through the generations. It is the same path [… ] this is the 1 

pathway of an elite athlete. If you are an athlete, the easiest way is to become a 2 

coach or a physical education teacher, or someone still connected to the sport. (AW) 3 

The person working for the handball federation expressed a more critical attitude towards the 4 

value of the degree received at AWF and mentioned that the enrolled athletes hardly physically 5 

participate during their courses of study. However, given the lack of other study options, 6 

attending a sports-specific education was still considered a better option than not studying at all. 7 

With such a heavy training and competition load, players are not able to follow a 8 

decent education. This is a problem. Therefore, they are looking for easy solutions – 9 

such as, for example, the AWF study – but this is the only solution for them. (HA) 10 

The tailored system and special privileges for elite athletes in education have been the standard 11 

for many years. Flexibility and financial support in the AWF studies were mentioned as core 12 

reasons why athletes tend to choose a sports-related education. 13 

As an athlete, you may have a totally different program of learning. They [AWF 14 

lecturers] know that you have training or championships and they switch your 15 

exam calendar accordingly. (MS) 16 

The school supported us a lot, so we did not have to pay for the daily living costs and 17 

the material […] When I was studying I got support from the AWF, plus the sports 18 

scholarship and also the schooling stipend because I was a good student, too. (OS) 19 

Even though it was proposed that athletes should take different education choices over AWF, 20 

there was not a strong willpower or concrete action planned to change the well-established dual 21 

career programmes and settings in the future. 22 
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Summarising the espoused values of the Polish key stakeholders involved in dual career 1 

(Table 2), it can be concluded that elite athletes are channelled into a sports-specific education, 2 

which can be understood as an inbuilt feature of the Polish elite sports system. Even though most 3 

athletes obtain a higher educational degree during their elite sports career, it can be argued that 4 

their study options are rather limited. Rooted in the value of strengthening the national identity, 5 

the main purpose of elite athletes is to increase Poland’s reputation as an internationally 6 

successful sporting nation. The interventionist role of the state in dual career support, providing 7 

special regulations for elite athletes, has been the standard for many years and has thus become a 8 

taken-for-granted assumption in Poland. 9 

Discussion 10 

The aim of this article was to explore the values and beliefs of the stakeholders working in 11 

the Swiss, Danish, and Polish dual career environments and to enhance the understanding of the 12 

relationship between athletes’ dual career trajectories and the respective national contexts. Our 13 

findings suggest that the dual career stakeholders from the three different countries base their 14 

values and beliefs on different underlying assumptions about how to support dual career athletes. 15 

Given that we understand culture as a dynamic and multi-level construct (Erez & Gati, 2004), 16 

our findings also highlight that the various stakeholders play an important role in the creation of 17 

the national dual career environments, as they act as contributors to the dual career culture. 18 

In the following sections, we (a) highlight some similarities between the dual career 19 

environments of Switzerland, Denmark, and Poland; (b) describe some of the differences across 20 

the three contexts, that is, the degree of institutional support, the typical dual career trajectories,  21 

and the tools provided to navigate within the dual career landscape; (c) discuss strengths and 22 
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limitations of the study and the derived etic approach; (d) provide some recommendations for the 1 

cultural praxis of athletes’ dual career; and (e) close with summary take-home messages. 2 

Similarities of the Three Dual Career Environments 3 

The similarities between the three dual career environments concerned the settings at the 4 

secondary educational level, as well as the espoused values about the benefits and obstacles of 5 

dual career. As long as education is compulsory, the state and the educational institutions are 6 

more or less obliged to provide solutions so that elite sports and education are combinable (De 7 

Bosscher et al., 2015). Thus, specialised sports schools and/or classes for talented athletes have 8 

been established in all three countries independent of their welfare regime. Typical benefits of a 9 

dual career (Aquilina, 2013; Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004), such as a more balanced lifestyle and 10 

better qualifications for future employment, were the prominent topics mentioned in all three 11 

contexts. All interviewees agreed that a higher level of professionalisation and thus a stronger 12 

influence of professional clubs is a thread to a dual career (Christensen & Sørensen, 2009). 13 

Furthermore, the transition from junior to elite (Stambulova et al., 2009) and the transition to 14 

higher education institutes (Stambulova, Franck, & Weibull, 2012) were regarded as problematic 15 

periods within the athletic career because the transition on the educational level occurs 16 

simultaneously with transitions in other spheres of life (Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004). 17 

There was a general agreement among all interviewees independent of nationality that dual 18 

career athletes most often chose the educational options that are easiest to combine with elite 19 

sports in the respective country. The most common dual career pathways in each environment 20 

have been developed over a long period of time and are characterised by the prevailing local 21 

culture in sports (Houlihan & Green, 2008). This is especially the case in the Polish dual career 22 

environment, as former athletes often act as coaches or mentors for the next generation of 23 
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athletes and thus transfer the established dual career culture to new members (Schein, 2010) as 1 

the correct way to think and feel in relation to dual career.  2 

Differences Between the Swiss, Danish, and Polish Dual Career Environments 3 

The countries included in this study differ substantially in some cultural dimensions 4 

(Hofstede et al., 2010), for example, power distance, where Poland scores high and Switzerland 5 

and Denmark score low; or uncertainty avoidance, where Poland is very high and Denmark is 6 

very low. Some of these cultural dimensions can be recognised in the dual career environments 7 

of the respective countries. Taking power distance as an example, we observed that in Poland, 8 

centralisation is popular and there is a clear hierarchical order within the sports system; whereas 9 

in Denmark, the egalitarian mindset fosters direct communication among the dual career 10 

stakeholders and provides autonomy in the implementation of dual career programmes. 11 

We found differences in the degree of institutionalised support for dual career athletes and 12 

the availability of dual career programmes when comparing the dual career artefacts across 13 

countries. Besides the differences in higher educational support (Aquilina & Henry, 2010), the 14 

programmes designed for within-career transitions varied heavily across the countries compared. 15 

Career counselling and CAP’s are an integral part of the athletes’ development during and after 16 

their career in Denmark and partly in Switzerland, whereas the institutionalised support in 17 

Poland diminishes when athletes retire. Our results align well with the observations made by 18 

Andersen and Ronglan (2012), who claimed that the local national context heavily influences the 19 

ways that general ideas and norms in international elite sports are exploited.  20 

Typical dual career trajectories in the three environments. Based on the expressed 21 

values, we argue that the stakeholders propose different typical dual career pathways to elite 22 

athletes. In relation to the typology of dual career trajectories developed by Pallarés, Azócar, 23 
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Torregrosa, Selva, and Ramis (2011), we advocate that the Swiss dual career stakeholders 1 

suggest a convergent dual career trajectory, meaning that Swiss elite athletes are supposed to 2 

choose a course of education that is compatible with their elite sports but to prioritise their sports 3 

to reach international success. A parallel dual career trajectory is suggested in the Danish dual 4 

career environment, stressing that athletes should give practically the same emphasis to sports 5 

and education. In Poland, a linear dual career trajectory can be considered the prevailing 6 

proposed dual career trajectory, resulting in athletes focusing mostly on their sporting careers. It 7 

has been shown that athletes who follow a linear trajectory develop a strong athletic identity, 8 

plan less for their future, and experience more negative emotions when ending their sports career 9 

(Torregrosa et al., 2015). Supporting these findings in relation to the three contexts under study, 10 

Kuettel, Boyle, and Schmid (2017) found that Polish athletes face significantly higher adaptation 11 

difficulties after ending their sports career when comparing them to Swiss and Danish athletes.  12 

Lupo et al. (2015) have shown that European student-athletes express a high motivation for 13 

both sports and education, but they have also acknowledged that student-athletes’ motivation has 14 

to be specifically investigated according to the social context. While it is difficult for athletes to 15 

constantly focus equally on both sports and studies without compromising their private life and 16 

well-being, Stambulova et al. (2015) suggested that obtaining an optimal balance should imply 17 

the possibility to shift in prioritising sport or studies in certain periods. The national dual career 18 

environment accordingly plays an important role in providing the necessary flexibility to allow 19 

athletes to change priorities in their dual career efforts throughout their career. 20 

Different environments - different tools provided to navigate within the dual career. 21 

The career of athletes can be described through the metaphor of a journey (Stambulova, 2010). 22 

Accordingly, a map, a compass, or a GPS can be used as analogies for the institutional support 23 
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that athletes receive to orientate within the dual career landscape. We suggest that Swiss, Danish, 1 

and Polish athletes are “equipped” with different navigational tools to master transitions during 2 

their athletic dual career development. Polish dual career stakeholders support elite athletes with 3 

special regulations and privileges in standardised programmes (Zysko, 2008). Thus, we propose 4 

that Polish athletes are equipped with a map where the path is clearly marked or flagged. In 5 

Denmark, the universal welfare-state thinking is also reflected in the dual career, and athletes 6 

receive institutionalised support facilitating individual solutions at all levels (Henriksen & 7 

Christensen, 2013). Accordingly, we suggest that athletes are equipped with a GPS. Athletes are 8 

guided relatively safely to their (self-chosen) destinations. The weak interference of the state in 9 

dual career in Switzerland provides athletes with fewer standardised programmes (Kempf et al., 10 

2013). Swiss athletes are equipped with a map and a compass, which demands that athletes are 11 

actively involved in the navigation process.  12 

Hackfort and Huang (2005) used the concepts of autonomy and beneficence to explain how 13 

the organisational structure determines the design of career programmes. The concept of 14 

autonomy emphasises self-determination and self-governance, and the concept of beneficence is 15 

an effort to help others realise their interests. Dual career support programmes could be viewed 16 

as a protective behaviour on the part of the sports systems to provide beneficence to athletes. 17 

Relating the concepts of autonomy and beneficence to the welfare regimes and the navigational 18 

tools, we argue that dual career stakeholders would most likely equip athletes with the tools that 19 

are considered appropriate in their cultural contexts (Andersen & Ronglan, 2012). It appears that 20 

Swiss and Danish dual career stakeholders provide tools that foster athletes’ autonomy and 21 

personal development. In contrast, the Polish dual career approach is characterised by a more 22 
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paternalistic behaviour towards athletes, providing tools that make athletes more dependent on 1 

the sports system and thus potentially impairs their degree of autonomy. 2 

Strength and Limitations of This Cross-Cultural Dual Career Approach 3 

We aimed to embrace the different steps proposed by Stambulova and Ryba (2014) when 4 

implementing the cultural praxis towards athletes’ careers paradigm in research, which 5 

includes: (a) applying a holistic perspective in career research and merging the holistic athletic 6 

career model with an ecological and cultural perspective; (b) situating the research project in a 7 

relevant socio-cultural and historical context; (c) providing information about the researchers’ 8 

background; (d) incorporating culturally relevant definitions of key concepts and adapting the 9 

instruments for data collection in each context; (e) considering cultural insiders as authorities in 10 

the research group during all stages of the research process to foster de-colonising practices in 11 

and through the project; and (e) providing contextualised interpretation of the results. 12 

The derived etic approach (Si & Lee, 2007) can be considered a strength of this study. 13 

However, the integration of both a cultural and a cross-cultural perspective in the same research 14 

project is not without problems, as these two perspectives are based on different underlying 15 

epistemological paradigms (Ryba et al., 2013). In cultural psychology, researchers try to 16 

understand how culture underpins the psychological processes and is embedded in socio-cultural 17 

contexts (Stead, 2004). In contrast, cross-cultural psychological studies operate within a 18 

positivist paradigm, assuming that culture is an external entity and is used to indicate some type 19 

of belonging to a group (Hofstede et al., 2010). In our study, we first applied an emic approach 20 

by interviewing cultural insiders about dual career in each context. Then, we conducted a cross-21 

cultural comparison to address similarities and differences about dual career in each context 22 

based on our theoretical approach to studying organisational culture (Schein, 2010). We believe 23 
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that applying a comparative design was reasonable, as the features of one context become more 1 

apparent (only) when contrasted with other cultural contexts (Duda & Allison, 1990). 2 

We recognise that we interviewed only a limited number of dual career stakeholders in 3 

each context, which limits the plausibility of putting forward a national opinion on how to 4 

support dual career athletes. To get a more nuanced picture of the cultural influence on dual 5 

careers, the opinions of the athletes’ entourage such as coaches, parents, or sports psychologists 6 

could be included, or even the opinions of the athletes themselves. The presented dual career 7 

trajectories should be understood as ideal types that might not fit all sub-cultures of athletes or 8 

types of sports. However, typologies can help make a chaotic reality easier to comprehend by 9 

establishing similarities from differences (Christensen, 2013). We are aware that Schein (1985) 10 

developed his framework to study organisational cultures and not to compare cultural groups 11 

across contexts. Nevertheless, we believe that his framework was helpful to provide a culturally 12 

sensitive overview of the dual career environments of Switzerland, Denmark, and Poland. 13 

Recommendations. First, universal statements about “dual career athletes in general” are 14 

to be avoided, since differences in sports systems, societal norms, and cultural traditions exist 15 

which influence dual career athletes. Second, when studying the dual careers of athletes, it is 16 

important to consider the socio-cultural context, including the embedded values of the people 17 

working with athletes at all stages of their career. Hence, when the EU Guidelines on Dual 18 

Career (EU Expert group, 2012) are implemented on national levels, policymakers need to be 19 

aware that national stakeholders base their actions on different basic assumptions about dual 20 

career which are most often not explicitly expressed and thus difficult to change (Schein, 2010). 21 

Finally, given that we applied a maximum variation case sampling strategy, it would be 22 
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interesting to explore if and how values and beliefs on dual career differ across countries that, 1 

according to Aquilina and Henry (2010), have adopted similar dual career approaches. 2 

Conclusions 3 

Research on the cultural influence on the dual career of athletes is sparse. This paper 4 

responded to the call for a culturally sensitive approach when studying athletes’ careers from 5 

different cultural contexts (Stambulova & Ryba, 2013, 2014). To the authors’ knowledge, this is 6 

the first qualitative study that explored and compared the attitudes and beliefs of key 7 

stakeholders involved in dual career across different cultural contexts. Despite its limitations, the 8 

study provides valuable information about the different dual career environments in Switzerland, 9 

Denmark, and Poland. Our study highlights that the dual career of athletes is clearly influenced 10 

by the broader socio-cultural context and its different layers of culture. This article added a 11 

complementary perspective on the career topic and improved the understanding of what athletes’ 12 

careers are, how they depend on the context the athletes belong to and how we can help athletes 13 

to optimise their career development in sports and life. Hence, we invite professionals to 14 

critically reflect on their contextualised beliefs and values about how to support dual career 15 

athletes and accordingly, to become (more) culturally competent as practitioners, decision-16 

makers, and agents of cultural change in envisioning the promotion of the combination of sports 17 

and education/work of elite athletes. 18 
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Table 1: Overview of dual career artefacts (programmes and their typology), and the related dual career 
trajectories of elite athletes in Switzerland, Denmark, and Poland 

Theme Switzerland Denmark Poland 

Welfare regime Liberal Social-democratic Conservative 

DC programmes on 
secondary school level 

5 SOA sports schools 
49 SOA partner schools 

Special sports classes  
21 elite municipalities 

Master classes, strong 
club-school connection 

DC typology on 
secondary school level State/NSA as facilitator State/NSA as facilitator State-centred 

DC Programmes on 
HE 

Little support in higher 
education institutes 
 
No financial support for 
athletes on HE 

Well established support 
on HE institutes 
 
Grants for all students 
on HE 

Individual study plans 
mainly at AWF studies 
 
Grants for top athletes on 
all educational levels 

DC typology on HE Laissez-faire State/NSA as facilitator State-centred 

Career Assistant 
Programmes (CAP) 

CAP for active and 
retiring athletes 

CAP for active and 
retiring athletes 

No CAP available, 
pension for Olympic 
medal winners 

Typology of CAP State/NSA as facilitator State/NSA as facilitator Laissez-faire 

Typical DC trajectory 
of elite athletes 

Business apprenticeship  
or gymnasium 
 
Part-time jobs 
University education 
Technical colleges 

Gymnasium and 
talent classes 
 
University education 
Technical colleges 
Part-time jobs 

Masterclasses and 
special sport schools 
 
Studies at AWF 
 
Army jobs 

 

Note: AWF = Physical Education Academy in Poland; CAP = Career Assistant Program; DC = Dual 
Career; HE = Higher Education; NSA = National Sport Agencies; SOA = Swiss Olympic Association. 
The welfare regime classification relates to typology of Esping-Andersen (1990). The DC typologies refer 
to the research of Aquilina and Henry (2010). 
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Table 2: Cross-cultural comparison of the espoused values and their basic assumptions on the dual career 
embedded in the Swiss, Danish, and Polish elite sports contexts 
 
Theme Switzerland Denmark Poland 

Benefits of DC 
(Espoused values) 

Sport as an education 
itself 
 
Mental health 
 
Life after sport 
 
Education increases 
future job opportunities 

Education as a duty for 
all athletes 
 
Long-term development 
 
Life after sport 
 
No job in the future 
without education 

Sport as an education 
itself 
 
Mental health 
 
Life after sport 
 
Better having a sports 
diploma than nothing 

DC obstacles 
(Espoused values) 

Professionalisation 
 
Some educations are not 
combinable with sport 
 
Lack of information 
 
Financial issues 
 
Transitional issues 
 
Limited support of sport 
environment/entourage 

Professionalisation 
 
Vocational education is 
underdeveloped  
 
Missing classes 
 
Financial issues 
 
Transitional issues 
 
Gymnasium dominates 
over other solutions 

Professionalisation 
 
Flexibility only in 
Physical Edu. Studies 
 
Sport-specific education 
 
Financial issues 
 
Transitional issues  
 
Limited value of sport 
education degree 

How DC should be 
organised 
(Espoused values) 

Individual matter, 
tailored approach 
 
DC has to make sense 
 
Take own choices and 
face the consequences 
 
Prioritizing sport is ok, 
education can be put on 
hold  
 
Athletes need to find 
own DC solutions in the 
given education system 
 
Standard DC programs 
might not work 

Develop athletes in a 
socially responsible way  
 
Flexibility in DC 
 
Choice for studying 
should be interest driven 
 
It should be possible to 
study all kind of topics 
 
Financial support 
 
Institutional help for 
individual solutions 
 
The system should be 
adapted for DC athletes 

In-built (sport)education 
for elite athletes 
 
Flexibility in DC 
 
The system paves the 
DC pathways 
 
Studies should not be 
too demanding 
 
Financial support/rules  
 
Special regulations and 
privileges for athletes 
 
A tailored DC system is 
provided to elite athletes 
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Basic assumptions 
about DC 

Athletes are responsible 
for their own 
development in sport 
and education 
 
Studying can improve 
or decrease athletic 
performance 
 
Athletes need to 
prioritize the athletic 
career to reach the top 
 
Individualized and 
tailored solutions for 
each athlete are best 

The state/system is 
responsible for 
developing the whole 
athlete 
 
Combining sport and 
education makes 
athletes more successful 
 
A balanced lifestyle 
brings the biggest 
success in the long run 
 
Institutionalized support 
for individual solutions 
is best 

Athlete as an instrument 
for the country to 
achieve international 
sport success 
 
Education should not 
distract athletes from 
sporting performance 
 
Athletes should be able 
to focus mainly on their 
sporting commitment 
 
Standardized solutions 
and programmes for all 
athletes work best 

Proposed ideal DC 
trajectory 

Convergent Parallel Linear 
 

Note: DC = Dual career. A convergent DC trajectory: Sport is prioritised but is compatible with an alternative job or 
with education. A parallel DC trajectory: Sport and education or work are almost equally weighted. A linear DC 
trajectory: The athlete is focused almost exclusively on his/her sporting career. The ideal DC trajectories refer to the 
research of Pallarés, Azócar, Torregrosa, Selva, & Ramis (2011). 
 
 
 
 

 


