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Oatmeal is better than no meal: The career pathways of African American male 1 

professional athletes from underserved communities in the United States 2 

The objective of this study was to explore career pathways to athletic success in 3 

American professional athletes with low socioeconomic background. Ten African 4 

American professional male athletes, who met the criteria of playing at least one year in a 5 

professional league and spending their formative years in an American underserved 6 

community, participated in the study. Interviews inspired by the cultural praxis of 7 

athletes’ careers, lasted 68-137 minutes, and the transcripts were thematically analysed. 8 

Four career stages (childhood years, middle/high school years, college years, professional 9 

years) and three themes (context, challenges, coping) were visible in the career pathways 10 

of the participants. During the first stage the athletes’ athletic foundation was developed 11 

by participating in inexpensive, easy to access sports in unstructured sporting 12 

environments, while simultaneously relying upon the strength of a mother to keep them 13 

safe. An increased susceptibility to the dangers of environmental factors (e.g., drugs, 14 

gangs) during the middle/high school years made this period of time the most precarious 15 

for the athletes, but was also the most crucial for their athletic development. The college 16 

years were a time of “catching up,” whereby the athletes entered a whole new 17 

environment for which they were physically (e.g., underweight) and psycho-socially 18 

(e.g., racial integration) unprepared, but their hard work and the help of peers and 19 

coaches propelled them to success (i.e., professional contract). Finally, the results 20 

indicate that coping resources the athletes developed dealing with hardship were 21 

perceived as key factors enabling them to endure the difficulties of a professional career. 22 

Keywords: career development; resilience; coping; environment; socioeconomic status 23 



Introduction 1 

I remember making a tomato soup out of ketchup and water, like it was that bad. I had 2 

two potatoes, I cut em up, I put some ketchup in some water and some seasoning and that 3 

was my damn meal for like three days. I’ve missed countless meals, and consecutively, 4 

because I didn’t have money. So, for me to even have a damn ketchup soup was better 5 

than some days where I had nothing…you know, oatmeal beats no meal. I’d rather eat 6 

oatmeal than nothing. 7 

We began this paper with a quote from Dario, a study participant and professional basketball 8 

player who grew up in an American underserved community and currently plays in Italy’s top 9 

league. This passage offers a glimpse into the lived experiences of ten American athletes from 10 

underserved communities, demonstrating their struggle but also the determination to cope. This 11 

study opens a window into the career pathways of these athletes from low socioeconomic status 12 

(SES) backgrounds, who against the odds achieved athletic success (i.e., reached professional 13 

level in their sport).   14 

This study was inspired by major tenets of the cultural praxis of athletes’ careers 15 

paradigm (Stambulova & Ryba, 2013; 2014) that encourages researches to contextualize their 16 

projects, combine the holistic developmental (Wylleman & Rosier, 2016) and ecological 17 

(Henriksen, Stambulova, & Roessler, 2010) perspectives, and to increase research on individual 18 

career pathways of athletes representing marginalized athletic populations. A majority of existing 19 

career development research (for an overview see Stambulova, Alfermann, Statler, & Côté, 20 

2009; Stambulova, Ryba, & Henriksen, in press) has been conducted in relatively wealthy 21 

countries and within well-organized sport systems. However, some athletes have their athletic 22 

upbringing in less affluent circumstances. In the United States, “approximately one in five 23 



children live in families with incomes below the federal poverty threshold” (Chaudry & Wimer, 1 

2016). While some of these athletes do make it to the elite and professional levels, their career 2 

pathways are not well represented in the current literature, opening a gap in understanding 3 

diversity of athletes’ careers across cultures. Considering the differing socioeconomic climate in 4 

the United States and the embedded nature of athletics in the school system (Johnson, 5 

Giannoulakis, & Scott, 2017), the career pathways of professional athletes deriving from 6 

American impoverished situations may have specific features.  7 

Contextualizing Socio-Economic Status Within Athlete Career Development 8 

Sport psychology researchers have discovered the importance of considering athletes as “whole 9 

persons” (i.e., athletic and non-athletic development) within “whole environments” (i.e., having 10 

micro- and macro- levels, athletic and non-athletic domains) and related sociocultural contexts 11 

(Henriksen & Stambulova, 2017; Stambulova, 2016; Stambulova et al., in press; Stambulova & 12 

Wylleman, 2014). Empirical research based on the holistic ecological approach and conducted 13 

(mainly) in Scandinavia (e.g., Henriksen et al., 2010) helped to identify shared features of 14 

successful athletic talent development environments (e.g., proximal role models, support of sport 15 

goals by wider environment, focus on long-term development, integration of efforts, coherent 16 

organizational culture – see more in Henriksen & Stambulova, 2017). However, SES as a 17 

contributing factor within athlete career development research has been vastly underrepresented 18 

despite being one the most studied aspects of socio-psychological inquiry (Bradley & Corwyn, 19 

2002). Research demonstrates that children from low SES households suffer a multitude of 20 

psychological and physiological barriers, and that SES influences long-term health and well-21 

being (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002; Letourneau, Duffett-Leger, Levac, Watson, & Young-Morris, 22 

2013). Given the inherent challenges associated with low SES, it can be posited that athletes 23 



from these circumstances would experience a different career trajectory than an athlete from 1 

affluent beginnings.  2 

Recently, researchers have begun to consider the question of how being born into an 3 

underserved community might affect the career development of an athlete. For instance, a recent 4 

study chronicling the career pathways of two world champion boxers (Floyd Mayweather Jr. and 5 

Manny Pacquiao) through media sources “highlights the interplay between athlete’s transitions 6 

and their socio-cultural environment that manifest as a contextualized career pathway” 7 

(Bonhomme, Seanor, Schinke, & Stambulova, 2018, p. 2). Additionally, this same study 8 

emphasizes the poverty, instability, and violence that accompanied their formative years, and 9 

also how “the athletes credited these difficult experiences with igniting a deep-seeded motivation 10 

to better their circumstances” (p. 5). While such issues associated with low SES environments 11 

(e.g., increased substance abuse or diminished access to quality education) may seem intuitive, 12 

there are many latent issues that permeate below the surface (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002).  13 

Intersectionality, the insight that marginalizing factors such as race, gender, class or 14 

ethnicity do not act independently, but rather coexist in shaping people’s lives, operates often out 15 

of sight (Schinke, Blodgett, Ryba, Kao, & Middleton, 2019). For instance, recent studies of 16 

indigenous athletes transitioning into mainstream cultural and athletic contexts in both Australia 17 

(Light, Evans, & Lavallee, 2019) and Canada (Blodgett, Ge, Schinke, & McGannon, 2017) 18 

underpinned how living life on the margins, including for many, humble beginnings, impacted 19 

their lives and careers. Further, studies of Black American student-athletes suggested an increase 20 

in negative stereotypes, less external support from faculty, and a need to work harder than their 21 

White/affluent counterparts to become successful (Harris, Hines, Mayes, Thomas, & Bagley, 22 

2015; Martin, Harrison, Stone, & Lawrence, 2010; Ortagus & Merson, 2015). While the number 23 



of studies within this area has optimistically increased (for an overview see Ronkainen, Kavoura, 1 

& Ryba, 2016a; 2016b; Schinke et al., 2019), an environment’s contextualized nature compels 2 

deeper investigation.  3 

Career Development and Adversity Coping 4 

Rich or poor, Black or White, straight or gay; humans are forced to deal with the realities of life 5 

and the varying challenges. Adversity, coping, and resilience are inextricably linked, and it is 6 

possible to imagine that careers of poor, Black, aspiring American male athletes were full of 7 

adversities they had to cope with in their journey to athletic success. Low SES is accepted as one 8 

of the primary sources of stress (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002; Luthar & Zigler, 1991) that 9 

invariably creates adverse circumstances that must be dealt with that others might not 10 

experience. Potential challenges stemming from such circumstances are diverse, and include, for 11 

example, an increase in childhood obesity, negative health indicators, and high school dropout 12 

(Chaudry & Wimer, 2016), prevalence of gang membership (Gilman, Hill, Hawkins, Howell, & 13 

Kosterman, 2014), and decreased sport participation (Vandermeerschen, VanRegenmortel, & 14 

Scheerder, 2017). In order to overcome adversity and avoid negative outcomes people use their 15 

personal resources, both genetic and acquired (Goldstein & Brooks, 2013), in the coping process 16 

to lower stress and achieve a successful outcome. There is no consensus regarding how stressors 17 

and challenges interact with the environment (Goldstein & Brooks, 2013), and by what means 18 

one person succeeds while another does not. The shift and persist model of resilience (Chen, 19 

Miller, Lachman, Gruenewald, & Seeman, 2012) proposes that people from low SES 20 

backgrounds who demonstrate strong resilience “shift” by reappraising difficult experiences 21 

more positively and “persist,” by moving forward with a focus on the future. Recent research 22 

from Sarkar, Fletcher, and Brown (2015) has shown that “the ability to positively adapt to 23 



adversity is of central importance for optimal sport performance” (p. 475). Collins and 1 

MacNamara (2012) take this a step further and suggest that “trauma” is not only beneficial, but 2 

actually a required precondition for elite athletic success. Although the amount of adversity to be 3 

beneficial is debatable, the potential exists that overcoming adverse circumstances during 4 

childhood in athletes coming from low SES could have a resilience strengthening effect. 5 

 The above literature review revealed that to ameliorate the limited understanding of the 6 

career development of professional athletes deriving from underserved communities, it is 7 

important to consider an interplay of environmental and personal factors. Therefore, the 8 

objective of this study was to explore the career pathways to athletic success and related 9 

environmental and personal factors of ten US athletes with low SES background. 10 

Methodology 11 

We have grounded our study within the philosophical framework of critical realism, which is 12 

rather recent in sport psychology but well established within social sciences (Fletcher, 2017; 13 

Wiltshire, 2018). The principle tenets of critical realism break from traditional positivist and 14 

constructionist paradigms, adopting a realist ontology and an interpretivist epistemology 15 

(Fletcher, 2017). Bhaskar (1979) condones theory as a starting place for research, but given the 16 

fallibility of humans, initial theories are simply a means to facilitate “a deeper analysis that can 17 

support, elaborate, or deny that theory to help build a new and more accurate explanation of 18 

reality” (Fletcher, 2017, p. 184) Accordingly, this study was underpinned with the understanding 19 

that the participant’s reality was constructed through an infinite number of experiences and 20 

social interactions over time, which inherently shaped all facets of the interview and analysis 21 

process. (Blodgett et al., 2017; Smith & Sparkes, 2008). Therefore, the first author who 22 

conducted all interviews acknowledges his complex positioning within this epistemological 23 



perspective. I (i.e., first author) acknowledge the privileges that accompany me, given the fact 1 

that I am a 38-year-old white Canadian/American from an upper-class background. Yet, after ten 2 

years of extensive teaching and coaching within an underserved school comprising 99% Black 3 

students, I can also claim the position of a cultural insider.  4 

Participants 5 

We used purposive sampling to select ten professional athletes based on the following criteria: 6 

(1) having played at least one year in a professional league, and (2) having spent their formative 7 

years in an American underserved community. We recruited the participants using the first 8 

author’s extensive network, social media, and snowballing from the study participants. Upon 9 

making first contacts, either email, text messaging or a phone conversation followed, in which 10 

the purpose of the study was made clear, and the athletes could establish their eligibility for the 11 

interview. Crucially, SES has no consensus definition (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002) nor would the 12 

authors be able to determine what the participant’s community actually looked like. 13 

Consequently, the athletes determined their suitability for the study. All athletes were Black 14 

males who ranged from 25 to 35 years old (M age=30.1) with seven athletes hailing from large, 15 

urban centres, two athletes coming from smaller cities, and one athlete living in a rural 16 

community. The athletes’ professional careers ranged from two years to 11 (M=6.9). Seven 17 

athletes were currently active, and three had retired within the last year. All participants played 18 

professionally, meaning this was their primary source of income (Swann, Moran, & Piggott, 19 

2015). For the two American football players, both spent time in the National Football League 20 

(NFL), the Canadian Football League (CFL) and the arena league, while the basketball players 21 

varied widely, spending time in the National Basketball Association (NBA) affiliate leagues, or 22 

playing professionally in the top divisions in South America, Canada, Europe, Asia, and the 23 



Middle East. Additionally, the athletes all competed at the highest level of American 1 

intercollegiate athletics, and overall comprised a highly talented group of athletes. Table 1 2 

provides an overview of the participants’ characteristics.  3 

[Insert Table 1 around here] 4 

Data Collection 5 

Given the nature of the project and the position of the first author (and the interviewer) in 6 

Europe, only one interview was done in person, and nine interviews were conducted through 7 

Skype. Following Smith and Sparkes’ (2016) guidelines for effective interviews, we constructed 8 

a semi-structured narrative interview guide for two pilot interviews. However, it was determined 9 

that the initial interview guide was too structured to stimulate genuine interactions, and some 10 

questions were difficult for the participants to reflect upon. Therefore, the main ten interviews 11 

were conducted using a conversational career interview format with a timeline to track important 12 

moments and with the holistic developmental and ecological perspectives in the mind of the 13 

interviewer for asking follow up questions, if necessary. The intent was to progress 14 

chronologically through the career path, but the participants could not follow their careers as 15 

linear progressions and were often jumping back and forth through time. Each interview began 16 

with the simple grand tour question (Wolcott, 1994), “could you please tell me about one or two 17 

of the most pivotal or influential moments of your life” to comfortably begin the conversation 18 

and promote reflection. However, at an appropriate moment, a question such as, “could you 19 

please tell me some of your earliest memories of childhood,” was asked in order to encourage the 20 

interview to progress in a loose-fitting chronological manner to capture the entire career-span. 21 

Procedure  22 



The project was approved by the first author’s university ethical review board. Prior to each 1 

interview, an open line of communication was established, including text messages, emails and 2 

phone calls to explain the purpose of the study, as well as to develop trust with the athletes. Prior 3 

to the formal interviews, the participants were reminded the purpose of the study, and after being 4 

informed about ethical issues (the right to withdraw from the study at any time, confidentiality 5 

and data protection), provided their verbal consent. In order to protect the athletes’ identity, 6 

pseudonyms are used in reference to the athletes, and as we acknowledge that a small group of 7 

specialized experts could still recognize their identity, we only refer to the state in which they 8 

were born (see Table 1). The (main) interviews lasted 68-137 minutes (M=88.5), were 9 

transcribed verbatim and sent to each athlete along with a short synopsis of his career story for 10 

the participant’s reflections (Smith & McGannon, 2017). All participants responded with an 11 

approval, and five of them asked for the opportunity to elaborate additionally on their stories in 12 

brief follow up interviews. All follow up interviews were done via Skype and lasted about 10-15 13 

minutes. 14 

Data Analysis 15 

The thematic six-step analysis in this study was truly an iterative and continual process (Braun, 16 

Clarke, & Weate, 2016). In step one, the first author engaged in indwelling, transcribed the 17 

interviews verbatim, read the transcripts several times, created short synopses of the participants’ 18 

stories, read, and revised them (e.g., after the follow up interviews). The interview data were 19 

overwhelming, and in the second step, synopses were useful to identify four stages in the 20 

athletes’ career pathways termed childhood years, middle/high school years, college years, and 21 

professional years. Third, the transcripts were read again to identify themes dominating the 22 

stories throughout all pathway stages. Initially, a number of semantic themes were inductively 23 



created from this process and discussed with the second and third authors, who served as critical 1 

friends. Fourth, keeping in mind the objective to identify environmental and personal factors 2 

shaping the participants’ careers, the discussions within the research group led to the themes’ 3 

integration and refinement. As a result, three latent themes termed context, challenges, and 4 

coping were identified as permeating throughout all pathway stages. Fifth, the three major 5 

themes were checked again concerning their relevance to each career pathway stage, and the 6 

themes were found useful for structuring the research findings across the stages. Sixth, the 7 

authors selected relevant quotes and structured presentation of the findings as follows in the next 8 

section. Consistent within the philosophical perspective of critical realism, our goal throughout 9 

this process was to seek “complex, layered, and rich interpretive insights of people’s lives” 10 

(Smith & McGannon, 2017, p. 113). Thus, removing ourselves as humans from this process was 11 

never a goal, rather, we understood that as humans we were inherently ingrained in the process. 12 

However, to ensure rigor in our analysis we combined participants’ reflections on transcripts and 13 

synopses with  reflections of the research team members who acted as critical friends (Smith & 14 

McGannon, 2017) by challenging initial interpretations and suggesting alternatives.  15 

Results 16 

Although each athlete’s career pathway was unique, below we present our participants’ co-17 

constructed stories concerning their development throughout childhood years, middle/high 18 

school years, college years, and professional years. Within each stage, we will illustrate the 19 

context of their development, perceived challenges, and coping resources and strategies. 20 

Childhood Years 21 

Context: This first stage encompasses the community and athletic environment in which the 22 

participants lived and played during their first 12 years of life, and while challenging, created an 23 



important athletic foundation through unstructured deliberate play rather than deliberate practice. 1 

During these sampling years, the athletes tried a wide variety of sports which required little 2 

financial investment or specialized equipment. The athletes in this study did not mention 3 

involvement in school sport teams during this period of time, but many of the participants fondly 4 

reminisced about playing in community centres or on the streets of their community. Dario 5 

reflected that, “I got really good at the boys and girls club [and] that´s kind of where it started 6 

snowballing.” Eddy supported the positive feelings associated with deliberate play when he said 7 

that, “we would play outside, baseball, basketball or whatever games we could. I was very active 8 

in my neighbourhood just because we were a lot of kids” 9 

The community life was challenging, and all the athletes reported impoverished 10 

conditions. For some, the severity of the financial situation was hard to identify, including Iggy, 11 

who said that his parents did a good job of hiding the poverty, which allowed him to still be a 12 

kid. Others, like Dario, who was abandoned at a young age, felt the burden of poverty more 13 

directly: “I had a home, but I did the exact same thing that homeless people did…I would look 14 

through trash, get bottles and take them to a store and cash them in to get me a honey bun.” 15 

Parental abandonment due to incarceration or simple neglect was also a common theme as Gee 16 

stated that: “I was given my name from prison… I saw my dad first when I was five or six as he 17 

was in prison before I was born with no chance of getting out…murder, drugs, all that stuff.” 18 

Finally, given the structure of American demographic development, the athletes spent their 19 

family years in communities predominately segregated along racial lines. Huey, the sole athlete 20 

from a rural area, said that: “There was a line drawn, like I’m from the south side. The northside 21 

is where all the white people and klan members are at, you just don’t fool around in the northside 22 

unless you’re passing through.”  23 



Challenges. In this stage, challenges related mainly to the everyday life and less to sport. All ten 1 

athletes described drugs as a primary problem and told how it negatively impacted their 2 

neighbourhood. Iggy said that, “the house right next door to me was a dope house. I saw drug 3 

fiends and crack heads on a regular basis.” Eddy confirmed this drug issue in his community, 4 

suggesting that from early on he had to “make a decision whether you want to be, you know, a 5 

drug dealer or a drug user, this is probably the biggest obstacle I would say in my community.” 6 

From a young age, the athletes also had to deal with the reality of death in their community and 7 

Jared discussed his uncle’s murder, which was one of three sequential deaths in a three-month 8 

period: “Someone was trying to rob him because they assumed that he had money because of the 9 

way he dressed. He ended up fighting back so they punctured his lung with a mail opener and 10 

burned the body.” Not all deaths were from violence. However, it seems that the athletes in this 11 

study were afflicted with a high amount of premature death as discussed by Cornelius who 12 

watched his mother die from a brain aneurysm when he was six, followed by the death of his 13 

grandparents. Not only did this athlete suffer these three deaths in close succession, his father 14 

was incarcerated, forcing him into a situation where he had to more or less raise himself.  15 

There are stark differences in American communities in terms of violence, and these 16 

athletes expressed how common it was. Ben said, “it was normal to hear gun shots and police 17 

chases and stuff.” Freddy reflected that in his community, “either you’re going to get shot at, or 18 

you’re going to get robbed, just crazy stuff.” Iggy had friends that were killed and mentions that 19 

his community was filled with “a lot of gang violence and domestic violence.” Anthony sums it 20 

up succinctly saying, “I remember seeing guns, hearing shots, seeing police all the time, road 21 

blocks. That’s the kind of neighbourhood I grew up in, drugs, violence.” 22 



Coping. During this stage the athletes did not highlight coping mechanisms because their reality 1 

was simply perceived as normal. For instance, Ben said that “I didn´t really have to cope, it was 2 

like, ‘oh such and such went to jail today, such and such got killed.’ That´s messed up, but the 3 

day goes on.” Yet, the athletes did understand that survival was contingent upon the help of 4 

others in the community. The adage of, “it takes a village to raise a child,” was used 5 

appropriately by Anthony. Within the community structure, despite deeply rooted tensions, the 6 

immediate micro structure was consistently a source of support. Dario reflected gratefully that, 7 

“back then it was a place where I had people who looked out for me,” while Huey described a 8 

unique phenomenon in his community: “My mom basically raised a few other kids, like I call it a 9 

hood adoption where there are no papers involved, my mama just took care of them.” Here, 10 

Huey understands the importance of community and how people would often step in when help 11 

was needed.  12 

For the majority of the participants, their mother was an integral part of their ability to 13 

cope by providing love, support and stability in a chaotic environment. Most of the mothers 14 

realized the importance of introducing sports to their sons, understanding that it was a positive 15 

distraction from the world around them. This decision was not stated to be an attempt to have 16 

their sons begin their athletic career trajectory. Gee’s mother put him in “every sport,” from 17 

baseball to karate, saying, “you got to do something because I don’t want you home all day 18 

because I know you’re gonna be out with your boys and you’re all gonna get into trouble.” 19 

Middle/High School Years 20 

Context. The athletes were 13-18 years old during the second stage, and the transition was 21 

initiated by a physical move to a middle school environment, but not indicative of an 22 

instantaneous change in the developmental process. Most athletes played on their zoned public-23 



school teams, some were part of teams outside of the community not connected to the school 1 

system, while still others developed at community centres or in their neighbourhood.  The 2 

athletic environments in these poor communities generally failed to compare to those in affluent 3 

communities in terms of structure and organization. Strong insight came from Iggy, who spent 4 

his 11th grade year in an athletic environment with more resources before returning to a school 5 

located in his underserved community:  6 

In my first year when I got back, it was a rough adjustment because I had been shown the 7 

proper way to work. Like my first real organized basketball, and then I went back into a 8 

situation where it wasn’t structured. Like we were fighting. We were supposed to be in 9 

practice, and we’d have three guys out in the field, or courtyard fighting.  10 

During this period, the athletes all had to navigate a community structure in which gun 11 

violence, drugs and gang culture or neighbourhood cliques were prominent. Ben discussed a 12 

difficult situation that was not a rarity throughout these interviews:  13 

This is really what woke me up. A kid I grew up with got killed…We went to the funeral 14 

and I was going to get in the car with my group of guys, but I didn’t. That car got shot up 15 

and one of my real close friends got shot. He was almost paralyzed. And I realized these 16 

bullets don´t have no names on them. So, that could have been me. 17 

Dario tells a similar story about a former peer and athlete who started by stealing bikes and 18 

ended up in jail after a robbing spree and reflected, “if my life had been different, I could have 19 

been right with him robbing those damn strip clubs.” Ben and Dario both discussed that they 20 

were fortunate that circumstances removed them out of this environment before negative peer 21 

relationships irreversibly damaged their lives as both recollected that they would be either “dead 22 

or in jail” had they not been successful enough in sports to leave the community.  23 



Challenges. Although this phase of the career pathway was described as the most important in 1 

their athletic development, it was also where the athletes were most susceptible to the dangers 2 

encompassing their daily life. Of primary concern was that the public schools located inside their 3 

communities were chaotic, low achieving, and dangerous. Ben said that, “I went to that school 4 

and it was chaos…the whole school environment…like we had metal detectors at my school.” 5 

Similarly, Jared described his middle school environment where “young men and women [were] 6 

fighting after school over girls, or over anything…one time two of my classmates got into a fight 7 

because one of them thought the other stole his weed…in 7th grade.” Short quotes from dozens of 8 

examples demonstrate that the athletes believed that the public school system failed them, and 9 

with athletics and the education system being unequivocally linked, these athletes also 10 

recognized the difficult odds for athletic success.  11 

Access to high quality coaches in these sport environments was a primary issue. Iggy said 12 

that his high school coach was not from an impoverished community so the players just “ran 13 

over him because he hadn’t been through what we had been through.” Motivation to succeed was 14 

also lacking, and Ben consistently reinforced the belief that for his teammates basketball was 15 

“just something to do.” Several of the athletes discussed that the facilities in the sport 16 

environments were poor, generally referencing small gyms, improperly equipped weight rooms 17 

as well as limited money for uniforms or pregame meals. Nutrition was another issue as the diets 18 

were far from optimal for peak athletic performance. Cornelius discussed how he did not know 19 

where his next meal was coming from and he spent most of his childhood “malnourished [and] 20 

eating chocolate bars.” Coupled with poor nutrition, or perhaps stemming from stress, was that 21 

some of the athletes even discussed having physical health issues such as high blood pressure or 22 

heart issues. Further, a dominant theme within the sport environments was that they simply 23 



lacked the high level of competition needed to get better. Eddy recognized the importance of 1 

competition indicating that while at a private sports academy he played against “the best of the 2 

best,” while at his public school “the athletes are not even close to that level.” Finally, this same 3 

athlete, who made the difficult transition back to his zone public school after getting expelled 4 

from the premier sporting academy in the country because of stealing, summed up the difficulties 5 

most appropriately:   6 

It wasn’t nowhere near on that level as far as the preparation, the training or the taking 7 

care of your body is concerned. It was just back to being a hobby. Ok, I’m like, the tallest 8 

kid, one of the strongest, the most athletic, now it’s back to like using my raw talent 9 

versus putting in the time and effort to become better, and I didn’t receive that type of 10 

professional awakening again until I got to college.  11 

Coping. Given the chaos surrounding the athletes, they all perceived participation in athletics as 12 

a primary coping mechanism that gave them a viable pathway to a successful future while also 13 

keeping them distracted from the encompassing hardships. Cornelius said that: 14 

I knew where I had to go, and I knew what needed to be done to get there. I would wake 15 

up at 5:30 in the morning and I would run two miles. I was so, so, dedicated and focused, 16 

because I saw the athletes in my community and where they went wrong.  17 

Huey understood that sport presented an opportunity as “a way to get out,” while Anthony “was 18 

trying not to get my butt in trouble so, I needed an outlet.” Many simply conceded that innate 19 

natural ability was an important equalizer. Ben, who did not play truly organized basketball until 20 

he was 17 said, “I was the best kid in my class at all times up until my senior year.” Freddie also 21 

started late but said he was “naturally gifted.” Finally, Freddie was acutely aware that sport was 22 

what saved him from avoiding significant prison time as his two best friends were convicted of 23 



armed robbery, and the reason he was not there as an accomplice was that he was attending 1 

basketball practice. 2 

Removing oneself from a stressful situation is an efficient form of coping. In all ten 3 

cases, the athletes had the fortune to enter an environment with better structure, more resources, 4 

and expert coaches. This opportunity presented itself in various ways, but for Jared and several 5 

others, their athletic discovery was due to chance, and a key relationship: 6 

Basically, I was going to get my haircut…and there was this older guy and he kept 7 

looking at me and he was like, ‘do you play basketball?’ And I was like, ‘yeah.’ He said, 8 

‘for who?’ And I told him, ‘I don’t play with anyone but I’m looking to get on a team.’ 9 

And he said, ‘I’m going to introduce you to my friend.’ 10 

This “friend” was an NBA hall of fame member, but Jared also expressed a need to join a better 11 

talent environment, so was quick take advantage of this chance encounter. Eddy was similarly 12 

discovered in a fortuitous turn of luck when a man who had just moved to his city noticed his 13 

potential. In other instances, the athlete moved to a better community. Ben’s mother struggled 14 

for years working several jobs while earning her nursing degree, appreciating that she needed to 15 

move her family to a better neighbourhood. Dario’s aunt saw his abandonment and brought him 16 

into her home, Cornelius was adopted by a peer’s uncle, and Gee discussed the relationship that 17 

transformed his life: 18 

The second pivotal moment of my life was when I met my high school basketball coach. 19 

He basically recruited me to come to the school, because I was tall. I played basketball 20 

for fun, but I played football more. He took me in, and like I lived with him for three 21 

years during high school…I think he kind of saved me more than I realized. 22 

College Years 23 



Context. This stage refers to their time in a two-year junior college institution where several 1 

athletes went to improve their academic eligibility requirements, a four-year National 2 

Association of Intercollegiate Athletics university or a four-year National Collegiate Athletic 3 

Association sanctioned university. Conclusively, nine of ten athletes spent time at a division one 4 

university, which is the highest level of amateur sport for football and basketball in America, and 5 

all athletes emerged with a college degree. Cornelius found the transition to be the metaphorical 6 

finish line for making it out of his community saying, “I had to get away and once I got away, it 7 

was like I was able to flourish.” For the athletes, transitioning away from their community and 8 

into college was never easy as they believed and felt like they were entering a “foreign” culture 9 

and into a distinct acculturation process. Dario discussed that he lacked the resources initially to 10 

make the transition saying, “it was a culture shock to me because I wasn’t prepared for it.” For 11 

others, simply the way they presented themselves caused social issues:  12 

It was really hard because I had to really change… I had like my gold teeth, I had my 13 

braids and stuff like this. And that didn’t last long. I think my freshman year I ended up 14 

cutting my hair off which I had been growing for a long time. I still had the golds in 15 

[though] not as much as I used to. And I had to change how I talked. I had to take a little 16 

bit of speech class… because my accent was bad and nobody could understand me. My 17 

coach came to me and was like, ‘I’m getting a lot of complaints.’ I’m like, ‘complaints 18 

about what?’ And they were like, ‘people are afraid of you on campus.’ Like big black 19 

guy walking around with gold teeth, they had never seen this before.  20 

In this context, Gee understood that he encountered a world where his race preceded him. 21 

However, he was also aware that he lacked knowledge to understand the environment that he 22 

was in. Yet, over time, he changed and learned to comprehend the new environment. 23 



Challenges. Students all have to cope with the stress of college life, often moving away from 1 

parents for the first time. Student-athletes have the added stress of athletic performance, and 2 

these ten athletes also had to navigate a distinct cultural transition. Transitioning from 3 

interscholastic to intercollegiate sports is physically taxing for all athletes and coming from an 4 

athletic environment with fewer resources increased the challenge. Overcoming the deficit of 5 

years spent in poor functioning athletic environment was hard and Eddy reflected that: 6 

It was very difficult to adjust to the level, to the physicality, the training. Coming from 7 

[high school XX] it wasn´t even like 10% of the training and the conditioning that I had 8 

to endure once I got to college. And the level of athletes that I was exposed to and 9 

competed against. If I had gone to [premier sporting] academy, competing against the 10 

highest level of athletes would have been a regular thing. But going to a public school 11 

and playing against other public schools, the athletes are not even close to the level that 12 

you would see at [college] playing in the Big East conference. I mean you´re playing 13 

against the best of the best. 14 

Crucially, although skill acquisition was a stated barrier for many of the athletes transitioning to 15 

college, further complicating this was that they were drastically underweight for their size due to 16 

poor nutrition. Cornelius perceptively conceded that malnutrition left his body unprepared for the 17 

rigors of elite university basketball, and he recalls his first practice: 18 

I could barely get the ball past half court. The coach said, ‘I don’t think you’re gonna be 19 

able to play…but I will give you a month. If you don’t prove yourself in a month I will 20 

rescind my scholarship.’  21 

Coping. The athletes discussed how they made it to this point in their athletic career based upon 22 

the resilience and other internal assets they developed as a result of overcoming the challenging 23 



environment they endured early in life. Cornelius recalled how he was forced to rely on this from 1 

his first practice when his coach assessed that he was not good enough for such an elite level, 2 

and emphatically recollects a moment that changed his life: 3 

I shook his hand and said, ‘we’ll see.’ I went down to the strength coach and said, ‘listen, 4 

we have to do three-a-days.’ And he looked at me and he said, ‘that’s insane.’ I said, 5 

‘well, what’s insane is he’s trying to send me back home and I can’t go back home, I 6 

don’t have a home.’ So, I bought a sleeping bag and I slept in the gym.  7 

All participants demonstrated an ability to work hard, and their focus on athletics as a means to 8 

success stayed with them in college. Huey understood the importance of football in his life and 9 

used this to keep focus, saying: “Me getting to the NFL where I’m from is like someone winning 10 

the Powerball four times in a row. It’s a way to get out.” These athletes had strong internal 11 

resources which allowed them to cope in college when things became difficult, and they also 12 

understood that they alone were responsible for their success or failure. Iggy recalled, “my dad 13 

told me that if you want it you have to go get it. I made that promise to myself that whatever 14 

happens, happens, but you’re going to put the work in to get there”. 15 

At the collegiate level, coaches were perceived as an important source of support in the 16 

athletes’ development. Whether it was the head coach, an assistant, or a strength and 17 

conditioning coach, the majority of athletes had someone who understood where they came from 18 

and had the resources to relate to and encourage success from the athletes. Ben, after never 19 

feeling connected to his high school coaches felt that he, “finally had a coaching staff there that 20 

believed in me and they wanted to develop my game and let me flourish.” Jared reflected that his 21 

college coach understood that many of the athletes came from impoverished communities and 22 

was intentional about his approach: “He was very good basketball-wise. He knew that he 23 



recruited inner city kids that were tough nosed and had been through a lot of shit1. He knew that 1 

they would run through a wall for him.” Jared’s coach was not personally from a difficult 2 

background, but he knew that such athletes had varying requirements for success. Conversely, 3 

Dario’s coach was raised in a tough community and was innately aware of the issues that follow 4 

athletes raised in the inner-city:   5 

He was an inner-city kid himself, and he understood my situation without even telling 6 

him about it. He got me a job on campus, where I could put a decent amount of money in 7 

my pocket to where I didn’t have to look to anybody for anything. You know, he made 8 

sure that if I felt like I needed to be around my mom, that he would give me time to go 9 

home. 10 

Professional Years 11 

Context. Regardless of whether the athlete played in America or internationally, they all realized 12 

quickly that professional sport was a business and no matter how talented, they were expendable. 13 

Anthony recognized the seriousness: “You’re there for eight plus hours a day. You get weighed 14 

in every day. If you’re over weight you get fined, up to 465 dollars per pound. If your phone 15 

rings in a meeting, that’s up to 1700 dollars.” Huey also understood how “cut-throat” the NFL 16 

was when an ill-timed back injury cost him his career: “I couldn’t pass my physical and so I left 17 

there and that was it. That was my last NFL experience.” 18 

Challenges. During this stage, the athletes’ professional careers included similar issues faced by 19 

many athletes such as injuries, agents, and isolation from family members. For this group, a 20 

perceived key challenge was integrating into a completely new culture and Ben believed he, 21 

“wasn’t prepared for the change of environment” he encountered when moving to Germany. 22 

When arriving with their new teams, adjusting to the style of international basketball was also 23 



difficult. The main challenge was for the players to solidify a roster spot and Cornelius 1 

acknowledged that professional European basketball is like “modern day gladiators and these 2 

owners want the next best American.” The athletes would sometimes play on two or three teams 3 

in a season, grinding to improve their stats enough to get offered a contract in a top league in 4 

Europe. Eddy expressed that overseas basketball was a “reality check,” as coaches were always 5 

under pressure and another player ready at a moment’s notice to take their spot. Although some 6 

received lucrative contracts, many often dealt with financial hardship such as delayed payment. 7 

After not being paid for three months, Gee recalled that “I lived in the hood again and it was a 8 

shock, like ‘damn, I’m back here?’”  9 

Coping. By this stage of their professional career, the athletes had long since left their 10 

underserved communities. Still, it was clear that the coping abilities they developed early in life 11 

stemming from significant hardship helped them adapt to the difficulty of beginning and 12 

maintaining a professional career. First, as a result of their upbringing and constantly defying the 13 

odds, the athletes constructed a strong sense of belief in their abilities to succeed, which they 14 

thought helped propel them throughout their careers. Consistently fighting his self-perception, 15 

Huey always had faith in himself saying, “so now I’m really fitting to show everybody who 16 

really I motherfucking1 am. You feel me? This whole year they’ve been trying to figure out who 17 

the best receiver in the country is, hell no, it’s Huey.” Second, a stated barrier for many athletes 18 

is that professional sport can be a lonely existence, yet a consistent theme highlighted by Eddie 19 

was that the athletes were comfortable being alone: “I enjoyed it. I liked to be away from my 20 

family, being alone, the challenge of having to take care of myself. I enjoyed the experience of 21 

just being free and able to find a way for myself.” Finally, Dario simply believed the that his 22 



childhood made him mentally strong and properly equipped to handle the trials of professional 1 

life: 2 

In terms of the difficulty, it was like a mirror image of my childhood. It definitely 3 

prepared me, mentally, for the ups and downs. You know I didn’t think there would be 4 

that many ups and downs…When I tell most people the story of my European career, 5 

people say, ‘bro I don’t know how the hell you did that.’ But, when you want something 6 

bad enough, you make a way. Still it definitely prepared me. If not for my childhood, I 7 

probably would have fucking1 gave up after breaking my wrist. 8 

Discussion 9 

This study is inspired by basic tenets of the cultural praxis of athletes’ careers paradigm 10 

(Stambulova & Ryba, 2013; 2014) and driven by the objective to explore the career pathways of 11 

ten American professional athletes who come from underserved communities while examining 12 

related environmental and personal factors. The study findings provide new insights concerning 13 

the career development of professional athletes from such communities in the United States. 14 

Below we discuss these insights emphasizing shared features of their pathway structure and 15 

relevant interplay of environmental and personal factors that navigated them in their journey to 16 

athletic success.  17 

The Athletes’ Career Pathways and Related Environmental Factors  18 

When examining the career pathways of the athletes in this study, the participants construct a 19 

career trajectory that in many ways mirrors those from affluent backgrounds. As children, most 20 

athletes engaged in deliberate play, with this sampling proving helpful when they specialized 21 

later in their career (Côté, Baker, & Abernethy, 2007). As juniors, this period of time is 22 

discussed as the most important in their development as specialized athletes, which is supported 23 



in current literature (Côté, 1999; Henriksen & Stambulova, 2017). As seniors, the athletes were 1 

faced with the same challenges as other athletes such as acculturation or career termination. 2 

However, given the integrated nature of school and sports in the United States, the stages of an 3 

athletic career and transitions differ. Thus, the stages constructed from the data in this study 4 

including childhood years, middle/high school years, college years, and professional years, 5 

reflect the stories the athletes told and fit with the career pathway’s contextualized nature 6 

(Stambulova & Ryba, 2013, 2014). Each pathway stage is initiated by a subtle or significant 7 

geographical shift, then characterized by specific developmental contexts, the athletes’ relations 8 

to different groups and people, challenges they faced, and coping resources and mechanisms they 9 

developed due to or in spite of ambivalent environmental influences.   10 

The holistic ecological research shows that the whole athletic environment is key to 11 

understanding and maximizing talent development (Henriksen & Stambulova, 2017; Henriksen 12 

et al., 2010) with the surrounding micro- and macro-environmental structures impacting the 13 

athlete. When using a holistic lens to analyse athletic talent development environments in 14 

underserved communities in the United States, we see how crucial the environment is to the 15 

athletes’ development, potentially a much stronger impact than in wealthier environments. Of 16 

paramount importance is that the optimal structure for a thriving sporting environment as 17 

described by Henriksen and Stambulova (2017) in the family and middle/high school years 18 

stages is absent in most cases, and the barriers to success outweigh the resources to support them. 19 

The participants described being consistently malnourished, if not missing consecutive meals, or 20 

at the minimum they were eating cheap, low nutrition foods. Further, several of the athletes dealt 21 

with other health issues directly related to their environments, but atypical to their age. One 22 

athlete missed an entire year of sports because he had the blood pressure of an elderly person, 23 



while another had irregular heart issues stemming from stress and trauma. Health risks aside, the 1 

athletes discussed being surrounded by dangerous environments, marred with drugs, violence, 2 

and death. Pressingly, this was even more precarious as most were located in such communities 3 

during a period of their life when they were most susceptible to peer pressure (Steinberg & 4 

Monahan, 2007) and joining a gang (Gilman et al., 2014; Wood & Alleyne, 2010). The public 5 

schools in these low SES communities were chaotic and failing. Positive male influences were 6 

rare due to incarceration or neglect. Drugs rampant, guns common place, and the decision to stay 7 

away from crime was never easy. Yet, these ten athletes successfully navigated these challenges, 8 

often through their own natural ability, luck (Gagné, 2004), or with help from an influential 9 

person, which sometimes was simply due to chance. In contrast, when the athletes did transition 10 

to the college and professional stages of their careers, the athletic environment began to reflect 11 

the more idealized version often seen in Scandinavia including expert coaching, elite training 12 

facilities, and supportive management.  13 

All professional athletes make sacrifices and overcome countless challenges during the 14 

entirety of their career such as injuries, acculturation, junior to senior transition, and career 15 

termination (Blodgett et al., 2017; Bonhomme et al., 2018; Schinke, McGannon, Battochio, & 16 

Wells, 2013). Within this study, the athletes overcame many of these same challenges throughout 17 

their career. For example, eight athletes that pursued their careers abroad had to deal with issues 18 

uncovered by Magee and Sugden (2002) in their study on professional football migration. The 19 

athletes agree that they are settlers (i.e., established permanent residence outside of America), 20 

mercenaries (i.e., move for a professional contract abroad), and acutely nomadic (i.e., constant 21 

moving to gain new experiences), yet these findings are semantic in nature and would be 22 



expected for any athlete (either from low or high SES) making the transition from America to 1 

Europe given the vastly different cultures, racial demographics, and language.  2 

Curiously, the athletes construct that a second and more concealed transition existed 3 

when they left a low SES community that was racially segregated and into a White dominated 4 

society. However, when considering how the intersection of multiple identities (Battochio et al., 5 

2013; Blodgett et al., 2017; Light et al., 2019; Schinke et al., 2019; Schinke & McGannon, 2015) 6 

can shape and impact all facets of life, this appears a logical discovery, but also an original 7 

contribution to athlete career pathway research. Importantly, following this transition into a new 8 

society, greater opportunities were presented to them, but they were not always welcomed. 9 

Consequently, the participants described a distinct acculturation process (Ryba, Stambulova, & 10 

Ronkainen, 2016) when leaving their low SES community and entering into an often unnatural 11 

environment inhabited by people who did not look, act, or think like them. Since this process 12 

was not due to a transnational migration, but rather an integration into a different social class, the 13 

athletes were seemingly unprepared for this almost invisible cultural transition. Yet, when 14 

considering the seminal work of sociologists Pierre Bourdieu and (1984, 1994) and Robert 15 

Putnam (2000), this is unsurprising as the athletes simply lacked the habitus, or social 16 

understanding to fluidly enter this new environment. Consequently, the athletes took time to 17 

negotiate cultural practices (i.e., removing gold teeth, taking speech class), socially reposition 18 

themselves (i.e., distancing themselves from childhood peers), and reconstruct meaning (i.e., 19 

adapting to what is expected of a professional athlete) within the new environments (Ryba et al., 20 

2016). 21 

The Athletes’ Career Pathways and Related Personal Factors  22 



This study also offers unique insight into how personal factors impacted the participants’ 1 

success, most notably, how they coped with adversity and how resilience was strengthened as a 2 

result of a low SES upbringing. Recently, significant research (Collins & Macnamara, 2012; 3 

Collins, Macnamara, & McCarthy, 2016a, 2016b; Sarkar, Fletcher, & Brown, 2015) has 4 

elucidated the importance of overcoming adverse circumstances in reaching elite athletic 5 

success. Collins and Macnamara (2012) even suggest that talent development environments are 6 

becoming too void of hardship and it is essential for athletes to learn how to cope with traumatic 7 

events. Although evidence is evolving to support this assertion, further substantiated in 8 

Bonhomme et al.’s (2018) account of the challenging career pathways of championship boxers 9 

Manny Pacquiao and Floyd Mayweather, caution needs to be used when discussing the word 10 

trauma in a sporting context. Nevertheless, the results of this study support the findings that 11 

coping with adversity, or even true trauma, can be beneficial in athletic development, and life 12 

development in general.  13 

Further, the athletes exhibited strong coping mechanisms and an ability to block out 14 

negative traumas and experiences in their life that might seem catastrophic to others in higher 15 

social classes. Yet, how was this accomplished? For instance, when referencing the murders of 16 

friends or the incarceration and abandonment of fathers, the athletes discussed them casually and 17 

referred to them as “normal.” This mindset lends itself to the shift and persist model of resilience 18 

which suggests that some people from low SES environments are able to cope, and even thrive, 19 

by positively reframing their appraisals (Chen et al., 2012). This model, “entails both shifting 20 

(adjusting oneself to stressors through cognitive reappraisals and emotion regulation) and 21 

persisting (enduring life with strength by holding onto hopes for the future)” (Chen et al., 2012). 22 

The athletes repeatedly demonstrated a remarkable ability to re-evaluate the way they appraised 23 



traumatic events, therefore keeping them from dwelling on the negative circumstances 1 

surrounding them.   2 

 The purpose of this paper was an exploration of the career pathways of these ten athletes 3 

who came from underserved communities and not an attempt to glorify how they overcame the 4 

odds or create some kind of roadmap to success. However, given the athletes’ perception and 5 

awareness that their formative environments created an often-harsh reality, it is worthy of 6 

consideration and a few concluding remarks concerning how they were ultimately successful. 7 

Intuitively, the most authoritative explanation will always come from the athletes themselves, 8 

and when asked, many of them perceived that their upbringing in an underserved community 9 

was beneficial to their professional accomplishments. In this case, although the community was 10 

dysfunctional and family structure often weakened, we do see the presence of key relationships 11 

(i.e., mother, coach) (Storm, Henriksen, Larsen, & Christensen, 2014) and strong internal factors 12 

contributing significantly to the athletes’ success. The athletes demonstrated time and again their 13 

hard work ethic, belief in their own abilities, and if they waivered there was a coach, friend, or 14 

family member there for support. Further, the participants exhibited a remarkable ability to cope 15 

and reframe challenging life events positively, or at least ignore them in a way that was not 16 

detrimental to their career. Finally, and crucially, all athletes discussed how they spent time 17 

developing within an environment that was located outside of their underserved community, 18 

which they indicated was an important factor in their success. 19 

Limitations and future research  20 

This research was limited by the fact that access to the most elite athletes is difficult, so although 21 

these athletes were all professional, only one could be considered elite (Swann et al., 2015) in the 22 

true sense of the word. Second, we are aware that all of the participants were male African 23 



Americans, and although we do not consider this a limiting factor, we acknowledge that the 1 

generalizability of the current findings might be problematic, for example, from the perspective 2 

of a White female athlete from a poor background. In summary, these limitations compel further 3 

research being conducted with varying races and genders of people, those with low SES both 4 

inside and outside of the United States, as well as considerations of what a sporting environment 5 

specifically looks like within an underserved community. Finally, applied implications of this 6 

research suggest that special attention should be taken by those teaching, coaching, and advising 7 

athletes from low SES communities as they may require specialized support. This research has 8 

highlighted the importance of the environment and how it dramatically impacts these athletes 9 

coming from low SES communities. Of course, we know the environment is a pivotal factor for 10 

all people, but it appears even more significant in the development of these athletes. 11 

Consequently, sport psychology practitioners should be aware of the specific features of athletic 12 

environments and living contexts in underserved communities to better understand the athletes' 13 

reality and to support them in coping with common and specific challenges of their career 14 

development. 15 

Author note  16 

Note on language. Throughout the interviews the participants used profanity on hundreds of 17 

occasions. Not out of anger, it simply was the way they talked. We omitted all profane words, 18 

but chose to include three of them because we felt it important to stay as close to their true 19 

language as possible, and in this case, they contextualize the meaning.   20 
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 Table 1 18 

Participant Characteristics 19 

Name Birth location Age Professional 

experience (years) 

and sport played  

Location of 

current or 

last team 

Highest League played 

Retired (R) 

Anthony Georgia 29 (5) football USA National Football League (R) 

Ben Michigan 25 (2) basketball Denmark Top league in Denmark 



Cornelius New Jersey 35 (11) basketball France Multiple Top European Leagues 

Dario Michigan  29 (6) basketball Italy Top Italian League 

Eddy Florida 29 (6) basketball Greece Multiple top European Leagues 

Freddie California 31 (8) basketball Belgium NBA D-league 

Gee Florida 33 (10) basketball Germany Top German League (R) 

Huey Florida 32 (9) football USA National Football League 

Iggy Georgia 28 (5) basketball Canada NBA D-league 

Jared New Jersey 30 (7) basketball Belgium Top Belgian League 
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