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Sink or swim: Career narratives of two African American athletes from 1 
underserved communities in the United States 2 

The objective of this study was to explore the career narratives of professional athletes 3 

from underserved communities in the United States. Two African American athletes 4 

(named Marcus and Imari for the study), who both met the criteria of playing at least one 5 
year in a professional league and spending their formative years in an underserved 6 

community, participated in this study. Life story interviews lasting about two hours were 7 

explored through the principles of narrative analysis, focusing on both content and 8 
structure. Each participant constructed a sink or swim narrative typology termed risk, 9 

descent, and gain that focused more on the environmental context in an underserved 10 
community than their athletic development, which opposes the performance narrative often 11 
depicted by professional athletes. Although the contextualized nature of risk manifested 12 

differently for Marcus and Imari, their life courses both reflected low points precipitated by 13 

risky decisions or circumstances followed by gainful moments ultimately culminating in 14 
professional contracts. The analysis also uncovered the realities and challenges associated 15 

with having the intersecting identity of being a poor, Black aspiring athlete in a racially 16 
charged atmosphere. Finally, the athletes’ perceptions of how their challenging formative 17 
development influenced their professional career pathway as well as the ramifications of 18 
sink or swim narratives in popular American culture are considered. 19 

Keywords: narrative inquiry; identity; intersectionality; sink or swim narrative typology; 20 
risk, descent, and gain narrative; socioeconomic status; elite sport; talent development; 21 
athletic career 22 
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 3 

Introduction 1 

The conversation has been enrapturing. Me, the researcher, sitting in my office in Denmark. 2 

Marcus, the study participant and professional NFL football player, sitting an ocean away in his 3 

rural Florida home. I instinctively rest my folded hands under my chin and lean closer to my 4 

computer screen. My eyes are fixed on Marcus, a natural storyteller, and the animation on his 5 

face and use of humour have drawn me into his life. We have laughed, he has been emotional, 6 

and the connection between us is strong. Even though we have never met in person I feel a bond, 7 

and no question seems too intimate. Perhaps against my better judgement, I decide to ask him 8 

whether he regrets maintaining his gang affiliations throughout his college career, a decision 9 

which ultimately cost him millions of dollars upon signing his first contract. Marcus shuts his 10 

eyes and for a brief moment appears deeply reflective. I wait in silence. Finally, his lips begin to 11 

move as he exhales and says, ‘nah, I still would have did me, and I’m not ashamed of anything I 12 

have done because everything has shaped me into the man sitting in front of you today.’ 13 

The above passage was taken from the narrative reconstruction of Marcus, a professional 14 

American football player who overcame the significant challenges often inherent with growing 15 

up in low socioeconomic circumstances. This short excerpt elucidates the risks and descents 16 

associated with the path that he took, but also the gains that were realized throughout his career. 17 

Narrative inquiry has recently attracted interest within cultural sport psychology (CSP), 18 

as it allows the researcher to explore the complex interaction between culture, identity, and how 19 

people infer meaning from their surrounding environment (Busanich, McGannon, & Schinke, 20 

2014; Smith & McGannon, 2015; Smith & Sparkes, 2009). Further, to truly understand a 21 

human’s story and personal truths, a narrative investigation allows for a deeper and more 22 

thorough social construction than other more traditional analytic methods (Gubrium & Holstein, 23 



 4 

2009; Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, & Zilber, 1998). Smith and Sparkes (2009) build a compelling 1 

case for the use of narrative inquiry within CSP as ‘narratives play a key part in constituting 2 

meaning, making sense of our experiences, and communicating meanings’ (p. 280). As meaning 3 

makers, humans use stories to communicate their experiences, but the stories are ‘never simply a 4 

personal production, [but] derive from the fabric of society and culture’ (Smith & Sparkes, 2009, 5 

p. 280). Therefore, given the rooted nature of stories within a specific culture, narrative research 6 

provides an opportunity to better understand the contextualized world in which someone lives.  7 

Considering the potential of narrative inquiry to glean deep meaning into people’s lives, 8 

narrative exploration offers a unique opportunity to understand the career pathways and narrative 9 

typologies of professional athletes from marginalized populations and at-risk environments 10 

(Smith & McGannon, 2017). Professional athletes, regardless of their sport or geographical 11 

upbringing, encompass career pathway trajectories that are personal, idiosyncratic, and 12 

contextualized (Stambulova & Ryba, 2013, 2014). However, although career pathway research is 13 

well established in sport psychology (for an overview see Stambulova, Alfermann, Statler, & 14 

Côté, 2009; Stambulova, Ryba, & Henriksen, 2020), the vast majority of this research has taken 15 

place in wealthy communities and within well-structured sport systems. Consequently, even 16 

though most career pathways will share common features such as the junior to senior transition 17 

or career termination (Stambulova & Wylleman, 2014), the context specific nature of the 18 

environment (Henriksen & Stambulova, 2017) offers the potential to significantly alter how we 19 

understand career pathway research in alternative settings.  20 

In the United States, ‘approximately one in five children live in families with incomes 21 

below the federal poverty threshold’ (Chaudry & Wimer, 2016). Curiously, despite 22 

socioeconomic status (SES) being one the most studied aspects of socio-psychological research 23 
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(Bradley & Corwyn, 2002), it has been vastly underrepresented in contemporary sport 1 

psychology literature. Research has overwhelmingly demonstrated that children born into 2 

poverty suffer from an array of physiological and psychological complications, and that SES 3 

contributes to long-term health and well-being (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002; Letourneau, Duffett-4 

Leger, Levac, Watson, & Young-Morris, 2013). The landmark adverse childhood experiences 5 

study, for instance, has shown how a person’s cumulative score was strongly related to numerous 6 

health, social, and behavioural issues later in life (Felitti et al., 1998). Correspondingly, the link 7 

between such experiences and poverty was so strong that ‘being poor may be considered an 8 

[adverse childhood experience] itself, more pervasive and persistent than all others’ (Hughes & 9 

Tucker, 2018, p. 124). Consequently, it is difficult to imagine that one’s personal experiences, or 10 

in this case a professional athlete’s career narrative, would not be influenced in some ways by 11 

spending their formative years in an underserved environment. 12 

Unfortunately, for many minorities in the United States who are disproportionately 13 

represented socioeconomically (Chaudry & Wimer, 2016), being born into poverty (i.e., relative 14 

or abject) is not their only marginalizing factor. Intersectionality, as conceptualized by Kimberlé 15 

Crenshaw (1989, 1991), was first employed as a concept highlighting how feminist and antiracist 16 

movements unintentionally marginalized women of colour because subordination does not act 17 

along a single-axis (Carbado, Crenshaw, & Mays, 2013; Crenshaw, 1989). Since its inception, 18 

the concept of intersectionality has become truly interdisciplinary, but remains consistent with its 19 

original belief that marginalizing factors such as race, gender, class, or ethnicity do not act 20 

independently, but rather coexist in shaping people’s lives (Schinke, Blodgett, Ryba, Kao, & 21 

Middleton, 2019). Curiously, contemporary America has morphed into a country of colour-22 

blindness (Burke, 2017), a land of ‘racism without racists’ (Bonilla-Silva, 2003), where the 23 
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privileged frequently close their eyes to the fact that racism is an ‘intrinsic aspect of each 1 

person’s identity regardless of their race’ (Tourse, Hamilton-Mason, & Wewiorski, 2018, p. 6). 2 

However, from enslavement to emancipation, or civil rights to Black lives matter, systemic 3 

racism (i.e., White superiority is deeply ingrained at a systems level) has been woven into the 4 

very fabric of the African American human experience (Tourse et al., 2018). Therefore, when 5 

considering the career narrative that a professional athlete from an underserved American 6 

community might tell, if that athlete is an ethnic minority, then the marginalizing issues of race 7 

and SES simply cannot be addressed separately, and presumably, would have significant 8 

influence on their life story.   9 

Recently, researchers within CSP have begun utilizing narrative inquiry as a means to 10 

give voice to athletes who came from marginalized communities and those with varying 11 

intersecting identities, contextualizing the diverse and distinctive stories of those who are 12 

infrequently heard. Narrative investigations of aboriginal professional rugby players in Australia 13 

(Light & Evans, 2017; Light, Evans, & Lavallee, 2019), Canadian female boxers (Blodgett, Ge, 14 

Schinke, & McGannon, 2017), and American university and professional athletes who 15 

experienced childhood traumas (Massey & Whitley, 2016; Whitley, Massey, & Leonetti, 2016) 16 

express the challenges when sport and marginalization intersect. However, there is a lack of 17 

research concerning the career pathways of American professional athletes from low SES 18 

environments, and narrative inquiries potentially missing completely. Stambulova and Ryba 19 

(2014) have recognized this gap within North America’s career pathway research, 20 

acknowledging the scarcity of studies focusing on culture and trajectory of athletes from 21 

marginalized groups. Recently, the career of an American championship boxer from a harsh 22 

environmental upbringing was highlighted (Bonhomme, Seanor, Schinke, & Stambulova, 2018), 23 



 7 

and we subsequently investigated the career pathways of Black professional athletes deriving 1 

from low SES circumstances in the United States (Book, Henriksen, and Stambulova, 2020). 2 

While our latest study offered a new perspective for understanding the stages and transitions of 3 

American professional athletes from underserved communities, much work remains to deepen 4 

our contextualized understanding of athletes within this unique environment.  5 

Examples using narrative inquiry to explore the lives of professional athletes who spent 6 

their formative years within low SES communities are scarce, and for Black athletes seemingly 7 

non-existent. Oddly, given the number of athletes that come from less than affluent 8 

circumstances in the United States, and the popularity of such stories within a popular media 9 

context, this is perplexing. Accordingly, since this novel contribution to current literature has no 10 

specific framework to follow, we believe that Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, and Zilber’s (1998) 11 

narrative work concerning a forced rehabilitative educational program for underserved children 12 

in Israel provides insightful guidance. Within this study, three sink or swim narrative typologies 13 

emerged (e.g., risk and gain, descent and gain, and slowly ascending) in which the participants 14 

faced significant challenges early in life only to ‘cash in later’ (p. 8). This seemingly 15 

underutilized typology in narrative research was directly relatable to this study and helped shape 16 

the following research question: 17 

In what ways did developing within an underserved community shape and influence the 18 

narratives of two professional African American athletes from the United States? 19 

Methodology 20 

This study was rooted within a relativist ontology (i.e., reality is varied, created and mind-21 

dependent) and social constructionist epistemology (i.e., knowledge is socially constructed and 22 

subjective) (Smith, 2013). Accordingly, this investigation was underpinned with the 23 
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understanding that the participant’s reality was constructed through an infinite number of 1 

experiences and social interactions over time, which inherently shaped all facets of the interview 2 

and analysis process. (Blodgett et al., 2017; Smith & Sparkes, 2008). Further, the first author 3 

who conducted all interviews acknowledges his complex positioning within this epistemological 4 

perspective. When engaging in CSP research it is essential for the researcher to ‘reflexively 5 

recognize their own power, privilege, and beliefs in light of the social and cultural identity 6 

categories to which they belong’ (McGannon, Schinke, & Busanich, 2014, p. 137). This becomes 7 

particularly important when the interviewer is a White male from an upper-class background and 8 

the participants are from marginalized populations (Schinke, McGannon, Parham, & Lane, 9 

2012). Yet, after ten years of comprehensive professional experience (i.e., teaching and 10 

coaching) within an underserved school comprising 99% Black students, the first author also 11 

possesses significant cultural competence and ‘contextual intelligence’ (Mellalieu, 2017) which 12 

deeply informed the project. We do not claim this experience made him a cultural insider for can 13 

a researcher from a privileged position ever truly know what it is like to be marginalized. 14 

However, when positioning ourselves (i.e., insider or outsider) within this research project we 15 

reason that the first author’s knowledge of the participant population at times made him what 16 

Milligan (2016) refers to as an ‘inbetweener.’ In this case, the first author had an in-depth and 17 

nuanced understanding of language, customs, politics, and racial issues within the African 18 

American community, which according to many of the participants, allowed for deeper trust and 19 

afforded a more encompassing exchange of knowledge, experiences, and reflection. Finally, 20 

despite the first author’s deep ethnographic experiences within such an environment, we remain 21 

fully aware of our other status (Carrington, 2008) and that the stories told to us by the 22 

participants might differ from those told to, for example, an African American researcher.    23 
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Participants  1 

Marcus and Imari (both pseudonyms) were two of ten professional athletes who took part in our 2 

previous study on the career pathways of professional athletes from underserved communities in 3 

the United States (Book, Henriksen, and Stambulova, 2020). They were selected for this study 4 

based upon their representation of the entire sample, as well as their skilled ability as storytellers. 5 

Marcus (32 years of age) was a professional American football player who had spent nine 6 

years in the National Football League (NFL), Canadian Football League (CFL), and currently in 7 

the Arena Football League (AFL). He was born into poverty in a small rural town in Florida to a 8 

single mother who raised him and his 13 siblings.  9 

Imari (29 years of age) was a professional basketball player whose National Basketball 10 

Association (NBA) career was short, but he has spent six years in many of Europe’s top leagues. 11 

Imari was born into difficult circumstances in Detroit, Michigan, but it became much more 12 

challenging when his father left his life and he was abandoned by his biological mother and  13 

forced to fend for himself by the age of 12. 14 

Procedure and data collection 15 

Upon ethical approval from the first author’s institution, professional athletes were located via 16 

purposive (Imari) and snowball (Marcus) sampling based upon the criteria of playing a minimum 17 

of one year in a professional league and developing within an underserved community in the 18 

United States. Naturally, what might be considered an underserved community is subjective, so 19 

this experiential definition was based upon the perception of the participants. Prior to each 20 

interview, an open line of communication was established, including text messages, emails and 21 

phone calls to explain the purpose of the study and ethical issues as well as to develop rapport 22 

with the athletes. Given the nature of the project and the geographic position of the first author 23 
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(and the interviewer) in Europe, both interviews were conducted through Skype. Although some 1 

might consider face to face interviews the ‘gold standard’ of qualitative research (Deakin & 2 

Wakefield, 2014), in line with a social constructionist perspective, there is no way to know 3 

which method would elicit the most ‘genuine’ narrative. At the beginning of each interview, 4 

verbal consent was given, and throughout the conversation it was the interviewer’s job to ‘step 5 

back, observe the process that is occurring as it is happening, see which direction it might best go 6 

in, and know what question to ask, all before it happens’(Atkinson, 2011). Each interview began 7 

with the simple grand tour question (Wolcott, 1994), ‘could you please tell me about one or two 8 

of the most pivotal or influential moments of your life,’ to comfortably begin the conversation 9 

and promote reflection. The intent of the interview was to allow the participant an unrestricted 10 

opportunity to tell their story, while the interviewer was an active listener and facilitator. The 11 

interviews lasted approximately two hours each (M=128 minutes), were transcribed verbatim and 12 

sent to each athlete along with a short synopsis of his career story for the participant’s reflections 13 

(Smith & McGannon, 2017). Both participants responded with an approval and agreed that the 14 

story captured the essence of their life.    15 

Data analysis 16 

First and foremost, our analysis process was underpinned with the understanding that analytic 17 

techniques are guides, ‘complimentary resources’ (Smith, 2016b, p. 263), used to stimulate our 18 

imagination, promote curiosity, and generate unexpected insights (Gubrium & Holstein, 2014) 19 

that shape our understanding and perceptions of the data. Within this context, we kept in mind 20 

Frank’s (2010) proposition that the ‘study of stories is less about finding themes and more about 21 

asking what stories do, and that is to inform human life’ (p. 2). Consequently, we position 22 

ourselves as story re-constructors (Williams, 1984), which falls somewhere in between story 23 
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analysts and storytellers (Smith, 2016b; Smith & Sparkes, 2009). Story analysis is often a more 1 

analytic tradition while storytellers traditionally use creative practices resting within fictional 2 

writing (Smith & Sparkes, 2009). However, when the participants themselves offer such 3 

captivating and rich stories, narrative reconstruction offers the potential to aptly represent the 4 

findings. Williams’ (1984) masterful narrative re-construction of the genesis of chronic illness 5 

exemplifies how this might best be accomplished. 6 

 Smith and Sparkes (2009) argue rightly that there is no correct way to do narrative 7 

analysis and no strict guidelines to follow. The researchers simply have to make challenging, 8 

complex, and even consternating decisions regarding their analytic framework which they feel 9 

were best suited for their particular purpose. In this study, and to most appropriately satisfy the 10 

essence of narrative re-construction, we first employed analytical bracketing (Smith, 2016b) to 11 

systematically move back and forth between the whats and hows of narrativity. To analyse the 12 

whats (i.e., the content) of the narratives, a thematic narrative analysis was performed on both 13 

sets of data, with the purpose of identifying ‘central themes (i.e., patterns) and relationships’ 14 

(Smith, 2016b, p. 263) within stories. Conversely, to analyse the hows (i.e., story structure, plot) 15 

of the narratives, a holistic analysis of form (Lieblich et al., 1998) was implemented to construct 16 

a visual and tangible typology of their life stories. The analysis process was iterative, cyclical, 17 

had countless moments of circling back and forth between steps and techniques, all the while 18 

understanding that different strategies have varying degrees of utility at specific times (Smith). 19 

We are unabashed by acknowledging the truth and complexity of our analysis process, it is 20 

simply an accurate reflection of the often-messy reality of narrative analysis. 21 

 Loosely, our starting point was the construction of central narrative themes and patterns 22 

using the seven steps of thematic narrative analysis because of how the content of what the 23 
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participants said informed our understanding of how they structured their life stories. Further, the 1 

process of holistic analysis of form does not ignore the content of what is being said altogether, 2 

rather, it is necessary to ‘provide raw material for the structure’ (Lieblich et al., 1998, p. 89). 3 

Following the first author’s lengthy process of thematic narrative analysis, overarching themes 4 

and patterns were attributed to each athlete. Next, the first author switched focus to the holistic 5 

analysis of form, incorporating the working assumption that ‘structure, as much as content, 6 

express identity, perceptions, and values of the storyteller…reveal[ing] the individual’s personal 7 

construction of his or her evolving life experience’ (Lieblich et al., p. 88). Our objective with this 8 

approach was to understand the narrative structure told by each participant because narratives 9 

‘act as resources, like scaffold, for people to structure their story and make sense of their 10 

experiences’ (Smith, 2016b, p. 265). After significant time was spent reflecting upon the 11 

available narratives as well as sketching a life course timeline in graphic form, a sink or swim 12 

narrative typology termed risk, descent, and gain (Lieblich et al.) emerged as the dominant 13 

narrative for each athlete. Finally, the whats and hows of the stories were re-constructed and 14 

presented in a realist tale, necessarily co-authored, but using appropriate quotes and lifespan 15 

timeline to capture the narrative of their lives. The quality of the data was ensured throughout 16 

this process by sharing the results with the participants and continuous discussions with the 17 

second and third authors. 18 

Results 19 

Marcus and Imari both discussed how their lives were inundated with constant threats, forcing 20 

them to sink or swim on multiple occasions and for extended periods of time, before reaching 21 

fruitful gains later in life. Consequently, the overall shape and structure of their life stories were 22 

similar, resembling a risk, descent, and gain narrative related to the sink or swim narrative 23 
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typology (Lieblich et al., 1998, pp. 8-9), which is intriguing since they were born into completely 1 

different circumstances and environments. However, although they were separated by over 1200 2 

geographical miles, both were Black males whose formative development occurred within an 3 

American underserved community, seemingly bonding and bridging their narratives together in 4 

noticeable ways.    5 

Marcus: the ties that bind can be the ones that break 6 

Throughout the course of our conversation, Marcus made it unmistakably clear that reaching the 7 

National Football League was more than a remarkable accomplishment. 8 

Me getting to the NFL where I’m from is like someone literally hitting the lottery four 9 

times in a row. Like people from Daytona, yeah, Saint Augustine, yeah, but down here, 10 

nah, we got two stop lights. The day I got drafted was a dream come true, I was so happy 11 

I cried. My entire city was happy, it was like 20,000 people at my grandmother’s house, 12 

like the whole town came out because it was like we all got drafted. 13 

Originating at the end of Marcus’ story paints a romantic picture of athletic success, and in a way 14 

this is true. However, to truly appreciate the end, one must understand the entire story.  15 

Marcus was born into poverty to a single mother who did the best she could raising him 16 

and his 13 siblings, some of which were acquired via what Marcus called, ‘hood adoptions.’ This 17 

kind of adoption was common in the community and people would step in to help when it was 18 

necessary. This particular community, according to Marcus, was the second last in America to 19 

desegregate, and the town was divided into a White and Black section by a single road that went 20 

through the centre of town. Race issues dominated much of this conversation, and first presented 21 

itself when Marcus began talking about the rural area where he grew up. 22 
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I say black and white because there was a line literally drawn through the middle of town. 1 

The northside was the white folk’s section and we lived on the southside, and the reason 2 

behind that is that state road 99 divides my city into north and south. The northside is 3 

where all the white people are at, that’s where a lot of klan members are, you just don’t 4 

fool around in the northside unless you’re passing through to get to another town.  5 

Marcus described many instances in which he was called racial slurs (N*gg*r), beaten, bloodied, 6 

and left emotionally scarred by his interactions with White people in his childhood community.  7 

Throughout our talk, Marcus pieced together a complex and challenging social 8 

environment for any person to achieve life or sporting success, but for Marcus, it was these 9 

athletic gifts that continually pulled him back from the brink of irreversible harm. From the 10 

beginning, it was clear to everyone in his community that he was an athletic talent.  11 

At a really young age I was kind of sought after, and all the little league teams wanted me 12 

to be their quarterback. High school coaches were coming out and looking at my games, 13 

and you know I’m like 12 years old, and these coaches have been watching me since the 14 

3rd grade. I even started on the varsity team as a freshman which was unheard of. 15 

Although the surrounding social structure of his town presented countless obstacles, the 16 

macro-culture of football development in the state of Florida was strong. Marcus was not only 17 

proving that he possessed the physical skills, but also the confidence and mindset to compete. 18 

Football was easy because I played in Florida, so I already know that I was the best 19 

athlete out there. In my mind I’m the best running back we’re gonna have simply because 20 

of where I’m from. But I am also a competitor, so I’m gonna show you why we better, 21 

you feel me. I’m not just gonna say it because I’m from Florida, nah, I’m gonna show 22 

you, on a day to day basis why we better by kicking your ass up and down the field. 23 
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 Marcus was an athletic marvel in his community, this much was clear. Nevertheless, a 1 

combination of circumstances and choices put any possibility of a college or professional 2 

football career in jeopardy on more than one occasion. Marcus reflected that most of the risky 3 

decisions he made were based upon a need for money because in his estimation, the White 4 

people controlled most of the financial resources in the town, so he had little choice but to resort 5 

to great lengths to help support himself and his family.  6 

Money was tight, Hell yes it was. And that is what led me to initially start selling weed in 7 

general because all my friends smoked weed. You know what I’m saying. So, then I was 8 

making so much money man, I was making a lot of money, like fast, cause I ain’t have no 9 

bills, I didn’t have shit to do but buy clothes and jewellery, and that was it. So, I used to 10 

leave money around in the house, like randomly, for my mom to help support her.  11 

While the money was rolling in, the choices that he made, coupled with his associations, 12 

began to land him in serious legal trouble, far more serious than he believed necessary given the 13 

severity of the crime.  14 

I got my first drug charge in 8th grade, possession of marijuana under 20 grams. I had 15 

maybe 2 grams of weed or something like that, completely harmless. But where I’m from 16 

in Florida, people of colour, mainly black folks, we get the fucking book thrown at us. 17 

So, for me, having this minor charge, they offered me two years, like first charge, two 18 

years. This was my first shock. I’m like a stellar athlete, stellar student, I never did 19 

anything wrong and then I did something kind of wrong, and then all of a sudden it was 20 

like, I’m getting viewed as the same guys that you know, rape women, I’m getting 21 

viewed and treated like these guys that sell big dope, like damn, I didn’t do nothing. 22 
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Regardless of Marcus’ own feelings about the nature of this crime, he now understood 1 

that the way he looked, the colour of his skin, and his persona, preceded him in many social 2 

interactions. Consequently, a dichotomous relationship emerged between who he felt he was 3 

versus how he was perceived by people, especially from those in authority positions. 4 

I was involved with my mom’s church, I did a ton of community service on my own, but 5 

it never seemed to matter. You know they see me, this thug, they see the tattoos, they 6 

seen the gold teeth, you know, they seen the dreads, and they just always like he’s a thug, 7 

he’s a thug, he’s a thug. 8 

As Marcus continued to excel on the football field during his high school career, the 9 

threat of expulsion from the school district or serious jail time escalated. At one point he was 10 

facing drug charges relating to three separate incidents, which he was ‘fighting’ with no lawyer 11 

and only the help of his mother, who was his ‘angel.’ With no legal training, she keenly 12 

maneuvered through the court system over a number of years. Ultimately, his mother noticed that 13 

the judge in the case was a graduate of a prestigious university that was also recruiting Marcus to 14 

play football. When his mother showed the judge a hand written letter from the coach, the judge 15 

dismissed the case and Marcus’ legal troubles disappeared. Yet, this was not a dividing line 16 

where Marcus decided to separate himself from his old friends. Although Marcus said that, 17 

‘when we beat that charge, I was like man, “I’m cool with the streets,”’ he was still spending 18 

time with the same group of friends, and the crimes were no longer trivial. 19 

I got my scholarship and went to the university early, I left in like June or July or 20 

something like that, and the gang I was running with did a home invasion and two people 21 

got murdered. And these were guys who I grew up with, you know, so now I have to 22 

answer to this because of course the feds were watching everybody for so long, they have 23 
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pictures of all of us going to the club, picking and dropping off drugs, smoking, drinking, 1 

playing with guns, buying guns, you know showing off the guns. You know, this was 2 

before social media, so these were like real live camera pictures. So, me going to school 3 

was that saving grace because I was nowhere near those crimes. 4 

For many athletes involved in our previous study, leaving the underserved community 5 

and attending university in a new city was a monumental moment in which their lives changed 6 

dramatically for the better. For Marcus, this did not happen in the same way. On the one hand his 7 

first year of football was successful, but his attempt to help a teammate with an assignment led 8 

him to being kicked off the football team. This incident, when attempting to plead his case with 9 

the professor and his advisor who should have been supporting him, resurfaced the 10 

aforementioned perception issue and that no one ever believed him. 11 

I had an A in this class the whole year. We go there, and the teacher says that I cheated, 12 

and I was like, ‘I did not cheat.’ And what happened was, my academic advisor like 13 

threw egg in the face, cause she proof read the two papers, but she didn’t support me and 14 

said something along the lines of, ‘um, I proof read some papers but not these two 15 

gentlemen,’ or something like that. She was fucking lying, you feel me. So, now I snap, 16 

you’re motherfucking lying, I can’t believe you lying, this motherfucker is lying. You 17 

know. I done bust my ass the whole fucking year and now you’re fucking me, I swear to 18 

god every time I put my trust into somebody I get fucked.  19 

What followed was a low point in Marcus’ life, but also a time of growth and reflection. 20 

He stayed in the city, lived for nine months in his car while working four jobs to pay off a ten-21 

thousand-dollar debt he had incurred at the university because he failed to withdraw from school 22 

once he lost his scholarship.  23 
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Mentally and physically I was just down bro, it was definitely something that made me 1 

just mentally and physically just strong for the long haul. You know, I spent a lot of time 2 

in that car just thinking like, ‘what could I do better, what did I do wrong, what did I do 3 

good.’ And you just kind of like find yourself and find a way to do better, you know what 4 

I’m saying. And that was the biggest thing for me, my solo time that I had is what kind of 5 

helped make and mould me into where I’m at today, you feel me.  6 

Marcus was able to get his scholarship back, rejoin the football team, and have one of the 7 

greatest careers in the university’s history. He earned his college degree, received awards for his 8 

community service, and was considered one of the top players in the NFL draft, which would 9 

soon see him sign a lucrative contract. However, throughout his time in college, Marcus never 10 

truly left his old gang behind, saying that even in university he still, ‘dipped and dabbed with the 11 

gang shit.’ He used these gang affiliations to help him gain access into the poor communities and 12 

do the outreach work that he was so proud of, but even those ties that bond can also be the ties 13 

that break. In an interview on a national sports show, Marcus was upset his coach was leaving 14 

the team before the championship game and said as much. The coach, in response, leaked a 15 

picture to the media of Marcus with his gang friends, all dressed in red gang paraphernalia, 16 

brandishing guns and stacks of money. Although Marcus was still drafted by an NFL team, this 17 

picture ended up costing him millions of dollars because teams were scared to take him.  18 

At the time of our conversation, Marcus was 32 years old and in the twilight of his 19 

professional career playing in the Arena Football League. He understood how risky his life has 20 

been and how he only made it to the gainful part due to luck, talent, his loving mother, and the 21 

‘grace of god.’ Marcus is unapologetic about who he is, how he presents himself, and his 22 

community service and football camps back home in his community highlight his desire to help 23 
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young people learn from his journey. In the end, Marcus clearly understood how his path to 1 

becoming an elite professional athlete was difficult, but also that he would never change it. 2 

Towards the end of our conversation, I decided to ask Marcus a question that was plaguing me 3 

and whether he would have stopped associating with his gang friends had he known how much it 4 

would have cost him in the NFL draft.  5 

Nah, I would have still hung. I still would have did me. I understand the NFL coaches 6 

didn’t want to take a high-risk guy, and I had a lot of red flags based on that gangster shit 7 

and my juvenile record. But I’m not ashamed of anything I did because everything has 8 

shaped me into the man sitting in front of you, you feel me. 9 

Imari: ‘when you want something bad enough, you make a way’ 10 

Until Imari was around 11 years old, his life was relatively stable despite being born into an  11 

underserved neighbourhood on the East side of Detroit, Michigan. Living with his biological 12 

mother, step-father, and two siblings, the blended family was functioning well given the 13 

surrounding environment. 14 

I wasn´t in the toughest spot, but I wasn´t far from it at all. Like it was five blocks and 15 

I´m seeing drug dealers selling drugs on the corner. I´m seeing prostitutes, I’m seeing 16 

every other house on the street burned down to the ground, abandoned or something like 17 

that. Our neighbourhood as a whole got worse gradually. But like early on, you know, it 18 

was actually pretty good. Growing up there were kids out, and even when it started to get 19 

a little tougher, there were still kids out playing. You know, it wasn´t really a harmful 20 

place for kids unless you moved, you know, a few blocks south. 21 

However, Imari’s life came crashing down around him when his mother informed him of a secret 22 

she had been hiding from the family.  23 



 20 

Probably the most pivotal moment in my life, I was around 11 or 12, when my biological 1 

mother, who I have no relationship with now, came out to me as being homosexual. That 2 

kind of like just shook my whole world, and you know, things changed a lot from there. 3 

The problem for Imari was not the fact that his mother was gay, but that she chose to live a 4 

completely new life. ‘Personally, I don’t care whether you are homosexual or not, but she chose 5 

her lifestyle over us.’ In the span of months, his step-father took his sister from the house, his 6 

brother moved in with his grandmother, and Imari found himself living alone in Detroit.  7 

When you are 12 or 13 years old, home by yourself, there is nothing to do but get in 8 

trouble. Luckily, I had friends, like real good friends, and they would always look out for 9 

me in terms of making sure I ate and making sure I had the necessaries to live. Like I´m 10 

living on my own, so they made sure, whatever they had, they made sure I had it as well. 11 

But my house became the hanging out spot for all the bad shit that we got into. The 12 

gambling, smoking weed, smoking, you know, cigars, whatever, doing shit we had no 13 

business doing at all took place at my house, because there is no parental supervision. 14 

As time went on, things became more desperate despite having friends around him trying 15 

to help as best they could. I asked Imari about this risky period and what it was like. 16 

It was crazy cause it got to the point where I´m alone the majority of time so I would just 17 

do bad shit. One of my closest friends during that time, his dad was a drug dealer. And he 18 

would steal drugs, like hard drugs, and we would bag it up and try to go sell it. We were 19 

breaking into cars, stealing car radios, doing shit like that with him. Just whatever I 20 

needed to do to get money. And I remember when I would collect bottles, like I literally 21 

had a house to go back to, but I´m doing the things that homeless people do to survive. 22 

Like I will go out at five and look through trash, get bottles sometimes and take them, 23 
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like when I didn´t have like a dime. Find bottles and take them to that store, cash them in, 1 

so I can get me a honey bun or something like that.  2 

During this four-year period of being all alone, Imari’s path could have gone in many different 3 

directions, and it is safe to say that pursuing life as a professional basketball player was hardly a 4 

tangible objective. The potential for athletic success was innate in Imari, but he was rarely part of 5 

structured teams and spent much of his time learning the game with friends at the playground.  6 

The part in the story where things change is when his aunt, whom he refers to as his 7 

mother, adopted him at 15 years old and moved him in with his cousin to a suburban area of the 8 

city. I wondered if Imari resisted this change of location and asked him what he thought? ‘Even 9 

though I was living this certain kind life, I didn’t like the life I was living, I just had no choice. 10 

When she came and got me, I was like, “lets get out of here!’” Although money was still tight for 11 

this now working mother of two young teenagers, life was unmistakably better, but not without 12 

challenges. When I asked Imari to reflect upon the transition to a new school environment of 13 

mostly white students, it appeared to be an impactful moment. 14 

It was difficult because I didn´t accept that token black guy role. Like my brother, my 15 

cousin, he accepted it, because he had been out there so long. And I´m like, you guys 16 

aren’t gonna talk to me a certain way and I´m not gonna let you talk to me disrespectful. 17 

The shit that my cousin is okay with, I´m not okay with that. So, people looked at me like 18 

I was an asshole. I´m not an asshole, I just don´t let you guys treat me the way you want 19 

to treat me, because I´m black.  20 

Despite a difficult cultural transition to this more affluent and stable community, Imari 21 

was able to focus on his sporting life, and it was now time to catch up. This new high school had 22 

a strong basketball program with good facilities and coaches, but through years of malnutrition, 23 
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he was weak. Fortunately, a teammate saw the potential in Imari and before his senior year of 1 

high school, got him a spot on a city travelling team, which Imari said he ‘had no right being on.’ 2 

This new opportunity allowed Imari to practice and play with and against the best basketball 3 

prospects in the country, many of whom are now playing in the NBA. When it was time to go to 4 

college, Imari was not heavily recruited, but still earned a scholarship to a top university, but 5 

admittedly, he was simply too far behind to play at that level. 6 

I was a shrimp and I really got exposed when I got to college, because even at the mid-7 

major level they were all grown men, and it was a different style of basketball as they 8 

were more physical. I didn’t end up playing, so it was like a waste of a year in that sense. 9 

But that summer I worked with our strength and conditioning coach who took a liking to 10 

me, probably because he had a tough upbringing as well, and I put on like 45 to 50 11 

pounds of muscle, like it’s unbelievable now to even think about it, but I was big as hell. 12 

After his freshman year, his aunt got sick, so Imari transferred to a school that was closer 13 

to home. This new university was a predominately Black student population and provided a more 14 

comfortable and supportive environment for Imari as it was familiar, as well as having a head 15 

coach who understood Imari’s needs.  16 

He was an inner-city kid himself, so he knew my situation without me even telling him. 17 

He got me a job on campus, something where I could put a decent amount of money in 18 

my pocket to where I didn’t have to look to anybody for anything. Or something as 19 

simple as taking me to lunch. You know, he just looked out in every shape or form he 20 

could. He made sure I was taken care of and I looked at him as a father figure the whole 21 

time I was there, and I still talk with him to this day. 22 
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When his college career was over, Imari had some tryouts with NBA teams, but he 1 

simply was not quite on that elite level, but he accepted it, and viewed the process as a moment 2 

of accomplishment where he realized how far he had come. Yet, if you do not make the NBA, 3 

pursuing an international professional basketball career is a journey in and of itself. Not 4 

everyone receives a multimillion-dollar contract, but Imari was always willing to take a risk on 5 

himself regardless of the financial implications, because he loved playing basketball. Imari 6 

travelled to South America, then the Middle East, before an injury almost ended his career before 7 

it really started. Another close friend told him to come join him in Austria, so Imari sold his car 8 

in America and went to Europe with no plan to speak of. He would get a temporary contract 9 

somewhere, then leave, then another one, then leave. At one point he found himself illegally 10 

living on an American military base with not a dollar to his name, no team to play for, and eating 11 

potato and ketchup soup for days on end. Imari could have quit and gone home so many times, 12 

and he probably would have if he had money for a plane ticket. Yet, he did not, and just kept 13 

taking chances on himself. 14 

I got another call to join a team and they weren’t gonna pay me a whole lot, but it was an 15 

opportunity to showcase myself on the international level. So, I’m like, I’m coming. I 16 

don’t care what my role is, you know, like me personally, I know my work ethic so I’m 17 

gonna figure it out regardless. So, I’m coming.  18 

This was finally the move that led to Imari’s breakthrough into Europe’s basketball elite, 19 

and now has enjoyed several years in Italy’s top professional league. At the end of the interview, 20 

it was clear Imari believed his upbringing helped contribute to his professional success. 21 

I feel like it definitely prepared me. It was almost a mirror image, not in terms of all the 22 

stuff, but in terms of the difficulty, of my childhood. I didn’t think there would be that 23 
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many ups and downs, you know, like most people, when I tell them my story about my 1 

basketball career, people say the same thing as you, like bro, I don’t know how the hell 2 

you did that, like, I wouldn’t have been able to do that. But, when you want something 3 

bad enough, you make a way, and if not for my childhood, if it was easy for me growing 4 

up, I probably would have gave up after breaking my wrist or gave up after having to 5 

play for 200 dollars a week. I probably would have gave up way earlier so it definitely 6 

helped me in terms of my mentality and sticking it out. 7 

Discussion 8 

The aim of this narrative study is to illuminate how developing within an underserved 9 

community shapes and influences the career narratives of two African American professional 10 

athletes from the United States. The contribution of this study rests in its novel approach to 11 

career pathway research, for the first time using narrative inquiry to give voice, create meaning, 12 

and uncover the contextualized stories of two professional athletes from low SES communities in 13 

America. Correspondingly, this study contributes to current narrative literature in two ways: 1) 14 

the expansion of sink or swim narratives, and 2) revealing the issues of living with the 15 

intersecting identity of a Black athlete with low SES. 16 

The sink or swim narrative of risk, descent, and gain 17 

Within career pathway research, the high-performance narrative typology is one that appears 18 

most consistently within professional and elite sport (Carless & Douglas, 2009, 2013; Douglas & 19 

Carless, 2009; McGannon, Curtin, Schinke, & Schweinbenz, 2012), primarily underpinning the 20 

athlete’s focus on winning and frequently moving relationships or other factors to the periphery. 21 

Intuitively, it simply makes sense that elite athletes, who have dedicated their lives to reaching 22 

the pinnacle of their sport, would consistently frame their life stories in this manner. Yet, this 23 
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logical assumption also lends itself to the psychological and sociological underpinnings of 1 

narrative inquiry. A complete account of the innerworkings of one’s autobiographical memory is 2 

beyond our scope (for overview see Bluck & Habermas, 2000; Lilgendahl & McAdams, 2011), 3 

but when we share our life story with someone, we must draw upon the memories that hold 4 

primacy and meaning, as well as frame this story around the narrative structures that are 5 

available within a given cultural context (Smith & Sparkes, 2009). Consequently, the high-6 

performance narrative is not only readily available for elite athletes, but their experiences in 7 

sport and their athletic identity are interpreted as important in ‘shaping their present selves’ 8 

(Lilgendahl & McAdams, 2011, p. 392). However, Marcus and Imari are also elite athletes, but 9 

the way they describe their life and pathway to professional sports focuses more upon their 10 

underserved communities, racial issues, and how these social factors presented a myriad of 11 

challenges they would overcome to reach the professional level. The interview was unstructured, 12 

and the athletes were free to describe their lives in any way they chose. Nevertheless, both 13 

athletes constructed a sink or swim type narrative (Lieblich et al., 1998, pp. 8-9) termed risk, 14 

descent, and gain, which enriches this narrative typology and is markedly different from the 15 

performance narrative often seen in current literature.  16 

The nature of sink or swim type narratives, either visualized mentally or structured 17 

tangibly on a graph, customarily depict drastic falls and meteoric rises throughout the lifespan 18 

(Lieblich et al., 1998), and the preceding re-constructed stories illustrate a similar typology. 19 

Naturally, the risks were different for both athletes, and they were not just physical risks; the 20 

risks were emotional, psychological, social, and financial. Whether it was Imari being forced to 21 

raise himself following maternal abandonment or Marcus’ time spent living homeless in his car, 22 

both athletes had to face significant risks and descents to reach gainful moments. In no way are 23 
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we suggesting that athletes born into affluent circumstances do not also face risk or have 1 

moments where they could have sunk on their way to the professional level, literature just 2 

consistently recounts their lives in a different way (Ronkainen, Kavoura, & Ryba, 2016). 3 

Subsequently, logic dictates a brief, but discerning consideration of why the athletes framed their 4 

lives within a sink or swim type of narrative when they would have been rightly entitled to use a 5 

performance narrative. 6 

There is no conclusive answer as to why Imari and Marcus both tell sink or swim 7 

narratives, but we offer two thoughts worthy of theoretical consideration. First, the story of the 8 

resilient African American athlete who rose from poverty to reach the top is a common and 9 

beloved narrative retold by American journalists and valued within the American sport culture. 10 

For example, Mike Tyson and LeBron James came from humble beginnings and their stories 11 

have been recounted immeasurable times in the media, along with movies, reality shows, 12 

newspapers, and magazines reinforcing and glorifying the narrative that ‘anything is possible’ 13 

for Black athletes who work hard. This narrative is also convenient as it fits the stereotypes of 14 

Black masculinity (Carrington, 2013; Messner, 1992), accepts that sport is a legitimate way to 15 

improve social positioning (Massey & Whitley, 2016; Whitley et al., 2016), and even seems to 16 

acknowledge that minimizing racial tensions might be possible through sport (Schinke, 17 

Stambulova, Lidor, Papaioannou, & Ryba, 2015; Schulenkorf, 2012). Accordingly, the sink or 18 

swim narrative genre is a fitting and accessible way for Imari and Marcus to make sense of their 19 

lives.  20 

Second, and conceivably a more basic and primal explanation, is that both athletes simply 21 

place more meaning upon successfully enriching their lives in the face of poverty and systemic 22 

racism than identifying with the performance narrative. Carless and Douglas (2013) suggest that 23 
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performance stories lead towards a singular outcome, assume people have control and agency 1 

over their lives, and minimize environmental constraints. It seems quite clear for Imari and 2 

Marcus that these are not prominent components of their life stories, and when considering the 3 

larger socio-political context of America, one might ask why would they be there in the first 4 

place? Their underserved environments were chaotic, racially charged, and often violent, so how 5 

could they be minimized? They both are Black and raised in poor communities, so should we 6 

expect them to have agency (Tourse et al., 2018)? Critical race theory prioritizes racial identity 7 

(Tourse et al.) and the aforementioned autobiographical memory places primacy of emotional 8 

and meaningful memories (Bluck & Habermas, 2000; Lilgendahl & McAdams, 2011), thus, it is 9 

understandable that Imari and Marcus frame their lives in this context. Of course, Marcus and 10 

Imari are proud of reaching the elite level of their sport and worked tirelessly to get there, but our 11 

analysis in this section simply illuminates how much they value their accomplishments because 12 

of the challenging environmental circumstances they overcame.   13 

Intersecting identity of a Black athlete from an underserved community  14 

Marcus and Imari are both African American, which at the most basic level, creates a vastly 15 

different life experience than any person living in the United States who is not (Delgado & 16 

Stefancic, 2017). Marcus and Imari were also born into poverty, which again creates a vastly 17 

different life experience than a person who is born into more affluent circumstances. Each 18 

identity taken upon its own merit is a challenge, but when you combine those identities together 19 

into an intersectional perspective (Crenshaw, 1989, 1991), this new identity of being both Black 20 

and poor has even stronger potential to shape a person, or in this case, an athlete throughout their 21 

lifespan. Yet, America is still uncomfortable addressing how various forms of racism (e.g., 22 

aversive, dominative, normative/symbolic, cultural, and institutional) (Tourse et al., 2018) affect 23 
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the Black experience, or how when they work in unison as systematic barriers, their effects can 1 

be amplified (Massey & Whitley, 2016). In the conversations with Marcus and Imari, both 2 

athletes construct a world in which the colour of their skin and the struggle to find money to 3 

survive are a primary focus. In fact, any method of searching for a quantifiable number of 4 

references to race and poverty in the data prove impractical because almost the entirety of both 5 

interviews either directly or indirectly focus on one of these two issues. Marcus grew up in a 6 

rural American town which is located in the second last county to desegregate in the country, 7 

consisting of what he describes as a physical boundary that Black people should not cross. Imari 8 

openly discusses how he understands that he was a ‘token Black guy’ when he transitioned to a 9 

predominantly White high school and also how he felt more comfortable at a largely Black 10 

college. Further, both Imari and Marcus were so desperate for money that they resorted to 11 

periods of crime to support themselves or their families, which they construct as both legitimate 12 

and necessary. Considering the socioeconomic level and racial tension in which Marcus and 13 

Imari were raised, it seems logical that their narrative story reflects the perception of these 14 

impactful experiences.           15 

 Nevertheless, despite every disadvantage associated with being born Black and poor in 16 

America, the racial stereotypes they endured, or periods of hunger, it would be an unfair 17 

characterization to insinuate that Imari and Marcus resented their formative development. They 18 

valued the people that cared for them, reflected fondly of coaches who developed their athletic 19 

talent, and spoke of strength they fostered from overcoming challenges. There has been a recent 20 

movement in athletic talent development promoting a belief that ‘talent needs trauma’ (Collins & 21 

Macnamara, 2012, p. 907) or that adverse experiences are beneficial for athletic development 22 

(Collins, Macnamara, & McCarthy, 2016; Sarkar, Fletcher, & Brown, 2015). While we fully 23 
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resist that trauma, at least in the literal definition of the word, is positive or beneficial, both Imari 1 

and Marcus attribute some positive outcomes resulting from their difficult environmental 2 

upbringings. In fact, pivotal moments of reflection support this, as Imari states that he would 3 

have given up on his career if not for the resilience he developed throughout his childhood, while 4 

Marcus believes that his upbringing was instrumental in creating the person he is today. In an 5 

ideal world, no one would have to endure the hardships experienced by Marcus and Imari and 6 

the millions of others born into comparable circumstances. However, to ignore this critical 7 

reflection from both athletes would be to discount an important personal truth shared and 8 

verbalized by both study participants.       9 

Concluding thoughts  10 

The performance narrative so often seen in current literature is not overtly present in the stories 11 

of Marcus and Imari, indicating that other narrative types can emerge when we consider 12 

environmental contexts more deeply. Both athletes construct a sink or swim narrative of risk, 13 

descent, and gain, which is easily accessible and familiar within the American culture that 14 

lionises the ‘rags to riches’ Black athlete. Yet, is this narrative that so readily circulates through 15 

the American consciousness entirely a positive one? On the one hand, when people are born into 16 

dire and seemingly unbearable circumstances, seeing that it is possible (no matter how remote) to 17 

escape the environment might give people a sense of hope, which is important when hope might 18 

be the only thing they have to hold onto. On the other hand, this type of narrative celebrating the 19 

accomplishments of individual athletes could subconsciously reinforce the systemic racism that 20 

continues to subjugate minorities in America. When the average White American sees this 21 

narrative so consistently, or more importantly believes it a symbolic indication that racism no 22 

longer exists, than the problem persists, deepens, thrives. While we believe the inclusion of sink 23 
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or swim narrative typologies further expands our understanding of narrative inquiry within the 1 

career pathway literature, we also believe this investigation illuminates how powerful a narrative 2 

can be through the way it acts on people and society (Smith, 2016a).   3 

Author’s note 4 

1.Throughout the interviews the participants used profanity on hundreds of occasions. Normally 5 

not out of anger, it simply was the way they talked. We omitted the majority of profane words 6 

but chose to include some of them because we felt it important to stay as close to their true 7 

language as possible, and in this case, they contextualize the meaning.  8 

2. Within this manuscript the authors use the terms Black and African American interchangeably 9 

when referring to the race of the study participants.  10 
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