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Abstract

Athletic identity and psychological 

adjustment of female athletes after 

retirement:

A case study of National basketball team of Belarus

Tatyana Troina

Global Sport Management, Department of Physical 

Education

The Graduate School

Seoul National University

The present work is a case study research made with the members of

woman’s National basketball team of Belarus. The aim was to analyze the 

influence of athletic identity on athletes on the retirement process from 

professional sport. To identify the most common difficulties athletes deal 

with after they retire, as well as the needs of the athletes that help in solving 

them.
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The perspectives of ten members of the woman’s National basketball 

team were examined. Participants were divided into two groups:  five active 

athletes on the verge of their sports career and five retired athletes. The data 

was obtained through semi-structured interviews. The reason for two groups 

was to find how the pre-retiring athletes view the retirement and to compare

it to the reality (results of retired athletes).  Athletic Identity Measurement 

Scale (AIMS) was used to identify the level of athletic identity of the 

participants before the interviews.

The results showed that the main problem of the retirement from 

sport is the career self-determination. Athletes of both groups struggled with 

identifying the future professional field. Psychological aspect prevailed in 

retired athletes. Currently, active athletes showed a moderate level of 

emotional disbalance. Health problems, such as the negative influence of 

sports injuries and body composition were the second most considerable 

issue for the retired athletes. Financial situation after the retirement was a 

concern for the participants of both groups.

It is important for the athletes to be aware of challenges of the sports

retirement, as well as for the practitioners for helping the athletes to make 

the transition smoother.
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Chapter 1. Introduction

1.1. Background

  Retiring from sports for someone who dedicated all his life to 

favorite occupation accompanied by a strong crisis. You lose the meaning of 

life, reduced self-esteem. The body, which required a constant load, ceases 

to obey. Life rolls over and dies. Values that have recently been the most 

important, that moved to the goal and allowed the energy to live, stop to 

exist. Together with them, disappearing a feeling of existence itself. At this 

point, it seems that there is no escape. The question does not rest: "Where 

will I go? Who needs me? " 

Athletes often suffer from difficulties caused by changes in self-

identity and habitual lifestyle. This is especially true for professional 

athletes, the retirement for them, a significant life change, happens earlier 

than for people of other careers. Considering, that a lot is invested in a 

professional athletic career, research of the stage – moving from the public 

eye of top-level competition into the relative shadows of the retirement of -

has revealed several personal and organizational issues (Chow, 2001).
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Retirement from the sport is usually seen as traumatic and negative;

it is allied with an identity crisis, a role loss, or a career death. In contrast, 

some researchers believe that retiring athletes might experience a sense of 

rebirth, particularly if they had great achievements (Chow, 2001).

Most athletes who perform at the professional, world-class and 

Olympic levels achieve this through a long-term commitment to training.

Because of their focus on sport and protection from external anxieties and 

stress caused by coaches, parents and team managers, athletes participating 

in this sport often miss the stages of the overall maturation process (Tinley, 

2002).

After a prolonged performance in the international sports arena, 

athletes come to a stop in active participation in sport (Rintaugu & 

Mwisukha, 2011). Professional athletes are challenged with some financial, 

occupational, emotional, and/or social adjustments throughout their career 

up to retirement. Although these adjustments do not seem to be the problem 

for all retiring athletes, there is evidence that some elite athletes do 

experience serious adjustment crises when faced with retirement.

Athletes complete their sports careers due to different reasons. 

Some of the general reasons why athletes retire from sports are: 
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· Satiation in a particular sport. The athlete involved in sports 

for a long time at a high professional level was tired and 

decided to choose a different type of activity.

· The injury that is incompatible with further participation in 

sport.

· The long period of failure after successful performances. The 

reason for these failures can often be unclear, and therefore 

problem cannot be solved. Moreover, since the positive 

results do not support training activities, athlete's motivation 

is reduced until its complete disappearance and possibly of

subsequent appearance of a negative attitude to the sport as a 

whole.

· A serious conflict with the coach, teammates, sports

administrators. There may be problems in the family (with 

parents, spouse, etc.)

· Simply age. The athlete starts feeling that he/she cannot 

perform at the top of his/her abilities anymore.

Whatever the reason is, retirement from professional sport is never 

easy and always followed by certain consequences. In many cases, it is very 

difficult for a professional athlete to decide on his or her subsequent career 
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(Stephan, Bilard, Ninot, & Delignieres, 2003). The retirement from sports

is often most traumatic for those professional athletes who have been the 

stars in their field, most followed, have earned high incomes and have little 

formal education and few job skills to transfer to non-sport professions.

Studies that examined educational status reported positive 

correlations with the quality of athletes’ career transitions. Athletes reported 

that their sports career negatively influenced their educational progress, and 

low educational attainment was related to vocational difficulties during the 

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

It turns out that the athlete enters a sports career as a child, starting 

from scratch. However, to enter a new profession must come to work 

already savvy, trained and educated. It means that a person needs a certain

period to develop new knowledge, training, and skills. This task compared 

to the sport can sometimes prove to be very, very difficult. The development 

of the economic, legal, business or any other knowledge may take years and 

more, and very often athletes due to their age do not have much time to 

prepare themselves for a new career fully.

Thus, commonly after retiring from sports career, athlete works as a 

coach, the head of the Federation or the club, the manager of the state sports 

organization or other similar positions. Moreover, that could be a perfect 
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scenario, but only if the choice is voluntary. If an athlete will take that job 

out of necessity or despair, then he/she becomes a wrong person in a wrong 

place, which is indeed is not right in any way for him/herself and the co-

workers. 

With all being said, if in his/her sport an athlete at the moment of the 

retirement had quite a high position, and the new activity he/she is starting 

from scratch. It is quite difficult to recognize, accept, cope with and, most 

importantly, to develop and realize themselves in a new environment. The 

process of re-socialization of former professional athletes is finite. Its result 

is a change in the structure of interest of athletes to the point at which 

certain harmonization between the interests of the individual and of the 

society as a whole will be provided. By solving these problems, the society 

will be able to avoid the fact that some professional athletes will go to the 

“shady” lifestyle, crime, become victims of “doing nothing,” alcoholism, 

drug abuse, and becoming disabled members of society. Re-socialization of 

athletes is necessary not only for them but for the entire society as a whole.

Studies indicated positive associations between athletes’ support 

program involvement and their life skills development and the quality of 

career transition. The research was done to evaluate the effectiveness of the 

Athlete Career and Education (ACE) program in Australia and found that 
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the program helped athletes become less inclined towards identity 

foreclosure and increased motivation to make career decisions (Albion & 

Fogarty, 2005)

Another research, which was conducted on Scottish former athletes’ 

participation in a lifestyle program found that they perceived job seeking 

and interview skills development as useful institutional support. Four 

studies examined college student-athletes’ support program involvement

and revealed that the program helped them to develop their life skills, 

including leadership skills, decision-making, career planning and 

communication skills (Park, Lavallee, & Tod, 2013).

Very important to know how athlete’s career is evolving and what 

critical situations he/her might face in each period of the sports career. 

Obtaining the knowledge of what is happening in each period is the basis for 

the prediction of possible negative situations. Forecasting can help athletes 

and coaches to avoid the errors that occur in the course of the life of young 

and mature athletes.

How well the government or state governing bodies treat the athlete 

may be a significant help in athlete’s social adaptation after retiring from the

sport. Social security, by the legal provision of health services and pension 

services; involvement of former athletes to participate in veteran 
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competitions, participation in public life, speech to the youth, etc. can make 

a transition smoother and less dramatic.

The pension system - one of the basic mechanisms of financial 

security of citizens in the event of the occurrence of certain social risks (old 

age, disability, loss of a breadwinner, etc.). Organization of an efficient

pension insurance system of professional athletes is an important area of 

social protection of this category of people because of the special nature of 

their work and an increased risk of early occupational disability.

Professional sport is full of risk of injuries which may cause temporary or 

permanent disability, as well as the death of an athlete. Strength training 

process and competitions, neuro-emotional stress, changing weather 

conditions during training and competition in other countries have adverse 

effects on the body of a professional athlete and leading to wear and 

premature aging of the organism. For minimizing the harmful of these risks,

it is necessary to organize an effective system of social protection and build 

a particular differentiated approach to the legal regulation of social and 

pension insurance of professional athletes.

One of the most researchable subjects connected to the difficulties 

athletes face in their retirement is the athletic identity. Athletic identity

described as “the degree to which an individual athlete identifies with the 
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athlete role” (Brewer, Van Raalte, & Linder, 1993). In numerous studies,

researchers are trying to distinguish a relationship between the identity and 

career maturity, between identity and decision making, between identity and 

life after sports, between identity and coping with the retirement from 

professional sport. Some are finding proof that strong athletic identity has a 

significant negative impact on the personal adjustment of former athlete to 

the retirement. Others, quite the opposite, find that strong athletic identity 

can benefit the psychological and physical experience of an athlete. Either 

way, it is evident that athletic identity in different ways influences an 

athlete’s life during and after a professional sports career.

Another aspect of the adaptation after retiring from the active sport -

it is the athlete’s health. At the end of the sports career athlete often requires 

a severe medical rehabilitation and treatment because training sessions and 

sports performances often were on the verge of the destruction of health. 

The physical load that athlete experience throughout the career almost 

always has a negative impact on athlete’s health.

Constantly increasing physical load wears out joints, heart, and 

muscles. However, most often sport strikes those who go out of it. The loads 

to which an athlete accustomed to, suddenly disappear, the body is forced to 

readjust to the new regime urgently. Moreover, since the margin of 



9

endurance at this point usually already running out, not all retired athletes 

can adapt to the restructuring. 

The physical load that athletes experience during their careers is 

considerable and taken under attention. However, psychological damage 

comes not just from physical injury, but can also arise from the constant

pressures of competitions, and ultimately the grief because of the 

termination of the sports career they love so much. During retirement, 

athletes may feel lost. They may lose touch with their self – identity and the 

meaning of being. They often face new financial difficulties or problems in 

choosing a new profession. Many athletes spend most of their lives as part 

of a team. Without a team, they may feel excluded. After many years of 

worship, applause, and universal love, athletes face a frightening future

(Firestone, 2012).

1.2. Research Purpose

The members of national teams of the Republic of Belarus have a 

right for special pension conditions for years of service than the non-athlete

population of the country: at least five years as part of the national teams of 

the Republic of Belarus and at least 25 years of work experience for men 

and 20 years for women. A list of these categories was approved by the 
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Council of Ministers of the Republic of Belarus of April 1, 1994, № 205

(Resolution of the Council of Ministers of the Rep. Belarus, April 1. 1994, 

#205, 2012). For different reasons, formal athletes may not fall in any of 

these categories. 

The purpose of this study is to examine the problems encountered by 

members of the female national basketball team of Belarus in the process of 

completing a sports career, as well as the needs of the athletes that help in 

solving them. After evaluating the results of the research, the two possible 

proposals will be introduced:

· Propose possible managerial solutions that could help pre-

retiring and retiring athletes.

· Propose a creation of the center for retired athletes with 

training facilities.

Since there is very little information, academic research or 

implemented plans in this area in Belarus, the study will be very significant 

to expose what is happening to a professional athlete after completing a 

sports career.
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1.3. Research Questions

RQ1. What are the differences in the perception of retirement 

process and post-retirement life between pre-retired and retired athletes?

RQ2. What is the role of athletic identity in the retirement process?

RQ3. What are the coping strategies during the retirement from the

professional sport?
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Chapter 2. Literature Review

The specific literature that is relevant to this research was reviewed. 

This material related to physiological, psychological and social issues of 

athlete’s retirement. Previous studies in these fields are exposing the 

knowledge about the issues the athletes are dealing with facing the 

retirement from professional sport.

Sport has become an important foundation in societies all over the 

world. Even though sport for a long time was perceived as a men’s world,

now it is becoming a space for men and women. Coakley (2001) states 

“most parents nowadays encourage their kids to participate in sport.” (p.111)

To be successful the sacrifice and dedication in professional sports start

from an early age of an athlete. Moreover, the level of dedication is usually 

very high, and all the other activities become insignificant.

2.1. Athletic Identity

The retirement from professional sport affects both, the athlete and

sport. Therefore, the issue has been examined from different perspectives. 

Researches in this field are often focused on the personal adjustment of a

former athlete. In general, retirement from a professional sport has been 
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seen as traumatic and negative, specifically, it is closely linked with an 

identity crisis (Chow, 2001).

The athletic identity (i.e., the degree to which one defines 

him/herself regarding the athletic role) has been hypothesized to be 

particularly important in this regard (Grove, Lavallee, & Gordon, 1997). 

Non-sport people, after they retire, do not experience the same shift in the 

self-identity as the elite professional athletes (Pearson & Petitpas, 1990). 

Because they spend most of their time dedicated to their sport starting from 

a very early age, athletes usually don’t show interest in any other area, 

(McKnight, Bernes, Gunn, Chorney, Orr, & Bardick, 2009). As suggested 

by previous studies young athletes obtain a foreclosed identity when they 

identify exclusively with the role of athlete (Heyman & Andersen, 1998). It 

described the best by Thomas and Ermler:

The skills the athlete has perfected for so long are 
now useless in a world that no longer sees him or her 
as special. Much of our personal identity and self-
esteem rests on what we are able to do – cognitively, 
affectively, and physically. To be able to do nothing 
very skilfully in the real world (in some cases not 
even read or write) is to be cast into nothingness, 
loneliness, and isolation. (Thomas & Ermler, 1988)

Multiple Olympic swimming champion Ian Thorpe, Celtic FC 

Manager Neil Lennon and double Olympic champion Dame Kelly Holmes 
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are just some of the elite athletes who have made their depression public 

after the retirement from the professional sport (Vickers).

Boxing legend Sugar Ray Leonard famously declared, “Nothing 

could satisfy me outside the ring... there is nothing in life that can compare 

to becoming a world champion, having your hand raised in that moment of 

glory, with thousands, millions of people cheering you on.” (Vickers). 

Athletes may view failure as a form of premature death. All their 

life because of being successful the self-esteem has reached the high level.

Retired athletes who had succeeded in their sport showed stable levels of 

self-identity, self-esteem and global self-concept, and fewer occupational

difficulties (Cecic Erpic, Wylleman, & Zupancic, 2004). Those athletes who 

did not reach the expected sports goals faced many psychological 

difficulties. Loneliness, longing for people associated with sports, as well as 

problems with organizing life after sports, a long period of adaptation and a 

negative outlook on adaptation process (Chow, 2001).

Consequently, when athletes retire from the sport, they may feel lost

and become disillusioned (Pearson & Petitpas, 1990). The sports ego cannot 

cope with the future (Rintaugu & Mwisukha, 2011). Wolff and Lester (1989) 

contend "retirement of professional athletes is compared to the dying 

process since, by retiring, athletes lose their personal identity which is
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dependent upon their careers." Among athletes considered most at risk 

during retirement or withdrawal are those who identify strongly with the 

role and identity of “athlete” (Douglas & Carless, 2009).

Previous research suggests that a strong athletic identity frequently 

leads to under-developed career and lifestyle planning and emotional and

psychological distress upon withdrawal from the sport (Murphy, Petitpas, & 

Brewer, 1996). Therefore, in some cases, the depression for the retired 

athletes becomes too overwhelming, followed by alcohol and drug abuse, 

marital breakdown, chronic unemployment, and sometimes by committing 

suicide.

However, although the retirement from the professional sport very 

often followed by personal struggles to cope with the termination of the 

career, it is not always the case. Research has also shown that after a time of 

uncertainty and disorientation many athletes can construct new selves and 

identities (Kerr & Dacyshyn, 2000). Murphy, Petitpas, and Brewer were 

among the first investigators to examine potential influences of career-

related variables and constructs among athletes (Fogarty & McGregor-

Bayne, 2008). Encouraged by an article in which Brewer et al. discussed 

positive and negative consequences of exclusively identifying themselves as

athletes. These first attempts hypothesized that a level of career maturity 
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would be negatively affected by a strong athletic identity. In support, his 

colleagues observed 124 intercollegiate athletes to see how athletic identity

and identity foreclosure affect the career decision process. Especially male 

student-athletes in revenue sports were likely at risk of not acquiring career 

decision-making skills (Fogarty & McGregor-Bayne, 2008).

On a contrary, some researchers did not find any relationship 

between athletic identity and decision making. Subsequent studies also 

failed to support the proposed negative association between athletic identity 

and career maturity (Fogarty & McGregor-Bayne, 2008).

Horton and Mack (2000) researched the athletic identity of marathon 

runners. To complete their study, they surveyed 236 marathon runners that 

measured commitment to running, athletic identity and athletic performance, 

physical effects of training along with social and psychological effects of 

running.

The purpose of the research was firstly, to examine how athletic 

identity affects importance for athletes of other live activities and roles, and 

secondly, social, psychological, and behavioral consequences of 

professional sports training (Horton & Mack, 2000). Previous researches

have suggested that strong athletic identity (AI) has a negative impact on the 
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other aspects of athlete’s life. It has been hypothesized that AI prevails over 

the self–concept and causes the neglecting of the other life roles. 

In the current study, athletes with high AI showed no significant 

proof of neglecting other life roles (e.g., family, romantic, etc.). Also, the 

study discovered that athletic identity has a positive affect on the body 

image, self–confidence, and decreased anxiety. On the other hand, athletic 

identity was also associated with certain negative consequences: decreased 

time with the family and/or non-running friends, and decreased social 

activity (Horton & Mack, 2000). However, overall, the result contrast to 

previous AI research and suggest that strong athletic identity can have a 

positive effect on the psychological and physical experience of athletic 

training.

In general, while the early literature suggests a negative relationship, 

more recent findings indicate that there is probably no relationship between 

identity and decision making. One possibility is that the growth of athlete 

career education programs has positively influenced the career development 

of the athletes (Fogarty & McGregor-Bayne, 2008).
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2.2. Critical Transition Points in Professional Sport Career

The term "career" for the Belarusian sports science is relatively new. 

In the era of the national culture of the Soviet period, it was referred to the 

social phenomenon of the bourgeois. Hence arose the negative meaning of 

the term "career": to make a career - then certainly be a careerist, i.e., a vain 

person, unscrupulous in achieving their goals. But it is possible to achieve 

success in the chosen activities in another way - through hard work and 

constant self-improvement, while meeting own ambitions, the desire for 

self-assertion and self-realization.

There three essential features of any career are: a) long-term activity 

or field, which a man chooses himself; b) high achievements in a chosen 

activity; c) cultivation of the person in this activity (Stambulova, 1997).

Therefore, a sports career can be defined as a long-term sports activities, 

aimed at the high achievements in sports and related to permanent self-

improvement of a person in one or more sports (Stambulova, 1997). 

Four stages can characterize periodization of any career: preparation, 

start, the climax and finish. Table 1. shows the detailed periodization of a 

sports career (Stambulova, 1997).
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Table 1. Periodization of a sports career (Stambulova, 1997)

Stages of long-term sports training

-Pre-athletic training

-Early sports specialization

-In-depth training in the chosen sport
-The improvement in sports:

a) The zone of the first 
great success
b) The zone of optimum 
capacity
c) The zone of maintaining 
sport results

Sport Levels

-Mass sport

-Elite sport (Sport of higher achievements)

-Amateur sport

-Professional sport

Age categories in sports

-Children

-Juniors

-Adults

These periodizations somewhat linked with each other, somewhat 

complementary. They allow you to allocate a kind of "critical points" of a 

sports career - transition phases from one stage to another. Any crisis has 

two essential features which are characterized by the Oxford Dictionary as:
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• A turning point, a defining moment in the development of 

something;

• The time, characterized by great danger or difficulty.

Analysis of the periodization of sports career has allowed to allocate

seven crisis-transitions:

1. The crisis of the early sports specialization.

2. The crisis of transitioning to the deep sports specialization.

3. The crisis of transitioning from mass sport to elite.

4. The crisis of transitioning from youth to adult sport.

5. The crisis of transitioning from amateur to professional sports.

6. The crisis of the transitioning from the climax to the finish line.

7. The crisis of finishing sport and moving on to another career.

(Stambulova, 1997).

For this study two of seven critical transition points (the crisis of the 

transitioning from the climax to finish line, the crisis of finishing sport and 

moving on to another career) will be analyzed in details, which doesn’t 

minimize the importance of the other points.
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The crisis of transition from climax to finishing a sports career 

comes in connection with the legitimate stabilization or decrease in athletic 

performance after several years in the elite sport, and professional sports. 

Usually, a set of reasons cause an athlete to think about the end of his sports 

career. However, most athletes want to extend the finishing stage and shift 

the time of departure from the sport. To do this, they need to solve at least 

two problems:

• Search for new reserves to improve or maintain a high sports 

results;

• Preparation for terminating a sports career. In other words –

anticipatory socialization. Anticipatory socialization is the proactive 

response of preparing for retirement before it occurs (McKnight, et al., 

2009). Decide on a new professional career that allows the athlete to reduce 

the anxiety about the future and helps focus on solving existing sporting 

objectives.

The crisis of the completion of sports career and the transition to 

another career is linked to the radical change of the meaning of sport in a 

person's life and entails the need to restructure the athletic identity and self-

image and awareness of the value of his personality and the social role of 
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the athlete. During the process of adaptation after the completion of a sports

career, athlete usually faces following problems:

• The need of starting a new professional career and preparation for 

it. The lack of attention to preparing for life after sports can negatively 

affect athletes’ ability to adjust (Crook & Robertson, 1991). Kerr and 

Dacyshyn stated that most of the athletes in their study experienced a stage 

of existential questioning after retirement because they did not care about 

the retirement, thus did not prepare for it. When the sports career was over

these athletes were left asking, “What is next?” (Kerr & Dacyshyn, 2000).

• Establishing new lifestyle, including receiving not only a new 

profession but also hobbies, interests, social circle. A positive factor in 

adjustment is having other interests and participating in other activities after 

retirement. (McKnight, Bernes, Gunn, Chorney, Orr, & Bardick, 2009) This

provides support for the importance of encouraging athletes to not only 

concentrate on the involvement in competitive sport but also engage in other 

life activities (Sinclair & Orlick, 1993).

• Starting a family or reformation of the relations within the existing 

family, if it was created during athlete’s sports career. The support of family 

and friends can decrease the negative experience during the transition out of
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the sport as emotional support helps the athletes to adjust to the process

(Werthner & Orlick, 1986).

Unfortunately, not all athletes can successfully overcome the crisis 

of the completion of the sports career. Werthner and Orlick (1986) 

concluded that seven factors could impact the transition to retirement. Those 

are a new focus, a sense of accomplishment, coaching, injuries and health 

problems, politics/sport association problems, finances, and support of 

family and friends. Essentially, not just one factor impacts the post-

retirement stage. It is a combination of the elements, which are unique to 

each athlete (Werthner & Orlick, 1986). An important factor is a difference

between the self - worth of an athlete in the sport and his/hers self - worth

after the sports career. Moreover, the higher the sports status, the harder the 

way out of the crisis.

Athletes are required to make decisions, not only concerning their

performance in sport. They are also required to decide on their future 

careers (Fogarty & McGregor-Bayne, 2008). In their study, Samuel and 

Tenenbaum (2013) examined decision-making processes of athletes in 

response to athletic career change-events (e.g., injury, field position change).
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Athletes tend to seek advice from friends, family, coaches before 

deciding on a new move in life. The results also revealed that the most 

important predictors of strategic decisions by the athletes depended on how 

important the event and whether there is a professional support (i.e., sports

psychologist, counselor). In other words, when athletes perceived the new 

situation as significant and felt they have had available resources of 

professional support, they preferred not to deal with the situation on their 

own (Samuel & Tenenbaum, 2013).

Therefore, if parents, friends, colleagues, coaches, and sports

psychologists want to maintain high levels of motivation in athletes after 

experiencing a change-event, it is important that the athletes feel satisfied 

with the coping strategy. This simply means that athletes need to feel 

involved and in control (Samuel & Tenenbaum, 2013).

To summarize, it can be said, that the knowledge of the 

contradictions typical in every transition crisis allows not only to prepare the 

athlete but also to give him an efficient psychological help.
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2.3. Health Issues of Retired Athletes

In the minds of many, sport synonymous with the word "exercise."

But, if exercising primarily aimed at correcting physical defects and 

harmonious development of the body, the sports training develop the 

already pronounced physical qualities and skills necessary for some specific 

activities. And this is done at the expense and to the detriment of all other 

physical qualities.

Moderate stress makes a person strong and endurable, excessive-

consuming strength and endurance. One thing - to go exercise three-four

times a week, another - to train for numerous hours a day. Moreover, to train 

at the top of human ability, through "I can't!"

The glamour of being a professional athlete can fade fast and hard 

once an athlete's career is over. Constant injuries and extreme physical load 

bring a lot of pain and difficulties associated with it in their new life

(Reinberg, 2006). 

Athletes by nature are mentally strong and are perceived to be 

mentally stronger, fitter and healthier than others. Due to that perception 

athletes struggle when they need to ask help. Different reasons can bring 

dissatisfaction: change in body composition, loss of speed, or through injury 



26

or retirement. Other sports people often misunderstand the severity of the 

psychological response, and to certain extent athletes, themselves also do so

(Ellis, 2015).

Research has revealed that when participation in sports stops, even 

for some time, professional and elite-level athletes can experience the same

shock or denial, despair, anger, depression, pre-occupation, re-organization, 

and finally acceptance as people suffer when they lose someone close to 

them. (Ellis, 2015).

Wolff and Lester (1989) applied this seven stages to athlete’s 

retirement. They state denial could take place when the individual refuses to 

accept the possibility of a soon retirement. Anger comes after athletes accept 

that retirement will occur soon, but they are not willing to accept it. When 

athletes enter the anger stage, they look for any reason not to quit sports just 

yet. In the fourth stage, the athletes face the depression. It could lead the 

athletes to a deep depression or create anxiety. Eventually, athletes may

accept their career is over in the final stage of grief (Wolff & Lester, 1989).

Gouttebarge, Frings-Dresen, and Sluiter (2015) researched 253 

professional football players (149 current and 121 retired athletes) from 

Australia, Ireland, The Netherlands, New Zeland, Scotland and the USA.

They hypothesized that professional footballers suffer from mental health 
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complaints and psychological difficulties, both during and after the 

professional career. Specifically, those who were exposed to severe injury, 

surgery, low social support and adverse major life events through out the 

career stretch.

This study firstly aimed to examine the predominance of distress,

burnout and anxiety/depression and psychosocial difficulties such as low 

self-esteem and adverse health behavior in current and former professional 

footballers. After that to find a connection between stressful for athletes 

factors (severe injury, surgery, low social support and major life events) and 

mental health problems (Gouttebarge, Frings-Dresen, & Sluiter, 2015). The 

results revealed that the athletes mostly suffer from mental health problems

associated with low social support and recent life events.

Many retired players “have a rate of moderate to severe depressive 

symptoms similar to the general population,” said lead researcher Dr. 

Thomas L. Schwenk, “but they also have a huge burden of chronic pain, 

from injuries and the stress of a professional sports career” (Reinberg, 2006).

At times, the result of constant injuries can be lethal. Former NFL 

player Andre Waters, a star safety for the Philadelphia Eagles and the 

Arizona Cardinals, committed suicide in November 2006 at the age of 44. 
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He was suffering from brain damage caused by multiple concussions during 

his 12-year career, according to pathology reports (Reinberg, 2006).

Retired professional athletes are prone to cardiovascular problems 

and diseases. Studies have been showing that the former professional 

athletes, who abruptly terminate the sports activities, are at risk of death 

from any heart disease more than people who have never engaged in any 

sport (Radulesku, 2006). It happens because at some point the former 

athletes greatly reduce physical activity, while not making the necessary 

changes in dietary habits. Calories that they use, they can no longer burn in 

such quantities as before. And, as a consequence, increases very quickly not 

only weight, but also the concentration of fat, metabolism is disturbed, and 

thus there are hematological and hormonal change. This all together makes 

an explosive mixture of risk factors that promote rapid development of 

coronary atherosclerosis (Radulesku, 2006).

The Mayo Clinic researchers examined former NFL players for 

cardiovascular risk. They conducted multisite screening events of the 

players. Researchers measured the internal diameter of the carotid artery. 

They also assessed plaque deposits which can block blood flow (Mayo 

Clinic, 2008).
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The Mayo data showed that 82 percent of NFL players under age 50 

had abnormal narrowing and blockages in arteries, compared to the general 

population. These results show that retired athletes are at the risk of

experiencing high blood pressure, heart attack or stroke (Mayo Clinic, 2008).

Studies show that overall, more than a half of the retired athletes 

now working as coaches and education teachers were diagnosed with a 

variety of ECG changes typical for imbalances of the re-polarization process 

in the myocardium, sinus arrhythmia, incomplete right bundle branch 

block (fasciculus atrioventricularis). Metabolic process disorders in the

myocardium, and myocardial dystrophy due to physical overstress (Kogan 

& Tarasova).

It should also be noted that athletes are the most problematic and 

vulnerable category of the population, which in varying degrees show 

problems with joints, cartilage, bones, and ligaments. Serious injuries and 

even microtrauma, sprains, dislocations and shocks lead to the fact that the 

normal state of the joints and ligaments is broken. They are gradually 

destroyed, not properly fused, lose their elasticity and natural volume. As a 

result, each former athlete by the age of 45-50 has a "bouquet" of problems 
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related to the musculoskeletal system, which, of course, affect the condition 

of the body in the physical and even psychological terms.

Researchers describe professional sports careers as a combination of 

hard training, competition and post-injury rehabilitation process (Kogan & 

Tarasova). Professional athletes usually suffer from specific injuries, 

depending on the kind of sport they are engaged in. For soccer and 

baskeball it is primarily stretching and tearing of muscles and joints. For 

swimmers a variety of shoulder injuries. In hockey a variety of different 

injuries are possible because hockey players use the whole body during the 

game. Athlete can get injured both, independently and in collision with 

another player.

Rupture of Anterior Cruciate Ligament (ACL) is the most common 

injury among the professional athletes. ACL injury, especially with 

concomitant meniscal or other ligamentous pathology, causes osteoarthritic 

changes at the knee joint. The result of this injury represents a major risk 

factor for the development of knee osteoarthrosis (Abermann, Hoser, 

Benedetto, Hepperger, & Fink, 2015). 

The absolute majority of injured athletes undergo a surgery to 

reconstruct the torn ACL. Although, after the reconstruction the athletes are 
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able to continue active participation in professional sport, the surgery cannot 

protect them from the development of osteoarthrosis. (Abermann, Hoser, 

Benedetto, Hepperger, & Fink, 2015)..

Some sports such as weightlifting, diving, wrestling, javeling

associated with very heavy loads on the spine.  Team sports are unsafe for 

the spine due to the high pace of the game, numerous falls, bumps and 

occasional collisions. Top-level sports require training with high intensity 

and high loads on the spine, often from a young age (Baranto, Hellström, 

Cederlund, Nyman, & Swärd, 2009).

Baranto, Hellstrom, Cederlund, Nyman, and Sward (2009) ran a 

research on 71 different male athletes with a control group of 21 non-

athletes. All of them were invited for a baseline MRI study. After 15 years 

all the participants at baseline were invited to take part in a follow-up 

examination, including a questionnaire on back pain and following MRI 

tests. The average age of the athletes at the beginning of the study was 26

years and for the non-athletes 28 years. At follow-up, the average age was 

40 years for the athletes and 42 years for the non-athletes (Baranto, 

Hellström, Cederlund, Nyman, & Swärd, 2009).
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The researchers hypothesized that most of the spinal abnormalities 

in athletes seem to occur during the growth spurt since the majority of the 

abnormalities demonstrated at follow-up MRI after the sports career were 

present already at baseline (Baranto, Hellström, Cederlund, Nyman, & 

Swärd, 2009).

The study proved that professional sport or sports with high level of 

physical load lead to degenerative processes in the cartilaginious tissue and 

other abnormalities in the spinal cord (Baranto, Hellström, Cederlund, 

Nyman, & Swärd, 2009).

In conclusion, after reviewing the literature on health issues of the 

retired professional athletes, it can be said that majority of them suffer from 

different health problems or combination of several.

2.4. Social Retirement Program for Athletes in Belarus.

A significant part of the social protection system of any country is 

the pension system. The development of a state requires the improvement of

the social security system, including its pension component. Especially this 

problem is exacerbated during recent decades, in some countries, due to 

aging processes of the population. Life expectancy is increasing as a result 
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of improved health care, more comfortable working environment and 

attentive attitude of the citizens to their health.

At the same time, the birth rate is often quite low; it does not provide 

the necessary level of reproduction. As a result, gradually the proportion of 

elderly people in the population increases. The growing number of people of 

retirement age means increasing the load on the pension system of any state. 

From how well the system is adapted to the changing social environment 

affects the quality of life of senior citizens and society as a whole. If the

system changes fast enough, then it may lead to increase the load on the 

state budget, increase pension contributions and a decrease of living quality 

of people of retirement age. 

In this regard, the majority of developed and developing countries 

are trying to create such pension systems, which from one side ensure a 

decent standard of living for the retirees, and from the other would not lead 

to an increase in public and private costs.

In Belarus, pension foundations remain unchanged since Soviet 

times. At the same time rapidly developing socio-economic environment 

requires improvement of the basic approaches. Currently, the state 

distributed pension system formed in Belarus. It means that the current 
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generation of working citizens provides the basis for the payment of current 

pensions.

By the Belarusian legislation labor the pension of retirees is 

appointed for men of 60 years old, of work experience of at least 25 years, 

and women upon reaching the age of 55 years old and the presence of the 

work experience of at least 20 years. It should also be noted that during his 

career, the employee must implement the relevant social contributions. In 

the absence of a minimum length of work experience with the payment of 

required insurance fees, the social pensions are appointed by the state upon 

reaching the age of 65 years for men and women - 60 years.

The issues of pension insurance of professional athletes have not 

received proper development in the scientific literature. Accumulation of 

scientific knowledge in the field of social protection of this category of the

population is not sufficient to solve complex theoretical and practical 

problems associated with the pension insurance system, allowing to 

guarantee a decent level of payments in the event of a social risk. The need 

to organize an effective system of pension insurance, as well as the lack of 

developing of this topic require scientific and theoretical study of the 

pension insurance of professional athletes in the Republic of Belarus. The 
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identification of the problems of law enforcement practice, as well as the 

development of evidence-based recommendations and proposals, should be 

done for improvement of pension legislation in this area.

Until 2009, athletes were subject to a professional pension for years 

of service by the Law of the Republic of Belarus of April 17, 1992, № 1596-

XII “About Labor Unions” (About Labor Unions: The law of the Republic 

of Belarus of April 17, 1992, #1596-XII, 2012). According to Art. 49-2 of 

the Act, the right to a pension for years of service were athletes: men - at the 

age of 55 and have worked at least 25 years, including at least 15 years of 

professional sports activities; women - on reaching 50 years old and have 

worked at least 20 years, including at least 10 years of professional sports 

activity.

At the same time was allocated a separate category of athletes who 

were the members of national teams of the Republic of Belarus. For these 

athletes were stipulated other pension conditions for years of service: at 

least five years as part of the national teams of the Republic of Belarus and 

at least 25 years of work experience for men and 20 years for women. A list 

of these categories was approved by the Council of Ministers of the 
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Republic of Belarus of April 1, 1994, № 205 (Resolution of the Council of 

Ministers of the Rep. Belarus, April 1. 1994, #205, 2012).

But it has to be kept in mind that professional sport, to achieve the 

best results, usually begins from quite a young age, and there are cases of 

significant occupational disability of athletes of 18-20 years old, which does 

not allow to continue a professional career. Some sports demand a certain 

age of an athlete (e.g., in gymnastics, synchronized swimming athletes 

engaged in professional sports on average from 12-13 to 21-23 years old). 

Taking into account the possibility of the labor contract, which is a 

prerequisite for professional pension insurance, starting from 16 years old, 

these athletes will not gain a necessary professional experience, and they 

will not be eligible for early professional retirement. However, according to 

statistics, the highest rate of all sports injuries are among children aged from 

5 to 14 years (about 40% of all sports injuries).

Since January 1, 2009, pension provision system for professional 

athletes undergone significant changes due to the introduction of 

professional pension insurance. So, in addition to the mandatory pension; 

insurance by age, professional athletes are subject under certain conditions 

for professional pension insurance. To implement this type of pension 



37

insurance for the first time has been a fixed list of 55 sports for occupational 

pension insurance of certain categories of athletes involved in professional 

sports, approved by Council of Ministers of the Republic of Belarus, as well 

as the evaluation criteria of professional athletes working conditions.

Despite improvements in the pension legislation, in practice, there 

are some problems, including in the field of pension insurance professional 

athletes. It was noted that to innovate pension insurance of athletes, a closed 

list of sports that includes 55 titles had been provided. The legislator in 

Belarus draws a distinction between professional sports with a high risk of 

occupational disability and other professional sports, on the other hand - the 

development of young sports, which are not reflected in the list of these

sports, but it seems no less traumatic (climbing, arm wrestling, rugby).

The list of sporting achievements has changed as well, giving 

athletes from among the members of national teams of the Republic of 

Belarus the right for sports occupational pension, which does not include 

certain categories of athletes. In particular, Paralympic athletes who have 

the title of "Honored Master of Sports of the Republic of Belarus" did not 

receive the right to an occupational pension (Resolution of the Council of 

Ministers of the Rep. Belarus, April 1. 1994, #205, 2012)



38

Certain concerns are appearing in cumulative occupational pension 

insurance principle. The mechanism of preliminary accumulation of funds 

for the payment of occupational pensions did not involve the creation of 

individual accounts and carried out through the creation of a separate 

solidarity bank accounts, which accumulate coming from the employers' 

contributions. Occupational pension depends on the contributions received, 

revenues from their placement and redistribution of unclaimed funds. The 

mentioned pension is paid on the basis of information on the number of 

pension savings. According to the existing in the world methods of 

financing this pension insurance system, called Defined Contribution 

System, not intended to create a real individual account.

As the experience of foreign countries shows, such a system is more 

efficient than accumulating system since its service is more profitable than 

the content of individual accounts invested individually.

However, if the appropriate investment mechanism does not support 

a national Defined Contribution System, it will not guarantee a decent 

payout. To ensure an acceptable amount of pension payouts is necessary to 

maintain profitability in the long term by 5-7% above the inflation.
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In reality, the study of the practice of realization of professional 

pension insurance led to the conclusion that the size of profitability is low, 

which indicates the need for the development of pension funds investment 

mechanism, which will increase the rate of return on pension reserves.

To fully explore the problems of pension insurance of professional 

athletes seems urgent to take into consideration the foreign experience of the 

organization of pension systems for this category of citizens. One of the 

features of pension insurance is that the pension has several sources. Along 

with the general state pension insurance, corporate pension insurance is 

organized in most foreign countries, (i.e., insurance by the employer). For 

example, in professional sports special conditions of pension insurance 

provided under professional sports associations (leagues).

Further listed the experience of pension insurance in the individual 

major sporting associations (leagues):

· NHL (National Hockey League). The normal 

retirement date under the Retirement Plan shall be the first of the month 

following a participant's 62nd birthday. A participant may commence 

receiving actuarially equivalent pension benefits as early as the first of the 
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month following his 45th birthday. For Example, the player is eligible for 

coverage under the Retirement Plan from the first game played and is 

credited with 82 games each year for ten years. The example also assumes 

that the Player is credited (before any gross-up is applied) with forty-eight 

(48) games in the 2012-13 season. Also, the example assumes a 2.5% 

annual increase in the maximum annual dollar limit under the Code from 

$205,000 in 2013 to $255,000 in 2022. The benefit accumulated at the end 

of the season is based on the then applicable benefit limit. (Collective 

Bargaining Agreement Between National Hockey League And National 

Hockey League Players' Association, 2013).

· NFL (National Football League). The league's plan is 

based on years of service in the league. Players who retired in the '80s and

'90s receive anywhere from $3,000-5,640 per month for every season played 

in the NFL. Newly retired players receive $5,640 dollars monthly for every 

year of service. Players with 10 years of service receive an additional 

retirement bonus in the form of an annuity. Players are eligible to receive 

their full benefits at the age of 55. While the pension plan is much worse 

than other sports, the NFL does offer a generous 401(k) plan. The league 

matches every player's contribution up to 200%. (Housing your retirement 
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plan inside a variable annuity contract offers some big advantages, but only 

if you are close to retirement (Riddix, 2010).

· NBA (National Basketball Association). NBA players 

have one of the most generous pension plans in all of the professional sports. 

They are vested into their pension plans after playing at least three seasons 

in the league. The minimum benefit for a player that retires at the age of 62 

is $56,988 per year - not a bad retirement for a three-year career. The 

maximum benefit for any player is $195,000, and it takes 11 years of NBA 

service to qualify for this benefit (Riddix, 2010).

· MBL (Major Baseball League). Major League 

Baseball has the best pension program in all of the sports. A big league 

player needs just 43 days of service to qualify for a pension benefit. Forty-

three days of service can guarantee an MLB player a $34,000 per year 

pension benefit. One day on an active roster qualifies a player for full 

comprehensive medical benefits. Major league baseball players 

become fully vested in their pensions after ten years of service. It is not 

uncommon for retired baseball players with over ten years of service to 

receive over $100,000 annually upon reaching the age of 62. Baseball has 

the most well-funded pension program with estimates valuing the plan at 

over half a billion dollars (Riddix, 2010).
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In the sphere of professional sport, it is appropriate to provide for the 

possibility of a corporate insurance system. It would provide sports 

organizations the ability to set certain conditions not only for supplementary 

pension insurance of athletes and coaches, but also for payments in other 

cases stipulated by the local regulatory, legal act (personal injury, the 

recovery period after the treatment, and so). Such insurance may be carried 

out through the creation of a single savings account of sports organization 

for social security of athletes and coaches. With effective investments, such 

a system of non-state social insurance will be an additional guarantee for 

professional athletes and coaches against social risks.
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Chapter 3. Methodology

3.1. Research Method

For the study, qualitative research method was chosen to gain a 

better, more in-depth analysis of the retirement experiences of the 

participants. Specifically, a case study was chosen as the topic being 

analyzed applies to a specific group of high-performance athletes

undergoing the retirement process. Also, it was important to find out the 

role of athletic identity on the psychological adjustment of the athletes

during the retirement experience. Level of the athletic identity of athletes 

was quantitatively measured mainly to see how retired athletes identify 

themselves after completing a sports career.

Since the retirement process is an inevitable part of a sports career, 

the focus of the study is not to find a cause-effect relationship, but rather 

explore and describe the issue. Case study defined the best by Helen Simons 

(2009), she states: “Case study is an in-depth exploration from multiple 

perspectives of the complexity and uniqueness of a particular project, policy, 

institution, program or system in a “real life” context” (p.22).
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It is ideal when information in the form of numbers is not applicable. 

Instead the questions “what” and “how” are being asked.

Issues, which athletes face during retirement process, are not 

phenomena and not new to the world. This research is not one of its kinds. 

However, since there is very little information about that matter in Belarus, 

the study was created for exploring and understanding the issue, particularly

in this country.

3.2. Participants

The participants chosen for this study are ten members of the female 

national basketball team of Belarus between ages of thirty and thirty-eight

years. Five participants already retired from the professional sport and five

are on the verge of their career. The retired athletes finished their carriers 

not more than five years ago. All ten athletes have high sports

achievements and participated in all top-level competitions such as 

European Championship, World Championship, and Olympic Games. Also,

all ten athletes have higher education and obtained their bachelor degrees in 

different fields. Detailed demographics of the participants represented in 

Table 2.
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Table 2. Demographic Characteristics of the Participants

Academic
degree

Years
of 

professional 
experience

National 
team 

experience

Number 
of top 
events 

attended

Current athlete status

Athlete 1
Physical Education

21 12 9 Retired

Athlete 2 Physical Education
14 14 8 Retired

Athlete 3
Business 

Administration
17 14 5 Retired

Athlete 4
Physical 

Education/Agriculture
14 8 7 Active

Athlete 5
Physical 

Education/Economics
15 9 4 Retired

Athlete 6 Physical Education 13 8 5 Retired

Athlete 7 International Studies 13 10 9 Active

Athlete 8 Physical Education 16 10 8 Active

Athlete 9 Physical Education 22 12 6 Active

Athlete 10
Physical Education 14 5 3

Active

The reason for having two groups of athletes is to distinguish (or 

not) the difference in self-identity between active athletes and retired 
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athletes, and further analyze how it affects the adaptation process after 

retirement.  

3.3. Instrumentation

The Athletic Identity Measurement Scale (AIMS) was applied to 

determine the level of athletic identity of the participants of this study. The 

scale consists of ten descriptive items, was proposed by Brewer, Van Raatle, 

and Linder (Richardson, 2009)

The scale uses a 7-point Likert scale, where 1 – “strongly disagree”

and 7 – “strongly agree.” 10 points are the minimum score and 70 the 

maximum. The higher the score, the stronger the athletic identity.

For the qualitative part of the study, semi-structured interviews were 

conducted. Author's open-ended question aimed at studying the experiences

of athletes associated with leaving the sport. The purpose of the interviews 

was to gain as much information possible about personal perspectives of 

each athlete on a retirement process. Because a researcher and the 

participants are located in different countries, the interviews could not be 

done in person. Each athlete first was informed personally with a written

message about the future interviews. After that the participants gave their 
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consent for the interviews, the dates and the time for Skype calls were set up 

with each one of them.

All questions have been translated to Russian language since not all 

participants speak English. The researcher made the entire translation. As a 

result, all the answers were received in Russian language. After the 

interviews were over, all the answers were translated back into English.

Three steps were taken to develop the questions for obtaining a 

valid data.

Step 1. A test set of questions was developed based on the analysis 

of the literature used for this study. Included questions allowed to examine 

the aspects of the retirement process of the athletes, such as: psychological, 

physical, social and economical, and how/if the athletic identity affects each 

of them.

Step 2. The academic advisor of the researcher was consulted. He 

evaluated the original questionnaire, and after the evaluation, some 

questions were reviewed.

Step 3. The revised set of questions was then put to a study.

Interviews were chosen as the main source of data collection for 

this study. This is an ideal way to get the information, personal perspectives 

about the matter from people who directly involved in it. The qualitative 
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interviews are very useful because they give the researcher a chance to 

discover information that cannot be accessed, for example, by 

questionnaires (Alshenqeeti, 2014).

Moreover, it would be valuable for researchers, to consider the 

interview's non-linguistic features, for instance, the body language, gestures 

of the interviewees and other examples of “unspoken” data, as they embody

an interesting source of research information (Alshenqeeti, 2014).

For this case study, the researcher chose the semi-structured 

interviews with open-ended questions. Thus, the researcher gets a chance to 

explore issues that spontaneously appear during the interview. (Doody & 

Noonan, 2013). The researcher is allowed to change the order of the 

questions as well as the wording in them. The questions may change during 

the process of interviews to display an increased understanding of the 

problem (Agee, 2009). The researcher can ask new questions, other than 

initial, to find out more about the topics that unexpectedly arose during the 

interview.

3.4. Data Analysis 

The total AIMS scores range from 10 to 70. A lower score represents

low athletic identity, and the higher represents a high level of athletic 
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identity (Richardson, 2009). The AIMS was used to identify the level of 

athletic identity in all ten participants, but mainly in retired ones, and to see 

identity’s role in retirement process.

Thematic analysis was chosen as a method of analysis for this 

research. Braun and Clarke define thematic analysis as “a method for 

identifying, analyzing and reporting patterns (themes) within data.” (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006). They also state that thematic analysis is a fundamental 

method for analyzing what should be determined and described to secure a 

place in the research (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

This method is more convenient than other complex types of 

qualitative analysis because it gives a researcher more flexibility for 

choosing a theoretical framework. Because of its flexibility, the thematic 

analysis allows for the more detailed description of the data.

The six phases of the thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) were 

applied for the analysis of this study’s data (see Figure 1.).
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Figure 1. Phases of Thematic Analysis

After reviewing all the received data, the initial codes were produced. 

The coding was done manually by the researcher. The codes then were 

listed and sorted into potential themes. After reviewing the themes and

ensuring the relationship between them and the data, the finalizing and 

naming of the themes was complete. At the last phase, the final analysis and 

the report about the findings of the study were complete.

Producing the report

Defining and naming themes

Reviewing the themes

Searching for themes

Generating initial codes

Familiarizing yourself with your data
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Chapter 4. Results and Discussion

The purpose of this study was to identify the problems arising in 

athletes under the influence of athletic identity in the process of retirement 

from a sports career, as well as the needs of athletes to solve them.

4.1. Athletic Identity

Before proceeding with the interviews, it was necessary to evaluate 

an athletic identity in the participants. Athletes of both groups were asked to 

complete a 10-question survey of AIMS. The highest score possible is 70. 

The high score indicates a high level of athletic identity. The scores of the 

athletes arranged as follows (see Table 3):

Table 3. AIMS Scores of the Participants

Active Athletes
Retired Athletes

Athlete 4 65 Athlete 1 50

Athlete 7 65 Athlete 2 53

Athlete 8 64 Athlete 3 53

Athlete 9 57 Athlete 5 63

Athlete 10 63 Athlete 6 52
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As it can be seen, active athletes show a high level of athletic 

identity. The scores of retired athletes are lower. Nevertheless they also 

indicate that athletic identity is pretty high in the post-retirement stage.

When asked to explain more detailed about why they still consider 

themselves athletes, retired athletes stated that being an athlete was what 

they do all their life, and they never imagined themselves being anything 

else. Athlete 2 described her thoughts on being an athlete:

I started playing basketball when I was nine. My 
parents, both basketball players in the past, put me 
into it. At that age it was really not my choice, but 
by the time I was seventeen I knew, I wanted to be a 
pro. From that point, all my life was built in a certain 
way to achieve this goal…People asked what do I do? 
I play basketball. Now people ask me the same, my 
immediate response: “I am an athlete” (…). (Athlete 
2)

In addition to that active athletes mentioned that they prioritize their 

life in such way, where being an athlete comes first, and everything else 

(family, friends, leisure, hobbies, etc.) is secondary:

(…)I read I watch TV, I go out only if my regime 
allows me… I will never substitute the resting time 
between practices on something entertaining. Then 
at night, I might do something, like movies or dinner 
with friends. Not even friends, the teammates. You 
separated from your friends most of the time. But 
then again (laughing), I know I have an early 
morning practice, and I can’t stay up late (…).
(Athlete 8)



53

The other participants shared similar attitudes. This data obtained 

from the interviews shows the link with the quantitative data collected with

AIMS, as both identified that these participants had a high level of athletic 

identity.

4.2. Perception of the Retirement 

The current well-being was evaluated in the participants of both 

groups in the personal interviews. As researchers suggest, forming the 

mental state and well-being of the participants before they enter the 

retirement is very crucial (Stephan, Bilard, Ninot, & Delignieres, 2003). 

Participants of both groups shared their thoughts about the retirement 

process. The obtained data from the interviews led to three themes: 1) 

anticipated retirement (for active) and feeling the retirement (for retired) 2) 

career, and 3) help after retirement. Each theme is divided into sub-themes 

and will be discussed in order.

4.2.1. Active Athletes

4.2.1.1. Anticipating retirement  

Emotions about the Retirement. Most of the women showed a

moderate level of emotional disbalance. The presence here and now reduces 

the level of psychological pressure in still active athletes. Having more 
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pressing goals, such as games and practices and concentrating on them

distract the athletes from emotional breakdowns about the retirement. 

Athlete 8 said, “Now I worry more about how I am going to play the next 

game with my injured achilles than about the retirement.”

Two athletes expressed the fear of uselessness and fear of

uncertainty about the transition into the retirement:

(…) that will not realize myself in something else all 
100%; not having those emotions and adrenaline; 
attention, that everyone will forget about me and 
nobody needs me anymore; that there will be 
emptiness and I will live the memories, comparing 
life before and after (…). (Athlete 4)

All the participants did not present a clear idea about the retirement 

nor did they know what to expect or how they will react.

Concerns about the Retirement. In contrast to psychological 

problems, athletes expressed more opinions about the external concerns 

with regard to the retirement. To the question: “Why do you want to 

continue your sports career?” four out of five participants responded that

they are not ready to end their sports career because they have not yet 

decided what they will do after regarding profession.  The one athlete that 

more or less decided with the choice of profession said, “Maybe I will be a 
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coach, but not in Belarus. The salaries of the coaches in our country are very 

low (…). (Athlete 7)

The subject of the money is relevant to all five participants. Sport 

gave these athletes a chance to leave a comfortable life. Athletes report high 

life satisfaction during their career because of the way of living, loving 

relationship they develop with their sport and the benefits sport brings

(Stephan, Bilard, Ninot, & Delignieres, 2003). Therefore, the athletes are 

concerned about the earnings that can satisfy their needs after finishing the 

sports career. Athlete 8 explained, “I feel great physically and mentally, 

basketball brings me happiness and money. That is why I will keep going.”

New Lifestyle. Three out of five athletes expressed their concerns 

about future lifestyle when the sport will not take the important role in a 

daily routine anymore:

I don’t know, for me right now is hard to imagine 
how is to get up in the morning and, for example, 
there is no practice. Or no game. Or no bus for the 
road trip today. Just going to work and that’s it. 
(Athlete 10)

Re-adjusting to the new regime seems to be a problem to the most 

participants of the group. For them, basketball was something they had built 

their life around, and soon it will not be there anymore:
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Really, I mean, really I cannot see myself going to 
the office and sit there eight hours every day. How 
people do it? I practice twice per day, in total four 
hours. All the rest of the day I have to myself. I 
travel a lot. I see different places, people. In the 
summer I know, I have a national team for one 
month and then two months of vacation.  And then 
to imagine office…? I really don’t know (…). 
(Athlete 8)

Professional athletes’ lifestyles are subordinated to their occupation, 

which is sport. It becomes a way of life. Their lifestyle is built on 

commitment, both physical and emotional, with daily routines and regime. 

Training and exercise are essential components of athletes’ daily lives. As a 

result, they never imagine a life without training or competing (Stephan, 

Bilard, Ninot, & Delignieres, 2003). 

4.2.1.2. Career

The future career was one of the concerns for all active athletes. 

Most of them did not have a clear answer to what they want to do after the 

sport ends. Only one participant of the group had a clear vision of being a 

coach in the future. When asked for the reasons for that uncertainty, the 

answers formed into two sub-categories.

The Field. It is hard for the athletes to think of any other job that 

will bring them the same satisfaction as did the sport. Athlete 8 explained:
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(…) I cannot decide what to do because nothing 
attracts me so much. Except for basketball, nothing 
fascinates as much. I don’t want to be a 
coach…After all, I am used to the fact that 
basketball is my job and it is a job that brings me 
pleasure. So now I’m not so much interested in 
anything, and it’s hard to decide what I would do 
after I retire (…). (Athlete 8)

The athletic identity also played a part in a decision making process. 

Formed for many years the athletic orientation of the personality inhibits the 

process of professional self-determination. As Athlete 7 mentioned, “I am a 

professional athlete. It’s my job…It’s like asking a doctor, who he wants to 

be after the retirement…”

The influence of athletic identity on an athlete’s decision of another 

professional field is consistent with the theory of identity foreclosure, which 

is described a high level of dedication to one occupation reducing the level 

of dedication in other life activities (Cieslak II, 2004). Murphy, Petitpas, and 

Brewer’s research in 1996 displayed that intercollegiate athletes experienced

a high level of identity foreclosure, which results in a setback in a future 

career development, especially among varsity and revenue sports athletes

(Cieslak II, 2004).

Finances. The earnings of the professional athletes are generally

high and to find a job outside the sport that nearly matches the sports
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salaries is almost impossible. Even though, the participants of this study are 

not nearly millionaires, but their salaries are several times higher than the 

average salary of ordinary people in Belarus. Athlete 7 continued, “…It’s 

not a secret, it [basketball] pays well…it feels good not to look at the prices 

in the grocery store and just buy what you like…” As a result, the 

participants concentrate more on finding the job with the salary which will 

satisfy their usual needs, which negatively results in a future career decision.

4.2.1.3. Coping strategies

The last theme of the findings of this study reflects the opinions of 

the athletes about the possible coping strategies during the retirement.

Necessary Assistance. To the question: “Do you think athletes need 

help when completing a sports career?” participants unanimously said “yes.”

Thus, the absolute majority believes that “finishing” athletes need help. For 

the types of assistance, the following estimates were obtained (see Table 4.)

Table 4. Types of Help in Pre-Retirement Stage

Types of Help Frequencies of answers (N=5)

Material 4

Psychological 3

Financial Advisor 2

Medical 2
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Thus, as it can be seen, psychological assistance ranks second in 

terms of the degree of demand on the part of athletes at the last stage of the 

sports career. Athlete 4 expressed her guess, “I think the psychologist’s help 

will not be redundant.”  However, not only the specialists athletes see as a 

source of psychological help, as in the case of Athlete 9 who said, “…I 

would also find comfort in my family: my parents, my husband…”, thus, 

voicing the importance of social support during hard times (Parker, 1994).

Since the material side of the subject is in the first place, some 

athletes also suggested the help from the financial advisor.

Many new professional athletes come from low-income families. 

They lack the experience in managing big amounts of money. There is also 

an issue of having big hearts for their friends and family. All three of these 

factors, and many more challenges, can cause quite a problem for the 

athletes to make right choices regarding the money spending.

An astonishing 78% of American professional football players go 

bankrupt or are under financial pressure in two years after retiring, the same 

is true for 60% of professional basketball players within five years of 

retiring from the sport (Lester, 2013). Even though the participants of this 
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study don’t have millions to lose, there are lessons for everyone in these 

statistics, as Athlete 8 said: 

I think that help is needed even from the beginning 
of a professional sports career, for example, 
financial literacy, so that athletes think about saving 
and investing money in advance. Big money can 
play a cruel joke with you (…)

Athlete 4 adds:

(…) Hard to resist before not recklessly spend your 
first salary. At that moment you don’t think of a 
future, you think it will be like this always. Well, 
maybe not always, but in this season for sure. And 
then will see (…). (Athlete 4)

When talked about material support after retirement, athletes’ main 

concern was about the social retirement system for the athletes in their 

country. They have expressed their fears about the fact that a pension can 

only be appointed after ten years of a work experience as a national team 

member, but with twenty years of total work experience:

I already imagine that it will not be easy to find a 
new job. At that moment my sports pension could 
help, but I can get it only in 10 years if I work…It’s 
like a vicious circle of some kind. (Athlete 7)

Received Assistance. To the question: “Have you ever asked for any 

help or consulting?” only one out of five participants responded positively.

Athlete 7 said it was a help of a financial advisor, but not in Belarus. When 

asked, why they did not ask for any help, the majority of participants said, 
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that they did not see any need in that. Two athletes also mentioned that they 

have no idea where to look for the help. Athlete 8 commented:

(…) I have not yet appealed to people. I think when 
I decide in which area I want to work, I will look for 
people who are the best in it and communicate with 
them. For right now I’m reading a variety of 
literature that replaces the financiers, psychologists 
(…)

To conclude the discussion on the perception of the pre-retiring 

athletes about the retirement process, the participants were asked about the 

general impression of it. To the question: “Do you consider the completion 

of a sports career as a life crisis?” four out five athletes said “yes”. The 

absolute majority believes that the completion of a sports career is a very 

difficult time for an athlete. These responses confirm the existence of the 

“crisis of finishing sport and moving on to another career” described by 

Stambulova (1997).

4.2.2. Retired Athletes

4.2.2.1. Feeling the retirement

Emotions about the Retirement. As in the case of active athletes, 

the retired athletes also talked about the psychological aspect of the
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retirement process. But the reasons, in contrast to active athletes, they have 

rather different.

Unlike the active athletes, all five retired participants confirmed the 

presence of mental discomfort after the sports career was terminated. A 

range of emotions in which void stood out in a first place. “Almost every

day,” was how often most of the participants thought back about basketball:

I think about it every day. I think what I would be 
doing now if I still played, what team I would be in, 
which country. I miss that life a lot…I can’t watch 
my national team playing. I get jealous of them, or I 
don’t know…yes, I am jealous, and it’s just so hard 
(…). (Athlete 2)

Void these women fell is consistent with the research about athletes' 

retirement experience. Many researchers have concluded that retiring from

sport is a dynamic process, often marked by an initial sense of loss or void

leading to a period of personal adjustment (Kerr & Dacyshyn, 2000;

Werthner & Orlick, 1986).

Unfulfilled ambitions also tend to keep retired athletes from moving 

on with their lives:

Now I’m ok. But I remember my first months after I 
made the decision how I was bargaining with myself: 
“Hey one more Europen Championship. Maybe we 
get a medal”. And clubs are still coming with the 
offers…That was a very difficult time. (Athlete 3) 
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Thus, athletes are not ready to go out of the sport, continuing to cling 

to their hopes, building vain plans caused by the desire for revenge. The 

bargaining complies with one of the stages of grieving the loss of the loved 

one (Wolff & Lester, 1989). That stage described by the researchers was 

anger, where athletes accept that retirement has to happen, but they are not 

willing to accept it. As the athletes move through this stage, they look for 

any possible way to prolong their sports career.

Another strong feeling participants mentioned they feel during the 

retirement is the exclusion. For Athlete 1 was weird all of a sudden not to be 

in a team group chat anymore:

I was the captain and just yesterday I made the 
announcements in our Viber group about schedules, 
practices, games, coach’s requests, etc. And today I 
see a team doctor deleted me from the group. I was 
like: “Wait! It’s me! I am yours”. And the next 
second you realize, no, you are not on the team 
anymore. (Athlete1)

In a case of Athlete 3 it was weird not to refer to the team as “my 
team” anymore:

When I was coming to the home games of my, see, 
again “my”, anyway, my national team I would 
always mention in conversation with people that. 
And people would say, they are not your team 
anymore. And something jumps inside you at that 
very moment…After three years outside basketball,
I still can’t let it go completely and say “my” team 
sometimes. (Athlete 3)
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Feeling excluded is easily understood through the process of role 

exit. Research in the area of role exit finds that it requires the retiring athlete

to separate from the former role and essentially become a “former” (Stier, 

2007). Athlete’s 3 comment of people viewing her as a former member was

justified in the research, that found people around retired athletes responded 

to their withdrawal by distancing themselves, talking of them as “ex” (Stier, 

2007).

Another common challenge most of the participants had to face was 

a shift in the self-identity. Even though the scores of AIMS at the beginning

of the research were high for the participants of this group and participants

commented, that they still consider themselves athletes, some uncertainties 

still appeared:

I feel I am an athlete. I tell you or other people when 
they ask; I am an athlete. But then every day passes 
by without doing what I used to do, and I go like: 
“Am I?” Of course, I am, I start thinking again. And 
this becomes an ongoing conversation with yourself, 
so frustrating (…). (Athlete 2)

Athlete 6 adds:

It’s not that I don’t consider myself an athlete, I do. 
But It’s more like I don’t feel special anymore. My 
achievements in sport gave me a feeling of 
exclusivity. And now if I tell people of my 
achievements, they tell me, great, what’s next. And 
this is where you realize that next is normal…and 
then I try every time to remind people of who I once 
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was, to have that “I am special” feeling 
again(…).(Athlete6) 

The other participants shared the same feelings. In their research 

Thomas and Ermler (1988) stated that “when one's self-worth is contingent 

on success in a particular sport, such narrowness creates a vulnerability that 

is inevitable with declines in and/or termination of one's performance”(p. 

139). Therefore, once the athletic identity becomes high and exclusive, and

the athlete is forced to find a new basis for finding self-significance after the 

retirement,  athletes tend to struggle with the issue.

The struggle could also occur under the influence of discrepancy of 

the past and the present (Stephan, Bilard, Ninot, & Delignieres, 2003). Past 

achievements continue to play an important role in the lives of former 

athletes and the present situation is not fully viewed as a potential source of 

achievements.

Fear of starting something new from the bottom, being lost, fear of 

future came as the last factor of mental discomfort for retired athletes:

Remembering the state I was in; it was like a 
borderline. All the time I wanted to go back, all the 
time there were doubts if I did a right thing. Because, 
all my previous life was customary, all clear, sport
was who I am. And the new life is absolutely
unknown, and there was no certainty what to do next. 
(Athlete 6)
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Another participant voiced some difficulties related to the lack of 

control of her life experiences while playing basketball. Athlete explained, 

“I would go back. When I was an athlete, all my life was organized by 

others. Practices, schedules, road trips were handled by coaches, managers,

and others. All I had to do was play and practice”.

The role of athletic identity is clearly seen in the comments of the 

participants and can be reflected in other studies. A most recent study by 

Lavallee and Robinson (2007) examined the retirement experience of five 

top-level women’s gymnasts. They found that these women adopted 

identities based entirely on gymnastics which later gave them a feeling of 

being lost in the retirement, unsure of anything else they wanted in their 

lives other than gymnastics (Lavallee & Robinson, 2007).

Concerns about the Retirement. Besides the emotional aspect, 

the retired athletes shared their main concerns about the future when they 

entered the post-retirement stage. 

A choice of a new career became a question number one. Even 

though all five participants currently occupied with their new careers, they 

remembered the problems that arose when choosing a new profession:



67

I had no plan, no idea what I would do. I just 
finished, and only then I began to navigate the 
terrain for the next move. All this was quite difficult. 
All this was a state of some kind of suspension, the 
state of emptiness. All this took me about two years 
(…). (Athlete 6)

For the participants of this group the issue of future occupation 

during the transition was especially difficult. Feeling lost and unsure, not 

having control over the future has been linked with a harder, longer 

transition process from sport to a life of a regular person (Werthner & 

Orlick, 1986). This could explain some of the emotional sufferings they 

were experiencing at this point.

Health came as a second main concern for the retired athletes. 

Reduced exercise has affected the body composition of the participants not 

in the best way. The past traumas and injuries began to bother them, as in 

case of Athlete 5 that said, “If in the past my knee hurt me only after the 

game or hard practice, now I wake up with the pain every morning.”

It’s been proven that numerous joint injuries increase a risk of 

osteoarthritic changes in the future (Abermann, Hoser, Benedetto, 

Hepperger, & Fink, 2015). When the muscles are strong and toned they 

relieve stress on the joints. Lack of consistent exercise leads to muscle 

atrophy. As a result, significant pain in ligaments and joints.
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Two participants also voiced their concern about their body image:

I know my body is changing. I feel my body is 
changing. And I feel bad about it, but don’t have a 
will to stop it, because before I didn’t have to worry 
about the shape I am in… I am an athlete I know 
what to do, but I just don’t do it. (Athlete1)

Previous researches have shown that body changing process may 

bring a lot of stress to the athletes. Numerous studies of women athletes

found they experience a crisis stage caused by the awareness of their 

worsening bodies (Lavallee & Robinson, 2007; Stephan, Bilard, Ninot & 

Delignieres, 2003). Lavallee and Robinson (2007) also found that this crisis 

may cause eating disorders and unhealthy exercise regime. Despite the fact 

that the women in this study have some concerns with their body image and 

exercising, they did not express any concerns about eating disorders. 

4.2.2.2. Career

At the time of the interviews all five participants had new jobs. But 

four out of five women mentioned that the process of finding a new 

occupation was not easy.  Only one participant said that she had a job offer 

before she retired. She faced a choice to undergo a surgery and continue 

playing, or take an opportunity of a new job. She also mentioned that the 

choice was not difficult for her. Regarding the other participants, two main 
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aspects were named when they were asked: “Why they had a difficulty 

finding a job?”

The Field. The same as in a case of active athletes the common 

answers were “I don’t know what interests me” or “I don’t know what I 

want to do.” Athlete 6 shared her memories, “I did not become a sports

manager right away. I was engaged in another field, worked in the embassy. 

But eventually, I found my vocation”. In a case of Athlete 1, that recently 

works as a coach, she still feels that this is not what she wants to do in the 

future:

I am a coach. Back then, I took this job being totally
lost about the future. The Olympic Games were over 
I proudly declared my retirement, euphoria for one 
week…and then reality. What to do? Where to go? 
The offer of federation came like a big chance…now 
I understand, I want to do something completely 
different (…). (Athlete 1)

As it was discussed earlier with active athletes, it is clear that retired 

athletes have the same tendency of having a problem when choosing a new 

occupation. Again can be seen the influence of the athletic identity and 

identity foreclosure associated with it (Ciesliak II, 2004; Lavallee & 

Robinson, 2007).
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Education. As mentioned earlier in their profiles, all the participants 

(active and retired) have higher education and obtained their bachelor 

degrees. Nevertheless, three out of five retired athletes mentioned that their 

current education was not enough or did not comply with what they wanted 

to do. These athletes faced the need for education:

My first degree is in physical education.  But right 
before retiring, without any doubt, I knew I wanted 
to try journalism. So, after retirement, I had to take 
two – year journalism courses. Now I work in two 
places. I coach my university team, and I help to 
comment on the basketball games on the local TV 
channel. (Athlete 5)

Athlete 6 mentioned that getting her higher education was very done 

in a very convenient for her way. She said, “I had my higher education 

[physical education], because my university at that moment was very 

flexible with the athletes, and it was very convenient for me. Still, at the 

moment of retirement, I didn’t know what to do”. (Athlete 6)

Therefore, despite the fact that all participants of the group have 

higher education, athletes usually chose the education by its convenience, or 

because “you need” the education, or might never go to the university at all.

The other studies have shown, that athletes’ education is often negatively 
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influenced by sports career (Rintaugu & Mwisukha, 2011). As a result, a 

problem with the work they would like to have.

4.2.2.3. Coping strategies

The same as with the active athletes, the possible coping strategies in 

post-retirement stage will be discussed in the last theme.

Necessary Assistance. To the question: “Do you think athletes need 

help when completing a sports career?” all participants responded positively.  

The answers of the participants are arranged in the following order (see 

Table. 5)

Table 5. Types of Help in Post-Retirement Stage

Types of Help Frequencies of answers (N=5)

Psychological 5

Medical 4

Career 3

Financial Advisor 3

Financial 2

The results of the study have shown that athletic identity affects 

psychological adjustment with the retirement of the athletes in the post-

retirement stage. As shown in the table, in athletes who completed their 
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careers, the need for psychological help has also increased, comparing to the 

active athletes. “You think, you are strong and tough, but sometimes you 

just need to talk to somebody,” Athlete 1 mentioned, “I was miserable, and I 

remember I was waiting for people to tell me that everything is ok, to give 

me the confidence.”

It has been found before that when participation in sport stops, even 

temporary, professional athletes may have the same psychological and 

emotional troubles as do people when their loved one dies (Ellis, 2015), or 

experience a feeling of symbolic death themselves (Wolff & Lester, 1989). 

Thus, athletes’ seeking a psychological support after terminating a sports 

career is not a surprise. 

With the help of the professional specialists, athletes can also 

develop transferable skills and goal-setting skills while still having an active 

sports career. This could make a shift in self – identity smoother and less 

painful in the post-retirement stage, motivate and give directions in a post-

athletic career (Stephan, Bilard, Ninot, & Delignieres, 2003).

When asked about the type of psychological help, only one athlete 

named professional assistance. Other four athletes said, when times were 

hard they turned to the family and friends or the other retired athletes, thus 
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stressing the importance of social support and people that take part in the 

lives of the athletes. As Athlete 3 said, “I play basketball every Monday 

with the male amateur team. For one day I feel like the old times…happy 

and tired”.

This correlates with the findings of Gouttebarge, Frings-Dresen, and 

Sluiter (2015). The researchers found that the degree of mental health of 

former football players was high because of low social support and recent 

life issues. Participants of this study mentioned that not keeping everything 

inside and having people that they could talk to help them a lot.

Being around and communication with still active athletes are

encouraged ( (Stephan, Bilard, Ninot, & Delignieres, 2003). It allows 

developing a new identity and sense of belonging not being an athlete while 

gradually start treating a former identity just as a part of a professional 

history. 

Along with the psychologists, coaches and parents can help in the 

process by working with athletes while they are still active to identify their 

strengths, interests, or talents other than sports. Support them in the 

exploration and development of these other constituents of their identity

(Martin, Fogarty, & Albion, 2014).
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Medical support, which came in a second place among the answers, 

was discussed regarding exercising and healthy nutrition. Also, the 

rehabilitation procedures, such as: massages, saunas and physical therapy

and help of nutritionist were mentioned as well. Athletes were voicing the 

importance of non-professional sport and healthy eating:

(…) I started watching what I am eating. Also how 
much. I also try to do the exercises for my legs three 
times a week, to keep my thigh muscles in tonus. 
That helps the pain in my knee a lot. (Athlete 5) 

Athlete 3 mentioned that she continues running in the mornings not 

to lose the shape, “I don’t want to lose my body I worked so hard for so 

many years.”

The results of AIMS showed that the participants of this group still 

have a high level of athletic identity. As Horton and Mack (2000) found that 

athletic identity has a positive effect on the body image, the protection of the 

retired athletes from sudden physical transformations will minimize the 

threat to the self – worth and self – identity at the beginning of the post-

retirement stage (Stephan, Bilard, Ninot, & Delignieres, 2003).

Chronic pain from constant injuries keeps pursuing athletes after 

they retire from sports (Reinberg, 2006). Also, the rate of cardiovascular

diseases is high among the retired athletes, due to reducing of exercising and 

not adjusting their dietary habits, which results in gaining extra weight 
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(Radulesku, 2006). Therefore, establishing new eating habits and regular 

involvement in physical activities makes a better quality of life in post-

retirement stage and future life of an athlete. 

When talked about help with the career, the participants mostly 

referred to self-determination of the future career. As it is discussed earlier 

most of them had problems with the choice of a future job, mostly because 

athletes did not know what would they like to do or what they can do except 

basketball. When life suddenly changes its path, individuals must shift their 

internal standard to put up with the changes. Thus, it is important for the 

athletes to shift their focus from their competencies in sport-oriented toward 

athletic goals to professional competencies directed toward attaining valued 

professional goals (Stephan, Bilard, Ninot, & Delignieres, 2003). This task 

becomes the most challenging for the highly identified athletes, and external 

help is very much needed.

Previous studies have shown that those athletes with a strong athletic 

identity are less likely to plan for their future careers before retirement

(Pearson & Petitpas, 1990; Grove, Lavallee, & Gordon, 1997).

Recent studies also showed that an increase in the number of career 

education programs for athletes had minimized the relationship between 

identity and decision making (Fogarty & McGregor-Bayne, 2008).
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The same as with the active athlete the financial support was 

considered important by the retired athletes. Because of the imperfection of 

the pension system for athletes in Belarus, the participants of the group 

expressed their regret that they did not accumulate enough money during 

their careers. Athlete 2 said, “Now I know about financial advisors, 

economists, brokers, investments and all that. And ten years ago?” Athletes 

mentioned that insufficient funds put more pressure on the career decision 

process. As Athlete 6 explained, “I had money enough to live maximum six

months and then zero. Job search slowly was turning into agony”.  

Received Assistance. 

To the question: “Have you ever asked for any help or consulting?” 

all the five participants said that they faced troubles in getting it or did not 

know where to find help. Athlete 2  commented:

When I was on the team, there were no problems 
with the training facilities. Everything was provided. 
Now it is very difficult to find a place to work out. 
First of all, it’s expensive. And the places of my past 
connections I could go for free do not have hours 
suitable for me. (Athlete 2)

Athlete 5 added:

I would like to continue physical therapy treatment 
on my knee. As a national team member, we could 
go to the Republican Center of Sports Medicine. 
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Now being out of the team I cannot go there 
anymore. And I don’t even know where to go with 
this issue. Not to mention that it is not going to be 
free. (Athlete 5)

The rest of the participants shared the same attitudes which are also 

similar to active athletes’ comments. Thus, it can be seen that retired 

athletes of Belarus face a lot of challenges in receiving the necessary help 

during and after the retirement.

  In conclusion of the discussion about the post-retirement stage, the 

retired athletes also were asked a question: “Do you consider the completion 

of a sports career as a life crisis?” All the participants said “yes”. Even 

though, most of them managed to cope with the challenges and changes of a 

new life they still found it as a very difficult time.  
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Chapter 5. Conclusions

This research provided a detailed look at the influence of athletic 

identity on the retirement process of still active and already retired members 

of the National woman’s basketball team of Belarus. The AIMS results 

indicated that athletes of both groups have a high level of athletic identity.

The retired athletes sill identify themselves as athletes even when sport is 

not the biggest part of their lives anymore.

After discussing and comparing the results of qualitative data, it can 

be said that retirement is a difficult process and an absolute majority of the 

participants see it as a life crisis. The main reason for that is the fear of 

something unusual and the uncertainty about the future. This also includes a 

struggle with the career self-determination. The severity of that struggle 

among the retired athletes becomes even acuter than for those who are still 

playing.

Both groups found difficult to decide the future career because of 

self-identity as an athlete and not exactly knowing what can interest them as 

much as basketball. Active athletes also expressed the importance of 

monetary aspect. For the retired athletes the problem of education became 
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very relevant. Many of them found that their education at the moment of the 

retirement was not enough or did not comply with their future desired career.

The influence of athletic identity on a psychological aspect of 

retirement process prevailed in the retired participants. Being excluded, not 

feeling special, not being identified with sport brought a lot of emotional 

disbalance for them and slowed down the transition. However, even though 

the retirement process could be compared to dying process (Wolff & Lester, 

1989) where highly identified athletes experience the shift in self – identity 

and may fall into depression (Douglas & Carless, 2009), the retired 

participants of the study stated that their psychological struggle never 

reached that stage. Active athletes did not show much emotional disbalance.

Because their athletic role is still high, they preferred to worry about present 

still ongoing career than on what will happen in the future. 

As the retired athletes entered the new life without sport, health and 

body image became a quite an acute problem.  They mentioned that on a 

background of not training regularly the old injuries and traumas began to 

bother them more.  Habitual during the sports amount of food caused a

change in body composition in the post-retirement stage, which brought 

more concerns to the participants.
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The financial side of the retirement was found relevant for all of the 

participants. Active athlete showed their concern about having enough funds 

through the job finding process. The experiences of retired athletes 

confirmed their fears, stating that insufficient funds did put a lot of pressure,

while trying to find a new job. 

After analyzing all the data about the problems athletes go through 

during pre – and post-retirement, and asking the athletes themselves, three 

types of assistance were identified:

· Professional self-determination and career advisory

· Health, mental and physical

· Financial advisory

According to the results of the study, some of this assistance could 

be applied in the pre-retirement stage to still active athletes, to minimize the 

struggle in the future after completion of a sport career.

5.1. Implications for Practice

The results of qualitative data pointed out several issues related to 

the adjustment of the athletes with the high level of athletic identity during

the retirement from sport. Listed below the possible solutions that may help 
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active athletes to prepare for retirement and to ease the post-retirement stage 

for those who transferred to a new life.

First, the basketball federation should identify and follow players 

who are about to finish their careers. Understand where they can be directed, 

contact them in advance, and offer them to improve their education or 

provide a list of possible future occupations. So these athletes will be aware 

of possibilities, can start setting new goals and not be afraid that they are 

moving towards nowhere. Goal-setting, could be one of the main skills to 

develop as it plays a central role in the adjustment process (Stephan, Bilard, 

Ninot, & Delignieres, 2003).

This process should start from federations, because it is easier to do 

the monitoring locally inside each sport. Then above all the national 

federations can be some kind of head body like the NOC for example, to 

which heads of federations could give the names of potential athletes or 

those who are already working in the field. And then NOC can offer more 

global occupational positions or educational options, like international 

master programs.

Second, the creation of a center for the retired athletes could be a 

significant help for those who left the professional sport. Center should 
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include a sport-related area and medical area. Sports area could consist of

the weight room, swimming pool, and gym for multiple sports. The medical 

area is where athletes could receive any medical assistance, including

qualified sports psychologists, rehabilitation specialists, physiotherapists, 

the rehab rooms, saunas, cryo chamber, massage rooms and any other sports

medicine related assistance. 

The sports area of the center could be available for anybody. The 

former members of national teams would get a free pass to the center, and

everybody else has to pay a designated fee. 

The center before anything would be a great mechanism of social 

support. Still active and newly retired athletes could share the experiences 

with those who already have been through this stage and find an emotional 

comfort in the conversations, as well as practical ideas for the future.

Sports psychologists can help transitional athletes to minimize the 

discrepancy between the values, standards, and goals obtained during the 

sports career and the new values of their present environment (Stephan, 

Bilard, Ninot, & Delignieres, 2003).

And finally, the available sports facilities would solve the issue of 

irregular exercising and health problems related to it.



83

5.2. Limitations

The interviews could not be done in person. That makes a researcher 

unable to observe the non-verbal responses, such as body language ant, etc., 

and further to come up with additional questions. Not seeing the researcher 

can also provoke the participants to a dishonest answer.  This may also 

happen due to the inability of the researcher to control the effects of external 

interference. During the interview, the presence of third parties (children, 

parents, spouses, etc.) that do not have an obvious effect on the participant 

is possible, but their very presence introduces some tension and affects the 

formulation of the answer. Interviews can also be distracted by television or 

radio broadcasts, urgent household chores, phone calls, etc.

5.3. Recommendations for Future Research

This research may not be generalized to every athlete, as the study 

sample was small and those who retired involuntarily were not included. It 

would be interesting to focus on those who retired for involuntary reasons,

because they are assumed to have more problems in adjusting to the 

retirement than those who retired voluntarily. Future research is needed to 

see the influence of athletic identity on the psychological adjustment in the 

larger sample. The results could be more accurate if the same participants 
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were studied during their pre-retirement and then during their post-

retirement stages.  Also, if the post-retirement stage would be analyzed 

chronologically: one month, five months, 12 months after the retirement, it 

would give a possibility of more detailed data to see which coping strategies 

are most useful in each period.
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Appendix A

The Original Athletic Identity Measurement Scale (AIMS)

Please mark the number that best reflects the extent to which you 

agree or disagree with each statement in relation to your own sports 

participation.   

1. I consider myself an athlete

Strongly Disagree – 1      2      3      4      5      6      7 – Strongly Agree

2. I have many goals related to sport.

Strongly Disagree – 1      2      3      4      5      6      7 – Strongly Agree

3. Most of my friends are athletes. 

Strongly Disagree – 1      2      3      4      5      6      7 – Strongly Agree

4. Sport is the most important part of my life.

Strongly Disagree – 1      2      3      4      5      6      7 – Strongly Agree

5. I spend more time thinking about sport than anything else.

Strongly Disagree – 1      2      3      4      5      6      7 – Strongly Agree
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6. I need to participate in sport to feel good about myself. 

Strongly Disagree – 1      2      3      4      5      6      7 – Strongly Agree

7. Other people see me mainly as an athlete. 

Strongly Disagree – 1      2      3      4      5      6      7 – Strongly Agree

8. I feel bad about myself when I do poorly in sport. 

Strongly Disagree – 1      2      3      4      5      6      7 – Strongly Agree

9. Sport is the only important thing in my life. 

Strongly Disagree – 1      2      3      4      5      6      7 – Strongly Agree

10. I would be very depressed if I were injured and could not compete in 

sports.

Strongly Disagree – 1      2      3      4      5      6      7 – Strongly Agree
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Appendix B

Semi – structured Interview Questionnaire

1. Name

2. Do you consider yourself an athlete?

3. Do you consider the completion of a sports career a life crisis?

4. What problems did you encounter/encountering during the process 

of retirement?

5. Would you like to continue you sports career? Why?

6. Have you decided what will you do/what would you like to do after 

the completion of you sport career?

7. (FOR RETIRED ONLY) What are you doing right now? Do you 

like it?

8. Do you think athletes need help when completing a sport career? 

What kind?

9. Have you ever asked for any kind of help or consulting? Have you 

received it?
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국문초록

퇴직 후 여성 운동 선수의 체육

정체성 및 개인 조정:

벨라루스 농구 팀 사례 연구

Tatyana Troina

글로벌 스포츠 매니지먼트 잔공

체육교육과

서울 대학교 대학원

본 연구는 벨로루시의 여자 농구 팀원들의 사례 연구이다. 

연구목적은 프로 스포츠에서 은퇴하는 과정에서 스포츠 선수의

정체성에 미치는 영향을 분석하는 것이 다. 운동선수가 은퇴 한 후에

선수가 가장 흔히 겪는 어려움을 확인하고 문제 해결에 도움이 되는

스포츠 선수의 필요한 요구를 파악하는데 의미가 있다.
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벨로루시 국가대표 여자 농구 팀의 10 명에 대한 견해를

바탕으로 분석을 하였다. 참가자들은 두 그룹으로 나뉘어졌으며, 

다섯 명의 현역선수들은 운동 선수로 한참 경력을 쌓는 선수들로

구성되었고, 다른 다섯 명의 은퇴선수들로 구성되었다. 연구

데이터는 반-구조적 인터뷰를 통해 수집되었다. 두 그룹으로 구분한

이유는 은퇴 전 스포츠 선수가 이미 은퇴한 선수의 은퇴 후 상황을

비교하며 (앞으로 은퇴 후의 결과) 어떤 대책을 세울 수 있는지 찾는

것이다. 인터뷰를 실시하기 전에 참가자의 선수 정체성의 수준을

확인하기 위해 운동 정체성 측정 척도 (AIMS)가 사용하여

측정하였다.

결과에서 도출된 스포츠 선수 은퇴의 주요 문제는 경력 결정에

있는 것으로 나타났다. 두 그룹의 선수들은 미래의 프로무대를

파악하는 데 어려움을 겪는다고 하였다. 은퇴 한 선수들의 심리적

측면이 우세했다. 현재 활동중인 운동 선수는 적당한 수준의 정서적

불균형을 보였다. 스포츠 부상과 신체 상의 부정적인 영향을 미친

건강 문제는 퇴직 한 선수들에게 두 번째로 가장 중요한 문제였다. 

퇴직 후 재무 상황은 두 그룹의 참가자 모두에게 중요했다.
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본 연구 분석결과, 프로 스포츠 선수가 은퇴를 한 이후의

난제를 잘 파악하고 인식하고 있는 게 중요하며, 관계자 및 선수

주변사람들이 은퇴 후의 새로운 상황에 잘 전환 할 수 있도록 도와줄

필요가 있다.

주요어: 체육 정체성, 스포츠, 도전, 조정 퇴직

학: 2016-28539
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