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Abstract

Numerous studies show that transitioning out of sport can be a critical phase which, if 
unsupported, can lead to identity crises, loss of meaning, depressive symptoms, and 
social isolation. The aim was to retrieve articles published between January 2015 and 
January 2025 in peer-reviewed English-language journals on risk and protective factors 
in transition to post-career for professional athletes. We conducted a scoping literature 
review following the PRISMA Extension for Scoping Reviews guidelines. The 66 
selected studies were organized into six thematic categories with the support of Artificial 
Intelligence. Among the most recurrent risk factors are exclusive identification with the 
athletic role, unplanned retirement, and lack of support. Protective factors include 
advance planning for the end of career, well-structured dual career paths, favorable 
cultural and organizational contexts, and targeted psychological interventions. This 
review highlights the need to develop validated, culturally sensitive protocols to support 
athletes in building new identities after retirement.

Keywords: Protective factor AND life after sport, Social support AND post career 
adjustment, Psychological distress AND athletic retirement, Identity loss AND 
former athletes, Dual career AND retirement from sport.

Riassunto

Numerosi studi dimostrano che il passaggio dal mondo dello sport può essere una fase 
critica che, se non supportata, può portare a crisi di identità, perdita di significato, sintomi 
depressivi e isolamento sociale. L'obiettivo era quello di recuperare articoli pubblicati tra 
gennaio 2015 e gennaio 2025 su riviste scientifiche in lingua inglese sottoposte a 
revisione paritaria sui fattori di rischio e di protezione nella transizione al post-carriera 
per gli atleti professionisti. Abbiamo condotto una revisione della letteratura seguendo le 
linee guida PRISMA Extension for Scoping Reviews. I 66 studi selezionati sono stati 
organizzati in sei categorie tematiche con il supporto dell'intelligenza artificiale. Tra i 
fattori di rischio più ricorrenti vi sono l'identificazione esclusiva con il ruolo di atleta, il 
ritiro non pianificato e la mancanza di sostegno. I fattori protettivi includono la 
pianificazione anticipata della fine della carriera, percorsi di doppia carriera ben 
strutturati, contesti culturali e organizzativi favorevoli e interventi psicologici mirati. 
Questa revisione evidenzia la necessità di sviluppare protocolli convalidati e sensibili alle 
differenze culturali per aiutare gli atleti a costruire nuove identità dopo il ritiro.

Parole Chiave: Fattori protettivi AND vita dopo lo sport, Supporto sociale AND 
adattamento post-carriera, Disagio psicologico AND ritiro dallo sport, Perdita di 
identità AND ex atleti, Doppia carriera AND ritiro dallo sport
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Introduction

Background 

Several international studies have addressed the issue 
of career endings in professional athletes and the 
closely related concept of dual careers (Zimet et al., 
2024; Ryan, 2019; Haslam, 2024; Rajaram, 2021). In 
particular, studies on former Spanish Olympians, 
Scandinavian elite athletes, and selected groups of 
Brazilian athletes highlight that the transition out of 
sport can be an extremely critical phase, not only 
psychologically, but also socially and professionally 
(Jewett et al., 2019; Cosh et al., 2021; Montero et al., 
2024; Zimmerman, 2024; Rajaram, 2021; Shander & 
Petrie, 2021). When not adequately supported, this 
phase can lead to identity moratorium, loss of meaning, 
depressive symptoms, and social isolation (Haslam et 
al., 2021; Zimet et al., 2024; Giannone et al., 2017; 
Ahmann, 2023; Welch, 2023; Rajaram, 2021; De 
Cristofano et al., 2024). 
The scientific literature highlights multiple risk factors 
that can emerge in this transition phase, such as a 
strong identification with athletic identity, often 
constructed since childhood and never questioned 
(Giannone et al., 2017; Mooney et al., 2024; Ryan, 
2019; Shinnick, 2024; Filippini et al., 2023; Filippini et 
al., 2023; Cristofanelli et al., 2023; Di Sarno et al.,  
2019), the lack of a post-career plan (디피카, 2021; 
Ryan, 2019), the absence of adequate psychological 
and social support (Lenton, 2020; Barcza-Renner, 
2020; Jewett et al., 2019), forced retirement due to 
injury or deselection (Ahmann, 2023; Rajaram, 2021; 
Zimet et al., 2024), as well as gender and sport-related 
inequalities (individual or team sports) (Montero et al., 
2024; Shander & Petrie, 2021; Scognamiglio & Scia, 
2022; Diamare et al., 2020). The presence of a 
structured dual career model, the possibility for athletes 
to combine sport with education, work, or training, has 
been identified by several studies as one of the main 
protective factors for athletes in the post-career 
transition phase (Haslam et al., 2021; Lenton, 2020; 
Rich et al., 2022; Barcza-Renner, 2020). Athletes who 
have pursued parallel academic or professional paths 
have shown better adaptation, greater self-efficacy, and 
often a more positive perception of retirement. The 
concept of dual career, in its broadest sense, refers to 
the opportunity for athletes to develop a secondary 
identity, to be several things at once: athlete, worker, 
parent, active citizen (Haslam, 2024; Haslam et al., 
2021; Menke, 2019; Lenton, 2020; Jewett et al., 2019; 
Cosh et al., 2021). It is important to note that 
psychological support is provided during the transition. 
Theoretical models such as SIMIC (Social Identity 
Model of Identity Change) and Ruthven's model of 
transition emphasize the need for emotional and 
narrative support to accompany athletes, already in the 
midst of their careers, on a path of orientation, identity 
development, and planning for the future (Haslam et al., 
2021; Zimet et al., 2024; De Santo et al., 2019). Similar 

experiences already exist at the international level: In Spain, 
the Fundación Trinidad Alfonso promotes dual career 
programs in Valencia; in France, INSEP has an integrated 
model of sports career, education, and psychological support; 
in Belgium, the University of Leuven has established sport-
psychology hubs for student athletes. In Italy, too, “Sport2Next” 
is being developed, a multidimensional model characterised by 
direct experience, peer mentoring, knowledge of the sports 
system and attention to the individual.

Aims
In this review, we have examined recent literature on the risk 
and protective factors that influence the psychological, social, 
and professional adaptation of athletes in the post-career 
phase. Our goal was to gather all the information related to this 
transition phase, as we believe that an integrated set of 
findings on this topic can offer a deeper understanding of the 
phenomenon of athletic retirement. At the same time, these 
findings provide the basis for the development of increasingly 
specific and targeted intervention models to support athletes, 
already in the midst of their careers, in a process of orientation, 
identity development, and planning for the future.

Mathodology

Research and recovery
Scoping reviews are a useful methodological tool for exploring 
and organizing key concepts in existing literature on topics that 
are still under-researched or lack established evidence. By 
analyzing a wide selection of articles, this type of review 
provides a general overview of a given topic, highlighting 
emerging trends in cases where research questions specific 
enough for a systematic review have not yet been defined.
This work was conducted following the guidelines of the 
PRISMA Extension for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR), 
which provides a set of 20 mandatory criteria (plus two optional 
ones) to ensure the methodological consistency of the review 
(Tricco et al., 2018).  The aim of our analysis was to identify all 
peer-reviewed articles in English published between January 
2015 and January 2025 that focused on risk and protective 
factors associated with post-career transition in professional 
athletes. The time window was extended to ten years because 
a search limited to the most recent five years did not yield a 
sufficient number of relevant articles.  

The search terms were defined based on a preliminary 
assessment of the existing literature and an exploratory 
analysis conducted using ChatGPT-4o. The bibliographic 
search phase took place between January and June 2025. The 
sources retrieved from different databases were unified into a 
single dataset after removing duplicates. The search strategies 
included combinations of keywords according to the following 
thematic clusters, using the Boolean operator AND: (1) 
“Psychological distress AND athletic retirement”; (2) “Protective 
factor AND life after sport”; (3) “Social support AND post career 
adjustment”; (4) “Identity loss and former athletes”; (5) “Dual 
career AND retirement from sport”. 
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            The searches were conducted in the PubMed 
and Google Scholar databases. Table 1 describes the 
inclusion and exclusion criteria used in the selection of 
articles. Studies that did not fall within the time frame 
evaluated, did not meet the eligibility criteria, or were 
not in line with the search terms used were excluded 
from our review.

 Table 1. Elegibility and Exclusion Criteria

Study selection
The study selection process was divided 

into two phases and managed through the Rayyan 
platform (Ouzzani et al., 2016). In the first phase, we 
selected articles based on their title and abstract, 
excluding those not focused on the transition to post-
career for professional athletes or the psychological 
distress associated with it. In the second phase, a 
second selection of these studies was made by reading 
the articles in full. Three independent researchers 
carried out the selection; any discrepancies were 
resolved by discussion between two reviewers or, if 
necessary, with the involvement of a third expert in the 
field.

Methodological quality assessment          
Based on the PRISMA guidelines for scoping reviews, 
the methodological quality of the studies was not 
assessed.

Data extraction and selection   
This study involved the collaboration of five experts: two 
in sports psychology, one in sports coaching, and two in 
clinical psychology research. To extract the data, the 
selected articles were imported into a new Rayyan 
project. After reading them in full, the relevant 
information was collected using a standardized form 
created specifically for this purpose. As with the 
selection phase, the extraction also required the 
contribution of two independent reviewers and the 
resolution of conflicts by a third researcher with 
expertise in the field. All final decisions were shared 
within the team through collegial discussions. It was 
therefore not necessary to apply inter-rater reliability 
tests.  All final decisions regarding study inclusion and 
data extraction were reached through collegial 
discussion among the research team. When 

disagreements arose during the extraction process, they were 
resolved through consultation with a third expert in the field. 
Although quality appraisal is not mandatory for scoping reviews 
according to PRISMA-ScR guidelines, we noted that the 
majority of included studies employed rigorous qualitative or 
quantitative methods appropriate to their research questions. 
The screening process, divided into two phases, consisted of a 
first phase of reading the titles and abstracts and a second 
phase of evaluating the full texts. The following keywords were 
searched using the PubMed database: (1) “Protective factor 
AND life after sport”; (2) “Social support AND post-career 
adjustment”; (3) “Psychological distress AND athletic 
retirement”; (4) “Identity loss and former athletes”; (5) “Dual 
career AND retirement from sport.” The search for the first two 
keywords yielded 22 and 25 results, respectively. After reading 
the titles and abstracts in full, no articles were considered 
relevant to the focus of the study and categorizable according 
to the eligibility and exclusion criteria listed in the study. With 
regard to the third keyword, “Psychological distress AND 
athletic retirement,” the database search yielded 12 results, of 
which only 5 were included in our exploratory review and 
consulted in full text. The keyword “Identity loss and former 
athletes” produced 2 results, both of which were consulted in 
full text and deemed relevant to the focus of our study. With 
regard to the keyword “Dual career AND retirement from 
sport,” the database search produced 8 results, of which only 5 
were included in the exploratory review and subsequently 
consulted in full text.

The same set of keywords used for the PubMed search was 
applied to a search in the Google Scholar database. The 
keyword “Protective factor AND life after sport” yielded 18,800 
results, but none of the articles met the relevance criteria 
defined for the study objective. The second keyword, “Social 
support AND post career adjustment,” yielded 17,800 results, 
of which, after consulting up to the twelfth page of the 
database, no articles were considered relevant and 
categorizable in accordance with the eligibility criteria specified 
in our research protocol. The search for the keyword 
“Psychological distress AND athletic retirement” yielded 15,900 
results. The search extended up to the eighth page of Google 
Scholar, resulting in the selection of 30 articles identified as 
relevant to the investigation of psychological distress 
associated with the post-career transition phase of professional 
athletes. Those studies were considered eligible and reviewed 
in full text. The search for the keyword “Identity loss AND 
former athletes” yielded 18,323 results, of which 21 articles 
were included in our exploratory review and consulted in full 
text. The search for the keyword “Dual career AND retirement 
from sport” produced 17,200 results. The search was 
conducted up to the sixth page of Scholar, selecting 25 articles 
relevant to the focus of the study, of which only 19 were 
considered categorizable according to the eligibility and 
exclusion criteria established for our study.

Of the 149 abstracts evaluated in the first screening phase, 
only 82 were relevant and addressed the issue of risk and 
protective factors influencing the psychological, social, and 
professional adaptation of athletes in the post-career phase. 
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These 82 publications, deemed eligible, were consulted 
in their entirety. Of these 82 articles, 13 were excluded 
in the first phase, based on the exclusion criteria 
described above. Further selection led to the exclusion 
of 3 more articles, as one was not an article on athletic 
retirement but aimed to validate a tool; the other two 
had a marginal focus with respect to the central theme 
of our study. Finally, it was possible to identify 66 
publications that were included in our exploratory 
review.

Data representation process 
 The results were organized and presented using 
tables, graphs, and diagrams.  In order to summarize 
the results schematically, it was necessary to develop 
an initial table. Additional graphical representations 
were useful in developing an overview of the studies 
analyzed, highlighting the most relevant data that 
emerged. To identify thematic patterns in the 66 
included studies, we used ChatGPT-4o (OpenAI), 
accessible via the standard ChatGPT web interface 
(chat.openai.com), in the GPT-4o version available 
between January and June 2025. The tool was used in 
two distinct phases, both of which were subject to 
systematic human supervision.
During the first phase, we explored possible 
organizational indices. After providing the AI with the 
entire structured table of study characteristics (Table 4), 
we asked it to identify various criteria or indices useful 
for organizing and classifying the different articles 
based on their objectives, samples, methodologies, and 
conclusions. The various proposals generated by the AI 
were examined collectively by the entire research 
group, which decided to adopt the criterion of recurring 
thematic categories, considered to be the most 
consistent with the objectives of the review and with the 
heterogeneity of the corpus analyzed. 
In the second phase, the thematic categories were 
identified. The chatbot was asked to identify recurring 
thematic categories based on the subject of the study 
and the main conclusions, providing a descriptive label 
for each one and identifying studies that were not 
consistent with any of the categories identified.
Human supervision played a central role in all stages of 
the process. The categories generated by AI were 
subjected to independent critical review by all members 
of the research team, who had direct access to the full 
texts of the articles. In cases where the categorizations 
proposed by the model were ambiguous, redundant, or 
inconsistent with the content of the studies, the team 
proceeded to reassign them based on a reading of the 
full text. All final decisions regarding thematic 
categories were made collectively, independently of the 
output generated by AI.

Results

Selection of Sources of Evidence

A total of 66 sources of evidence were selected and, after verifying their 
suitability, were included in the review. During the initial screening phase, 
documents that, based on an analysis of the abstract, were found to be 
irrelevant to the research topic, or were books and book chapters, were 
excluded, as per the established inclusion criteria. Subsequently, we also 
excluded opinion pieces, literature reviews, and research whose focus was 
marginal to the topic under investigation. This process is described 
graphically in the flowchart (Figure 1). 

Figure 1. Selection of sources of evidence flow chart (n◦: means “numbers”)

Figure 1. PRISMA flow diagram showing the number of records identified, screened, assessed for eligibility, and 
included in the final sample of the scoping review

Characteristics of Sources of Evidence
We have included all the articles included in our exploratory review in a 
table, which outlines the objective of the study, the sample, the data 
analyzed, and the conclusions for each article, as shown in the Tab. 2. 
[Table 2 near here].

Table 2. Prototype table.

Characteristics of Sources of Evidence
As described in the methodology section, in the second phase of the 
process assisted by ChatGPT-4o (OpenAI), the chatbot was asked to 
identify recurring thematic categories based on the subject of the study and 
the main conclusions. As shown in Table 4, the model identified six 
recurring thematic macro-categories, albeit with varying levels of detail and 
methodologies. These categories were then critically reviewed and 
validated collectively by the research group based on a full reading of the 
articles. [Table 3 near here].
(1) The most represented category is “Barriers in transition.” It includes six 
studies that address the difficulties athletes experience in the transition 
phase after retiring from sport. Identity disorientation, psychological stress, 
emotional difficulties, and a lack of institutional or social support are the 
issues most frequently cited in the studies.
(2) “Importance of planning” includes three studies that emphasize that 
early preparation for the end of a sporting career is a protective factor for 
this transition phase. The structuring of professional orientation programs 
and the presence of psychological support allow athletes to experience this 
transition to post-sport life with greater serenity.
(3) The category “Cultural influence on dual career” includes two studies 
that highlight the influence of the socio-cultural context on the effectiveness 
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of integrating sports and work careers. The institutional 
structures of more developed countries offer greater 
support to athletes during their transition to post-sport 
life.
(4) “Positive role of dual career” includes only one study 
that focuses on dual careers as a protective factor for 
the end of a sporting career: educational or professional 
paths parallel to sporting activities allow athletes to 
experience the end of their sporting careers with 
greater peace of mind.
(5) “Limits of dual career” is another category 
represented by a single study that highlighted that 
sometimes dual career programs do not guarantee real 
preparation or an effective transition to life after sport.
(6)   Most of the studies (53 out of 66) were grouped 
into a category called “Other,” which includes studies 
that couldn't be classified into any of the previous 
categories. These articles deal with specific or marginal 
aspects using methodologies that can't be compared. 
The large "Other" category (n=53) reflects the 
heterogeneity of research approaches and populations 
in this emerging field. These studies addressed diverse 
aspects of athletic retirement that could not be 
uniformly categorized, including: psychological 
outcomes related to specific retirement contexts (e.g., 
injury-forced retirement, career-ending decisions), 
mental health interventions (e.g., mindfulness 
programs, online support groups), gender-specific 
experiences, sport-specific factors (e.g., differences 
between individual and team sports, rugby players, 
jockeys), and body image changes post-retirement. 
While this diversity prevented uniform categorization, it 
highlights the multifaceted nature of athletic retirement 
and suggests that future research may benefit from 
more focused investigations of specific subpopulations 
or intervention types.

Synthesis of Results
Table 4 presents a summary of the review results. [See 
Appendix).

Discussion

This scoping review synthesized evidence from 66 
studies to map the landscape of risk and protective 
factors in athletic retirement. Our findings reveal that 
the transition process is influenced by multiple 
interacting factors across individual, social, and 
structural levels. These findings extend existing 
theoretical models such as the Social Identity Model of 
Identity Change (Haslam et al., 2021) and Ruthven's 
transition model (Zimet et al., 2024) by providing 
empirical evidence of the relative importance of various 
risk and protective factors. The heterogeneity of 
included studies reflects both the complexity of the 
phenomenon and the relative youth of this research 
area. This scoping review frames the phenomenon of 
transition to post-sport life as a complex process 
influenced by psychological, social, and cultural 

variables. Unintegrated athletic identity represents one of the main risk 
factors for athletes developing disorientation, anxiety, and adaptive 
difficulties following retirement (Giannone et al., 2021; Schmid, 2018; Huml 
et al., 2014; Menke & Germany, 2021; Mooney & Roderick, 2021). Studies 
show that high athletic identification is a strength during one's career but a 
source of negative emotions at the time of retirement (Ryan, 2019). In this 
sense, the literature highlights that unplanned retirement due to injury or 
deselection increases the risk of psychological distress and a more general 
feeling of loss of control (Ahmann, 2023; Rajaram, 2021; Zimmerman et al., 
2024). The most represented category is “Barriers in transition”, 
characterised by six studies (Mateo-Orcajada et al., 2022; Moreno et al., 
2021; Tekavc et al., 2015; Papathomas et al., 2025; DeFreese et al., 2021; 
Stavitz et al.,  2025), recognizes the lack of emotional and institutional 
support, loss of social role, and emotional stress as the main obstacles to 
well-being in the post-career phase. Confirming this, other authors 
(Stambulova et al., 2007; Park et al., 2013; Lally, 2007; Barriopedro et al., 
2018) have emphasized the need for ongoing psychological support and 
personalized strategies to cope with identity change. One of the main 
protective factors is the ability to plan for retirement from sport in advance. 
Recent studies have shown that preparing for retirement during one's 
sporting career improves future adaptation (Hong & Hong, 2023; Ryan, 
2019; 디피카, 2021). In line with previous studies (Lavallee, 2005; 
Stambulova et al., 2009), DeFreese et al. (2021) argue that clear planning 
can drastically reduce the subsequent risk of maladjustment. The dual 
career, understood as a combination of a sports career and an educational 
or professional path, plays a crucial role in some studies as a protective 
factor in the construction of multiple identities and self-efficacy (Torregrosa 
et al., 2015; Tshube et al., 2015). Other studies (Nyberg et al., 2023) 
question the real effectiveness of these programs, especially in the absence 
of an adequate organizational structure. The sociocultural context is 
another discriminating factor for retirement from sport. The availability of 
resources and a supportive institutional culture (Kuettel et al., 2020: 
Mateos-Padorno et al., 2021), as well as gender and economic disparities 
(Barriopedro et al., 2018; Barrett et al., 2020; Bergström et al., 2023), have 
a significant impact on determining athletes' paths to reintegration into work 
and society. 
                   Finally, some contributions (Lenton et al., 2023; Ronkainen et 
al., 2020; Holding et al., 2022) propose innovative intervention models 
aimed at increasing athletes' ability to rework their sporting experience and 
develop new identity trajectories. These approaches are characterized as 
narrative spaces, psychological support, and personalized career guidance. 
The experience gained in Italy with the Sport2Next protocol deserves 
particular attention. This work is a concrete example of how the protective 
factors identified in international literature, such as advance planning, 
integrated psychological support, mentorship, and dual career 
development, can be systematized into a structured and replicable model. A 
recent case study (Morelli et al., 2025) documented its application to an 
elite athlete in the process of retiring from professional basketball. This 
work demonstrated that a multidisciplinary intervention divided into four 
progressive phases, such as assessment, training, preparation for the job 
market, and integration into the world of work, can facilitate identity 
reconstruction and access to new professional opportunities. This approach 
is particularly significant in Italy, which is characterized by evolving sports 
legislation (2023 sports reform, Legislative Decree 36/2021) and a federal 
system that has not yet fully integrated structured support pathways for 
post-career transition. The existence of models such as Sport2Next 
suggests that the promotion of dual careers should not be limited to the 
active phase of competitive careers, but should extend to support for post-
sport professional life, with tools that are validated and sensitive to the 
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national cultural and organizational context.
               
Several methodological limitations characterize the 
current literature. Only a minority of studies employed 
longitudinal designs capable of establishing temporal 
relationships between protective factors and outcomes. 
Intervention studies remain scarce, with most evidence 
derived from cross-sectional or retrospective designs. 
Future research should prioritize randomized controlled 
trials of specific interventions, particularly in 
underrepresented populations such as Paralympic 
athletes and those from non-Western cultural contexts.

Conclusion

From this scoping review, it can be concluded that the 
transition to post-career life is an extremely critical 
phenomenon, influenced by individual, relational, and 
structural factors. An exclusive and unintegrated 
athletic identity; forced or unplanned retirement; and a 
lack of adequate emotional, family, or professional 
support are the main risk factors. The protective factors 
that emerged are: advance planning of the transition; 
the existence of a well-structured dual career; the 
presence of cultural and organizational contexts that 
facilitate the athlete's transition; and access to 
psychological, narrative, and guidance interventions 
during and after the athletic career. The use of artificial 
intelligence for the categorization of studies has made it 
possible to highlight with greater precision the thematic 
convergences between the contributions analyzed, 
offering a systematic overview useful both for the 
design of future interventions and for the planning of 
more inclusive sports policies.

The results of this review are confirmed and further 
developed in the Italian context, thanks to the 
Sport2Next protocol (Morelli et al., 2025). Through a 
clinical case study on an elite athlete leaving 
professional basketball, this work highlighted how the 
protective factors identified in international literature 
(advance planning, dual career, personalized 
psychological support, mentorship) can be integrated 
into a structured, multidisciplinary model that is 
culturally rooted in the national sports landscape. The 
Italian experience comes at a particularly important 
moment in terms of legislation: the sports reform 
introduced by Legislative Decree 36/2021 represents 
an important opportunity to promote policies to protect 
athletes beyond their competitive careers. In this 
context, the promotion of dual career paths and 
protocols to accompany the post-sport transition should 
not be left to the initiative of individuals but 
systematically integrated into federal and associative 
structures. The results of the case documented by 
Morelli et al. (2025), in which the athlete developed a 
new professional identity in the financial field while 
maintaining a link with sport, suggest that timely, 
multidisciplinary interventions that are attentive to 

individual and cultural specificities can produce positive and lasting results, 
offering a replicable model for the Italian context.

Limits and Future developments

Despite the breadth of the research and the use of advanced digital tools 
for thematic categorization, this study has some limitations. First, many 
studies do not provide clear details on the design, tools, and methods of 
analysis used, making rigorous methodological comparison difficult. 
Second, the literature analyzed is dominated by qualitative studies or 
narrative reviews, with few systematic quantitative data or longitudinal 
studies that allow causal inferences or evaluations of the effectiveness of 
interventions. A further limitation of the study is the heterogeneity of the 
concepts of dual career, retirement, career transition, and athletic identity, 
which are not always used consistently and sometimes overlap.  Although 
the use of AI has allowed for a broad and structured classification, the 
automatic categorization of themes and methods may have overlooked 
some conceptual nuances, especially in works with less standardized 
formulations. However, this AI-assisted approach has not been formally 
validated against independent expert categorization, and no standardized 
protocols currently exist for using large language models in systematic 
reviews. The large "Other" category may reflect both genuine field 
heterogeneity and inherent limitations of AI in capturing nuanced 
conceptual distinctions. Future reviews should develop validation protocols 
comparing AI-generated categories with independent expert coding. Finally, 
some subgroups of athletes (athletes with disabilities, athletes from 
disadvantaged socioeconomic backgrounds, or minor disciplines) are 
underrepresented in the literature reviewed, limiting the generalizability of 
the results.
 The results of this analysis suggest some fundamental directions for 
enhancing research and improving interventions in the post-career 
transition phase of athletes. First, it appears necessary to develop 
structured and standardized protocols for psychological and professional 
support that can be integrated into federal or academic sports programs 
associated with interventions on identity, training, emotional support, and 
career guidance (Glorioso et al., 2024). A second priority area concerns the 
need for longitudinal and quantitative studies that allow athletes to be 
monitored over time, from the moment of retirement to the construction of 
new identities and life paths. Through the use of validated tools and the 
contribution of artificial intelligence (Cioffi et al., 2025), such studies would 
allow for a more accurate assessment of the effectiveness of interventions 
and the weight of psychological, social, and economic variables throughout 
an athlete's career. Recognizing the influence of cultural and organizational 
contexts, a comparative approach between countries could offer useful 
insights for building flexible intervention models that are sensitive to cultural 
specificities. Finally, in order to guide policies that are truly equitable and 
sensitive to diversity, it is desirable to broaden the research targets to 
include Paralympic athletes, people from marginalized backgrounds, or 
those with atypical sporting trajectories.
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Title Authors Aims Sample
Data Analyzed

Conclusion

The relationship between dual-
career and post-sport career 
transition among elite athletes 
in South Africa, Botswana, 
Namibia and Zimbabwe

Tshepang 
Tshube et al., 
(2015)

To explore the role of dual 
career in post-sport career 
transition across different 
cultural contexts.

17 former athletes 
(12 men, 5 women) 
from 4 Southern 
African countries; 
individual and team 
sports.

Qualitative study using 
a grounded theory 
approach.

The quality of the transition 
depends on how the sports career 
ends. Some athletes neglected 
education to focus on sport, 
confirming the risk of sacrificing 
education for sporting success.

Olympic athletes back to 
retirement: A qualitative 
longitudinal study

Miquel 
Torregrosa et 
al., (2015)

To analyze the retirement 
process and the role of dual 
career in this transition.

15 former Spanish 
Olympic athletes

Qualitative longitudinal 
study; semi-structured 
interviews conducted 
10 years apart. 
Thematic analysis.

10 athletes experienced positive 
transitions, often linked to dual 
career. The 5 who struggled had 
linear sports careers. A clear 
vision of the future facilitated 
adaptation to retirement.

A Cross-Cultural Comparison 
of Dual Career Environments 
for Elite Athletes in 
Switzerland, Denmark, and 
Poland

A. Kuettel et 
al., (2020)

To compare values and 
beliefs of stakeholders in 
different national dual career 
environments.

12 key informants (6 
women, 6 men) from 
Switzerland, 
Denmark, and 
Poland.

Qualitative study; 
semi-structured 
interviews. Analysis 
based on Schein’s 
(2010) organizational 
culture model.

 Dual career is influenced by the 
sociocultural context. Similarities 
relate to secondary education and 
shared values on the benefits and 
barriers of dual career.

 

Spanish pre-Olympic athletes' 
motivations and barriers to 
pursuing dual career as a 
function of sociodemographic, 
sport and academic variables

A. Mateo-
Orcajada et al., 
(2022)

 To analyze differences in 
motivations, barriers, value 
given to academic degree, 
and perception of dual career 
in relation to multifactorial 
variables.

100 Spanish pre-
Olympic athletes 
(41% men, 59% 
women), mean age 
24.86 ± 5.99.

Descriptive cross-
sectional study. t-test, 
ANOVA, χ² for 
comparisons by 
gender, sport, career 
stage, employment, 
scholarships.

 Individual sport athletes perceive 
more barriers than team athletes. 
Those without scholarships value 
education less and experience 
more obstacles.

Dual career support among 
world-class athletes in 
Sweden: Performance, 
education, and employment

 C. Nyberg et 
al., (2023)

 To examine the 
effectiveness of dual career 
support programs in the 
careers of elite Swedish 
athletes.

 274 world-class 
athletes (58% men), 
mean age 39.92 ± 
6.25; 41 sports 
represented.

Quantitative study 
using a questionnaire. 
Descriptive analysis 
and Cramer's V for 
associations.

Dual career programs do not 
always enable athletes to reach 
their full potential. More research 
is needed on world-class athletes 
to assess the real usefulness of 
these programs.

 Searching for an optimal 
balance: Dual career 
experiences of Swedish 
adolescent athletes

 

 Stambulova et 
al., (2014)

To explore dual career (DC) 
experiences of adolescent 
athletes during their first year 
in Swedish elite sports 
schools (RIGs), with a focus 
on identity development and 
transitional variables.

First-year student-
athletes (approx. 16 
y/o), both genders, 
from 27 sports and 
33 RIGs.

Longitudinal mixed-
method design using 
AIMS, SIMS, and 
interviews.

 Higher initial personal resources 
were associated with better 
adaptation to RIGs, lower 
perceived DC demands, and 
greater social support by the end 
of the year.

Events of athletic career: a 
comparison between career 
paths

Ramos et al.,  
(2017)

Comparing the sporting 
milestones of elite athletes 
according to their career 
paths (linear, convergent, 
parallel).

 476 retired Spanish 
elite athletes from 32 
sports.

Questionnaire (55 
items); chi-square and 
Mann-Whitney U tests.

Significant differences were found 
between career paths in terms of 
age at peak performance, duration 
of the mastery phase, and 
retirement age.

Insights into life after sport for 
Spanish Olympians: Gender 
and career path perspectives

Barriopedro et 
al.,  (2018)

To investigate whether dual 
career paths differ by gender 
and to explore post-sport life 
outcomes.

216 Spanish 
Olympians (inferred 
from figures).

Questionnaire; 
classification tree 
analysis.

Women more frequently pursued a 
DC with education. A gender 
income gap emerged, with more 
women working part-time after 
sport.

Retirement from elite sport and 
self-esteem: a longitudinal 
study over 12 years

Schmid et al., 
(2023)

To examine how athletic 
retirement is associated with 
changes in self-esteem over 
time.

903 elite junior 
athletes at T1; 290 
former athletes at T2 
(12 years later).

Longitudinal 
retrospective–
prospective design; 
structural equation 
modeling

Self-esteem was less stable than 
in general population norms. 
Emotional reactions and 
adjustment processes mediated 
the link between individual 
antecedents and post-retirement 
self-esteem.

Dual Career of the U-23 
Spanish Canoeing Team

Gavala-
González et al., 
(2019)

To investigate how under-23 
Spanish canoeists perceive 
the relationship between 
their academic and athletic 
careers.

21 national team 
athletes (11 women, 
10 men); mean age 
20.6 years.

Mixed-method 
approach 
(questionnaires and 
interviews).

Athletes reported little interference 
between sport and academics. 
They were aware of the 
importance of education due to 
limited professional prospects in 
canoeing.

Appendix
Tabele 4.  Synthesis of result
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Impact of Dual Career Factors 
on the Quality of Post-Sport 
Career Transition and Social-
Class Position of Elite and 
Olympic Athletes

Robnik et al., 
(2022)

To examine how education, 
DC support, and financial 
factors influence post-career 
employment and social 
status.

49 retired Slovenian 
elite/Olympic 
athletes (mean age = 
44.3 years).

Self-report 
questionnaires; 
correlation and multiple 
regression analysis.

Education and financial reasons 
significantly predicted the quality 
of transition and social class. DC 
support alone was insufficient for 
employment success.

Transnational migration and 
dual career of Slovenian and 
Swiss elite female handball 
players—a longitudinal 
analysis

Bon et al., 
(2022)

To explore the migration and 
dual career experiences of 
elite female handball players 
from Slovenia and 
Switzerland.

Migrant athletes from 
national handball 
teams (number not 
specified).

7-year longitudinal 
qualitative study; semi-
structured interviews; 
thematic analysis.

Migration from small countries was 
a key career facilitator. Athletes 
benefited from relocation, 
especially in developing life and 
professional skills. Success 
factors included high ambition, 
clear DC goals, and feeling 
supported in the host context.

Employee-athletes: Exploring 
Spanish Elite Athletes’ 
Perceptions of Combining 
Sport and Work

Moreno et al., 
(2021)

To examine elite athletes’ 
subjective perceptions of 
resources and barriers in 
combining sport and 
employment.

18 elite Spanish 
athletes (10 men, 8 
women; mean age = 
39.8); active or 
retired.

Qualitative study using 
semi-structured 
interviews; 
Interpretative 
Phenomenological 
Analysis (IPA).

Athletes valued flexible work and 
sport identity but faced barriers 
like job rigidity and workplace 
attitudes. Psychological pressure 
from conflicting demands was 
common. There is a lack of 
research and need for better DC 
integration post-retirement.

Perceptions of Dual Career 
Development Among Elite 
Swimmers and Basketball 
Players

Tekavc et al., 
(2015)

To explore retrospective 
perceptions of DC 
development and gender/
sport differences.

24 athletes (12 male, 
12 female) from 
swimming and 
basketball.

Qualitative study; 
semi-structured 
interviews; directed 
content analysis.

 DC programs overlooked sport- 
and gender-specific needs. 
Parental support was key; women 
focused more on academics. One 
athlete reported burnout; financial 
difficulties were common.

The Experience of Dual Career 
Through Slovak Athletes’ Eyes

Geraniosova et 
al., (2015)

To explore DC experience in 
Slovakia, focusing on 
enablers and barriers.

5 Slovak elite 
athletes.

Interpretative 
Phenomenological 
Analysis (IPA); semi-
structured interviews.

DC is a challenging process 
requiring athletes to balance sport 
with education or work. Individual 
interpretation and meaning-
making were central.

Factors Impacting Carded 
Athletes’ Readiness for Dual 
Careers

Ryan et al., 
(2015)

: To investigate factors 
influencing New Zealand 
carded athletes’ ability to 
engage in dual careers.

17 athletes from 8 
sports; at least 2 
years of carded 
status.

Qualitative study; 
semi-structured 
interviews; modified 
realist tale reporting

Athletes felt discouraged or unable 
to pursue activities beyond sport. 
CAPs must support both athletic 
and personal growth, and educate 
stakeholders on broader athlete 
development.

Fighting for Olympic Dreams 
and Life Beyond: Olympian 
Judokas on Striving for Glory 
and Tackling Post-Athletic 
Challenges

Hee Jung Hong 
& Seung Han 
Hong (2023)

To explore the experiences 
of Olympic judokas regarding 
their pursuit of athletic 
excellence and their 
transition out of sport.

8 retired Olympic-
level judokas (5 men, 
3 women) from 
Portugal, South 
Korea, and the UK; 
aged 32–41.

Thematic analysis of 
semi-structured 
interviews.

Five main themes emerged: (a) 
Olympic dreams vs. reality, (b) 
identity loss, (c) importance of 
social support, (d) mixed effects of 
pre-retirement planning, and (e) 
ambivalent role of organizational 
support. Highlights the 
psychological toll of retirement and 
the critical need for accessible 
psychological support.

Analysis of the Athletic Career 
and Retirement Depending on 
the Type of Sport: A 
Comparison Between 
Individual and Team Sports

López de 
Subijana et al., 
(2020)

To compare career and 
retirement patterns between 
athletes from individual and 
team sports.

410 retired elite 
athletes (252 men, 
158 women); 45% 
from individual 
sports, 55% from 
team sports.

Quantitative cross-
sectional study; non-
parametric statistics 
(SPSS v26).

Team athletes had longer careers, 
later peak performance and 
retirement, and better economic/
employment status. Individual 
sport athletes trained more weekly 
and remained more physically 
active post-retirement. Team 
athletes more often participated in 
veteran competitions and 
spectated sports events.
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Insights into Life After Sport 
for Spanish Olympians: 
Gender and Career Path 
Perspectives

Barriopedro, 
López de 
Subijana & 
Muniesa (2018)

To assess how dual career 
paths and gender affect 
career transition and 
professional integration post-
sport.

228 retired Spanish 
Olympians (57.9% 
men, 42.1% women); 
participated in 1992, 
1996, or 2000 
Summer Games.

Quantitative cross-
sectional study using a 
42-item questionnaire; 
statistical and 
classification tree 
analyses.

66% followed a DC with studies. 
Those who studied had higher 
education and better job 
outcomes. Women experienced 
more difficulty finding employment 
and earned less, despite 
qualifications. Gender disparities 
persisted in job type (more part-
time roles for women) and salary. 
DC with education facilitated 
better transitions.

Body image experiences in 
retired Olympians: Losing the 
embodied self 

Anthony 
Papathomas et 
al., (2025)

To explore the meanings that 
elite athletes attribute to their 
body after retirement.

31 retired elite 
athletes, including 23 
former Olympians.

Reflexive thematic 
analysis of over 25 
hours of transcribed 
semi-structured 
interviews.

Four themes emerged: (1) legacy 
of body awareness culture, (2) 
struggle for “normality,” (3) body 
loss as self-loss, and (4) finding 
new meanings and identities. 
Athletes described the enduring 
influence of elite sport’s body 
surveillance culture, difficulties in 
adjusting to new dietary and 
training routines, and the need to 
accept physical changes and 
reconstruct identity as effective 
coping strategies.

Burnout, Identity Loss and 
Institutional Gaps: A 
Qualitative Examination of 
Sport Discontinuation Among 
NCAA Division III Athletes

 

Stavitz et al., 
(2025)

To qualitatively examine the 
mental health barriers 
influencing former NCAA 
Division III athletes in their 
decision to discontinue sport.

 

21 former NCAA 
Division III student-
athletes.

Thematic analysis of 
qualitative interviews 
(exact method not 
specified in abstract).

Identified key themes—stress, 
burnout, identity loss, inadequate 
institutional support, and external 
pressures (academics, finances). 
The study highlights the need for 
enhanced mental health 
resources, reduced stigma, and 
stronger institutional support to 
improve athlete well-being and 
retention.

Athletic retirement: factors 
contributing to sleep and 
mental health problems

Montero et al., 
(2024)

To explore associations 
between demographic/sport-
related factors and post-
retirement sleep and mental 
health issues

173 former athletes 
(balanced gender), 
various levels

Logistic regression

Younger, female athletes and 
those with higher body weight had 
greater risk of anxiety and sleep 
issues. Lower sport importance 
was linked to more sleep-
disordered breathing.

Transition experiences of 
former collegiate women’s 
soccer athletes.

DeFreese et 
al., (2021)

To extend athlete transition 
and identity theory to inform 
support programs

101 former female 
soccer players from 
a large public 
university in the 
southeastern United 
States.

Questionnaire with 
open-ended and 
closed-ended 
questions on post-
sport transition. The 
open-ended responses 
were analyzed using a 
deductive approach; 
the closed-ended 
responses were 
analyzed using 
descriptive statistics.

Many female athletes faced 
difficulties related to identity, lack 
of support, and post-career 
direction, with nearly half 
experiencing an identity crisis.

Facilitating factors included social 
support, new careers, and 
physical activity; desired 
resources included guidance, 
mentorship, and psychological 
support.

Embracing Athletic Identity in 
the Face of Threat

Benson et al., 
(2015)

To test if threat increases 
athletic identity exclusivity

Study 1: 81 CIS 
athletes; Study 2: 85 
club/CIS athletes

Experimental tasks 
with identity 
measurements

Imagining career end increased 
exclusivity of athletic identity, not 
social identity.

Leaving elite sport, 
abandoning athletic identity? 
Development and predictors of 
athletic identity post-retirement

Schmid et al., 
(2024)

To track athletic identity over 
12 years and identify 
influencing factors

290 Swiss athletes 
(longitudinal)

Survey at two time 
points (t1, t2); AIMS-D, 
HLM

Identity decreased over time but 
varied by career engagement, 
post-career sport involvement, and 
subjective success.

Athletes’ experiences of social 
support in their transition out 
of elite sport: An interpretive 
phenomological analysis

Brown et al., 
(2018)

To explore how elite athletes 
perceive social support in 
retirement

8 British elite 
athletes (4M/4F)

Interpretative 
Phenomenological 
Analysis (IPA)

Support was helpful when it felt 
emotionally attuned. Early 
retirement phase was often 
distressing.

Athletes’ retirement from elite 
sport: A qualitative study of 
parents and partners’ 
experiences

Brown et al., 
(2018)

To examine how close others 
experience athlete retirement

7 relatives (3 
parents, 4 partners) 
of retired UK athletes

Interpretative 
Phenomenological 
Analysis (IPA).

Partners and parents also 
underwent identity renegotiation 
during athlete’s transition.
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Former College Athlete’s 
Perceptions of Adapting to 
Transition Stokowski et 

al., (2019)

To explore former college 
athletes' transition 
experiences

178 respondents via 
Twitter

Qualitative thematic 
analysis (Schlossberg 
model)

57.3% reported negative 
transitions (loss of identity); 42.7% 
felt liberated and excited for new 
paths.

Isolation, Athletic Identity, and 
Social Support: An Exploration 
Among Injured Collegiate 
Student-Athletes

Claytor et al., 
(2019)

To explore isolation in 
season/career-ending injured 
athletes

7 Division I college 
athletes (6F, 1M)

Interpretive qualitative 
approach

Isolation began soon after injury; 
limited support from coaches; 
unclear links to identity or support.

Learning from the Experiences 
of Collegiate Athletes Living 
through a Season- or Career-
Ending Injury

Moore et al.,
(2020)

To understand lived 
experience of season-ending 
injury

10 Division I athletes 
(varied 
demographics)

Descriptive 
phenomenology

High stress, identity loss, and 
coping struggles emerged; 
athletes valued maintaining a 
sense of belonging.

Evaluation of an NCAA 
sponsored online support 
group for career-ending injured 
collegiate athletes 
transitioning out of sports

Rohrs-Cordes 
& Paule-Koba 
(2018)

To assess if NCAA-
sponsored online support 
helps injured athletes

12 former NCAA D-I 
athletes Qualitative interviews

All faced adjustment issues; 
expressed strong interest in online 
peer support groups.

Leaving elite sport, 
abandoning athletic identity? 
Development and predictors of 
athletic identity post-retirement

Schmid et al., 
(2024)

To study post-retirement 
identity changes and 
predictors

290 Swiss elite 
athletes (64 sports)

Longitudinal study (t1 
and t2, 12 years apart), 
MLM

Average decline in identity, but 
high variability; initial strong 
identity led to greater change over 
time.

Life After Sport: The 
Relationship Between Athletic 
Identity and Mental Health 
Outcomes After Sport 
Retirement

Giannone et 
al., (2016)

To examine athletic identity 
and mental health outcomes 
post-retirement

132 Canadian 
university athletes 
(72 completed both 
time points)

Two-wave survey (T1 
during season, T2 
post-retirement)

Higher identity levels predicted 
more depression and anxiety post-
retirement.

University sport retirement and 
athlete mental health: A 
narrative analysis

Jewett et al., 
(2019)

Examine how sport structure 
affects mental health during 
retirement

1 elite female 
university athlete

Dialogic narrative 
analysis

Loss of support/platform after 
retirement worsened mental health

Letting Go of Gold: Examining 
the Role of Autonomy in Elite 
Athletes’ Disengagement from 
Their Athletic Careers and 
Well-Being in Retirement

Holding et al. 
(2020)

Explore how autonomy in 
retirement affects well-being

158 former Olympic-
level athletes (mostly 
women)

Regression, correlation

 

Autonomous motivation and 
detachment predicted better well-
being

Elite Athlete Retirement in New 
Zealand: Flourishing After 
Sport

 

Ryan et al., 
(2019)

Identify predictors of 
flourishing post-retirement

81 elite NZ athletes 
(31% female) ANOVA, correlations

Voluntary retirement and planning 
improved adjustment; high AI 
linked to stronger emotions

The Psychosocial Factors 
Associated with Athletic 
Retirement in Elite and 
Competitive Athletes

Rajaram et al., 
(2021)

Examine how withdrawal 
type and identity affect 
transition

50 athletes 
(questionnaires); 8 
(interviews)

Mixed methods; 
ANOVA, thematic 
analysis

Involuntary withdrawal + strong AI 
= worse mental health and coping

Transitioning from sport: Life 
satisfaction, depressive 
symptomatology, and body 
satisfaction among retired 
female collegiate athletes

Shander & 
Petrie (2021)

Assess body image, 
depression, life satisfaction

217 retired NCAA 
female athletes Hierarchical regressionNew interests and continued sport 

involvement improved outcomes

Retired College Student 
Athletes’ Psychological Well-
Being: A Prospective Analysis

 

Shander et al., 
(2024)

Analyze readiness and well-
being post-retirement

166 retired NCAA 
athletes Regression analysis New focus and social support 

predicted better life satisfaction

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1469029221001631
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1469029221001631
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1469029221001631
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1469029221001631
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1469029221001631
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Poor mental health outcomes 
in crisis transitions: an 
examination of retired athletes 
accounting of crisis transition 
experiences in a cultural 
context

Cosh et al., 
(2021)

Examine cultural narratives 
of crisis transition

9 elite Australian 
athletes

Thematic media 
analysis

Retirement often linked to 
depression, abandonment, but 
sometimes relief

The Impact of Athletic Identity, 
Psychological Flexibility, and 
Value Consistent Living on the 
Mental Health and Well-Being 
of Retired Elite Rugby Players

Mooney et al., 
(2024)

Study identity, flexibility, and 
valued living

77 former elite rugby 
players

Correlational, cross-
sectional

64% low well-being; flexibility and 
values predicted better outcomes

 

The Athletes After Retirement: 
How are they Doing?

 

Matitu et al., 
(2019)

Assess physical self-
inventory and suffering

34 retired athletes 
(Philippines)

Spearman, narrative 
analysis

Suffering more linked to body self-
perception than time since 
retirement

The Effect of Athletic Factors 
on Quality of Adaptation to 
Post-Sport Retirement

 

디피카 (2021)
Examine impact of success, 
planning, identity on life 
adjustment

295 former elite Sri 
Lankan athletes

SEM, CFA, path 
analysis

Career success, identity, and 
planning predicted better 
adaptation; self-efficacy mediated 
the effect

Inflexibil i ty, Reactions to 
Retirement, and Mental Health 
i n E l i t e C o m p e t i t o r s : A 
Mediation Analysis

 

Zimmerman et 
al., (2024)

Explore how inflexibility 
relates to depression/anxiety

223 former DCI 
competitors (age-out 
rule)

Regression, mediation 
(bootstrapping)

Inflexibility predicted depression; 
loss-of-control mediated the effect

An Examination of the Mental 
Health Symptoms of Former 
Adolescent Athletes Who 
Experienced Either Forced or 
Expected Athletic Retirement

Ahmann et al., 
(2023)

Compare mental health by 
retirement reason (forced/
planned)

347 U.S. former 
adolescent athletes MANOVA, t-tests

Forced withdrawals = more 
distress; planned = more 
flourishing; control was protective

Elite 
athletes' subjective wellbeing 
trajectories throughout 
the retirement transition: 
an analysis using 
Ruthven's (2022) transition 
model

Zimet et al., 
(2024)

Analyze identity, 
voluntariness, reasons for 
retirement

541 retired athletes 
(survey) Linear mixed models

Strong AI, injury, or loss of 
motivation = lower well-being; 
timing mattered

How stressful is retirement! 
Antecedents of stress linked to 
athletes’ career termination

Pica et al., 
(2019)

Study how passion/
regulation influence stress

420 professional 
athletes Mediation analysis

Obsessive passion linked to 
stress via closure needs; 
implications for intervention

Adaptation to Athletic 
Retirement and Perceptions 
About Aging: A Qualitative 
Study of Retired Olympic 
Athletes

Silver et al., 
(2021)

Explore how aging 
perceptions affect adaptation

24 retired Olympic 
athletes Thematic interviews

Positive aging views encouraged 
civic activity; lack of structure 
caused distress

Reconstructing Athletic 
Identity: College Athletes and 
Sport Retirement

Menke et al., 
(2019)

Explore identity loss and 
coping in revenue-sport 
athletes

Former U.S. college 
athletes (e.g., 
football, basketball)

Phenomenological 
interviews

Identity loss was common; coping 
varied; strengths from sport 
sometimes supported transition

Elite Sport Retirement: Elite 
New Zealand Athletes' 
Perceptions of Retirement 
Interventions

Lenton et al., 
(2020)

Assess perceptions of 
retirement interventions

16 retired elite NZ 
athletes (gender-
balanced)

Qualitative interviews
Educational support used, but 
limited emotional help; call for 
mentorship and workshops

A Qualitative Examination of 
Sport Retirement in Former 
NCAA Division I Athletes

 

Barcza-Renner 
et al., (2020)

Explore experiences 4–5 
months post-retirement

~15 former NCAA D-
I athletes

Thematic content 
analysis

Positive transition tied to goals/
support; many still needed 
professional support

“I still have that athlete soul”: 
storying identity and pain in 
retired athletes

Welch et al., 
(2023)

Understand how pain affects 
post-career identity

8 retired athletes 
(various 
backgrounds)

Dialogical narrative 
analysis

Pain reshaped body perception 
and identity; storytelling aided 
meaning-making

Female Athletes in Retirement: 
A Test of a Psychosocial 
Model of Bulimic 
Symptomatology

Barrett et al., 
(2020)

Test a psychosocial model of 
eating disorders post-
retirement

218 former NCAA 
Division I female 
athletes

SEM (controlling for 
BMI, retirement years)

Sociocultural pressure and body 
dissatisfaction predicted bulimic 
symptoms post-retirement
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“I’m more than my sport”: 
Exploring the dynamic 
processes of identity change 
in athletic retirement

Haslam et al., 
(2024)

Explore identity transition 
process after retirement

21 retired elite 
athletes

Thematic analysis of 
semi-structured 
interviews

Identity change involved loss 
recognition, exploration, 
renegotiation, and integration

The relationship between 
demographic factors, 
psychological distress, COVID 
worries, resilience, and athletic 
identity: A study of collegiate 
student-athletes.

Shinnick et al., 
(2024)

Examine distress, COVID 
worries, resilience, identity

325 NCAA athletes 
(various divisions)

Regression, path 
analysis

Juniors/seniors had lower AI; 
distress tied to low resilience; 
COVID worries mediated by 
distress

When the final whistle blows: 
Social Identity Pathways in 
Adjustment to Retirement from 
Competitive Sport

Haslam et al., 
(2021)

Test SIMIC model in 
Western and Chinese 
athletes

215 Western, 183 
Chinese former 
athletes

Multigroup path analysis

Identity loss reduced 
adaptation; SIMIC (social 
groups) mitigated effects 
differently across cultures

Predictors and Correlates of 
Depression in Retired Elite 
Level Rugby League Players.

Iverson et al., 
(2021)

Identify predictors of 
depression

141 former elite 
rugby players (mean 
age 52.6)

Correlation, regression

Resilience reduced 
depression; pain increased it; 
concussions not significant 
predictors

Athletic Identity and 
Psychological Distress: The 
Moderating Roles of Social 
Support and Self-Compassion Hayes et al., 

(2023)
Test moderators of distress 
post-COVID

4,116 NCAA 
athletes (diverse 
demographics)

ANOVA, moderation 
(PROCESS model)

AI and distress linked via low 
self-compassion/support, with 
differences across race and 
gender

Implementation of a 
mindfulness-based stress 
reduction (MBSR) program to 
reduce stress, anxiety, and 
depression and to improve 
psychological well-being 
among retired Iranian football 
players

Norouzi et al., 
(2020)

Test MBSR effects on retired 
players' well-being

40 retired Iranian 
footballers

Repeated-measures 
ANOVA

MBSR improved well-being 
and reduced anxiety, 
depression, and stress

As the Lights Fade: A 
Grounded Theory of Male 
Professional Athletes’ 
Decision-Making and 
Transition to Retirement

Eggleston et 
al., (2020)

Explore how pros decide to 
retire

U.S. professional 
athletes Grounded theory

Social support eased 
transition; a theoretical model 
of retirement decision was 
developed

Prevalence of mental health 
symptoms among male and 
female Australian professional 
footballers.

Kilic et al., 
(2021)

Compare mental health 
symptoms across status and 
gender

149M, 132F active; 
81M retired soccer 
players (Australia)

χ², regression

Higher distress and substance 
use in retired players; 
resilience was protective; 
injuries linked to symptoms

Athletic identity and 
psychiatric symptoms 
following retirement from 
varsity sports

Giannone et 
al., (2017)

Examine how athletic identity 
predicts anxiety and 
depression symptoms post-
retirement

72 varsity college 
athletes (surveyed 
during last season 
and 3 months after 
retirement)

Regression (controlling for 
pre-retirement anxiety)

Athletic identity significantly 
predicted post-retirement 
anxiety; a similar trend (non-
significant) for depression

Common mental disorders 
among Irish jockeys: 
prevalence and risk factors King et al., 

(2019)

Assess prevalence of CMDs 
among jockeys and test 
associations with risk factors

84 professional 
jockeys (52% 
response rate)

Binary logistic regression

79% met criteria for CMDs. 
Alcohol abuse (61%), 
depression (35%), anxiety 
(27%). Risk increased by 
burnout, low career 
satisfaction, poor support, and 
retirement contemplation
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Predictors and Correlates of 
Perceived Cognitive Decline in 
Retired Professional Rugby 
League Players Van Patten et 

al., (2021)
Identify predictors of self-
reported cognitive decline

133 retired 
professional rugby 
league players 
(Australia; mean age 
53.1; avg. 28 
concussions)

Clinical interview, 
neuropsychological tests, 
regression

Perceived decline associated 
with depression, lower 
resilience, fewer years in sport; 
not linked to concussion count 
or objective cognition

Prevalence and determinants 
of symptoms of common 
mental disorders in retired 
professional Rugby Union 
players

Gouttebarge et 
al., (2016)

Determine CMD prevalence 
and association with 
stressors

295 retired Rugby 
Union professionals 
(France, Ireland, 
South Africa)

Cross-sectional; logistic 
regression

CMD prevalence: 25% 
distress, 28% anxiety/
depression, 29% sleep issues, 
62% adverse eating, 24% 
alcohol abuse. Life events and 
career dissatisfaction were key 
stressors

A prospective cohort study on 
symptoms of common mental 
disorders among current and 
retired professional ice hockey 
players

Gouttebarge & 
Kerkhoffs 
(2017)

Examine CMD symptoms 
and stressor links in current 
and retired players

Ice hockey players 
(Denmark, Finland, 
Norway, 
Switzerland) – 
number not specified

Prospective cohort study 
(6-month follow-up); 
validated tools

CMD prevalence: 8–24% 
active; 12–29% retired. High 
comorbidity. Incidence up to 
25%. Injuries, surgeries, recent 
life events, and dissatisfaction 
increased CMD risk


