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ABSTRACT 

 The purpose of the study was to examine relationships among athletic identity, reason for 

retirement, self-concept clarity, and loneliness during the transition process out of competitive 

athletics.  Participants were former high school athletes (N = 65) no more than 12 months 

removed from their last competitive event (M = 8.52 months, SD = 3.2).  Results showed that 

athletic identity significantly and negatively predicted the self-concept clarity of transitioning 

athletes. Additionally, athletes retiring for voluntary reasons showed higher self-concept clarity 

during the transition phase, as compared to athletes involuntarily ending their sporting careers.  

Self-concept clarity moderated the relationship between athletic identity and loneliness.  

Understanding the factors that contribute to an athlete’s self-concept clarity and loneliness during 

the transition process allows practitioners to take a proactive approach by preventing some of the 

negative consequences associated with these variables including low self-esteem, neuroticism, 

negative affect, depression, and anxiety (Campbell, 1996). 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 Sport and organized extracurricular activity contribute to developmental, social, and life 

skills in youth and adolescents, and are an important part of their everyday lives.  Organized 

sport participation has consistently been recommended for youth and adolescents of all races and 

socioeconomic backgrounds.  Hansen, Larson, and Dworkin (2003), using the Youth 

Experiences Survey, found that adolescent participation in sport builds inventiveness, identity 

examination, reflection, emotional learning, and facilitates development of teamwork skills.  

Similarly, developmentalists and advocates urge that structured activities, including sports, 

provide youth with opportunities to acquire and practice physical, social, and intellectual skills 

that can then be used in a variety of settings (Eccles, Barber, Stone, & Hunt, 2003). According to 

Persson, Kerr and Stattin (2007), adolescent participation in controlled activities with adult 

leaders, regularly scheduled meetings, and skill building tasks contribute to better adjustment 

later in life.  

While few would argue the many potential benefits of youth sport involvement, there is 

also a great potential for risks associated with over involvement, and development of early 

dependence on sport.  According to the National Federation of State High School Associations, 

there were 7.6 million students who played high school sports from 2010-2011. With this 

number continually on the rise, there may be concern regarding potential consequences of 

increased participation rates. Just as the benefits of sport can positively impact the lives of nearly 

8 million adolescents, so can the associated negative consequences of developing a dependency 

on the athletic lifestyle. As in every athlete’s career, there comes a time where competing in 

sport is no longer an option (voluntary or involuntary) and a transition is made.  While many 
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elite and professional athletes have opportunities for aid during this challenging transition period 

through governing bodies such as the National Football League Players Association (NFLPA) 

and the International Olympic Committee Athlete Career Programme, athletes who end their 

sport careers as emerging adults do not typically receive adequate attention and guidance.  

 Emerging adulthood, ages 18-25, is a distinct age group demographically, personally, and 

in terms of identity explorations (Arnett, 2000).  It is a complicated time where many people start 

college, move away from parents and friends, and are granted a sense of new found freedom and 

responsibility.  It is also a time that involves a substantial amount of variation and instability 

while organizing several possibilities and attempting to establish a life structure (Levinston, 

1978).  This time period is characterized by confusion and turmoil.  What happens when sport, 

where many youth find this unique sense of stability and close knit social circle, is no longer 

available?  For many adolescents, sport represents familiarity.  Teammates are friends, days are 

filled with practice and direction, and schedules are centered around sport.  With the lack of 

structure, loss of close ties, and change in social roles, emerging adult students may feel lost and 

begin to question their self-concept clarity. 

 One theory that provides insight as to why former athletes may struggle with transition 

into college is Hewitt’s (1984) concept of situated identities; images of oneself in particular role 

situations.  Situated identity theory indicates that people take on different roles in different 

settings, and behavior can radically shift in accordance with the perceived situation and role.  

Athletes have been found to develop their own situated identity called athletic identity.  Athletic 

identity is a specialized type of situated identity that involves a strong and exclusive 

identification with the athlete role (Brewer, Van Raatle, & Linder, 1993).  Presently, there is 

support for the negative effects of social role transitions, whereby individuals experience 
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increased confusion and lowered self-concept clarity (Albeck & Kaydar, 2002; Van Tilburg, 

1992).  Emerging adults with a high athletic identity are likely to experience disruptions in their 

self-concept clarity. Since athletic identity is a magnified social role that takes precedent over 

other social roles, it stands to reason that athletes transitioning out of sport will likely experience 

similar declines in perceived self-concept clarity.   

Athletes who are more psychologically prepared for career termination, and voluntarily 

choose to terminate their sport career may not experience the same effects on their self-concept 

clarity compared to those who unwillingly have to terminate their career. Indeed, athletes who 

attribute career termination to voluntary reasons tend to cope with transition better and have 

greater life satisfaction than athletes who were forced to retire sooner than desired (Grove, 

Lavallee, & Gordon, 1997).  The reason for sport termination (voluntary/involuntary) may 

moderate the athletic identity- self-concept clarity relationship, such that former athletes who 

have higher athletic identity and terminate the sport involuntarily will have  diminished self-

concept clarity, while former athletes who have lower athletic identity and terminate the sport 

voluntarily will have higher self-concept clarity.   

Besides the effects sport transition will potentially have on one’s self-concept clarity, 

there are also potential implications of experiencing loneliness.  A negative outcome of 

transitioning out of athletics for this age group (emerging adults) may be loneliness.  Athletes 

report missing the social aspect of having teammates and being a part of a team as the greatest 

loss involved in sport transitions (Brewer et al., 1993; Coakley, 1983; Cockerill, 2004; Sinclair & 

Orlick, 1993).  Therefore, examining loneliness provides a good measure to assess the extent to 

which athletes are struggling with this particular social role exit.  Self-concept clarity may 

moderate the relationship between athletic identity and loneliness, such that former athletes who 
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have higher athletic identity and lower self-concept clarity will experience increased loneliness, 

while former athletes who have lower athletic identity and higher self-concept clarity will 

experience lower loneliness.  Thus, the purpose of this study is to explore the relationship 

between self-concept clarity and athletic identity during the athlete transition.  The following 

literature review will explore the current literature on athlete transition, as it pertains to 

professional athletes, and then explore how the current research can be applied to a younger, 

emerging adult population.   
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Transition from Sport amongst Elite Athletes  

The research on transition from sport has commonly examined elite and professional 

athletes based on the belief that higher levels of success and time dedicated to the sport makes it 

more difficult for these athletes to move onto the next chapter of their lives (Du & Tsai, 2004; 

Grove, Lavallee, & Gordon, 1997; Sinclair & Orlick, 1993).  However, this line of research has 

produced inconsistent findings.  Sinclair and Orlick (1993) asked retired high performance 

Canadian athletes to self-report on their particular transition process, and found that nearly 75% 

were satisfied after retirement.  Similar results were found in professional Chinese athletes (Du 

& Tsai, 2004) who reported that reasons for retirement had no implications on their life 

satisfaction.  Conversely, Webb, Nasco, Riley, and Headrick (1998) found that injury-related 

retirement was more challenging for high athletic identity athletes, and athletic identity strongly 

predicted retirement success.  Due to the varying results of previous studies examining the 

transition process of professional athletes, it is best to review the literature from a broad point of 

view by identifying present themes in the data and possible confounding variables.   

Three focus areas have been identified in the elite sport transition literature: (1) reasons 

for retirement, (2) overall life satisfaction after sport retirement, and (3) assessing coping 

techniques during retirement.  Reasons for retirement includes whether retirement was voluntary 

or involuntary, whether there was a specific event that lead to the decision to retire, and mean 

age of retirement.  Satisfaction with retirement involves the athlete’s perceptions of his/her life, 

now that competitive sport participation has been discontinued.  Lastly, when assessing coping 

techniques, there were primarily two main techniques: self-report and intervention.  Self-report 
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includes both surveys completed by athletes and qualitative interviews administered by 

researchers.  Interventions have targeted prevention or management of post career termination 

stress.  These three areas will be explored thoroughly for professional and elite level athletes as 

well as collegiate and adolescent populations.   

Reasons for Retirement: There are numerous but inconsistent reasons why athletes 

retire from competitive sport.  In a qualitative case study of elite athletes, Cockerill (2004) 

identified four reasons why elite and professional athletes terminate their career in competitive 

sport: personal choice, increasing age, injury, and deselection. Another qualitative study found 

that the majority of athletes reported that their retirement was influenced by decreased 

motivation to sustain the rigorous demands of being a professional athlete (Kadlcik & Flemr, 

2008).  Using a quantitative approach, Sinclair and Orlick (1993) developed the Athlete 

Retirement Questionnaire (ARQ) to assess the transitional experiences of high performance 

athletes with international experience.  Content of the instrument was based on, transition and 

sport science literature, combined with pilot interviews of top performing athletes. The survey 

was completed by 199 retired high performance athletes and the top three retirement reasons 

included: being tired of the lifestyle, meeting and achieving sport goals, and having difficulties 

with the coaching staff.     

Comparing the methodology of these three studies (Cockerill, 2004; Kadlcik & Felemr, 

2008; Orlick & Sinclair, 199;), there were several differences which may have led to the 

inconsistent findings regarding the reasons athletes terminate their sport career.  The first, and 

possibly most important difference, is the amount of time the athletes have been out of 

competitive sport.  Cockerill (2004) assessed  athletes (N = 2) while they were actively going 

through the transition process; less than 6 months removed from their sporting career and  
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adjusting to their new lifestyle.  Sinclair and Orlick (1993) used a larger sample (N = 199), 

however, the participants were over two years removed from their competitive athletic careers.  

Kadlcik and Flemr (2008) used a sample of athletes (N = 11) that were retired for nearly ten 

years.  The longer the athletes were removed from their competitive lifestyle, the less hardship 

they experienced during the transition process.  Participants in Cockerill (2004) revealed that 

they were currently experiencing difficulties in the transition process because they felt that their 

retirement was premature, and that they desired to continue their athletic careers.  Seven of the 

11 participants in Kadlcik and Flemr (2008) stated that they felt in control of their retirement.  

However, it is unlikely that athletes would be able to accurately recall their transition process 

after ten years, specifically their exact motives to retire.  Another discrepancy within the current 

literature is the population being used.  Varying demographics across the studies in terms of 

sports, ages, and length of competitive career were represented.   

Given the numerous reasons why athletes end their athletic career, a more useful 

distinction may be whether the decision to retire was voluntary or involuntary.  Voluntary 

reasons may include, but are not limited to, moving on to other careers/activities, being tired of 

the sport lifestyle, and achieving all desired sport goals.  Involuntary reasons include injury, 

deselection, and increasing age.  Athletes who involuntarily terminate their sport career and feel 

that the choice was outside of their control may experience more negative feelings, such as 

stress, depression, and feelings of unpreparedness associated with the retirement process.  On the 

other hand, athletes who attribute career termination to voluntary reasons tend to cope with 

transition better and have greater life satisfaction than athletes who were forced to retire sooner 

than desired (Grove, Lavallee, & Gordon, 1997).  
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Life Satisfaction after Sport Retirement: Life satisfaction after retirement is dependent 

on several variables and may not be a conducive construct for assessing whether or not athletes 

are successfully transitioning to other careers in life. Some of the variables that influence life 

satisfaction include the reason why the athlete retired, how they coped with that retirement, what 

age they retired, and several other factors.  Coakley (1983) believed that retirement from 

competitive sport could have two possible outcomes: (1) it opens doors to new opportunities, or 

(2) it is a traumatic event that is stress inducing.  However, the literature reveals that it may not 

be that simple.  There are mixed results regarding whether the transition process affects athletes’ 

overall life satisfaction.  Sinclair and Orlick (1993) found that 74% of athletes reported that they 

were satisfied after retirement.  However, a more relevant question when assessing transition 

quality might be the duration it takes to move through this transition process and its stress 

inducing level.  While 74% of participants in Sinclair and Orlick (1993) reported being satisfied 

after sport retirement, 23%  reported that they had not yet totally adapted to their new situation 

out of high performance sport, and 22% stated it took more than two years to adjust.  Although 

life satisfaction of athletes after retirement seems to be normal and not concerning, the amount of 

time it takes athletes to achieve this level of content seems alarming.   

Coakley (1983) believes that when assessing an athlete’s retirement process, not to 

confuse the supposed difficult time they are having with the transitions that everyone goes 

through in life at that given time of maturation: “It seems reasonable to conclude that leaving 

sport is not inevitably stressful or identity shaking, nor is it the source of serious adjustment 

problems.  Adjustments are necessary – just as they are in any role transition – but it seems that 

the majority of former top athletes from all levels of competition make them in a relatively 

constructive manner (p. 8).”  One issue that arises in athlete transition research is whether life 
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satisfaction is the appropriate outcome to assess.  While retired athletes may not report 

differences in life satisfaction, as compared to non-athletes, they do experience significant levels 

of stress during the transition period. For instance, 37% of transitional athletes reported fair to 

severe problems with missing out on the social aspect, 32% reported fair to serious problems 

with job/school pressure, 34% reported fair to serious problems with finances, and nearly half 

(46%) reported experiencing a fair amount to a great deal of stress (Sinclair & Orlick, 1993).  As 

mentioned above, successful transition can take up to two years. Being in a continual state of 

stress and confusion for nearly two years can have serious implications on former athletes’ 

emotional and physical well-being.  Therefore, to understand the transition process, overall life 

satisfaction may not be the best measure to assess.  

Instead of examining a general overarching construct, such as overall life satisfaction, 

there are other specific outcomes of unsuccessful transition that may be more appropriate.  For 

example, several studies have indicated that athletes report missing the social aspect of having 

teammates and being a part of a team as the greatest loss involved in sport transitions (Brewer et 

al., 1993; Coakley, 1983; Cockerill, 2004; Sinclair & Orlick, 1993).  Instead of measuring life 

satisfaction, assessing perceived loneliness as a negative outcome of the transition process may 

more accurately capture the negative aspects of an unsuccessful retirement from sport. 

Assessing Athlete Coping Techniques during Retirement: One way to ensure that 

athletes are transitioning out of sport in a constructive manner is through an effective coping 

process.  Grove, Lavallee, and Gordon (1997) administered the COPE Inventory (Carver, 

Scheier, & Weintraub, 1989) to 48 elite athletes, and found that they “employed a combination 

of emotion focused, problem focused and avoidance orientated strategies that included 

acceptance, positive reinterpretation, planning, active coping, mental disengagement, and 
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seeking of social support (p. 198).”  In other words, athletic coping is a process, and retirement is 

not merely an event, but rather an in depth transition that requires time and different strategies to 

cope effectively.  One of the most important strategies that helped athletes cope was having an 

active social support system.  Successful transition is highly linked to the amount of social 

support an athlete is given during this process (Reynolds, 1981).  Finding another focus of 

interest and keeping busy is also integral in moving on from a life in competitive sport (Sinclair 

& Orlick, 1993).  However, while many coping techniques reported by athletes are useful, 35% 

reported that they would seek a sport psychologist if they were having difficulty with retirement, 

and only 8% would seek other types of psychological help (Sinclair & Orlick, 1993).  This might 

suggest that if help was more readily provided or strongly encouraged, then it may reduce the 

reluctance of this population to seek help, and ultimately, more former athletes would benefit 

from the resources.  

 Intervention programs have been found to be effective in helping athletes cope with the 

transition process. Lavalle (2005) created a proactive intervention program which focused on the 

use of sport psychology to develop both performance and satisfaction through the fostering of 

life skills.  The goal of the study assessed the efficacy of a life development intervention in 

recently retired premier soccer players in England and Scotland.  The intervention made use of 

two separate kinds of coping strategies: supportive and counseling.  Supportive strategies are 

those employed during the actual event of retirement, while counseling strategies are employed 

after the event takes place.  Through the intervention, athletes learned how to transfer the 

specific skills they learned in sport to other useful aspects of life.  Results indicated that the 

treatment group (n=32) scored significantly higher on the Transition Coping Questionnaire 

(Schlossberg, 1993) at post-test than the control group (n=39), after only an average of 3.2 
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intervention sessions.  This demonstrates that counseling and social support provided during and 

after transition contributed to marked improvement in adjustment. Similarly, Cockerill (2004) 

found that an athlete mentoring program provided athletes with the guidance and stability 

necessary to move through the transition process effectively.   

Current Issues with Amateur Athletic Transition Research: Amateur athletics has 

been defined as any level of competitive sport that is not classified as competing at the elite or 

professional level. This includes college athletes competing across division I-III levels, as well as 

high school athletes competing either for their school or with independent organizations.  For 

these age groups there is very little data on the actual transition process, including athletes’ 

perceptions of how well or poorly they are acclimating to the new life direction. Overall, there is 

little support for amateur athletes having adjustment issues during the end of their sport careers. 

Synder and Baber (1979) compared 233 former college athletes to non-athletes who graduated at 

the same time, and found no differences in satisfaction with, marriage, friends, career, and 

overall life.  Similarly, Foldesi (1978) and Sands (1978) found that amateur athletes experienced 

minor rather than severe adjustment issues and the majority of high school athletes did not have 

any adjustment issues transitioning into careers other than sport.  Coakley (1983) believes that 

retirement during this level is simply a normal phase of development.  Similar to the transition 

process of elite athletes, overall life satisfaction may be the incorrect dependent variable.  While 

the outcome may not be significantly lowered life satisfaction, the process may be incredibly 

stressful and impact other areas of life such as increased loneliness.   

Similarly the literature on elite and professional athletes, many of the same conceptual 

issues apply to this younger population. For instance, surveys are conducted long after the 

transition process occurred, and life satisfaction is too broad of a measure.  One of the major 



12 

 

concerns specific to this age group is the time period in which the previous research was 

conducted.  The majority of the literature showing little to no transitional issues for this age 

group was conducted over 30 years ago, primarily from 1975-1985 (Coakely, 1983; Foldesi, 

1978; Sands, 1978; Synder & Baber, 1979).  However, it can be argued that the nature of 

amateur athletics has changed drastically, due to the sheer volume of increased participation.  

According to the NFHS, over 7.6 million students participated in high school athletics from 

2010-2011, and for 22 consecutive years, sport participation has increased.  This suggests that 

while sport was once merely recreational for adolescents, it has now become a prominent 

activity, which is an integral part of daily life.  With so much emphasis on youth sport 

involvement, more and more adolescents will be tasked with the difficult duty of ending their 

sporting career. 

With increasing participation in youth sport, more adolescents are being forced to make 

the transition out of sport which affects a large amount of the United States population.  

According to the National College Athletic Association (NCAA), there were 3 million high 

school athletes represented by the following sports: men’s and women’s basketball, football, 

baseball, men’s ice hockey, and men’s soccer, and in those sports, there were only 164,000 that 

made it to the NCAA, and only 1,118  were drafted to play professional (NCAA Research, 

2013).  That means that 1.2% of men’s basketball athletes who played in college were drafted 

and had a professional career in basketball, 0.09% for women’s basketball, 1.6% for football, 

9.4% for baseball, 0.8% for men’s ice hockey, and 1.9% for men’s soccer.  Even more striking is 

that less than 0.1% of high school athletes make it to a career in professional athletics.  Thus, 

99% of high school athletes are going through this transition process, to some degree, which 
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would suggest that more research is needed to fully understand how newly retired high school 

athletes are handling this process.   

 

College Transition and Emerging Adulthood 

Emerging adulthood is a demographic period which is associated with extreme amounts 

of change and instability.  Emerging adulthood (18-25) is defined as a separate period 

demographically, personally, and in terms of identity examinations (Arnett, 2000).  People in this 

period experience a substantial amount of change and variability while sorting through countless 

opportunities in love, work, and attempts to establish a life structure (Levinston, 1978).  During 

this distinct period of development there are several changes going on which can certainly be 

seen as identity provoking.  Some people move away from home for the first time, while others 

enter into full time work positions. There is an increasing amount of responsibility with a 

decreasing amount of support and guidance.  Due to these significant life changes, it is easy to 

see why this stage of development is stressful for many.  

Athletes in particular, experience unique stressors that potentially make the period of 

emerging adulthood even more problematic.  Athletes are likely to experience stress during this 

time period because they are losing an important part of their social outlet and extracurricular 

enjoyment.   Retirement for athletes during this distinct period of development represents a move 

towards independently handling and organizing their entire lives (Schwenk, Gorenflo, Dopp, & 

Hipple, 2007).  

One possible explanation for the turmoil that develops as an emerging adult is the 

incongruence between the requirements of emerging adolescents and the chances available to 

them by their community (Eccles et al., 1993).  The athlete may wish to continue in their sport, 
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however, the social environment does not allow them to do so.  Webb, Nasco, Riley, and 

Headrick (1998) found that the top three reasons why college athletes do not to continue to 

participate in competitive athletics were: career ending injury, inability to contend at the next 

level, and matter of personal choice.   

 

Social Roles for Emerging Adults 

There are many distinct roles that are characteristic of the emerging adulthood period: 

student, sibling, employee, roommate, and teammate for some.  Competing in athletics is not just 

a hobby for emerging adults, but rather a distinct social role where identity develops.  Coakley 

(1983) reviewed the retirement process of adolescent athletes and found that their primary loss 

was the social aspects of sport, which was also the area that they needed the most help with 

coping.  Athletes retiring at the interscholastic level reported missing the camaraderie of having 

teammates around and having a close inner social circle of friends.  One plausible explanation as 

to why athletes report that losing relationships is a significant part of the retirement process is 

because competing in athletics is a powerful social role.  Social roles are defined as parts or 

identities that social actors take on; scripts, or patterned behavior; and expectations of behavior, 

relationships, and interactions that are shared across a culture (Biddle, 1986).   

The findings by Coakley (1983) are consistent with past research involving other social 

roles and the effects that leaving social roles have on individual self-concept.  The social 

networks of retirees show that retirement often involves the severing of nearly all work-related 

relational ties, including relationships and friendships which may have developed (Van Tilburg, 

1992).  Similarly, research examining social role exits of divorced women found that in addition 

to the loss of the marital relationship, connections to their spouse’s friends and friendships 
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formed during the marriage were generally lost or weakened (Albeck & Kaydar, 2002).  Based 

on the literature demonstrating how leaving exiting roles affects one’s social relationships, it is 

plausible that athletes experience a very similar sensation when transition out of sport.  They are 

not only retiring from an activity, but they are exiting an integral social role where they risk 

losing all of the social ties associated with the athletic role.     

In addition to social loss, emerging adulthood is also a time that is often associated with 

social isolation and the challenge of developing new friends and close relationships.  One of the 

primary tasks for students transitioning into college is finding a new social circle and support 

system.  A study by Asendorpf (2000) showed that failure to succeed in this task can have 

detrimental effects, including persistent loneliness.  The first year of college is usually a 

demanding phase and most first year college students experience some amount of acute 

loneliness and separation (Berman & Sperling, 1991).  Athletes retiring from sport may be 

particularly at risk for experiencing isolation and loneliness because much of their support 

system was acquired through sport involvement.  

 

Athletic Identity as a Magnified Social Role  

Athletic identity is a pervasive social role that develops early on in the career of highly 

competitive athletes.  When the social role of an athlete is discussed in the literature, it is often 

referred to as athletic identity, which is defined as the level of identification an individual has 

with the athlete role (Brewer et al., 1993).  An athlete who scores high on the Athletic Identity 

Measurement Scale (AIMS) ranks being an athlete as the most important role in his or her life.  

Often, athletes identify solely with the athlete role and ignore other common roles like student, 

son/daughter, or sibling.  This is an important distinction to make when discussing the transition 
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process out of athletics.  By the time highly competitive athletes have reached high school, they 

have already internalized their athletic identity role (Webb et al., 1998).  In a study of senior 

collegiate athletes, Miller and Kerr (2003) found that participants described being involved in 

sport as a child and adolescent greatly impacted their lives to the extent that they based their 

university choice on athletics more so then anything else.  A longitudinal study found that 

athletic identity increases through later childhood into adolescence and remains raised into early 

adulthood (Houle, Brewer, & Kluck, 2010).  Collegiate athletes have even been found to 

experience a period of over identification with the athlete role during their first year at the 

university up until half way through their second year (Miller & Kerr, 2003).  With such a 

prominent role being established so early in life, when that role is no longer there to identify 

with, and there are no immediate replacements, there are likely to be transition issues.  When 

competitive athletes are fully developing their athletic identity as adolescents, and then as an 

emerging adult just a few years later, their social role completely changes and it may leave 

athletes confused about what their new primary role should be. 

To summarize, social role exits are difficult, and there are many negative and potentially 

harmful side-effects such as loneliness and social isolationism.  Athletes who have a strong 

athletic identity, but are no longer in the athletic role, will likely experience identity confusion.  

Athlete identity can be very pervasive in the life of a serious athlete.  This prominent role can 

overshadow all others which makes it difficult for athletes who no longer have this particular 

role to identify with.   

There are many benefits attached to a strong athletic identity, including development of 

salient self-identity, enhanced athletic performance, and greater sport commitment and 

enjoyment (Brewer et al., 1993).  However, there are also salient risks.  Brewer et al. (1993) 
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hypothesized that the primary consequence of having a high athletic identity pertains to 

difficulties an athlete may encounter in sport career transition.  When the athlete is lacking 

various outlets providing self-worth and self-identification they are at increased risk for 

emotional disturbance.   Athletes scoring high on the AIMS centralize the role of being an athlete 

in his or her life, which means little time is spent exploring other self-defining roles.  An athlete 

that commits him or herself strongly to the athlete role is not as likely to consider other career, 

educational, and lifestyle options.  Miller and Kerr (2003) found that many college athletes 

admitted that when they began their first year of college, they thought they were going to have 

professional athletic careers.  

These potential dangers have been identified as post career risk factors (Brewer et al., 

1993).  The aforementioned possible risks of having a high athletic identity demonstrate why the 

athlete role, unlike other roles common to the time period of emerging adulthood, can have 

significant negative effects when it comes time to transition to another social role. Sport 

transition is different than other retirement processes because athletic identity is often developed 

early in life. For many, athletic identity may be the first salient role that individuals truly 

associate with.    

Having a strong athletic identity tends to make the transition process difficult.  Grove, 

Lavallee, and Gordon (1997) found that athletes with high athletic identity were more prone to 

increased levels of stress and anxiety during the transition process.  Similarly, Webb et al. (1998) 

found that highly competitive selection procedures and injury routinely forced athletes into early 

retirements which they were not psychologically prepared for because of the importance they 

placed on the athlete identity role.  It is important to note that having a strong athletic identity is 

not solely associated with elite and professional athletes.  Athletic identity can develop during 
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the adolescent years for many athletes.  Therefore, when high school athletes that internalize the 

athlete role are no longer able to compete as emerging adults, they may experience identity 

confusion during the transition process, which can affect their self-concept clarity. 

 

Effects of Role Exits on Self-Concept Clarity 

 Self-concept clarity reflects how clearly and confidently a person defines one’s self-

beliefs (Campbell et. al, 1996).  It is an internally consistent construct over time, however, it is 

affected by both negative life events and social roles (Dori, 2003).  Nezlek and Plesko (2001) 

found that daily life happenings do not directly, in and of themselves, created changes in self-

concept clarity.  Rather, specific events lead to adaptations in self-esteem and create negative 

affect, which then produce fluctuations in overall self-concept clarity.  Therefore, even though 

self-concept clarity tends to be longitudinally consistent, it can also fluctuate with environmental 

influence such as major transitions.   

An explanation for the reasons self-concept clarity weakens during certain life events is 

attributed to prolonged stress.  Self-concept clarity mediates the relationship between variables 

of stress and one’s personal well-being (Ritchie, Sedikides, Wildschut, Arndt, & Gidron, 2011).  

For example, as a stressful event occurs (e.g., starting college), the individual’s self-concept (if it 

is well established) enables combating the added stress and pressure.  Individuals with higher 

self-concept clarity are able to buffer stressful events, whereas individuals who have lower self-

concept clarity have trouble coping with external stressors.  In order to establish a high self-

concept clarity that can remain consistent during times of stress, one must develop regularities 

and routines.  Therefore, when one’s self-concept is confronted by stressful events, he/she is able 

to pull from several instances in the past where it has remained constant.  However, if events 
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threaten to disrupt purposefulness or highlight discontinuity with one’s past, self-concept clarity 

confusion may ensue (Campbell et al., 2003; Smith & Dust, 2006).  This concept is consistent 

with those presented earlier in regards to athletes transitioning out of competitive sport.  If 

athletes are accustomed to the regularity of the athlete lifestyle, and then those roles are lifted, 

there may be self-concept clarity confusion.  If an athlete does not have other salient past 

experiences or roles that he/she highly associates with, discontinuity with one’s past will likely 

occur.   

 In addition to stress negatively impacting the self-concept clarity of individuals, there is 

also ample research on how social roles play an integral part of how we perceive ourselves as a 

whole.  Social roles can have a powerful influence on self-concept clarity.  Light and Visser 

(2013) studied the effects of role exits and entries on self-concept clarity.  While using a national 

representative sample of adults, Light and Visser found that both role exits and role entries had a 

negative relationship with self-concept clarity.  They also found that, while controlling for 

demographics, physical health, and self-esteem, role exits were significant predictors of self-

concept clarity.   Light and Visser indicated that “When roles are exited, the loss of role specific 

relationships and regular behavioral routines leaves the self-concept less informed and less 

verified” (p.12).  

 The athlete role is not just a normal social role, but one that is pervasive when compared 

to all other social roles. As indicated, evidence suggests that normal, everyday social roles exits, 

can have a great impact on one’s self-concept clarity (Light & Visser, 2013).  Therefore, when 

analyzing the exit from competitive athletics, and how influential the athlete role can be on 

identity, it is likely that the self-concept clarity of athletes are most likely to be affected 

immediately after, or during this transition process.   
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Integration of Self-Concept Clarity and Athletic Identity 

During the transition period out of competitive athletics, many athletes may experience a 

self-concept clarity decline, especially those that highly identify with the athlete role.  

Transitioning in and out of meaningful life events can be a difficult process; however, athletes 

who have high athletic identity are at risk for experiencing emotional disturbances in career, 

academics, and social experiences, as compared to those with low athletic identity (Brewer et al., 

1993).  The literature on social role exits demonstrates how transitioning out of a particular role 

can leave one’s self-concept stunted and lower than normal (Albeck & Kaydar, 2002; Sands, 

1978). Therefore, it is likely that athletes retiring from competitive sport would experience 

similar feelings, and in the most extreme cases, these athletes would experience feelings of 

isolation and loneliness without the support of teammates.   

In addition to the effects sport transition has on one’s self-concept clarity, there are also 

potential implications for experiencing loneliness.  One of the possible negative outcomes of 

transitioning out of athletics for this age group (e.g., emerging adults) is loneliness, especially for 

those athletes with high athletic identity.  Athletes have been found to report missing the social 

aspect of having teammates and being a part of a team as the greatest loss involved in sport 

transitions (Brewer et al., 1993; Coakley, 1983; Cockerill, 2004; Sinclair & Orlick, 1993).  

Therefore, using a loneliness measure can clarify whether retired athletes are struggling with this 

particular social role exit.  Self-concept clarity may moderate the relationship between athletic 

identity and loneliness, such that former athletes who have higher athletic identity and lower 

self-concept clarity will experience the most loneliness, while former athletes who have lower 

athletic identity and higher self-concept clarity will experience the least loneliness.     
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Conclusion 

Purpose of Study: The purpose of this study was to determine whether there was a 

relationship between athletic identity and athlete’s self-concept clarity during the transition 

process out of competitive athletics.  The target population of this study was emerging adults 

(18-25), particularly those who recently graduated from high school.  Emerging adulthood is a 

distinct demographic period that is associated with turmoil and distress, which potentially makes 

former athletes more at risk during this transition.  Because the large majority of high school 

athletes discontinue sport participation when they get to college, it is important to understand the 

effects that the transition process has on former athletes’ self-concept clarity, and to determine if 

there are negative consequences such as loneliness and social isolationism. Having a better idea 

of the athlete’s self-concept clarity during the transition process would allow practitioners to take 

a proactive approach by preventing some of the negative side-effects of having a lowered self-

concept: low self-esteem, neuroticism, negative affect, depression, and anxiety (Campbell, 

1996). 

Hypotheses:  

(1) There will be a negative correlation between athletic identity and self-concept clarity. 

(2a) Athletes who terminate sport participation for involuntary reasons will have lower self-

concept clarity than athletes who terminate sport participation for voluntarily reasons. 

(2b) The reason for sport termination (voluntary/involuntary) will moderate the relationship 

between athletic identity and self-concept clarity, such that former athletes who have  ower 

athletic identity and terminate the sport voluntarily will have the highest self-concept clarity, 

while former athletes who have higher athletic identity and terminate the sport involuntarily will 

have the lowest self-concept clarity. 
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(3a) Athlete identity will positively predict loneliness, such that retired athletes with a stronger 

athletic identity will report greater loneliness. 

(3b) Self-concept clarity will negatively predict loneliness, such that retired athletes with higher 

self-concept clarity will report less loneliness.   

(3c) Self-concept clarity will moderate the relationship between athletic identity and loneliness, 

such that former athletes with higher athletic identity and lower self-concept clarity will 

experience the most loneliness, while former athletes with lower athletic identity and higher self-

concept clarity will experience the least loneliness.  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODS 

 

Participants 

 G*Power 3.1.3 was used to determine the number of participants needed in the current 

multiple linear regression study. Using α = .05, a medium effect size of f = .30 or an equivalent 

Cohen’s d = .50, and power (1 – β) = .80, a sample of 62 is required (Faul, Erdfelder, Buchner, & 

Lang 2009).  To participate in this study, participants must have been classified as an emerging 

adult (i.e., ages 18-25), and be no more than one year removed from competitive athletics.  The 

one year marker was established to ensure that athletes were currently experiencing the transition 

process and not simply recalling it retrospectively. The definition of competitive athletics 

required that participants must have competed at the high school varsity (or comparable) level 

for two or more consecutive years in a single sport, with the final year of sport participation 

occurring no more than one year prior to data collection.  Of the 102 respondents who completed 

the questionnaires, 65 met the above study inclusion criteria. Participants were recruited in-

person (n = 16) through various introductory level undergraduate classes, as well as through 

various online methods (n = 49).     

Participants who were recruited online completed an electronic version of the survey 

using Qualtrics, while participants who were recruited in-person completed a paper and pencil 

version. The online methods included the College of Education Subject Pool at Florida State 

University, as well as email recruitment letters sent to professors at three colleges and 

universities (Appendix G).  The College of Education Subject Pool recruits students that are 

registered in numerous classes from across the following departments: Educational Psychology 

and Learning Systems, Sport Management, and the School of Teacher Education.   
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 Participants were female (n = 34) and male (n = 31) college students from Florida State 

University (n = 40), Tallahassee Community College (n = 16), and Canisius College (n = 9) 

ranging in age from 18 to 23 years old (M = 19.1, SD = 1.29). A wide variety of high school 

sports were represented (13 Cheer/Dance, 13 Soccer, 7 Lacrosse, 6 Baseball, 5 Track and Field, 

5 Tennis, 4 Basketball, 12 Other1) with sport experience ranging from 2 to 15 years (M = 6.86 

years, SD = 4.26).  Participants were required to spend at least two years competing at the high 

school varsity level (range = 2-4, M = 3.12 years, SD = .86) and were also required to be no 

more than 12 months removed from their last practice or competition (range = 1-12, M = 8.52 

months, SD = 3.2).   

Instrument and Measures 

Demographics Information (Appendix A): A demographic questionnaire was 

administered to attain participant’s gender, age, primary high school sport, experience (i.e., years 

participating at varsity level in primary high school sport), and number of months since playing 

competitively.  In addition, a question assessing whether the participant’s exit from sport was 

voluntary or involuntary was included.  Voluntary responses consisted of: ready to move on to 

next chapter in life, losing interest in the sport, wanting to focus on academics, and being tired of 

the lifestyle and obligations associated with being an athlete. Involuntary responses included: 

wanted to compete at the college level but was not able, career ending injury, and not being 

selected to compete at the varsity level.  Voluntary responses were coded with a value of 1, while 

involuntary responses were given a 0.  If participants selected “other” they were asked to list 

specifically why they chose to terminate their sport career, and this response was subsequently 

categorized as either a voluntary or involuntary reason.   

                                                           
1 Other sports included: Volleyball (n =3), Wrestling (n =2), Football (n =2), Skiing (n =2), Swim/Dive (n =1), 

Softball (n =1), and Hockey (n =1).  



25 

 

 Athletic Identity Measurement Scale (Appendix B): The Athletic Identity 

Measurement Scale (AIMS; Brewer et al., 1993) is a 10-item measure assessing the degree to 

which athletes identify with the role of being a competitor.  Participants rate each item on a 7-

point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) (e.g., “I consider 

myself an athlete”). A total score is derived by summing the 10 items, which can range from 10 

to 70 with higher scores reflecting stronger athletic identity. For recreational/fitness athletes, 

normative scale distributions revealed a mean of 34.76 for males and 30.39 for females, while 

intercollegiate/national athletes scored a mean of 54.59 for males and 53.35 for females (Brewer 

et al., 1993). Coefficient alpha was .93, providing support for high internal consistency. Test-

retest reliability was conducted 14 days apart, with a correlation of .89 (Brewer et al., 1993).  

The AIMS has demonstrated high convergent validity through a strong correlation (r = .83) with 

the perceived importance profile of importance of sports competence (Brewer et al., 1993).  For 

the current sample (n = 65), Cronbach’s alpha was .91.   

Self-Concept Clarity Scale (Appendix C): The Self-Concept Clarity Scale (SCC; 

Campbell et al., 1996) is a 12-item measure that assesses the degree to which participants have a 

strong and consistent understanding of self and distinctiveness. Participants rate each item on a 

5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) (e.g., “In 

general, I have a clear sense of who I am and what I am”). Items are summed for a total score 

that can range from 12 to 60, with higher scores representing greater self-concept clarity.  The 

average alpha internal consistency reliability coefficient is .86 (Campbell et al., 1996). To 

establish test-retest reliability, the scale was re-administered to 155 participants after a 4-month 

interval and 61 participants after a 5-month interval (Campbell et al., 1996). The test-retest 

correlations were moderate; .79 and.70, respectively.  The normative scale distributions revealed 
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an overall mean of 42.12 (SD = 8.19) (Campbell et al., 1996). Convergent validity was 

established with a correlation of .61 to self-esteem (Campbell et al., 1996).  For the current 

sample (n = 65), Cronbach’s alpha was .89.   

 Revised UCLA Loneliness Scale (Appendix D): The Revised UCLA Loneliness Scale 

(Russell, Peplau, & Cutrona, 1980) consists of 20 items, half reflecting fulfillment with social 

relationships and half reflecting dissatisfaction. Participants rate each item on a 4-point Likert-

type scale ranging from 1 (never) to 4 (often) (e.g., “I feel in tune with people other than my 

teammates around me”). Items are summed for a total score that can range from 20 to 80, with 

higher scores indicating more loneliness. The Revised UCLA Loneliness Scale has demonstrated 

very high internal consistency, with a coefficient alpha of .94 (Russell et al., 1980). In assessing 

concurrent validity, the relationship between loneliness scores and measures of emotional states 

were inspected. The scores of the loneliness measure were significantly correlated with the 

following measures: Beck Depression Inventory (r = .62), Costello-Comrey Anxiety (r = .32) 

and Depression (r = .55) scales (Russell et al., 1980).  For the current sample (n = 65), 

Cronbach’s alpha was .92.   

Procedure 

 An institutional review board for human subject application for approval (Appendix H) 

was received prior to recruitment and data collection.  Participants were recruited in-person at 

various introductory undergraduate level courses and through email invitations targeting former 

high school athletes (Appendix G).  Participants who met the aforementioned inclusion criteria 

were invited to participate in the study.  Prior to completing questionnaires, participants read and 

signed the informed consent form (Appendix E).  The informed consent form provided 

participants with study background information, overall procedures, possible risks and benefits, 
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and confidentiality.  Participants who were recruited online completed an electronic version of 

the survey using Qualtrics, while participants who were recruited in-person completed a paper 

and pencil version. The study in its entirety took participants no more than 10-15 minutes. 

Participants were asked to complete the following questionnaires: Demographics (Appendix A), 

AIMS (Appendix B), SCC (Appendix C), and the Revised UCLA Loneliness Scale (Appendix 

D).  After completing these questionnaires, participants were debriefed. The debrief (Appendix 

F) included the purpose of the study and contact information for further questions.  

Data Analyses  

 Hypothesis 1: A correlation was conducted to examine the relationship between athletic 

identity and self-concept clarity.  

 Hypothesis 2a-b: A multiple regression examined reason for retirement (involuntary = 0, 

voluntary = 1), athletic identity, and the reason for retirement-athletic identity interaction as 

predictors of self-concept clarity. 

 Hypothesis 3a-c: A multiple regression examined self-concept clarity, athletic identity, 

and the self-concept clarity-athletic identity interaction as predictors of loneliness. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

 

Descriptives and Bivariate Correlations 

 Table 1 illustrates the means and standard deviations for the total sample, males, and 

females on athletic identity, self-concept clarity, and loneliness.  There were no significant 

differences between males and females on any of these scales.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: Athletic Identity scores can range from 10-70, Self-Concept Clarity scores can 

range from 12-60, and Loneliness scores can range from 20-80. 

 

Reason for retirement was coded as either voluntary (n = 36) or involuntary (n = 29). 

Table 2 shows the specific reasons, as well as the frequency and percentage of participants who 

endorsed each reason.  Responses that were marked as “other” were coded as either voluntary or 

involuntary based on the participant’s response, combined with an additional question that asked 

Table 1 

 

Descriptive Statistics for Athletic Identity, Self-

Concept Clarity, and Loneliness 

  

Variable M SD 

Overall (n = 65)   

     Athletic Identity 40.65 13.95 

     Self-Concept Clarity 38.75 8.49 

     Loneliness  37.31 11.06 

Male (n = 31)   

     Athletic Identity 42.39 11.07 

     Self-Concept Clarity 39.03   8.68 

     Loneliness  35.51   9.89 

Female (n = 34)   

     Athletic Identity 39.06 16.10 

     Self-Concept Clarity 38.50   8.42 

     Loneliness  38.94 11.93 
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if the participant had the choice would they want to compete in their given sport at the college 

varsity level.    

 

 

 

Preliminary bivariate correlations were conducted on the following variables: athletic 

identity, self-concept clarity, loneliness, age, experience,4 and number of months retired.  Sum 

scores were used for athletic identity, self-concept clarity, and loneliness based on previous 

research (Brewer et al., 1993; Campbell et al., 1996; Russell, Peplau, & Cutrona, 1980).  

Findings revealed several significant relationships. Table 3 illustrates these findings.  There was 

a significant, negative relationship between athletic identity and self-concept clarity (r = -.70).  

Athletic identity was significantly and positively associated with both loneliness (r = .30) and 

experience (r = .29).  Lastly, there was a significant negative relationship between self- concept 

                                                           
2 Voluntary reason for retirement, other responses: Wanted to have more fun (n = 1), Was not that good, so it was 

not fun (n = 1), Switched hobby to playing instrument (n = 1). 
3 Involuntary reason for retirement, other responses: Family did not continue to support (n = 2), Did not get along 

with coaching staff (n = 2), Gained too much weight/ because physically unable to perform (n = 1). 
4 Experience is total number of years participants played their primary sport.  

Table 2 

 

    

Reason for Retirement from Competitive Athletics 

 

 

Reason  n % Rel % 

 

Voluntary 

  

36 

 

55.4 

 

100.0 

       Ready to move on to next chapter in life  14 21.5 38.9 

       Focus on academics  8 12.3 22.2 

       Lost interest in the sport  5 7.7 13.9 

       Was tired of lifestyle and obligations  6 9.2 16.7 

       Other2  3 4.6 8.3 

Involuntary  29 44.6 100.0 

       Career ending injury  7 10.8 24.1 

       Not selected to compete at next level  6 9.2 20.7 

       Did not have resources to compete at next level  11 16.9 37.9 

       Other3  5 7.7 17.2 
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clarity and loneliness (r = -.50).  Age and months retired were not significantly correlated with 

any of the primary variables.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hypothesis 1 

The first hypothesis examined the relationship between athletic identity and self-concept 

clarity of transitioning athletes. As predicted, athletic identity and self-concept clarity were 

significantly and negatively correlated (r = -.70, p < .01). In order to better illustrate the 

relationship between athletic identity and self-concept clarity of recently retired athletes, the data 

were plotted (see Figure 1).  The graph illustrates the coefficient of determination (R2 = .49) 

between athletic identity and self-concept clarity of athletes during their career transition out of 

competitive athletics. 

 

 

Table 3 

 

Bivariate Correlations for Athletic Identity, Self-Concept Clarity, Loneliness, 

and Demographic Variables 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1. Athletic Identity - -.70 ** .30* -.07  .29* -.15 

2. Self-Concept Clarity  -  -.50** .12 -.10 .11 

3. Loneliness    - -.03 -.11 -.00 

4. Age    - -.18 -.09 

5. Experience      - .08 

6. Months Retired      - 

*p  <  .05.  **p  <  .01.       
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Figure 1.  Relationship between athletic identity and self-concept clarity (R2 = .49) 

 

Hypotheses 2a-b 

Based on the preliminary bivariate correlation, a significant relationship was found 

between athletic identity and self-concept clarity.  Figure 2 illustrates the relationship between 

athletic identity and self-concept clarity, for both voluntary retirement (R2 = .09) and involuntary 

retirement (R2 = .63). 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Relationship between athletic identity and self- concept clarity, separated by reason for 

retirement, voluntary (R2 = .09) or involuntary retirement (R2 = .63). 

Voluntary Retirement Involuntary Retirement 
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Hypothesis 2a investigated athletic identity and reason for retirement (voluntary or 

involuntary) as predictors of self-concept clarity in transitioning athletes. The athletic identity- 

reason for retirement interaction was also examined to determine if reason for retirement 

moderated the relationship between athletic identity and self-concept clarity (Hypothesis 2b).  

 Two models were used to test these hypotheses. Model 1 included athletic identity and 

reason for retirement in the first block, while Model 2 included the interaction term in the second 

block. As shown in Table 4, athletic identity and reason for retirement (voluntary = 1, 

involuntary = 0) explained a significant amount of the variance in self-concept clarity of 

transitioning athletes in Model 1 (F(2, 62) = 36.56, p < .05, R2 = .54, R2Adjusted = .53).  

 

*p  <  .05.  **p  <  .01. 

 

Athletic identity significantly and negatively predicted the self-concept clarity of  

transitioning athletes (β = -.51, t(64) = -4.45, p < .01), and reason for retirement also emerged as 

a significant predictor (β = .29, t(64) = 2.51, p < .05).  For the moderator analysis (Hypothesis 

2b), the independent variable of athletic identity was centered prior to calculating the interaction 

Table 4 

Summary of Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Self-Concept Clarity in 

Transitioning Athletes 

 

Variable 

 

 

β 

 

R2 

 

 R2 

 

F change 

 

Model I 

  

.54** 

 

.54 

 

36.56** 

     Athletic Identity -.51**    

     Reason for Retirement (Vol/Invol) .29*    

Model II  .56** .02 2.63 

     Athletic Identity -.51**    

     Reason for Retirement (Vol/Invol)  .26*    

     Interaction (AI x Reason for Retire)       .11    
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term (Athletic Identity x Reason for Retirement). Centering the independent variable decreases 

multicollinearity that may result from high correlations among the first-order variables and the 

proceeding interaction term (Jacard, Turissi, & Wan, 1990). The process of centering does not 

have any effect on the regression coefficient of the given interaction. After adding the interaction 

term, Model 2 only explained an additional 2% of the variance (F Change = 2.63, NS), as compared 

to Model 1.  

 

Hypotheses 3a-c 

This set of hypotheses examined athletic identity, self-concept clarity, and the interaction 

between athletic identity and self-concept clarity as predictors of loneliness in transitioning 

athletes. Again, two models were used to test main and interaction effects. Model 1 included 

athletic identity and self-concept clarity in the first block, while Model 2 included the interaction 

term in the second block (athletic identity x self-concept clarity). As demonstrated in Table 5, 

athletic identity and self-concept clarity explained a significant amount of the variance in 

loneliness scores of transitioning athletes (F(2, 62) = 10.32, p < .05, R2 = .25, R2Adjusted = .23).  

Self-concept clarity was a significant and negative predictor of loneliness in transitioning athletes 

(β = -.56, t(64) = -3.61, p < .05), however, athletic identity was unrelated to  loneliness of 

transitioning athletes (β = -.09, t(64) = -.57, ns).  

Similar to the prior analysis, both predictors were centered prior to calculating the 

interaction term. As expected, the resulting athletic identity-self-concept clarity interaction 

(where both variables were centered) was not significantly correlated with either athletic identity 

(uncentered) or self-concept clarity (uncentered). Athletic identity, self-concept clarity and the 

interaction term (athletic identity x self-concept clarity) explained a significant amount of the 
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variance in loneliness scores of transitioning athletes (F(3, 61) = 8.72, p < .05, R2 = .30, 

R2Adjusted = .27). 

 

Table 5 

Summary of Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Loneliness  in Transitioning 

Athletes 

 

Variable 

 

 

β 

 

R2 

 

 R2 

 

F change 

 

Model I 

  

.25** 

 

.25 

 

36.56** 

     Athletic Identity -.09    

     Self-Concept Clarity   -.56*    

Model II  .30** .05 4.40* 

     Athletic Identity -.19    

     Self-Concept Clarity   -.65*    

     Interaction (AI x SCC)      -.24*    

*p  <  .05.  **p  <  .01. 

 

The interaction term was a significant and negative predictor of loneliness in transitioning 

athletes (β = -.24, t(64) = -2.10, p < .05) and explained an additional 5% of the variance (F Change 

= 4.40, p < .05).  Figure 3 illustrates the interaction between athletic identity and self-concept 

clarity in predicting loneliness in transitioning athletes.  Such that athletes who have low self-

concept clarity (sum SCC <40) and scored highest on athletic identity predicted the most 

loneliness during the transition process. Whereas athletes with high self-concept clarity (sum 

SCC > 40) predicted the lowest amounts of loneliness.   

 

 

 

  



35 

 

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70

Lo
n

e
li

n
e

ss

Athletic Identity

Linear (High Self-Concept Clarity) Linear (Low Self-Concept Clarity)

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.  Interaction between athletic idenity and self-concept clarity in predicting loneliness of 

transitioning high school athletes.   
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CHAPTER 5 

DISSCUSSION 

 

Predictors of Self-Concept Clarity in Transitioning Athletes 

The purpose of this study was to gain a deeper understanding of athletes’ self-concept 

clarity during their retirement from sport.  Findings from the current research provide insight into 

many facets of this transition process.  The first relationship explored was athletic identity and 

self-concept clarity.  It was found that the higher an individual’s identification with the athlete 

role, the lower his/her self-concept clarity was while no longer participating in sport.  Athletes 

who have high athletic identity are at risk for experiencing emotional disturbances in their career, 

academics, and social experiences, as compared to those with low athletic identity (Brewer et al., 

1993).  Consistent with the present findings, the literature on social role exits demonstrates how 

transitioning out of a particular role can leave one’s self-concept stunted and lower than normal 

(Albeck & Kaydar, 2002; Van Tilburg, 1992).  Likewise, individuals who identify with the 

athlete role and look to others for acknowledgement of that role are likely to possess less clear, 

consistent, and stable self-beliefs during the transition out of sport.    

Descriptive statistics for athletic identity and self-concept clarity were mostly consistent 

with previous research. In the current sample, participants had an average athletic identity of 

40.65 that was in-between the averages reported for recreational/fitness athletes and 

intercollegiate/national athletes (Brewer et al., 1993).  The mean athletic identity score in this 

study is expected given that the sample participated in high school sport, which is a higher 

competitive level than recreational sport, but a lower competitive level than intercollegiate sport. 

The average self-concept clarity scores (M = 38.75) reported in the current study are slightly 

lower than the college aged norms presented in Campbell et al. (1996) (M= 42.12).  One possible 
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explanation for this difference may be due to the characteristics associated with the transition 

phase of emerging adulthood.  People in this period experience a substantial amount of change 

and variability while sorting through countless opportunities in love, work, and attempts to 

establish a life structure (Levinston, 1978).  During this distinct period of development there are 

several changes going on which can certainly be seen as identity provoking.  Another factor that 

may have contributed to the lower mean self-concept clarity score in this study could be due to 

the sample being comprised of all newly, retired athletes.  Meaning that if a newly retired 

athlete’s self-concept clarity were to be compared to a non-athlete of the same age, the former 

athlete is likely to have a lower self-concept clarity due to this new transition.    

Another significant predictor of self-concept clarity during athletic career retirement was 

the reason for retirement.  For purposes of this study, reason for retirement was divided into two 

categories: voluntary career termination or involuntary career termination.  In previous attempts 

to specifically examine why athletes terminate their career, instruments like the Athlete 

Retirement Questionnaire (Sinclair & Orlick, 1993) have found no meaningful differences 

between reason for retirement and life satisfaction.  However, dichotomizing the reason of 

retirement into either voluntary or involuntary allows researcher’s to assess the overall level of 

psychological preparedness.  This study found that athletes who terminated their sport career for 

voluntary reasons scored more than four points higher on the self-concept clarity scale during the 

transition phase.  The rationale behind this phenomenon is likely due to athlete’s overall level of 

psychological preparedness or sense of personal control to terminate his or her sport career.  

Similarly, Webb, Nasco, Riley, and Headrick (1998) found that injury-related retirement 

(involuntary retirement) was more challenging for athletes with high athletic identity.  
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While athletic identity and reason for retirement were both significant predictors of self-

concept clarity in transitioning athletes, the interaction between the two variables was not 

significant.  In other words, reason for retirement did not moderate the relationship between 

athletic identity and self-concept clarity as expected. One possible reason for this may be a result 

of the high correlation between athletic identity and self-concept clarity.  The first model, 

including only athletic identity and reason for retirement, explained such a substantial amount of 

variance that adding the interaction term did little to improve the total amount of variance 

explained.  Future research is needed to further examine this issue.  

 

Predictors of Loneliness in Transitioning Athletes 

 Coakley (1983) reviewed the retirement process of adolescent athletes and found that 

their primary loss was related to the social aspects of sport, which was also the area that they 

needed the most help coping with.  Athletes retiring at the interscholastic level reported missing 

the camaraderie of having teammates around and having a close inner social circle of friends 

(Coakley 1983).  One plausible explanation as to why athletes report that losing relationships is 

such a significant part of the retirement process is because competing in athletics is a powerful 

social role.  In accordance with the notion that camaraderie is an important aspect of high school 

athletics, both self-concept clarity and the interaction between athletic identity and self-concept 

clarity were significant predictors of loneliness in transitioning athletes.  Campbell (1996) found 

that public self-consciousness was a negative predictor or self-concept clarity.  This helps to 

explain why self-concept clarity showed a negative relationship with loneliness, coupled with the 

significant interaction indicating that athletes with high athletic identity and low self-concept 

clarity experienced greater loneliness.     
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Defining sport as a social role; parts or identities that social actors take on and 

expectations of behavior, relationships, and interactions that are shared across a culture (Biddle, 

1986) explains why loneliness is an important outcome to examine during the transition process.  

Athletes who were experiencing lower levels of self-concept clarity due to the transition from 

sport were also feeling higher degrees of loneliness. Past research showed that self-concept 

clarity was a negative predictor of other constructs similar to loneliness, such as neuroticism, 

self-reflection, and public self-consciousness (Campbell, 1996).  Conversely, athletic identity 

was not found to be a significant predictor of loneliness by itself.  However, there was a 

significant interaction between athletic identity and self-concept clarity.  That is, athletes who 

rated high on athletic identity and low on self-concept clarity were found to experience more 

loneliness compared to athletes who were low on athletic identity and high on self-concept 

clarity.   As former high school athletes transition out of sport, it is important for coaches, 

parents, and practitioners to recognize and potentially intervene with those who may have 

developed a high athletic identity and an unclear or unstable self-concept. Because less than 

0.1% of high school athletes will make it to a career in professional athletics, 99% will encounter 

the transition process at some point (NCAA Research, 2013). 

 

Limitations and Future Research 

 The current study provides insight into the transition process of former high school 

athletes, and the impact that it has on their self-concept clarity and feelings of loneliness, 

however, it is not without limitations.  The primary limitation was the cross-sectional nature of 

the study. Only assessing self-concept clarity, athletic identity, and loneliness at one time point 

merely gives a snapshot of the transition process.  It would be more beneficial in future studies to 
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capture self-concept clarity, athletic identity, and loneliness of athletes prior to the end of their 

career, and then again when they are newly transitioned out of sport.  This design allows for a 

direct comparison of athletes’ self-concept clarity, not only during their sport career, but also 

during the transition phase.  Another limitation was related to the average time the sample had 

been retired from competitive athletics (M = 8.52 months).  With lack of research evidence 

indicating how long it takes to transition from a role exit to a new role entry (Light & Visser, 

2013), it is difficult to determine whether athletes in the current study were actively experiencing 

the levels of beliefs and emotions associated with the transition phase.   

 A final limitation of this study was the possibility of multiple transitions occurring at the 

time in which the participants were chosen to partake.  Graduating high school and starting 

college is a meaningful transition phase for all students, regardless if they are an athlete or not.  

While strict inclusion criteria were set to ensure that participants were committed to their 

previous sport career, it is unknown whether the relationships found in this study were due to 

normal life phases of transitioning into college or transitioning out of sport. 

 This study highlights the potential negative effects of lowered self-concept clarity for 

those individuals highly identifying with the athlete role, although it excludes vital information 

about the coping process.  Findings from this study demonstrate the effect that transition out of 

sport has on emerging adults, but it is recommended that future research be conducted to explore 

how transitioning athletes cope with the transition process. Grove, Lavallee, and Gordon (1997) 

administered the COPE Inventory (Carver, Scheier, & Weintraub, 1989) to 48 elite transitioning 

athletes, and found that they “employed a combination of emotion focused, problem focused and 

avoidance orientated strategies that included acceptance, positive reinterpretation, planning, 

active coping, mental disengagement, and seeking of social support” (p. 198).  This research 
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shows that a broad variety of techniques may potentially be used to help athletes successfully 

transition, but more research is required to fully understand the types of coping strategies that are 

most effective for different transition situations.   

 Despite some limitations of this study, the implications for the immense population of 

transitioning athletes are notable.  The transition out of competitive athletics at the high school 

level is something that 99% of athletes will encounter (NCAA Research, 2013).  Understanding 

the relationships among athlete’s self-concept clarity, athletic identity, and reason for retirement 

during the transition process allows practitioners to take a proactive approach by preventing 

some of the negative consequences of having a lowered self-concept including low self-esteem, 

neuroticism, negative affect, depression, and anxiety (Campbell, 1996). With involuntary 

retirement playing such a detrimental role in this transition process, it is suggested that athletes, 

coaches, parents, and facilitators of adolescent athletics take measures to more psychologically 

prepare students for sport career termination.   

 

Applied Implications 

 The following line of research has several applied implications for not only sport 

psychology practitioners, but parents, and coaches as well.  One of the negative outcomes of 

having an unsuccessful transition from competitive athletics is low self-concept clarity and 

increased loneliness.  Those athletes who retire involuntarily are found to have significantly 

lower self-concept clarity compared to those who retire voluntarily.  Therefore, it is suggested 

for coaches, parents, and sport psychology practitioners to try and foster a higher level of 

psychological preparedness in athletes.  Another important applied concept comes from giving 

higher amounts of social support during the retirement process.  Athletes who have low self-
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concept clarity, during the transition process, predict significant amounts of loneliness. 

Therefore, it is important to provide these athletes with added amounts of social support.  

Overall, there are various ways in which the negative outcomes of the athlete transition process 

can be counter balanced, by support from psychology practitioners, parents, and coaches.  
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APPENDIX A 

DEMOGRAPHICS 

 

Please fill in or circle the appropriate answer to all of the following questions: 

 

Age:________________ 

 

Are you a college student: YES      /        NO 

 

Gender:            Male              Female 

 

High School Sport (Select one, if more than one choose the sport you consider to be your 

primary sport):           

 

Football 

 

Cheer/Dance Swimming/Diving Volleyball 

Basketball 

 

Tennis Hockey Track and Field/CC 

Baseball 

 

Soccer Field Hockey Other:___________ 

Softball Lacrosse Wrestling  

  

 

How many years did you play/participate in your sport:__________________ 

 

 

Are you currently involved in any recreational or intramural sport:       YES      /        NO 

If yes, what sport:__________________ 

 

 

How many years did you compete at the varsity level in high school:__________________ 

 

 

How many months has it been since your last practice or competition in high school 

:_______________ 
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Please choose the answer that best explains why you are not still playing your sport: 

 

A) Ready to move on to next chapter in life 

 

D) Lost interest in the sport 

B) Wanted to compete at college level but 

was not able (time, money, skill etc.) 

 

E) Was tired of the lifestyle and obligations 

C) An injury ended my sport career 

 

G) I was willing to terminate my sport career  

because I wanted to focus on academics  

 

F) I was not selected to compete at the college 

level 

 

Other:________________________________ 

_____________________________________ 

 

 

Did you want to continue participating in your sport at the college varsity level?  

 

YES /     NO 
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APPENDIX B 

ATHLETIC IDENTITY MEASURE 

 

Please indicate an answer to each of the following questions: 
 

1. I consider myself an athlete 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Strongly 

Disagree 

Moderately 

Disagree 

Slightly 

Disagree 

Neutral Slightly 

Agree 

Moderately 

Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 
 

2. I have many goals related to sport 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Strongly 

Disagree 

Moderately 

Disagree 

Slightly 

Disagree 

Neutral Slightly 

Agree 

Moderately 

Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 
 

3. Most of my friends are athletes. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Strongly 

Disagree 

Moderately 

Disagree 

Slightly 

Disagree 

Neutral Slightly 

Agree 

Moderately 

Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 
 

4. Sport is the most important part of my life. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Strongly 

Disagree 

Moderately 

Disagree 

Slightly 

Disagree 

Neutral Slightly 

Agree 

Moderately 

Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 
 

5. I spend more time thinking about sport than anything else. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Strongly 

Disagree 

Moderately 

Disagree 

Slightly 

Disagree 

Neutral Slightly 

Agree 

Moderately 

Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 
 

6. I need to participate in sport to feel good about myself. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Strongly 

Disagree 

Moderately 

Disagree 

Slightly 

Disagree 

Neutral Slightly 

Agree 

Moderately 

Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 
 

7. Other people see me mainly as an athlete. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Strongly 

Disagree 

Moderately 

Disagree 

Slightly 

Disagree 

Neutral Slightly 

Agree 

Moderately 

Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 
 

8. I feel bad about myself when I do poorly in sport. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Strongly 

Disagree 

Moderately 

Disagree 

Slightly 

Disagree 

Neutral Slightly 

Agree 

Moderately 

Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 

 

9. Sport is the only important thing in my life. 
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1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Strongly 

Disagree 

Moderately 

Disagree 

Slightly 

Disagree 

Neutral Slightly 

Agree 

Moderately 

Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 
 

 

10. I would be very depressed if I were injured and could not participate in sport. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Strongly 

Disagree 

Moderately 

Disagree 

Slightly 

Disagree 

Neutral Slightly 

Agree 

Moderately 

Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 
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APPENDIX C 

SELF-CONCEPT CLARITY MEAUSRE 

Please indicate an answer to each of the following questions: 
 

1. My beliefs about myself often conflict with one another. 
 

1 2 3 4 5   

Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree 

  

 

2. On one day I might have one opinion of myself and on another day I might have a different opinion. 
 

1 2 3 4 5   

Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree 

  

 

3. I spend a lot of time wondering about what kind of person I really am. 
 

1 2 3 4 5   

Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree 

  

 

4. Sometimes I feel that I am not really the person I appear to be. 
 

1 2 3 4 5   

Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree 

  

 

5. When I think about the kind of person I have been in the past, I’m not sure what I was really like. 
 

1 2 3 4 5   

Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree 

  

 

6. I seldom experience conflict between the different aspects of my personality. 
 

1 2 3 4 5   

Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree 

  

 

7. Sometimes I think I know other people better than I know myself. 
 

1 2 3 4 5   

Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree 

  

 

8. My beliefs about myself seem to change very frequently. 
 

1 2 3 4 5   

Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree 

  

 

9. If I were asked to describe my personality, my description might end up being different from one day to 

another. 
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1 2 3 4 5   

Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree 

  

 

 

10. Even if I wanted to, I don’t think I would tell someone what I am really like. 
 

1 2 3 4 5   

Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree 

  

11. In general, I have a clear sense of who I am and what I am. 
 

1 2 3 4 5   

Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree 

  

 

12. It is often hard for me to make up my mind about things because I don’t really know what I want. 
 

1 2 3 4 5   

Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly 

Agree 
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APPENDIX D 

UCLA LONLELINESS MEASURE 

 

Indicate how often you feel the way described in each of the following statements. Circle 

one number for each. 

 
1. I feel in tune with the people around me. 
 

1 2 3 4    

Never Rarely Sometimes Often    
 

2. I lack companionship. 
 

1 2 3 4    

Never Rarely Sometimes Often    
 

3. There is no one I can turn to. 
 

1 2 3 4    

Never Rarely Sometimes Often    
 

4. I do not feel alone. 
 

1 2 3 4    

Never Rarely Sometimes Often    
 

5. I feel part of a group of friends. 
 

1 2 3 4    

Never Rarely Sometimes Often    
 

6. I have a lot in common with the people around me. 
 

1 2 3 4    

Never Rarely Sometimes Often    
 

7. I am no longer close to anyone. 
 

1 2 3 4    

Never Rarely Sometimes Often    
 

8. My interests and ideas are not shared by those around me. 
 

1 2 3 4    

Never Rarely Sometimes Often    
 

9. I am an outgoing person. 
 

1 2 3 4    

Never Rarely Sometimes Often    
 

10. There are people I feel close too. 
 

1 2 3 4    

Never Rarely Sometimes Often    
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11. I feel left out. 
 

1 2 3 4    

Never Rarely Sometimes Often  

 

12. My social relationships are superficial. 
 

1 2 3 4    

Never Rarely Sometimes Often    
 

 

13. No one really knows me well. 
 

1 2 3 4    

Never Rarely Sometimes Often    
 

14. I feel isolated from others. 
 

1 2 3 4    

Never Rarely Sometimes Often    
 

15. I can find companionship when I want it. 
 

1 2 3 4    

Never Rarely Sometimes Often    
 

16. There are people who really understand me. 
 

1 2 3 4    

Never Rarely Sometimes Often    
 

17. I am unhappy being so withdrawn. 
 

1 2 3 4    

Never Rarely Sometimes Often    
 

18. People are around me but not with me. 
 

1 2 3 4    

Never Rarely Sometimes Often    
 

19. There are people I can talk to. 
 

1 2 3 4    

Never Rarely Sometimes Often    
 

20. There are people I can turn to. 
 

1 2 3 4    

Never Rarely Sometimes Often    
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APPENDIX E 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

 

FSU Behavioral Consent Form: 

 

A SERIES OF SURVEYS TO ENHANCE UNDERSTANDING OF THE RETIRED 

ATHLETE. 

 

You are invited to be in a research study examining retired competitive athletes.  You were 

selected as a possible participant because you competed at the high school varsity (or 

comparable) level for 2 or more consecutive years, with your last year of sport participation 

being your senior year.  We ask that you read this form and ask any questions you may have 

before agreeing to be in the study. 

 

This study is being conducted by Kimberly Cologgi, Department of Educational Psychology and 

Learning Systems, Florida State University. 

 

Background Information: 

The purpose of this study is to further the knowledge on the lifestyle of former high school 

athletes.  This will be assessed by having former athletes self-report on several questions 

regarding their thoughts and feelings about being a retired athlete.  Several theories currently 

exist about retired athletes, and it is a goal of the present study to differentiate between the 

existing theories and conclude which experiences appear prevalent amongst retired athletes ages 

18-25. 

 

Procedures: 

If you agree to be in this study, we would ask you to do the following things: (a) fill out a quick 

demographic questionnaire, (b) fill out a series of questions regarding being a former athlete, and 

(c) read a short debrief letter.  The estimated length of participation is approximately 10 to 15 

minutes. 

 

Risks and benefits of being in the study: 

The risks associated with participating in this study are minimal. 

 

The benefits to participation are potentially contributing to the knowledge of retired athletes 

which will greatly benefit the field of sport psychology.   

 

Compensation: 

As a participant, you will not be compensated for your participation in this study. However, if 

you are a college of education student at Florida State University, you will be granted the 

opportunity to receive course credit for your participation in research.  Student may receive .5 

credits for 10-15 minutes of participation.   
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Confidentiality: 

This study is confidential in nature.  Thereby meaning, the principal investigator knows who 

provided which data, but you will not publish participants names with their responses, the 

answers will remain in a locked cabinet (or password protected file).  The records of this study 

will be kept private and confidential on a Sport Psychology Laboratory computer (STB 2212) to 

the extent permitted by law for the length of three years. This room remains locked and the data 

files will be password protected. In any sort of report we might publish, we will not include any 

information that will make it possible to identify a subject. Research records will be stored 

securely and only researchers will have access to the records. 

 

Voluntary Nature of Study: 

Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect 

your current or future relations with Florida State University. If you decide to participate, you are 

free to not answer any question or withdraw at any time without affecting those relationships. 

 

Contacts and Questions: 

The researcher conducting this study is Kimberly Cologgi. You may ask any question you have 

now. If you have a question later, you are encouraged to contact her at XXX-XXXXXXX, or at 

XXXXXXXXX.  Kimberly is under the direct supervisor of Dr. Graig Chow who is available to 

assist in the process as necessary and answer any questions if need be, can be contacted at 

XXXXXXXX , or XXX-XXXXXXX.   
 

If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone 

other than the researcher(s), you are encouraged to contact the FSU IRB at 2010 Levy Street, 

Research Building B, Suite 276, Tallahassee, FL 32306-2742, or 850-644-7900, or by email at 

humansubjects@magnet.fsu.edu. 

 

You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 

 

Statement of Consent: 

 

I have read the above information. I have asked questions and have received answers. I consent 

to participate in the study. 

 

 

 

__________________________ _________________ 

Signature                                                      Date 

 

 

 

__________________________ _________________ 

Signature of Investigator                           Date 

mailto:humansubjects@magnet.fsu.edu
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APPENDIX F 

DEBRIEF  

 

Participant, 

 

 Thank you for your time in participating in this research study regarding your post 

athletic career experiences. The purpose of this study was to examine the transition process of 

former athletes and determine how it affects individual’s self-concept clarity. If you are 

interested in finding out more information about this study or the results, please feel free to 

contact Kimberly Cologgi XXXXXXXXXXX If you have any questions or concerns regarding 

this study and would like to talk to someone other than the researcher(s), you are encouraged to 

contact the FSU IRB at 2010 Levy Street, Research Building B, Suite 276, Tallahassee, FL 

32306-2742, or 850-644-7900, or by email at humansubjects@magnet.fsu.edu.nk. 

 

 

 

  

mailto:humansubjects@magnet.fsu.edu.nk
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APPENDIX G 

RECRUITMENT LETTER  

 

 

CALLING ALL NEWLY RETIRED ATHLETES 

 

 Are you a former high school athlete? Did you compete on your high school varsity 

team?  Well we want your input!  We are seeking competitive former high school athletes to 

participate in a 5-10 minute survey referencing your past sport experiences!  Please volunteer 

your valuable insight as to your past sport experiences.  For more information contact Kimberly 

Cologgi at XXXXXXXXXX, or click the following link to take the surveys right now! 
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APPENDIX H 

IRB APPROVAL MEMORANDUM 
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