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ABSTRACT 

 
Understanding athlete transition is a complex process which involves many subjective 

pieces.  A review of previous literature on athletic career termination has shown that two of the 

most highly debated topics include athletes’ specific reason for retirement (Cockerill 2004; 

Orlick & Sinclair 1993; Webb, Nasco, Riley, & Headrick 1998), and the coping techniques 

employed by athletes during their transition period (Coakley 1983; Grove, Lavallee, & Gordon, 

1997; Lavallee 2005; Reynolds 1981; Sinclair & Orlick, 1993).  The purpose of this study was to 

examine important components involved in retirement from National Collegiate Athletic 

Association (NCAA) competitive athletics: self-concept clarity, athletic identity, willingness to 

retire, coping, and overall life satisfaction.  Self-concept clarity was conceptualized as the 

primary variable of focus because it tends to be internally consistent over time (Lodi-Smith & 

Roberts, 2010), yet previous studies have shown that the effect of role exits and entries 

negatively predicts one’s perceived self-concept clarity (Light & Visser, 2013).  Participants 

were female (n=148) and male (n=89) former NCAA athletes from over 75 different Division I 

colleges and universities across the United States, ranging in age from 20 to 27 years old 

(M=22.47, SD=0.84).  They were to be no more than 12 months removed from their last NCAA 

game or practice, and the total number of months they were retired ranged from 1 to 12 months 

(M=7.77, SD= 2.1).  Path analyses were used to determine which factors significantly 

contributed to self-concept clarity, and overall life satisfaction.  Results revealed coping style, 

significantly mediated the relationship between athletic identity and willingness to retire on self-

concept clarity.  Importantly, emotion-focused coping led to higher self-concept clarity for 

athletes during the transition process, whereas avoidance coping led to lower self-concept clarity.   
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 
The National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) houses more than 460,000 

student-athletes, and graduation success rates were 84% in 2014 (Brown, 2014).  The academic 

success (as gauged by federal graduation rates) of Division I student-athletes is much greater 

than non-athlete students.  Contributing to the above average graduation rates, the NCAA offers 

student-athletes opportunities to excel both on and off the field.  The NCAA Student Assistance 

Fund and its member schools paid more than $53 million to approximately 81,000 student-

athletes during the 2010-2011 academic year.  These funds helped to provide collegiate athletes 

with a wealth of opportunities including travel visits home, professional attire, summer school, 

tutor services, graduate school test fees, health insurance, and several other costs that 

scholarships do not cover (Burnsed, 2012).  While few would argue the many benefits of college 

athletic involvement, there is also a great potential for risks associated with over involvement 

and early development of the athlete role, particularly as it relates to sport career termination.   

In 2013, there were 164,000 student-athletes participating in sports that have professional 

organizations (e.g., men’s and women’s basketball, football, baseball, men’s ice hockey, and 

men’s soccer) and in these sports, only 1,118 were selected to compete at the professional level 

(NCAA Research, 2013).  Roughly one in 75, or nearly 1.2% of NCAA men’s draft eligible 

basketball players will get drafted by a professional organization within the National Basketball 

Association.  For women, this statistic is less than one in 100, or roughly 0.9% of NCAA women 

who are draft eligible will sign with a professional team in the Women's National Basketball 

Association.  For the National Football League, less than two in 100, or approximately 1.6% of 

NCAA draft eligible players will get drafted by a professional team within the National Football 
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League (NFL).  Major League baseball offers athletes the best chance of competing 

professionally, as about nine in 100, or 9.4% of NCAA senior male baseball players will get 

drafted.  Across all sports that have both college and professional organizations (men’s and 

women’s basketball, football, baseball, hockey, and soccer), approximately 15% of athletes who 

are eligible to be drafted go on to play for a professional organization (NCAA Research, 2013).  

Thus, 85% of NCAA athletes will eventually go through the retirement process following 

collegiate athletic involvement and will have to choose careers other than competitive athletics, 

prompting a transition out of the sport lifestyle.   

As in every athlete’s career, there comes a time when competing in sport is no longer an 

option (for voluntary or involuntary reasons) and a transition must be made.  Many 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.  The Former Player Services 

Department of the NFLPA helps players prepare for life after professional football by building a 

fraternity of former NFL players that is aligned, connected and engaged to facilitate personal 

growth beyond football.  Similarly, the International Olympic Committee Athlete Career 

Programme prepares athletes for career transition by providing resources and training to assist in 

developing life skills to maximize their education and employment opportunities.  While many 

colleges and universities offer workshops and publish articles on ‘what’s next’ for the college 

athlete, there are no mandated programs or protocols in place for transitioning college athletes, 

and there are only a few intervention studies regarding athlete retirement.  One possible reason 

for the lack of mandated transition protocols is the lack of concrete evidence supporting the 

efficacy of student-athlete transition interventions. 
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Previous research on transition from sport has mostly 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 et al., 1997; Sinclair & Orlick, 1993).  However, this line of research has produced 

inconsistent findings in terms of athletes’ post career life satisfaction, and it is unclear if 

interventions are even warranted.  Sinclair and Orlick (1993) questioned 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 their specific reasons for retirement had no effect 

on overall life satisfaction.  Conversely, Webb, Nasco, Riley, and Headrick (1998) found that 

injury-related retirement was more challenging for athletes with high athletic identity, and that 

athletic identity was a strong negative predictor of retirement success.  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 et al., 1997). 

While transition literature on younger populations, such as NCAA athletes, is extremely 

sparse compared to that of elite and professional athletes, there are some studies which attempt to 

better understand the student-athlete retirement process.  The main focuses of these studies 

include athletes’ reason for retirement, as well as athletes’ satisfaction post career termination.   

A study by Webb and colleagues (1998) of current and alumni Notre Dame University student-

athletes revealed that the majority of participants were forced to terminate their sport career 

sooner than desired.  Of the 93 participants who responded to the survey, 66% reported retiring 

for involuntary reasons, with the top reason being a desire to continue but not being selected at 

the next level.  The next most common reason was injury, followed by retiring due to a matter of 
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personal choice.  Therefore, at the collegiate level it appears that athletes have less voluntary 

control in discontinuing competitive sport involvement than at the professional level.  This 

finding is theoretically sound based on the rationale that professional athletes have reached the 

highest level and have likely achieved their goals, whereas collegiate athletes might be left 

striving for more which they were not quite able to achieve.  Since many collegiate athletes end 

their sporting careers involuntarily, they may need help and guidance on planning for life after 

sport, which has implications for overall life satisfaction.   

          Some studies (Ballie & Danish, 1983; Coakley, 1983) on collegiate athlete retirement 

found that the transition period may not be as stressful as once perceived, and that it is simply an 

ordinary part of life similar to what graduating college students typically experience.  Coakley 

(1983) reviewed the sport retirement process across all levels, including NCAA athletes, with a 

particular interest in the types of coping that were needed during athlete transition.  He found 

that the primary loss for this age group was the social aspect of sport, which is consequently the 

issue that most athletes needed help coping with.  Specifically, athletes retiring from collegiate 

sport reported missing the camaraderie of having teammates around and a close inner social 

circle of friends.  While this is an important issue, and should not be glossed over, Coakley notes 

that retirement from this level of sport is a normal phase in development because it comes at a 

time when so many other transitions are being made.  For example, an athlete involved in 

colligate sport who is forced to retire because he or she could not compete at the professional 

level might perceive this as a very stressful transition period.  However, a non-athlete student 

who is also attending college with a routine class schedule and has acclimated to the college 

lifestyle is likely to experience some of the same struggles following graduation, as an athlete 

who is terminating sport participation.  Both situations reflect transition and involve significant 
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change and instability.  In fact, collegiate athletes have reported that the significance of sport to 

their overall life declined as they approached graduation with freshman and sophomores rating 

sport as their highest priority in school, and juniors and seniors viewing academics as more 

important (Ballie & Danish, 1993).  This might suggest that many athletes are preparing for this 

transition without necessarily being aware, even those who are forced to stop competing for 

reasons outside of their control (Webb et al., 1998).   

           In regards to general life satisfaction, there is limited research regarding student-athletes’ 

well-being during the transition period, and how transition affects other aspects of their life.  One 

line of research has examined collegiate athletes’ perceived athletic identity and life satisfaction.  

Athletic identity is negatively related to both retirement outcomes and dispositional variables 

such as self-esteem, and injury-related withdrawals are more problematic for individuals with 

robust athletic identities (Brewer et al., 1993).  However, the correlation between life satisfaction 

and retirement difficulty was near zero (Webb et al., 1998).  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 friends, relationships, professional career, and general life.   

One of the greatest issues with the current literature on student-athlete retirement 

involves the temporal nature of when athletes are surveyed about their retirement experiences.  

In a study of Czech Republic interscholastic athletes, participant inclusion criteria included being 

retired from athletics within 10 years (Kadlcik & Flemr, 2008).  Clearly, ten years is a long 

period of time to reflect back on and recall accurately how one was feeling during this specific 

time.  It is suggested that athletes should be studied while they are actively going through the 

retirement process and not a decade later.  
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Another possible solution for alleviating some of the inconsistencies in athlete retirement 

research, is creating a sound theoretical framework that is built upon retirement perspectives 

from other disciplines.  Furthermore, examining the topic through a new lens may answer many 

important questions regarding athlete retirement.  A construct that is relevant to the transition 

process out of competitive athletics, but has yet to be examined in research is self-concept 

clarity.  Self-concept clarity represents how clearly and confidently a person defines his or her 

self-beliefs (Campbell et al., 1996).  While self-concept clarity tends to be an internally 

consistent construct over time that predicts psychological well-being (Campbell, Assanand, & Di 

Paula, 2003), there are certain factors which have been shown to decrease one’s overall 

perceived self-concept clarity.  Among these factors are different role exits and entries (Light & 

Visser, 2013).  There is support for the negative effects of social role transitions, whereby 

individuals experience increased confusion and lowered self-concept clarity (Albeck & Kaydar, 

2002; Van Tilburg, 1992).  Sport career termination is an example of a specific role transition 

that could affect one’s self-concept clarity.   

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

athletics 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).  The unique 

combination of a high athletic identity and an involuntary reason for retirement has been shown 



7 

to significantly contribute to lower self-concept clarity among former high school athletes 

(Cologgi, 2015).   

In addition to athletic identity and the specific reason for retirement, athletes’ coping 

strategies are important to examine during transition.  A systematic review on coping in sport 

found that the majority of studies support a process perspective (Nicholls & Polman, 2007).  This 

means that athletes employ certain coping techniques to manage specific demands or situations.  

The most commonly used dimensions of coping strategies include emotion-focused coping, 

problem-focused coping, and avoidance coping.  Both problem-focused and emotion-focused 

coping techniques are considered adaptive coping techniques, whereas avoidance coping is 

considered maladaptive and has been linked to increased cognitive anxiety (Hammermeister & 

Burton, 2001; Ntoumanis & Biddle, 2000).  Individual differences in coping can ultimately lead 

to differences in athletes’ perceived self-concept clarity after retirement from collegiate sport.  

The question is: which coping strategy is most salient in affecting athletes’ overall self-concept 

clarity during transition from competitive athletics, and can coping mediate the relationship 

between athletic identity and self-concept clarity?   

The following will outline the conceptual rationale and proposed model of self-concept 

clarity in transitioning athletes that guides this study.  Although self-concept clarity has not been 

examined in terms of sport transition, there is evidence that individuals experience lowered self-

concept clarity in the general transition literature (Albeck & Kaydar, 2002; Van Tilburg, 1992).  

There is also evidence showing a positive relationship between self-concept clarity and one’s 

willingness to engage in self-expansion.  A willingness to engage in self-expansion refers to 

when individuals look to add new material to the self-concept, containing new identities, 

understanding, or social roles (Emery, Walsh, & Slotter, 2015), which is necessary during athlete 
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transition. Self-concept clarity has also been demonstrated to have a positive relationship with 

overall life satisfaction (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 1985) and thus, is examined as an 

outcome in the current study.  The proposed model of self-concept clarity in transitioning 

athletes includes the following predictor variables: athletic identity, willingness to retire, and 

coping strategies (problem-focused coping, emotion-focused coping, and avoidance coping). 

Due to the large majority of NCAA athletes who discontinue sport participation after 

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 that can be prevented or 

minimized by adopting particular coping methods.  Gaining a better understanding of athletes’ 

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 such 

as low self-esteem, neuroticism, negative affect, depression, and anxiety (Campbell et al., 1996), 

and promote the positive attributes of having a higher self-concept clarity, such as an increased 

willingness for self-expansion (Emery, Walsh, & Slotter, 2015).  Figure 1 displays the variables 

Figure 1 Proposed relationships between predictors of self-concept clarity during athlete transition 



9 

proposed as significant predictors (e.g., willingness to retire, athletic identity, coping techniques)  

and consequences (life satisfaction) of self-concept clarity. The model has implications for 

assisting coaches, sport psychology practitioners, and other sport professionals in better 

equipping their athletes to manage this transition period.   
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CHAPTER 2 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
Self-Concept Clarity 

As self-concept clarity has yet to be examined in regards to athletic career termination, it 

is important to define the construct, it is formally known as the relation to one’s self-concept as a 

whole, and the antecedents of perceived self-concept clarity.  Self-concept clarity represents how 

clearly and confidently a person defines his or her self-beliefs (Campbell et al., 1996).  Campbell 

(1996) indicated that there were two components to one’s self-concept: knowledge components 

and evaluative components.  The knowledge components are most commonly interpreted as who 

and what am I?  The evaluative components are specific personal goals, values, and roles.  Self-

concept clarity is considered a structural component, meaning it is responsible for the 

organization of the knowledge and evaluative elements (Campbell et al., 1996).  For example, 

two people could share the exact same knowledge and evaluative components, the same roles, 

the same goals, and the exact same attributes.  However, if they organize these aspects 

differently and give certain components more weight than others, the two individuals will have a 

completely different self-concept due to the structure of components.  Self-concept clarity is one 

of these key structural components and has been shown to be internally and longitudinally 

consistent over time (Lodi-Smith & Roberts, 2010). 

The connection between self-concept clarity, self-concept, and self-perception of roles is 

important in regards to how self-concept clarity is studied in athletes.  More specifically, self-

concept is a set of self-schemas that organize past experiences and are used to recognize and 

interpret relevant stimuli in the social environment (Markus, Smith, & Moreland, 1985).  As the 

definition of self-concept states, self-schemas are used to organize the social environment into 
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relevant cues.  Self-schemas are "cognitive generalizations about the self, derived from past 

experience, which organizes and guides the processing of self-related information contained in 

the individual's social experiences" (Markus, 1977, p.  64). The key component of the self-

concept definition is that self-related information is gained through individual’s social 

experiences.  Therefore, through self-perception processes, people often draw inferences about 

their traits from the behaviors that they observe themselves performing (Bem, 1972).  When 

certain behaviors are repeated continuously, people begin to assume certain social roles.  These 

social roles in fact, become an important part of individuals’ perceived self-concept, which 

inherently affects their self-concept clarity.   

Social roles are components that create individuals’ situated identities which affect the 

development and organization of peoples’ self-concept.  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).  Situated identity 

theory (Hewitt, 1984) defines situated identities as images of oneself in particular role situations.  

Situated identity theory indicates that people take on different roles in different settings, and that 

behavior can radically shift in accordance with the perceived situation and role.  Since self-

concept clarity is seen as an organizational component of self-concept and it depends on what an 

individual prioritizes, it makes conceptual sense that terminating an important role would 

ultimately disrupt one’s self-concept clarity by forcing the individual to re-prioritize what is 

important. 

While there is no previous literature on self-concept clarity in athlete populations, there is 

support for examining self-concept clarity during non-sport transition periods.  Transition 

periods are often defined as exits and entries of different roles (Light & Visser, 2013).  Van 
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Tilburg (1992) examined the social networks of retirees and found that retirement often involves 

the severing of nearly all work-related relational ties, including relationships and friendships.  

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 formed 

during the marriage were generally lost or weakened (Albeck & Kaydar, 2002).  Light and 

Visser (2013) studied the effects of role exits and entries specifically on self-concept clarity.  

Using a national representative sample of adults, they found that both role exits and role entries 

had a negative relationship with 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). 

While certain life events can negatively impact one’s self-concept clarity, it is important 

to understand how this specifically happens.  Nezlek and Plesko (2001) found that daily life 

happenings do not directly, in and of themselves, create changes in self-concept clarity.  Rather, 

specific events lead to adaptations in self-esteem and create negative affect, which in turn 

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.  The reason self-concept clarity weakens during certain life events, such as role 

transitions, is often attributed to prolonged stress.  Self-concept clarity mediates the relationship 

between stress and 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) combats 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 difficulty coping with external stressors.  In order to establish a high self-concept 
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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, the individual is 

able to pull from several instances in the past where it has remained constant.  However, if 

events 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.    

Although self-concept clarity has not been studied as an outcome variable for athlete 

transition, it has previously demonstrated positive correlations with a number of beneficial 

transition outcomes.  One of the strongest correlates of self-concept clarity is self-esteem.  

Campbell and colleagues (1996) used two different self-esteem scales to determine that 

individuals with greater self-concept clarity report higher levels of self-esteem. Moderate and 

positive correlations were found with the Rosenberg (1965) Self Esteem Scale, which measures 

comprehensive, global outlooks of self-worth (r=.67), as well as the Texas Social Behavior 

Inventory (TSBI; Helmreich, Stapp, & Ervin, 1974), which emphasizes social self-esteem as well 

as alleged social capability (r=.56).  Self-concept clarity was also negatively correlated with 

neuroticism measures (r=-.64), as measured by the NEO-FFI (Costa & McCrae, 1989).  Both 

positive and negative affect, as measured by the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule 

(PANAS; Watson, Clark, &Tellegen, 1988), displayed significant correlations with self-concept 

clarity as well.  Specifically, the PANAS is comprised of 20 words, 10 which measure the 
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construct of negative affectivity ( e.g., uneasy, unreceptive, humiliated), and 10 that assess 

positive affectivity (e.g., honored, eager, motivated). Campbell and colleagues (1996) found that 

self-concept clarity scores were positively correlated to positive affect scores (r=.44) and 

negatively correlated to negative affect scores (r=-.51).  

Lastly, previous athlete transition literature (Du & Tsai, 2004; Grove et al., 1997; Sinclair 

& Orlick, 1993) has used life satisfaction measures to demonstrate transition success of athlete 

retirement.  Usbourne and Taylor (2010) examined the relationship between self-concept clarity 

and overall life satisfaction using the Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS; Diener, Emmons, 

Larsen, & Griffin, 1985) and found a significant positive correlation (r=.31, p<.001).  The SWLS 

is a multi-item scale that measures life satisfaction as a cognitive judgmental process (Diener et 

al., 1985).  Athletes who are no longer involved in sport, that score higher on the SWLS would 

indicate a more successful transition, as compared to athletes with lower scores. The previously 

established relationship between self-concept clarity and the SWLS provides good implications 

for determining whether a successful career transition has been made.  Self-concept clarity has 

consistently demonstrated positive associations with self-esteem, life satisfaction, positive affect, 

low negative affect, and low neuroticism.  All qualities which are beneficial during a transition 

period.   

When conceptualizing self-concept clarity as a construct that represents an easier and 

perhaps more successful transition, there is an important connection between self-concept clarity 

and self-expansion.  While self-concept is alleged as temporally stable, it is constantly fashioned 

through different life expressions and can be flexible throughout time (Markus, 1977; Markus & 

Wurf, 1987; McConnell, 2011). Presently, one way to modify the self-concept is through self-

expansion—increasing various material to the self-concept, including new characteristics, 
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wisdom, or poignant social roles (Aron & Aron, 1997).  When athletes transition out of sport, 

they are forced to add new content to their self-concept through new identities and roles.  

Therefore, in order to transition into these new roles more seamlessly, the more willing they are 

to experience self-expansion, the easier the transition will be.  Emery, Walsh and Slotter (2015) 

found that people with low self-concept clarity articulated less interest in personal expansion and 

were not as likely to self-expand by including qualities from similar people with high self-

concept clarity.  For transitioning athletes who exhibit low self-concept clarity, self-expansion 

can be seen as chancy due to the probability of embracing a characteristic that conflicts with the 

rest of the self-concept, thereby manufacturing an even lower self-concept clarity (Emery et al., 

2015). 

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

all other social roles.  Research suggests that normal, everyday social roles exits can have a great 

impact on one’s self-concept clarity (Light & Visser, 2013).  Therefore, when examining 

termination from competitive athletics, and how influential the athlete role can be on identity, the 

self-concept clarity of athletes is likely to be affected immediately after, or during this transition 

process.   

 

Athletic Identity as a 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 a person has with the 

role of being an athlete (Brewer et al., 1993).  An athlete who is high in athletic identity ranks 

being an athlete as the most important role in his or her life.  Many athletes identify solely with 



16 

the athlete role and neglect other common roles like student, son/daughter, or sibling.  This over 

identification with the athlete role and lack of emphasis on other social roles is an important 

distinction to make when discussing the transition 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 reported that 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 than 

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 emphasis on 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 available 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 adults just a few years later, their social role completely 

changes and it may leave athletes confused about what their new primary role should be. 

There are both positives and negatives to developing a resilient athletic identity.  The 

benefits attached to a strong athletic identity include the development of a prominent self-

identity, enriched athletic performance, and greater sport commitment and enjoyment (Brewer et 

al., 1993).  However, there are also salient risks.  Brewer et al. (1993) hypothesized that the 

primary consequence of having a high athletic identity pertains to complications an athlete may 

come across in sport career transition.  When athletes lack various outlets providing self-worth 

and self-identification, they are at an amplified risk for emotional disruption.  Athletes high in 
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athletic identity centralize the role of being an athlete in their life, which results in limited time 

exploring other self-defining roles.  Athletes who commit strongly to the athletic role are not as 

likely to consider other professional, educational, and everyday life decisions.  A study 

examining how important college athletics was to NCAA athletes found that many college 

athletes who were in their first year of college believed that they were going to have professional 

athletic careers (Miller & Kerr, 2001).  Meaning, college athletes tended to overestimate their 

likelihood of success at the professional level, considering the mere 15% professional transition 

rate (NCAA Research, 2013).  These negative effects have been identified as post career risk 

factors (Brewer et al., 1993).  The 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 for athletes 

of various ages and experience levels.  Grove and colleagues (1997) found that professional 

athletes with high athletic identity were more prone to stress and anxiety during the transition 

process.  Webb et al. (1998) found that highly competitive selection procedures from college to 

professional athletics, as well as injury, routinely forced athletes into early retirements which 

they were not psychologically prepared for due to the importance they placed on the athlete 

identity role.  Having a strong athletic identity is not solely associated with professional athletes.  

Athletic identity has been found to develop during the adolescent years for many athletes.  By 

the time athletes reach the collegiate level they internalize the athlete role and place a large 
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importance on it.  Therefore, when it comes time to transitioning from sport due to not being able 

to compete at the professional level, athletes may experience identity confusion, which can affect 

their self-concept clarity. 

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.  

Athletic 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. 

 

Coping in Sport 

Critical for managing one’s perceived self-concept clarity is effective coping (Campbell, 

1996).  In the sport literature, there are two primary perspectives of coping: the trait approach 

and the process/transactional approach.  The trait approach indicates that individuals use stable 

coping styles that are consistent across time and situations (Carver, Scheier, & Weintraub, 1989).  

That is, people tend to have preferred set of coping strategies.  The process or transactional 

approach suggests that coping is an ongoing evaluation that involves an interaction between the 

individual and situational demands (Lazarus, 1999).  According to the transactional perspective, 

athletes are likely to employ a particular coping strategy based on relational meaning and the 

environment (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).  Consistent with this perspective, coping is defined as 

changing mental and behavioral attempts to manage specific outward and/or interior difficulties 

that are evaluated as taxing or surpassing the resources of that individual (Kowalski & Crocker, 

2001).  In a systematic examination of coping in sport, Nicholls and Polman (2007) found 
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support for both the trait and process/transactional outlooks as well as the combination of both 

approaches.  However, the majority of studies support the process approach, which means that 

athletes tended to employ the coping strategy they felt was appropriate for the given situation.  

The transactional framework proposes that before a particular coping response is employed, the 

person must cognitively evaluate what is at stake (main appraisal) and then decide what can 

actually be done in the given circumstances (secondary appraisal) (Kim & Duda, 2003).  

Therefore, based on this popular notion, coping is not an innate primary response, but rather one 

that is cognitively evaluated and decided upon.    

Problem-focused coping and emotion-focused coping are two prominent, productive 

types of coping employed by athletes.  Problem-focused coping is intended to actively change 

the problem or personal relationship of stress (Kowalski & Crocker, 2001).  Evaluating options, 

seeking information, and planning reflect problem-focused methods of coping.  Emotion-focused 

coping includes dealing with one’s emotions generated from the stressful situation.  Emotion-

focused coping strategies contain pursuing social support, relaxation, imagery, and introspection.   

Some researchers have found support for a third, less productive way of coping, which is 

avoidance or withdrawal (Amirkhan, 1990; Endler & Parker, 1994).  Avoidance coping is 

distinct from problem- and emotion-focused coping due to the individual’s choice to 

behaviorally or psychologically disengage from the stressful experience, whereas with problem- 

and emotion-focused coping attempts are made to manage the situation while still remaining a 

part of it.  For example, if an athlete is not receiving playing time, instead of choosing to 

approach the situation by speaking with the coach (problem-focused coping) or trying to manage 

feelings of frustration (emotion-focused coping), the athlete will choose to withdraw from the 

situation entirely. 
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The goodness-of-fit hypothesis has been demonstrated in sport research, and proposes 

that coping effectiveness depends on the coping strategy employed and the controllability of the 

situation (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).  According to this hypothesis, problem-focused coping is 

more effective when athletes have control over the situation or are more prepared for the demand 

and emotion-focused coping is more effective when athletes have little to no control over the 

situation.  It is important to note that the goodness-of-fit model is not necessarily an either or 

model.  It does not suggest that controllability is only linked with problem-focused coping.  

Rather, it is probable that configurations of coping will contain both key coping purposes, but the 

comparative quantities of problem- and emotion-focused coping schemes should fluctuate 

conditional on individual’s secondary appraisals of perceived control (Folkman, 1991, 1992).  

Based on this hypothesis, in regards to athlete transition, athletes who are more psychologically 

prepared to terminate their careers would be expected to use more problem-focused coping 

techniques as opposed to emotion-focused techniques.  For example, athletes who voluntarily 

choose to retire because they are ready to pursue other career options would likely choose a 

problem-focused coping approach, as opposed to athletes who are not selected to compete at the 

next level and terminate their careers involuntarily.   

There are many benefits associated with a planned withdrawal from sport.  Prearranged 

retirement is connected with additional positive and fewer negative emotional responses to 

athletic career cessation. Some of the positives include, a smaller interval of the transition phase 

as a whole, decreasing use of interference schemes, and greater life satisfaction, at the present 

moment (Alfermann, Stambulva, & Zemaityte, 2004).  The awareness of control not only 

nurtures psychological health and prosperous growth (Seligman, 1991), but also underwrites the 
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amplified self-efficacy views, which are an  integral part when looking at how to promote 

behavior change and life regulation (Bandura, 1997).   

There have been many studies that have assessed coping techniques employed by athletes 

during retirement from competitive athletics.  Grove and colleagues (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 seeking of social support” (p.  198).  This study illustrated that athletes were 

indeed using coping strategies during their retirement, but it does not specify between problem-

focused, emotion-focused, or avoidance coping, nor does it distinguish which coping method is 

most beneficial for a successful transition.  Reynolds (1981) found that one of the most important 

strategies that helped athletes cope was having an active social support system.  Another integral 

piece to a successful transition is finding another focus of interest and keeping busy (Sinclair & 

Orlick, 1993).  Conversely, there is also support showing that athletes employ avoidance coping 

techniques soon after retirement.  It may be that retired individuals try to pass their extra time on 

other irrelevant undertakings to account for the void athletics has left and emotions like 

emptiness.  Escaping or avoidant strategies can be adaptive by furthering the athlete momentarily 

from the stressful circumstances of retirement (Anshel, Kim, Kim, Chang, & Eom, 2001; Carver, 

Scheier, & Weintraub, 1989).  Following the initial time period and up to 6 months’ after an 

athlete’s career is terminated, coping approaches such as avoidant behaviors have been found to 

escape feelings of loneliness in new professional careers and make up for the fast paced rhythm 

of professional athletics (Stephan, Bilard, Ninot, & Delignieres, 2003).  Kim and Duda (2003) 

discovered for periods of acute stress (immediately following the given stressor) athletes use 
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more avoidance coping techniques whereas problem- focused and emotion-focused techniques 

were employed further out from the immediate threat.  However, long term effects of avoidance 

coping had a negative impact on athletes.     

There have also been cross cultural examinations of coping in athletes.  In a study of 

coping styles between Russian, German, and Lithuanian athletes, Alfermann, Stambulva, and 

Zemaityte (2004) found that the three cultures varied on their preferred coping method.  Though 

the Lithuanian athletes were more expected to refuse to believe in retirement than athletes from 

the other two nations, they were also more prepared to consent to the circumstances of their 

retirement.  Choosing to accept retirement was the most chosen coping repose of all of the 

countries studies.  The Russian individuals more often engaged in interference approaches more 

often (e.g., doing other things like watching television, spending more hours in other social 

activities, making jokes) and used defensive strategies less often (e.g., repression, resignation) 

than one or both of the other nations.  The German athletes used distracting techniques the least, 

as compared to the other two nations studied (Alfermann, Stambulva, & Zemaityte, 2004).   

The most encouraging piece of literature signifies that athletes are receptive to seeking 

help with their transition out of competitive athletics.  While many coping techniques reported 

by athletes are considered useful, 35% reported that they would seek assistance from a sport 

psychologist if they were having difficulty with retirement, and 8% would seek other types of 

psychological help (Sinclair & Orlick, 1993).  This suggests that if sport psychologists or sport 

psychology consultants were more readily available for help, it may reduce the unpreparedness 

associated with athlete transitions. 
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Self-Concept Clarity and Coping Behaviors 

Previous literature has demonstrated a strong association between self-esteem (a 

construct that is positively associated to self-concept clarity) and coping behavior (Jerusalem & 

Schwarzer, 1989; Jorgensen & Dusek, 1990; Paulhus & Martin, 1988).  Individuals with low 

self-esteem are more probable to view their actions as reliant on the condition, while individuals 

who measure high in self-esteem tend to exhibit more malleable behavioral repertories (Paulhus 

& Martin, 1988).  Jorgensen and Dusek (1990) measured this phenomenon directly in relation to 

preferred coping and established that individuals with greater self-esteem have a tendency to 

participate in more problem-focused coping strategies and choose more dynamic coping 

strategies, as compared to individuals with lower self-esteem.  Self-concept clarity and self-

esteem have been shown to have a strong positive relationship.  Specifically, individuals with a 

high self-esteem are disposed to have affirmative notions of the self, while individuals with low 

self-esteem tend to hold neutral, varying, and uncertain self-perceptions (Campbell & Lavallee, 

1993).  

The identity disruption model of stress (Epstein, 1992) represents a theoretical framework 

for accepting the connection between self-concept clarity and coping.  Epstein (1992) proposes 

that even an undesirable self-concept is more purposeful and not as disruptive or stress an 

unreliable self-concept.  Smith and colleagues (1996) explain why the identity disruption model 

of stress is plausible: “Self-certainty about one’s personal attributes allows one to maximize or 

minimize those attributes in certain situations.  This implies that people with greater self-

certainty possess greater behavioral options to draw upon when faced in stressful situations” (p. 

409).  Meaning, an absence of self-clarity leads to difficulties in handling significant material 

which is required to direct one’s behavioral responses in different conditions.  Explicitly, 
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Berzonsky (1992) established that individuals which exhibit diffuse identity styles (lack of self-

knowledge) had a tendency to use emotion-focused coping strategies, while individuals with 

informational forms of identity (a increased commitment to individual identity) had a tendency 

to prefer problem-focused coping approaches.  Therefore, there is support that the more self-

information or higher self-concept clarity is associated with proactive coping behavioral 

techniques.   

Smith et al. (1996) established that self-concept clarity is related to favored coping 

techniques, despite accounting for the effects of other personality characteristics, such as self-

confidence, feelings of sadness, nervousness, anxiety, and perceived social care.  More 

specifically, they found that individuals with higher self-concept clarity use more active coping 

techniques, while people with unclear self-concepts use more avoidance coping techniques 

(Smith et al., 1996).  Most importantly, Smith and colleagues measured the differences between 

coping techniques employed during current, ongoing stressful events, and specific stress events 

of the past.  They found no differences in preferred coping strategies.  Individuals with high self-

concept clarity employed more active coping techniques in both precise events and continuing 

long term experiences.  This finding is due to the level of similarity among individuals with high 

and low self-concept clarity and how they examine coping as a whole process and how every 

individual copes with both specific instances as well as long term processes (Smith et al., 1996).   

 

Coping Used in Mediational Analyses 

          While the direct relationship between the three coping strategies (problem-focused, 

emotion-focused, and avoidance) and self-concept clarity is unknown, there is evidence to 

support coping as a mediator of optimism and distress.  Aspinwall and Taylor (1992) assessed 
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optimism and coping in a group of students entering college and assessed well-being 3 months 

later.  In this case, the advantageous effects of optimism on well-being look as if to function 

partially through alterations in both active coping, such as problem-focused and emotion-focused 

coping, and avoidance coping.  A similar study examining relationships among optimism, 

coping, and distress of breast cancer patients (Carver et al., 1993) also found several forms of 

coping to mediate the relationship between stress and optimism.  Using path analyses, the 

following coping techniques mediated the relationship between optimism and distress across 

multiple time points: positive reframing, acceptance, denial, and behavioral disengagement.  

Lastly, Williams and Wingate (2012) conducted several multiple mediator tests and found that 

community companionship as well as avoidant coping strategies completely mediated the 

association between Type D personality and physical symptoms, as well as community 

companionship and emotion-focused coping somewhat mediating the association between Type 

D personalitites and apparent stress.  While none of the above mentioned studies directly 

measured self-concept clarity, self-concept clarity has been shown to negatively correlate with 

perceived stress during transition periods (Nezlek & Plesko, 2001), and positively relate to well-

being (Ritchie, Sedikides, Wildschut, Arndt, & Gidron, 2011).  Therefore, it seems plausible that 

coping could serve as a mediator between athletic identity and self-concept clarity, as well as 

willingness to retire and self-concept clarity. 

 

Conclusion 

Purpose of Study: The purpose of this study was to investigate relationships between 

athletic identity, willingness to retire, coping, self-concept clarity, and life satisfaction among 

NCAA Division I athletes that were currently transitioning out of sport.  The target population 
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was recently retired NCAA Division I athletes, who were no more than 12 months removed from 

their collegiate careers.  It is expected that the particular type of coping an athlete uses during the 

transition out of NCAA athletics will mediate the relationship between perceived athletic identity 

and willingness to retire on self-concept clarity.  To better establish what a more successful 

transition looks like, overall life satisfaction has been included to provide a complete 

understanding of the transition process. Having a better idea of athletes’ 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: The primary purpose of this study was to examine the effects of athletic 

identity, willingness to retire, and coping strategies (problem-focused, emotion-focused, 

avoidance) on the self-concept clarity of recently retired collegiate athletes.  While attempts have 

been made to understand the transition process of athletes, research has been retrospective in 

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

study aims to understand the experiences of recently retired NCAA athletes who are actively 

going through this transition process and are less than 12 months removed from competitive 

collegiate athletics. Specifically, the following variables were examined in relation to self-

concept clarity: athletic identity, willingness to retire, problem-focused coping, emotion-focused 

coping, avoidance coping and life satisfaction.  In addition, because coping is suspected to 

mediate the relationship between variables such as athletic identity (and/or willingness to retire) 

and self-concept clarity, associations between these variables and the three coping strategies 

were also examined.  The following hypotheses are posed for the proposed study: 

1. Athletic identity will negatively predict self-concept clarity.  
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2. Willingness to retire will positively predict self-concept clarity. 

3. Problem-focused coping will positively predict self-concept clarity. 

4. Emotion-focused coping will positively predict self-concept clarity. 

5. Problem-focused, emotion-focused, and avoidance coping will mediate the relationship 

between athletic identity and self-concept clarity. 

6. Problem-focused, emotion-focused, and avoidance coping will mediate the relationship 

between willingness to retire and self-concept clarity. 

7. Self-concept clarity with positively predict life satisfaction. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

METHODS 
 
 

Participants 

 

          To determine the necessary sample size of structural equation models (SEM), Wolf, 

Harrington, Clark, and Miller (2013) outlined several “rules of thumb”.  The first is that a 

minimum sample size of 100 to 200 is needed (Boomsma, 1982), also 5 to10 observations per 

estimated parameter has also been suggested (Bentler & Chou, 1987).  Therefore, the goal of the 

study was to obtain approximately 200 participants.  To participate in this study, participants had 

to be classified as a retired NCAA student-athlete, age 18-28, and be no more than one year 

removed from NCAA competitive athletics.  The one-year marker was established to ensure that 

athletes were currently going through the transition process and not simply recalling it. The 

definition of competitive athletics entailed that former athletes must have competed at the NCAA 

Division 1 level for two or more consecutive years in a single sport, with the last year of sport 

participation being no more than one year ago. Of the 361 respondents who completed the study, 

107 were removed for not meeting the inclusion criteria (e.g., being more than 12 months 

removed from NCAA athletics, were still competing in professional or semi-professional 

athletics, did not compete at the NCAA level). In addition, 17 were removed for not completing 

significant portions of the administered surveys. A final sample size of n=237 was used to 

analyze the study hypotheses.   

          Participants were female (n=148) and male (n=89) former NCAA athletes from over 75 

different Division I colleges and universities across the United States, ranging in age from 20 to 

27 years old (M=22.47, SD=.84).  A wide variety of sports were represented including softball 
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(n=46), volleyball (n=44), track and field/ cross country (n=36), baseball (n=35), gymnastics 

(n=17), basketball (n=15), soccer (n=6), wrestling (n=6), swimming and diving  

 (n=4), football (n=3) and ice hockey (n=2).  Total sport experience ranged from 3 to 20 years 

(M=12.48, SD= 4.72), while experience competing as an NCAA athlete was 3.83 years on 

average (SD=.74).  Participants were to be no more than 12 months removed from their last 

NCAA game or practice, and the total number of months they were retired ranged from 1 to 12 

months (M=7.77, SD= 2.1).  The participants were primarily Caucasian (n=164), but other 

ethnicities were represented: African American (n=40), Hispanic (n=13), Multi-ethnic (n=13), 

Asian (n=3), Pacific Islander (n=2), American Indian (n=2).   

 

Measures 

Demographics. A demographic questionnaire was administered to attain participants’ 

gender, age, primary college sport, experience (i.e., years participating at varsity level in primary 

college sport), and number of months since playing competitively.  In addition, a question 

assessing athlete’s willingness to retire was asked using a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from 

1 (not at all willing to retire) to 7 (very willing to retire).  

          Athletic Identity. The Athletic Identity Measurement Scale (Revised) (AIMS; Brewer et 

al., 1993) is a 7-item measure measuring the degree to which athletes identify with the role of 

being a competitor.  Participants rate each question 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 7 items, which can range from 7 to 49 with higher scores reflecting 

stronger athletic identity. Previous research with intercollegiate/national athletes has found that 

males scored a mean of 38.21 and females scored a mean of 35.92 (Brewer et al., 1999). 

Coefficient alpha was .93 providing support for high internal consistency. Test-retest reliability 
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was conducted 14 days apart, with a correlation of .89 (Brewer et al., 1999).  The AIMS has 

demonstrated high convergent validity through a strong correlation (r = .83) with the supposed 

importance outline of importance of sports competence (Brewer et al., 1999). 

Self-Concept Clarity. 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 (e.g., “In general, I have a 

clear sense of who I am and what I am”) on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 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 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).   

          Coping. The Coping Function Questionnaire (CFQ; Kowalski & Crocker, 2001) is an 18-

item measure that includes three subscales: emotion-focused coping (6 items, e.g., “I stayed in 

the situation and tried to control my emotions to better deal with the situation”), problem-focused 

coping (6 items, e.g., “I worked harder to try and change the situation”), and avoidance coping (5 

items, e.g., “I tried to get out of the situation in order to deal with stress”).  The directions for the 

CFQ instructed participants to respond to the questions in regards to their feelings about their 

current retirement from NCAA athletics.  The ‘situation’ referred to in the questions pertains to 

the retirement process as a whole.   Participants rate each item on a 5-point Likert-type scale: not 
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at all, a little, somewhat, quite a bit, very much. Coping function scores are determined by 

summing the items within each subscale, with higher scores reflecting greater problem-focused 

coping, emotion-focused coping, and avoidance coping, respectively. The average alpha internal 

consistency values for all CFQ subscales were greater than .80 (Kowalski & Crocker, 2001). 

Correlations between the CFQ and other coping measures provided convergent validity support 

(Kowalski & Crocker, 2001). 

Satisfaction with Life Scale. The satisfaction with life scale (SWLS; Diener et al., 1985) 

is a 5-item, unidimensional scale measuring global satisfaction with life. The directions for the 

scale are as follows: “Below are five statements that you may agree or disagree with. Using the 1 

- 7 scale below, indicate your agreement with each item by placing the appropriate number on 

the line preceding that item. Please be open and honest in your responding” (Diener et al., 1985).  

Participants respond to each item on a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 

(strongly agree).  The questions assess individual’s overall perceptions of their life satisfaction 

(e.g., “In most ways my life is close to my ideal”).  The mean score on the SWLS is 23.5, with a 

standard deviation of 6.43 (Diener et al., 1985).  The two-month test-retest correlation coefficient 

was .82, and Cronbach alpha was .80 (Diener et al., 1985).  Correlations between the SWLS and 

other measures of subjective well-being ranged from .58 to .75 (Diener et al., 1985).   

 

Procedure 

          An institutional review board for human subject approval was submitted prior to 

participant recruitment and data collection.  Participants were recruited through email 

announcements calling for former NCAA athletes. In addition to emailing potential subjects 

directly, Division I head coaches and assistant coaches were emailed and asked to voluntarily 
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provide email addresses of their former athletes who graduated no more than 12 months prior.  

Participants who met the aforementioned inclusion criteria were invited to participate in the 

study.  Prior to completing questionnaires, participants were asked to read and sign an informed 

consent form (Appendix F).  The informed consent form provided participants with study 

background information, general procedures, potential risks and benefits, and confidentiality. 

Participants were then asked to complete the following questionnaires: Demographics (Appendix 

A), AIMS (Appendix B), SCC (Appendix C), the CFQ (Appendix D) and SWLS (Appendix E).  

The questionnaires were randomized to minimize an order effect in which the questionnaires 

were presented. After completing the questionnaires, participants were debriefed.  The debrief 

explained the purpose of the study and contact information of the principal investigator for 

further questions.  The study in its entirety took participants between 10-15 minutes. 

Questionnaires were completed online through Florida State University Qualtrics.  

 

Data Analyses 

Descriptive statistics, including mean, standard deviation, and range, were conducted for 

primary variables. In addition, bivariate correlations among variables and internal consistency 

reliabilities (i.e., Cronbach α’s) were calculated. 

Path analysis, a type of structural equation modeling, was used to analyze relationships in 

the model and to evaluate the model’s goodness of fit with the data (see Figure 1). Each of the 

rectangular boxes in the path diagram represent a measured variable which is an indicator of a 

latent variable (Hatcher, 1996).  For example, SCC represents the total summed score on the 

Self-Concept Clarity Scale (Campbell et al., 1996), which in turn is an indicator of the latent 

variable self-concept clarity. Straight lines on the diagram symbolize prediction, leading from 
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predictor variable to outcome variable (Hatcher, 1996). For example, the model proposes that 

coping strategies will predict self-concept clarity, and willingness to retire and athletic identity 

will predict coping strategies.  Curved, dotted lines on the path diagram are bidirectional with 

two arrows and represent an expected correlation between two exogenous variables (Hatcher, 

1996). For example, a significant correlation is expected between athletic identity and 

willingness to retire based on pilot study data.  

The intercorrelations among study variables were estimated using Pearson correlations. 

SPSS AMOS statistical software was used to evaluate the proposed model. To test the structural 

equation model of self-concept clarity, model fit information was calculated via χ2 fit index, as 

well as RMSEA (Root Mean Square Error of Approximation), SRMR (Standardized Root Mean 

Square Residual), CFI (Comparative Fit Index), and TLI (Tucker-Lewis Index) indices as 

recommended by Satorra and Bentler (1994) and McDonald & Ho (2002). Above mentioned fit 

indices, with the exception of χ2, range from 0-1. RMSEA is deemed to have good fit at less than 

.05 and reasonable fit at .05-.08. SRMR is deemed to have good fit at less than .08 and 

reasonable fit at .08-.10. CFI and TLI is deemed to have good fit at greater than .95 and 

reasonable fit at .90-.95. 

Figure 1 illustrates the proposed path model that was analyzed. In the statistical analysis, 

the mathematical model assumes a correlation of zero between any two unrelated variables in the 

model.  Mediation effects and analyses were performed to highlight the difference between 

bivariate and multivariate relationships.  Mediation analyses were analyzed by comparing the 

regression coefficient of the bivariate model to the beta of the multivariate model.   
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CHAPTER 4 
 

RESULTS 

 

Descriptives and Bivariate Correlations 

Descriptive statistics were calculated to assess skewness and kurtosis of the variables to 

be used for path analyses. All skewness and kurtosis values were found to be within the 

acceptable -2 to +2 range for the data to be considered normal, therefore maximum likelihood 

estimation method was used.  

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

females on athletic identity, self-concept clarity, willingness to retire, satisfaction with life, and 

coping (problem-focused, emotion-focused, and avoidance).  There were no significant 

differences between males and females on any of these scales.  

 

 

Table 1 

 

Descriptive Statistics for Athletic Identity, Self-Concept Clarity, Coping 

Styles, Satisfaction with Life, and Willingness to Retire 

 

Variable Min Max M SD 

Overall (n = 237)     

Athletic Identity 16.00 49.00 34.48 8.04 

Self-Concept Clarity 18.00 60.00 43.08 8.98 
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Table 1- Continued 

 

PF Coping 

 

Min 

 

    6.00 

 

Max 

 

30.00 

 

M 

 

13.55 

 

SD 

 

6.46 

EF Coping 6.00 30.00 18.26 5.87 

Avoid Coping 5.00 25.00 9.69 4.81 

Willingness 1.00 7.00 4.53 1.82 

Life Satisfaction 10.00 35.00 26.78 5.44 

Male (n = 89)     

Athletic Identity 18.00 49.00 35.43 8.41 

Self-Concept Clarity 18.00 58.00 42.94 9.07 

PF Coping 6.00 30.00 15.39 6.99 

EF Coping 6.00 30.00 17.60 6.00 

Avoid Coping 5.00 24.00 10.40 5.13 

Willingness 1.00 7.00 4.43 1.86 

Life Satisfaction 10.00 35.00 26.30 5.06 

Female (n =148 )     

Athletic Identity 16.00 48.00 34.03 7.85 

Self-Concept Clarity 20.00 60.00 43.15 8.96 

PF Coping 6.00 29.00 12.69 6.02 

EF Coping 6.00 30.00 18.65 5.80 

Avoid Coping 5.00 25.00 9.35 4.64 

Willingness 1.00 7.00 4.58 1.81 

Life Satisfaction 10.00 35.00 27.01 5.44 

Note: Possible ranges for the above measures. AI = 7-49; SCC = 12-60; PF 

Coping = 6-30; EF Coping = 6-30; Avoid Coping = 5-25; Willingness = 1-7; 

Life Satisfaction = 7-35. 

 

The overall mean athletic identity (Moverall=34.48; Mmales=35.43; Mfemales=34.03) for the 

sample was slightly lower than Brewer and colleagues’ (1993) original study with NCAA 
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athletes (Mmales=38.21; Mfemales= 35.92). It is important to note that the original study examined 

current NCAA athletes, as compared to this sample of retired NCAA athletes, which could 

explain the slightly lower athletic identity scores. Overall mean self-concept clarity (M = 43.03) 

was in-line with the average from previous studies of college aged students (M = 42.12) 

(Campbell et al., 2003).  On average, females reported using more emotion-focused coping 

techniques (M = 18.65) as compared to males (M = 17.60). Conversely, males employed more  

 

Table 2 
 
Bivariate Correlations for Athletic Identity, Self-Concept Clarity, Coping Techniques, 

Life Satisfaction and Demographic Variables 

 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1. Age - -.11 .27** -.17* .08 .04 .14* .11 .00 -.10 

2. Experience  - -.11 -.01 .07 -.01 -.03 .04 -.05 .01 

3. Months 
Retired 

  - -.18** -.08 .01 .10 .10 .06 -.08 

4. Willingness 
to Retire 

   - -.38** .11 .32** .16* -.05 .12** 

5. Athletic 
Identity 

    - -.15* -.33** .23** .26** -.19** 

6. Self-Concept 
Clarity 

     - -.12 -.07 -.31** .41** 

7. PF Coping       - .55** .57** -.19** 

8. EF Coping        - .34** -.04 

9. Avoid 
Coping 

        - -.22** 

10. Life 
Satisfaction 

         
- 

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

 

problem-focused coping (M = 15.39) as compared to females (M =12.69).  This trend is similar 

to previous studies using the CFQ (Kowalski & Crocker, 2001).  Bivariate correlations (Table 3) 

were calculated among the following variables: athletic identity, self-concept clarity, willingness 
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to retire, life satisfaction, problem-focused coping, emotion-focused coping, avoidance coping, 

age, experience, and number of months retired.  Findings revealed several significant 

relationships. There were significant, negative relationships between athletic identity and self-

concept clarity (r = -.15, p < .05), athletic identity and willingness to retire (r = -.38, p < .01), 

athletic identity and problem-focused coping (r = -.33, p < .01), age and willingness to retire (r = 

-.17, p < .05), months retired and willingness to retire (r = -.18, p < .01), athletic identity and life 

satisfaction (r = -.19, p < .01), self-concept clarity and avoidance  coping (r = -.31, p < .01), and 

problem-focused coping and life satisfaction (r = -.19, p < .01).  There were also several 

significant positive relationships: age and months retired (r = .27, p < .01), willingness to retire 

and life satisfaction (r = .12, p < .01), willingness to retire and problem- focused coping (r = .32, 

p < .01), willingness to retire and emotion-focused coping (r = .16, p < .05), athletic identity and 

emotion-focused coping (r = .23, p < .01),  athletic identity and avoidance coping (r = .26, p < 

.01), self-concept clarity and life satisfaction (r = .41 p < .01),  problem-focused coping and 

emotion-focused coping (r = .55, p < .01), and  problem-focused coping and avoidance coping (r 

= .57, p < .01) .  

 

Path Analysis 

To test the hypothesized model (Figure 1), including examination of the unique variance 

explained by each link in the model, path analysis was conducted using SPSS Amos.  The first 

model tested, was a fully mediated model, in which coping style (problem-focused, emotion-

focused, and avoidance coping) mediated the relationship between athletic identity and 

willingness to retire on self-concept clarity.  Table 3 presents the model fit indices, and Figure 2 
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illustrates the coefficients.  The originally hypothesized model revealed poor fit: χ2
 (8, N= 237)= 

202.66, p <.05, TLI= .61, CFI=.38, RMSEA= .34, SRMR= 6.90.   

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
          The original model hypothesized that there would be direct relationships, as well as 

mediated relationships between athletic identity and willingness to retire on self- concept clarity.  

However, the direct relationships between athletic identity and self-concept clarity, and 

willingness to retire and self-concept clarity, were among the weakest relationships in the model. 

This is not to say that those relationships do not exist, or are unimportant to athlete transition, 

rather it appears that coping plays a more integral role as a mediator between athletic identity and 

willingness to retire on self-concept clarity.   

 

 

 

Figure 2. Model 2 with Coefficents 

-.25* 
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Model 2 

The second model tested removed these non-significant direct relationships (AISCC; 

Willing SCC.) and included correlations between the three types of coping. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The chi-square test for this model was not significant, χ2
 (7, N= 237) = 7.34, p >.05, and the fit 

indices indicated moderate to good fit (TLI= .92; CFI=.97; RMSEA= .07; SRMR= .08).  Model 

2 suggests strong relationships between all three coping styles, which was not originally 

expected.  While the original model examined the coping styles as mutually exclusive, model 2 

highlights that if athletes are primarily using one type of coping, they are most likely using some 

combination of the other two as well.   

While every path in Model 2 was not significant, the majority represented moderately 

strong relationships.  Athletic identity was negatively related to athlete’s perceived willingness to 

retire.  Meaning, the more an athlete associated with the specific role of being an athlete, the less 

willing they were to terminate their athletic career.  Athletic identity was negatively related to 

Figure 3 Model 2 with coefficients 
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both problem-focused coping and emotion-focused coping strategies and positively related to 

avoidance coping strategies.  That is, the more athletes associate with the specific role of being 

an athlete, the less problem-focused coping techniques they used and the more maladaptive, 

avoidance coping strategies they used. Conversely, willingness to retire was positively related to 

all styles of coping.  The more athletes were willing to retire from sport, the more problem-

focused, emotion-focused and avoidance coping they used. As stated above, there was a 

relationship that was not originally hypothesized between problem-focused, emotion-focused and 

avoidance coping strategies.  The manifest error terms for problem-focused, emotion-focused, 

and avoidance coping were correlated to symbolize this relationship and created a model that 

was not under identified.  Problem-focused, emotion-focused coping and avoidance coping 

significantly mediated the relationship between athletic identity and self-concept clarity, as well 

as willingness to retire and self-concept clarity. In addition, self-concept clarity was positively 

related to overall life satisfaction.  Meaning, self-concept clarity is a good construct to indicate 

whether athletes are having a more or less successful transition out of competitive sport.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

Testing Mediation 

          According to Baron and Kenny (1986) mediation occurs, if the direct effect is reduced and 

not significant, with the inclusion of the mediator, indicating there is a complete mediation.  

Table 3 

 

Goodness-of-fit statistics of models 

 χ2
 df SRMR CFI TLI RMSEA 

Model 1 202.66 8 6.90 .38 .61 .34 

Model 2 7.34* 7 .08 .97 .92 .07 

*p>.05       
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There were six possible mediations hypothesized, problem-focused coping, as a mediator 

between willingness to retire, and self-concept clarity; problem-focused coping, as a mediator 

between athletic identity, and self-concept clarity; avoidance coping, as a mediator between 

willingness to retire, and self-concept clarity; avoidance coping, as a mediator between athletic 

identity, and self-concept clarity; emotion-focused coping, as a mediator between willingness to 

retire, and self-concept clarity; emotion-focused coping, as a mediator between athletic identity, 

and self-concept clarity. 

 

Table 4 

 

Mediator Fit Statistics 

Relationship Direct without 

mediator 

Direct with mediator Indirect 

WillingAFCSCC .17 (.014) .013 (ns) Sig (complete 

mediation) 

WillingEFCSCC .17 (.014) .027 (ns) Sig (complete 

mediation) 

AIAFCSCC -.30 (.001) .017 (ns) Sig (complete 

mediation) 

AIEFCSCC -.30 (.001) .011 (ns) Sig (complete 

mediation) 

 

Table 4 indicates that all possible mediations reduce the initial standardized estimates, meaning 

that a complete mediation is present.  Table 5 verifies the mediation, by showing the total 

variance accounted for the model, is greater, with the addition of problem-focused coping and 

avoidance coping, as mediators, between athletic identity and willingness to retire.   
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Table 5 

Total Variance Explained, with and without coping as a Mediator 

 Without mediators With mediators 

Total R Square .32 .67 

 

 Model 2 (Figure 3) drops the originally proposed direct effects between willingness to retire and 

self-concept clarity, as well as athletic identity and self-concept clarity.  With the addition of 

problem-focused coping, emotion-focused coping, and avoidance coping as mediators, those 

paths become insignificant to the overall model.  Therefore, modification indices show that it is 

best, if those insignificant paths are dropped.  
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CHAPTER 5 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

Athletic Identity and Perceived Willingness to Retire 

          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 integral part pertains to the relationship between 

an athlete’s perceived athletic identity and willingness to retire from sport.  It was found the 

more athletes identify with the athlete role, the less willing they were to terminate their sport 

career.  Unlike previous studies (Cockerill, 2004; Kadlcik & Felemr, 2008; Orlick & Sinclair, 

1999) that have asked athletes to retrospectively recall their experiences and feelings during the 

transition process, the present research was able to capture athletes during the time they were 

actively transitioning (Mmonths retired  = 7.77, SD= 2.1).  While the newly retired athletes indicated 

mixed feelings about how willingly they were to retire (M = 4.53), there was a moderate to 

strong inverse relationship between their willingness and athletic identity.  This finding is in line 

with Brewer and colleagues (1993) who found that athletes with higher athletic identity also 

showed higher commitment to sport.  The increased commitment to sport would explain their 

unwillingness to retire, as compared to an athlete with a lower athletic identity.   

 

Coping as a Mediator between Athletic Identity and Willingness to Retire on Self-Concept 

Clarity 

All three types of coping were found to significantly mediate the relationship between 

athletic identity and willingness to retire on self-concept clarity.  Willingness to retire had a 
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small, but significant and positive impact on problem-focused coping, emotion-focused coping 

and avoidance coping, which in turn predicted self-concept clarity.  The mediation analysis helps 

to explain why there is a relationship between an athlete’s willingness to retire and their 

perceived self-concept clarity.  Athletes who are unwillingly to terminate their sport career are 

less likely to use coping skills, resulting in lowered self-concept clarity.  These athletes may be 

in denial or not ready to confront the retirement process.  

The transactional model of stress and coping proposes that before a particular coping 

response is employed, the person cognitively evaluates what is at stake (primary appraisal) and 

decides what can actually be done in the given situation (secondary appraisal) (Lazarus & 

Folkman, 1984). Therefore, based on this popular notion, coping is not an innate primary 

response, but rather one that is cognitively evaluated and decided upon.  If an athlete is unwilling 

to terminate their career then they may not be cognitively evaluating how they plan to cope with 

the transition which can then result in lowered self-concept clarity, as compared to those athletes 

that cognitively appraise their retirement and employ coping techniques.  

Athletic identity negatively impacted both problem-focused coping, and emotion-

focused.   As hypothesized, athletes with high athletic identity would report having the greatest 

difficulty during the transition process.  Avoidance coping is the mechanism that explains why 

athletes who highly identify with the athlete role have reduced self-concept clarity, as compared 

to those who have lower athletic identity.  Highly identified athletes were more likely to employ 

avoidance coping techniques which lead to a lower self-concept clarity.  Avoidance coping is 

distinct from problem-focused coping due to the individual’s choice to behaviorally or 

psychologically disengage from the stressful experience, whereas with problem- focused coping 

attempts are made to manage the situation.  The negative consequence of avoidance strategies 
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are shown to directly, negatively impact overall self-concept clarity, which in turn relates to 

overall life satisfaction. Therefore, it is imperative to educate athletes on the importance of using 

active coping techniques during the transition process. 

Conversely, athletes with a lower athletic identity were more likely to engage in problem-

focused coping techniques and emotion-focused, which resulted in higher self-concept clarity.  

Problem-focused coping is often referred to as a productive type of coping due to its intention to 

actively change the problem or personal relationship of stress (Kowalski & Crocker, 2001).  

Evaluating options, seeking information, and planning reflect problem-focused methods of 

coping, which are useful during athlete transition. Similarly, emotion-focused coping includes 

dealing with one’s emotions generated from the stressful situation.  Emotion-focused coping 

strategies contain pursuing social support, relaxation, imagery, and introspection. If athletes are 

more willing to transition and become less identified with the athlete role, then it becomes easier 

for them to actively begin the coping process which ultimately results in a higher self-concept 

clarity and overall greater life satisfaction.  

 

Relationship between Problem-Focused Coping, Avoidance Coping, and Emotion-Focused    

Coping 

One relationship that was not originally expected was the positive association between 

problem-focused coping, emotion-focused coping and avoidance coping.  The original model did 

not include paths among the coping functions, but findings revealed that coping is not mutually 

exclusive.  That is, athletes tended to use multiple coping strategies.  This finding is consistent 

with Grove and colleagues (1997) who administered the COPE Inventory (Carver, Scheier, & 

Weintraub, 1989) to 48 elite athletes, and found that athletes “employed a combination of 
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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).   

Another possible reason for the unproposed relationship between all three coping styles, 

is that transition is a process and not a single temporal event.  Since athletes were retired for a 

range of 1 to 12 months, they could have used multiple types of coping during their transition 

process until they found something that worked best. This idea is supported by the process or 

transactional approach suggests that coping is an ongoing evaluation that involves an interaction 

between the individual and situational demands (Lazarus, 1999).  According to the transactional 

perspective, athletes are likely to employ a particular coping strategy based on relational 

meaning and the environment (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).  The transactional framework 

proposes that before a particular coping response is employed, the person must cognitively 

evaluate what is at stake (main appraisal) and then decide what can actually be done in the given 

circumstances (secondary appraisal) (Kim & Duda, 2003).  Therefore, based on this popular 

notion, coping is not an innate primary response, but rather one that is cognitively evaluated and 

decided upon. 

Avoidance coping has been previously demonstrated to have both positive and negative 

effects on athletes.  While it has been established that avoidance coping has a negative impact on 

retired athletes’ self-concept clarity, research has shown that athletes might choose to use 

avoidance coping techniques as a temporary coping method.  Escaping or avoidant strategies can 

be adaptive by furthering the athlete momentarily from the stressful circumstances of retirement 

(Anshel, Kim, Kim, Chang, & Eom, 2001; Carver et al., 1989).  Following the initial time period 

and up to 6 months after an athlete’s career is terminated, coping approaches such as avoidant 
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behaviors have been found to help athletes escape feelings of loneliness in new professional 

careers (Stephan, Bilard, Ninot, & Delignieres, 2003).   

Due to the newly retired nature of the current sample, it makes sense that athletes who 

used problem-focused coping and emotion-focused coping also used some form of avoidance 

coping. As stated above, during the initial time-period following retirement, athletes have been 

shown to employ avoidance coping techniques (Stephan, Bilard, Ninot, & Delignieres, 2003).  

Perhaps retired athletes use avoidance coping during the initial stages of retirement and progress 

into more emotion-focused strategies as they gain a sense of control over the transition process. 

Therefore, the positive relationship between emotion-focused coping and avoidance coping 

makes intuitive sense.  However, since emotion-focused coping leads to higher self-concept 

clarity and avoidance coping has the opposite effect, coaches, sport psychology consultants, and 

educators should teach and encourage athletes to use more proactive methods such as problem-

focused coping.     

          The goodness-of-fit hypothesis has been demonstrated in sport research, and proposes that 

coping effectiveness depends on the coping strategy employed and the controllability of the 

situation (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).  According to this hypothesis, problem-focused coping is 

more effective when athletes have control over the situation or are more prepared for the demand 

and emotion-focused coping is more effective when athletes have little to no control over the 

situation.  Due to the highly uncontrollable nature of transition, it is very reasonable to 

understand why athletes would use more emotion-focused coping techniques, and problem-

focused coping did not significantly predict athlete self-concept clarity.  To measure problem-

focused coping, the CFQ (Kowalski & Crocker, 2001) has 6 items, e.g., “I worked harder to try 

and change the situation.”  Since sport retirement is inevitable, and there are no overt ways to 
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change the situation, using emotion-focused coping to manage athlete’s feelings and expectations 

of retirement is the best approach, and leads to a higher self-concept clarity, and therefore, 

greater life satisfaction.  

           

Coping and Self-Concept Clarity 

          Perhaps the most important findings of this study were the negative relationship between 

avoidance coping and self-concept clarity, and the positive relationship between emotion-

focused coping and self-concept clarity.  While no study has investigated the extent to which 

coping affects self-concept clarity, Smith and colleagues (1996) established that self-concept 

clarity was related to positive coping techniques, despite accounting for the effects of other 

characteristics, such as self-confidence, feelings of sadness, nervousness, anxiety, and perceived 

social care.  More specifically, they found that individuals with higher self-concept clarity used 

more active coping techniques, while people with unclear self-concepts used more avoidance 

coping techniques (Smith et al., 1996).  Smith’s findings mirror the present study showing a 

positive relationship between self-concept clarity and emotion-focused coping, and a negative 

relationship between self-concept clarity and avoidance coping. 

This study has implications for identifying the factors that can lead to a more successful 

transition among recently retired NCAA athletes. Specifically, results showed that coping plays 

an important role in contributing to one’s self-concept clarity.  This is important because several 

negative consequences of lowered self-concept clarity have been identified including low self-

esteem, neuroticism, negative affect, depression, and anxiety (Campbell, 1996).  In attempt to 

alleviate some of these factors, it is recommended that athletes use emotion-focused coping 

techniques.  The negative relationship between avoidance coping and self-concept clarity 
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highlights the importance of giving athletes tools and strategies to prepare for their transition.  

Merely choosing to ignore the transition completely, or trying to avoid that it is happening can 

lead to a lowered self-concept for the athlete, which in turn can reduce life satisfaction.   

 

Self-Concept Clarity and Life Satisfaction 

Self-concept clarity was conceptualized as the primary variable of focus because it tends 

to be internally consistent over time (Lodi-Smith & Roberts, 2010), but can fluctuate under times 

of extreme distress and instability.  Previous studies have shown that the effect of role exits and 

entries negatively predicts one’s perceived self-concept clarity (Light & Visser, 2013).  While 

this study was not longitudinal and did not measure self-concept clarity before and after 

transition, the findings do shed important light on the factors that can positively and negatively 

affect the construct.  Understanding the factors that contribute to an athlete’s self-concept clarity 

during the transition process (e.g., athletic identity, willingness to retire, and coping strategies) 

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

consequences associated with a diminished self-concept clarity including low self-esteem, 

neuroticism, negative affect, depression, and anxiety (Campbell et al., 1996). 

In addition to alleviating the potential negative side effects of having a lowered self-

concept clarity, overall life satisfaction was significantly related to self-concept clarity as well.  

Self-concept clarity strongly predicted athletes’ perceived life satisfaction.  Previously, there has 

been mixed results regarding whether the transition process effects athletes’ overall life 

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

satisfied after retirement.  However, without a pre and post measure of overall life satisfaction, it 

is unclear as to what it means to be truly satisfied after retirement.  The current study allows 
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practitioners to evaluate overall life satisfaction in relation to athlete’s perceived self-concept 

clarity, which is a construct that can easily be assessed and targeted for intervention.  Merely 

knowing that an athlete is satisfied or unsatisfied does not adequately assist practitioners in 

determining appropriate interventions.  The current study allows psychologists, coaches, 

educators, and sport psychology consultants to proactively address the transition process.  Since 

problem-focused coping mediate the relationship between willingness to retire and self-concept 

clarity, which in turn leads to greater life satisfaction, these are all constructs that can be 

addressed prior to retirement which will allows athletes to be better equipped for the day when 

their career actually ends.  

 

Limitations and Future Research 

          The current study provides insight into the transition process of former NCAA athletes, 

and the impact that it has on their self-concept clarity and overall life satisfaction. However, it is 

not without limitations.  The primary limitation was the cross-sectional and retrospective nature 

of the study. Assessing self-concept clarity, athletic identity, willingness to retire, and coping at 

only one time point merely provides a snapshot of the complex transition process.  Future studies 

should measure these variables prior to the end of student-athletes’ collegiate sport career, and 

then again when they are beginning the transition process out of sport, and perhaps later in the 

transition process.  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 is the lack of clarity on being able to identify when athletes were 

actively transitioning.  With the 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 
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whether athletes in the current study were actively experiencing the levels of beliefs and 

emotions associated with the transition phase.  While an attempt was made to limit the amount of 

time athletes were retired (<12 months) there is no way to know if they were still feeling the 

emotions associated with taking on new life roles.  There is also a possibility of a honey moon 

phase with leaving something as time demanding as NCAA athletics.  Future studies should 

explore whether athletes are enjoying their new found freedom that comes with being a newly 

retired athlete.  There may be a specific time period of decreased stress immediately after 

retirement before feelings of increased loneliness which has previously been demonstrated 

during athlete retirement (Cologgi, 2015). 

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

time in which the participants were surveyed.  Graduating college and starting a new career is a 

meaningful transition phase for all students, regardless of whether or not they are an athlete.  

While strict inclusion criteria were established to ensure that participants were recently retired 

from competitive sport and committed to their previous sport career, it is unknown whether 

relationships found in this study were due to normal life phases of transitioning out of college or 

specifically because of transitioning out of sport. Coakley (1983) noted similar sentiments when 

describing the athlete retirement process.  He felt it was important not to confuse the supposed 

difficult time with general life transitions that everyone goes through in life at that 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).”    
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          Despite these limitations, the implications of the study for the immense population of 

transitioning athletes are notable.  Transitioning out of competitive athletics at the NCAA level is 

something that 85% of student-athletes will encounter (NCAA Research, 2013).  Understanding 

the relationships among athlete’s self-concept clarity, athletic identity, willingness to retire, and 

coping 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 et al., 1996). While 

more research is needed, there appears to be relationships between athletic identity, willingness 

to retire, coping style, self-concept clarity, and life satisfaction, which reveal important 

information regarding the athlete transition process.  

 

Applied Implications 

          The results of the current study offer practical implications for sport administrators, 

coaches, sport psychology consultants, and athletes themselves.  Transition from a sporting 

career is inevitable.  Therefore, being able to better equip athletes with proper coping techniques 

can help to alleviate much of the unwelcome stress associated with career termination.  While the 

results of this study provide insight into what type of coping will help or hurt athletes, one of the 

most telling pieces from the study was the feedback from student-athletes reaching out for more 

information after they participated.  One athlete stated: “I just recently took your survey about 

retired student athletes and I am interested in hearing more detail about your study. Since retiring 

from NCAA athletics I noticed that I haven't felt as confident in myself. Also I feel lost and 

directionless when it comes to my future.” Another athlete echoed similar sentiments saying: 

“This topic really hits home for me, because I've seen so many former athletes have such varying 
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experiences with the retirement process, especially those in my graduating class, It's nice to see 

someone concerned about all of the athletes post athletics.”   

          Athletes were not the only participants to reach out.  Coaches often shared their 

appreciation for the project and saw a need for the topic to be addressed.  The head coach at a 

prominent Division I institution said “What a great topic to research.  I sent your survey on to the 

seniors who graduated last year.  One of them reached out to me and asked to know your 

findings.  She's really struggled this past year and continues to deal with this separation from 

sport.  It was/is a big topic for me as well and I've even talked to other former professional 

athletes about it and it seems to be a common thread.  I think there's a need for some guidance to 

athletes who are struggling with this...”  By simply studying this topic, the doors of 

communication are opening and allowing sport psychology practitioners to actively address these 

issues.  Problem-focused coping is a great way to proactively address upcoming career 

termination and preserve athletes’ self-concept clarity.   
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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 

Ethnicity:              

Caucasion 

Hispanic 

African America 

Asia 

Perfer not to identify 

Pacific Islander 

American Indian 

Middle Eastern 

Other (please specify) 

Multi-ethnic/ Mixed (please 

specify)

Are you currently a college student:______________________ 

If No, were you a college student within the past 12 months:_________________ 

Are you currently an NCAA athlete:______________________ 

If No, were you an NCAA athlete within the past 12 months:_________________ 

What College or University do you or did you Attend:________________________ 

NCAA Sport (Select only 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  
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How many years did you play/participate in your sport (Total):__________________ 

How many years did you compete at the NCAA varsity level:__________________ 

How many months has it been since your last practice or NCAA 

competition:_______________ 

 

Are you currently involved in any of the following, check all that apply 

Competing in semi-professional athletics 

Coaching semi-professional athletics 

Competing in professional athletics 

Coaching professional athletics 

Coaching college athletics 

Currently not personally involved with athletics anymore 

 

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 due to lack of resources (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:________________________________ 

_____________________________________ 

Please indicate what your willingness to move on/ retire from athletics was at the 

completion of your athletic career: 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Not at all 

willing 

  Neither 

willing or 

unwilling 

  Completely 

willingly to 

retire  
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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 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 

 

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

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Strongly 

Disagree 

Moderately 

Disagree 

Slightly 

Disagree 

Neutral Slightly 

Agree 

Moderately 

Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 
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APPENDIX C 

 

SELF-CONCEPT CLARITY MEAUSRE 
 

Please answer each of the following questions regarding your general beliefs of your 

personality: 
 

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 Neutral Agree Strongly   
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Disagree 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. 

 

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 

 
COPING FUNCTION QUESTIONAIRE 

 

Please indicate your feelings in regards to your current transition out of NCAA Athletics.  

When questions ask about ‘the situation’ they are referring to your transition process as a 

whole: 
 

1. I tried to find a way to change the situation. 
 

1 2 3 4 5   
Not at All A Little Somewhat Quite a Bit Very Much    

 

2. I stayed in the situation and tried to control my emotions to better deal with the situation. 
 

1 2 3 4 5   
Not at All A Little Somewhat Quite a Bit Very Much    

 

3. I worked harder to try to change the situation. 
 

1 2 3 4 5   
Not at All A Little Somewhat Quite a Bit Very Much    

 

4. I tried to change how I thought about the situation so it didn’t seem so stressful. 
 

1 2 3 4 5   
Not at All A Little Somewhat Quite a Bit Very Much    

 

5. I tried to get out of the situation as soon as I could to reduce the stress. 
 

1 2 3 4 5   
Not at All A Little Somewhat Quite a Bit Very Much    

 

6. I used strategies to change the situation in order to deal with the stress. 
 

1 2 3 4 5   
Not at All A Little Somewhat Quite a Bit Very Much  

 

7. I tried to view the situation in a way that made it seem less stressful. 
 

1 2 3 4 5   
Not at All A Little Somewhat Quite a Bit Very Much    

 

8. I tried to leave or avoid the situation to get away from the problem to reduce the stress. 
 

1 2 3 4 5   
Not at All A Little Somewhat Quite a Bit Very Much    

 

9. I did my best to change the situation. 
 

1 2 3 4 5   
Not at All A Little Somewhat Quite a Bit Very Much  

 

10. I tried to use different strategies that would help me control my emotions. 
 

1 2 3 4 5   
Not at All A Little Somewhat Quite a Bit Very Much  
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11. I looked for ways to solve the problem or change the situation.  
 

1 2 3 4 5   
Not at All A Little Somewhat Quite a Bit Very Much    

 

12. I tried to get out of the situation to get away from the stress.  
 

1 2 3 4 5   
Not at All A Little Somewhat Quite a Bit Very Much    

 
13. I stayed in the situation and tried to change it.  
 

1 2 3 4 5   
Not at All A Little Somewhat Quite a Bit Very Much    

 

14. I worked through me emotions in order to feel better.  
 

1 2 3 4 5   
Not at All A Little Somewhat Quite a Bit Very Much    

 

15. I tried to get away from the situation to reduce the stress.  
 

1 2 3 4 5   
Not at All A Little Somewhat Quite a Bit Very Much    

 

16. I tried to find ways to control my emotions.  
 

1 2 3 4 5   
Not at All A Little Somewhat Quite a Bit Very Much    

 

17. I tried to relax so that I could keep my emotions under control.  
 

1 2 3 4 5   
Not at All A Little Somewhat Quite a Bit Very Much    

 

18. In order to reduce the stress I tried to get myself out of the situation.  
 

1 2 3 4 5   
Not at All A Little Somewhat Quite a Bit Very Much    
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APPENDIX E 

 

SATISFACTION WITH LIFE SCALE 

 
Below are five statements that you may agree or disagree with. Using the 1 - 7 scale below, 

indicate your agreement with each item by placing the appropriate number on the line preceding 

that item. Please be open and honest in your responding. 

 

• 7 - Strongly agree  
• 6 - Agree  
• 5 - Slightly agree  
• 4 - Neither agree nor disagree  
• 3 - Slightly disagree  
• 2 - Disagree  
• 1 - Strongly disagree 

____ In most ways my life is close to my ideal.  

____ The conditions of my life are excellent. 

____ I am satisfied with my life. 

____ So far I have gotten the important things I want in life. 

____ If I could live my life over, I would change almost nothing. 
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APPENDIX F 

 

INFORMED CONSENT 
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APPENDIX G 

 

HUMAN SUBJECT APPROVAL 
 

 
Office of the Vice President For Research 
Human Subjects Committee 
P. O. Box 3062742 
Tallahassee, Florida 32306-2742 
(850) 644-8673 · FAX (850) 644-4392 

 
RE-APPROVAL MEMORANDUM 

 

Date: To: Address: Dept.: 

 

06/24/2016 

 
Kimberly Cologgi <kac13j@my.fsu.edu> 

 
465 Richview Park Circle W 

 
EDUCATIONAL PSYCHOLOGY AND LEARNING SYSTEMS 
 

From:       Thomas L. Jacobson, Chair 
 

Re: Re-approval of Use of Human subjects in Research: 
PREDICTING A SUCCESSFUL TRANSITION: EFFECTS OF COPING ON SELF-CONCEPT CLARITY OF 
NCAA ATHLETES 

 

Your request to continue the research project listed above involving human subjects has been approved 
 

by the Human Subjects Committee. If your project has not been completed by 06/22/2017 

must request renewed approval by the Committee. 
 

, you are 
 

If you submitted a proposed consent form with your renewal request, the approved stamped consent form 
is attached to this re-approval notice. Only the stamped version of the consent form may be used in 
recruiting of research subjects. You are reminded that any change in protocol for this project must be 
reviewed and approved by the Committee prior to implementation of the proposed change in the protocol.  
A protocol change/amendment form is required to be submitted for approval by the Committee. In 
addition, federal regulations require that the Principal Investigator promptly report in writing, any 
unanticipated problems or adverse events involving risks to research subjects or others. 

 
By copy of this memorandum, the Chairman of your department and/or your major professor are 
reminded of their responsibility for being informed concerning research projects involving human 
subjects in their department.  They are advised to review the protocols as often as necessary to insure that 
the project is being conducted in compliance with our institution and with DHHS regulations. 

 

mailto:kac13j@my.fsu.edu
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