
Career Development and Transitions

395

IJSEP, 2009, 7, 395-412
© 2009 ISSP

Corresponding author: Natalia Stambulova, School of Social and Health Sciences, Halmstad University, Box 
823, 301 18, Halmstad, Sweden. Phone: +46-35-167237, E-mail: natalia.stambulova@hh.se

ISSP�P7;1<176�S<)6,"�C):--:�D-v-4785-6<��



6��;\IUJ]TW^I��,��)TNMZUIVV��<��;\I\TMZ��IVL�2��+�\u

396

tions in career transition studies. Third, we outline career assistance programs and re-
lated future challenges. Finally, we provide statements derived from the literature review 
and recommendations to optimize career development and facilitate athletes’ adapta-
tion to the post-career. 
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Studies on career development and transitions of athletes started appearing in the 1960s 
and have shown a substantial increase both in their quantity and quality since the end 
of 1980s. Several major shifts in research foci, theoretical frameworks, and attention to 
contextual factors characterize the evolution of the topic in sport psychology (see e.g., 
Alfermann & Stambulova, 2007; Wylleman, Alfermann, & Lavallee, 2004).

First, there has been an observable shift in understanding “a transition” as a phe-
nomenon, which also translates to a shift in theoretical frameworks for studying athletes’ 
transitions. Historically, pioneer transition studies in sport focused on athletic retirement, 
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achieve their peak in performance, and terminate their sport participation. For example, 
in complex coordination sports (e.g., diving, gymnastics, figure skating) athletes start to 
specialize around 5-7 years old, capturing the most favorable periods in the motor de-
velopment. They then achieve their performance peaks in adolescence (at 15-20 years 
of age) and terminate in early adulthood (at 20-25). In contrast, endurance sport (e.g., 
cross-country skiing, marathon) athletes might only start to specialize in adolescence 
and achieve their peaks in middle adulthood (at 25-35). This implies that the type of 
sport may influence a trajectory of sport participation (Côté, Baker, & Abernethy, 2007) 
in a way that gymnasts will more likely attain elite performance through early specializa-
tion and deliberate practice (i.e., high in structure/efforts and low in enjoyment) while 
marathon runners will use more sampling and deliberate play (i.e., more flexible and 
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Cultural and cross-cultural psychology are two main approaches in analyzing an 
impact of culture upon human behavior and development. Both emphasize importance 
of a culture as “a social system of shared symbols, meanings, perspectives, and social 
actions that are mutually negotiated by people in their relationships with others” (Stead, 
2004, p.392) but they have different foci. Cultural psychology (Greenfield & Keller, 
2004) claims that cultural context creates meaning; thus, human behavior is context 
specific and should be studied within culture, not comparatively between cultures. This 
view advocates that culture is mostly inside people and influences how they think and 
behave. Cross-cultural psychology (Berry & Triandis, 2004) compares human behavior 
and experiences in different cultures. This view postulates that culture is outside people 
and plays the role of an environmental context for their experiences. Cross-cultural psy-
chology also suggests a set of criteria, called “cultural syndromes” (Triandis, 2004), to 
compare cultures with each other, for example, collectivism/individualism (collectivist 
societies vs. individualist societies); ideology (empiric vs. ideological societies); planning 
(planning vs. spontaneity), and others. Most often an individualism-collectivism frame-
work is employed. All the individualist cultures prioritize an individual and his/her rights. 
Horizontal individualist cultures (e.g., Sweden) value the person, but support modest 
behavior and low competitiveness. Vertical individualist cultures (e.g., the USA) stimulate 
competition between people. In contrast, collectivist cultures prioritize the group and put 
the interests of the group/state ahead of the interests of an individual. Horizontal col-
lectivist cultures (e.g., some African cultures) stimulate cooperation and sharing between 
people, while vertical collectivist cultures, with their hierarchal systems (e.g., Russia, 
China, India), stimulate competition between groups and people. Besides cultural par-
ticularities, socio-historical context and even geographical location can influence sport, 
sport system, and athletes in their respective countries.

Until now, it has been difficult to identify career development and transition studies 
from a cultural standpoint, (i.e., conducted based on the cultural psychology approach). 
Instead there are numerous studies, which could be called national studies, focused on 
careers and transitions of athletes from particular countries. In the overview below, we 
start with major scientific traditions in these national studies across the world, and pro-
ceed with pioneering research on cross-national comparisons of athletes’ adaptation to 
the post-career. 

N)<176)4�S<=d1e;

Career development and transition research is unevenly spread around the world. North 
American, European ,and Australian studies are the most visible and influential on the 
topic in terms of the theoretical frameworks and instruments developed, and the body of 
knowledge about career stages and transitions created. For example, North American 
studies (Baillie & Danish, 1992; Brewer, Van Raalte, & Petitpas, 2000; Bruner, Munroe-
Chandler, & Spink, 2008; Côté, 1999; Côté et al., 2007; Danish, Petitpas & Hale, 1993; 
Sinclair & Orlick, 1993, and others) focus mainly on career stages, roles of coaches, 
teammates and parents in career development, transitions of student-athletes, athletic 
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competition among groups and people, a “readiness to give all”, and a “struggle for 
winning.” It is also reflected in the Russian sport system with its centralized power, pro-
fessional coaches at all levels, sport boarding schools for prospective young athletes, 
state support for elite athletes, and availability of jobs in sport for retired athletes. Cor-
respondingly, elite athletes and their performance success are traditional focuses of 
Russian sport psychology. In such a socio-cultural context, the athletes’ transitions within 
the athletic career have been seen as a more important topic than athletic retirement. 
Again, in such a context, early sport specialization is taken as a necessary reality of 
the contemporary sport, and nobody struggles against it to protect children’s rights for a 
“normal childhood”. Instead, professional coaches working with athletes from their first 
steps in sport are educated on how to use all the benefits of early specialization and how 
to compensate for one-sided development and other related costs.

Research on transitions of Russian athletes (Hvatskaya, 1997; Ilina, 1998; Stambu-
lova, 1994) supports the Analytic athletic career model (Stambulova, 1994) with six nor-
mative career transitions of an elite athletic career, including: (1) the beginning of sport 
specialization, (2) the transition to more intensive training in the chosen sport, (3) the 
transition from junior to senior/high achievement sport, (4) from amateur to professional 
sports, (5) from peak to the final stage, and (6) the transition to the post-career. Markers 
for the Russian athletes’ transitions are relevant to the Russian sport system and do not 
refer to chronological age or educational system markers. For example, the beginning 
of sport specialization starts when an athlete comes to the specialized sport group to 
practice under the guidance of a professional coach, whereas the transition to senior 
sport begins when the athlete shows international level results for his/her age group.
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track and field athletes from 14-18 years old, who were age-group national champions 
in their events, two times: right before their transition from junior to senior sport, and then 
again five years after the first evaluation. It was realized that only 17% of the elite junior 
athletes made senior national teams, 31% stagnated, 28% performed irregularly with 
ups and downs, and 24% dropped out. 

This transition from junior to senior sport comes with a set of demands/challenges 
for practice, competitions, and life in general. For example, in a series of qualitative 
studies of Russian athletes, Stambulova (1994, 2009) identified five high-order themes 
as the perceived demands in this transition: (1) to balance sport goals with other life 
goals and to reorganize lifestyle, (2) to search for one’s individual path in sport, (3) to 
cope with pressure of selections, (4) to win prestige among peers, judges, etc., and (5) 
to cope with possible relationship problems. Wylleman and Lavallee (2004) showed that 
the transition from junior to senior sports may coincide with transitions in other spheres 
of life (e.g., from school to college or university) making it even more difficult, and re-
quiring additional resources to cope. According to the aforementioned Russian studies, 
athletes’ perceived coping resources include: (1) interest in sport science knowledge, (2) 
summarizing and drawing upon their own sport experience, (3) implementation of psy-
chological strategies in competitions, (4) learning from mistakes of others, and (5) family 
and federation support. Paradoxically, the most prospective young athletes, those who 
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Retirement Survey. Schmidt and Hackfort (2001) compared former elite French and Ger-
man athletes using the Athletic and Post-Athletic Questionnaire, and Huang et al., 2001; 
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approach in career assistance, such as helping athletes to adjust within a particular 
society and culture.

C):--:�A;;1;<)6+-�):7=6,�<0-�?7:4,
A need to help athletes in coordinating their sport participation with other activities, and in 
preparing for career transitions, especially for athletic retirement, was recognized about 
20 years ago and resulted in career assistance programs established in different parts of 
the world (e.g., “Olympic Athlete Career Centre” (Canada), “Career Assistance Program 
for Athletes” (USA), “Athlete Career and Education” (Australia and UK), “Life Style Man-
agement Program” (UK), and “Retired Athlete” (The Netherlands). Career programs are 
defined as integrated and comprehensive combinations of workshops, seminars, educa-
tional modules, individual counseling, and/or a referral network providing individualized 
and/or group-oriented multidisciplinary support services to athletes with regard to their 
athletic participation, developmental and lifestyle issues, and educational and vocational 
development (Wylleman et al., 2004). These programs combine preventive interventions 
with crisis coping and clinical interventions, if necessary. Individual counseling, career 
planning, goal setting, mentoring, and life development interventions, with a focus on 
transferable competencies to use both in and outside sport are most often involved in 
career assistance. Target groups for career programs/services include prospective junior 
athletes, student-athletes, elite senior athletes, and retiring/retired athletes.

Career assistance is generally based on a set of principles, such as “a whole ca-
reer” and “a whole person” approach, a developmental and an individual approach, 
as well as a multilevel treatment and an empowerment approach (Alfermann & Stambu-
lova, 2007). Cultural mindset in career assistance starts with the aforementioned cultur-
ally specific
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1.	 Career research confirms several normative (predictable) athletic career transitions 
for which athletes can be prepared in advance. Therefore, athletes are recommended 
to search for a balance between current demands and anticipated future demands 
in their athletic careers. Parents, coaches, and sport psychology consultants must 
help them to make decisions “from the future,” through increasing their awareness of 
forthcoming demands and the resources/strategies necessary to cope with them. This 
will help to prepare in a timely manner athletes for normative career transitions and 
to prevent athletes’ crises. 

2.	Both career research and assistance models emphasize the importance of a holistic 
view of an athlete—that is, as a person “(P)24037
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fore, career consultants should be prepared for dealing with cultural and cross-cul-
tural experiences of athletes. International collaboration in applied work should be 
developed further through international networks of career consultants (e.g., the ISSP 
eAcademy, the European Forum of Applied Sport Psychologists). Applied sport psy-
chology education should pay greater attention to cultural/multicultural competen-
cies of the students, for example, by preparing them to work with athletes of various 
cultural backgrounds. 
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