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Facing the end of an athletic career, retiring and moving onto a new career can be 
a daunting prospect. It’s a time that can lead to feelings of anxiety, stress and a loss 
of identity – even if an athlete has voluntarily chosen to move on from sport.

Crucially, though, research shows that planning for this change is fundamental to 
setting an athlete up for a smooth transition – and, that it’s never too early to start 
preparing. Effective career planning sets athletes up for success after sport.

Reaching the very top of their sporting worlds requires 
the utmost dedication and commitment, which might 
challenge athletes to set themselves up psychologically 
or financially for life after retirement: training and 
competing at the highest level demands considerable 
time and energy from athletes, and some sports 
organizations can also discourage activities 
that are perceived to divert athletes’ efforts 
away from their sports. The evidence suggests, 
however, that engaging in career planning while 
still competing competitively can actually boost 
sporting performance.

PLANNINGfor success
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4
stages to our 

athlete career 
transition journey

It might sound counterintuitive, but with effective planning and by utilizing some 
key interventions and strategies, athletes can thrive before, during and after career 
transition. This white paper sets out the evidence base to support this claim, and 
illustrates how it can be harnessed to empower athlete career transition – both by 
athletes themselves and by sports organizations.

The journey

It’s been shown that stage-based models of career transition can provide support 
and structure for retiring athletes.1 There are a variety of models available, but they 
all aim to identify areas where interventions can make a difference. We’ve broken 
down the athlete career transition journey into four stages:

1.  During an athletic career
2.  Getting ready for change
3.  Retiring from elite sport
4.  Life after sport

Not every athlete’s journey will neatly follow these steps – perhaps not in the same 
order, nor even in the same direction – and everyone’s transition will be unique, but 
the path from a starting point of relative stability, through a potentially stressful 
and unstable moment of change, back to a new stage of emotional and practical 
stability, is consistent. At each stage of the career transition journey, actions can be 
taken by both athletes and sports organizations to not only mitigate the challenges 
career transition presents but also to improve performance in the moment, allowing 
athletes to thrive both on and off the field of play.

These learnings underpin LHH’s offerings to both sports organizations and athletes.

1 Stambulova et al, 2021
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Retirement from elite sport requires physical, social and psychological  
changes – changes that are likely to bring up challenges and negative emotions. 2,3  
The evidence is clear, however: career planning is beneficial for athletes and 
sports organizations.

But many athletes resist planning for life after sport in the early stages of their 
careers, and some sports organizations discourage activities that are perceived to 
divert athletes’ time and focus away from their training and sporting efforts. It’s not 
surprising: the thought of leaving behind something that has been a huge part of 
their life and identity, and something they’re very successful in, can be daunting.

While it’s difficult for athletes to focus on career planning during their time  
as sportspeople, it’s precisely the time to start considering life after sport.

2 Mannes et al, 2019; 3 Park et al, 2013; 

DURINGan athletic career
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600+
A study of more 
than 600 rugby 
players showed 
career planning 

improved 
athlete’s sporting 

longevity and 
team selection4

What are the benefits of career planning?

Taking part in career planning can help prepare athletes psychologically for change; 
help establish a clear sense of post-sport life goals; open up more opportunities 
and post-sport career paths; and help athletes create a sense of self and identity 
that doesn’t purely relate to being an athlete.

Career support can actually also have on-field benefits. A seminal 2019 study  
found that athletes who engaged with career planning experienced enhanced 
sporting performance in the form of increased team selection, team tenure and 
career tenure. 4

During a sporting career it’s useful to consider developing non-sporting interests 
and skills. This could range from taking part in further education, taking on a 
second career, or dedicating time to financial planning, life-skills training and  
post-sport career planning.

The premise at the core of these interventions is that athletes spend time 
developing their non-athlete identities. Individuals with stronger athlete 
identities are likely to experience more distress when retiring and require more time 
to adjust. 5 Devoting time to developing non-athlete identities builds confidence and 
alleviates the shock of losing one’s athlete identity. Equally, having other identities to 
draw on during times of change provides a sense of continuity and security. 6

4 Lavallee, 2019; 5 Park et al, 2013; Giannone et al, 2017; 6 Ibarra, 2007; Hoyer & Stayaert, 2015

In a perfect world, career development would begin at the 
rookie level, but it is never too early or too late to start! 
Research shows that engaging in career development while 
you are still actively competing in sport not only makes your 
future career transition easier – it has also been shown that it 
can positively affect team selection and increase the longevity 
of an athlete’s sporting career. It’s a win-win for both athletes 
and sports organizations to provide and encourage career 
development early on in an athlete’s journey.

THE EXPERT INSIGHT
Angel Bovee, former athlete and LHH senior career coach
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There will come a point in an athlete’s 
sporting life when they realize that a 
career change is necessary. This ‘change 
event’ will upset the status quo and trigger  
a sense of instability.

The change event can be voluntary or enforced –  
for example the result of a significant injury, 
deselection or declining performance. 7 Athletes 
who have had to change their career involuntarily are 
particularly likely to experience a negative impact, 8 but either way  
it’s a moment where athletes are likely to be facing feelings of uncertainty, 
loss and anxiety.

Whether by choice or not, evidence shows that athletes who are best able to 
recognize and address the need for change are more likely to be able to 
make effective decisions about their future, and therefore mitigate stress  
or anxiety. Conversely, research shows that athletes who ignore or deny the  
need for change end up experiencing prolonged negative emotions. 9

7 Lavelee, Grove and Gordon, 1997; 8 Park et al, 2013; 9 Samuel, 
Stambulova, and Ashkenasi, 2019; Samuel & Tenenbaum, 2011a; 
(Lavallee, Grove, and Gordon, 1997)

GETTINGready for change
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Athletes will be better positioned to react positively to change if they have 
engaged in career planning during their sporting career. Crucially, though, 
it’s never too late to start thinking about the next steps.

Professional career transition interventions can be highly effective at 
helping athletes recognize this need for change. Alongside professional 
support, studies have shown that advice and support from friends and 
family can be particularly effective at this stage of the transition process. 
Whatever the approach, the key principle is that athletes and sports 
organizations work towards recognizing and addressing the need for 
change, and identifying precisely what to change and when, which is 
where solutions offered by professional career services can help.

I didn’t want to retire when I did. But women’s Olympic-
style boxing had an upper age limit of 35, so I had no 
choice. I started looking for my next career at a time when 
there were very limited employment opportunities. There 
were some dark days and scary times, but essentially it 
informed what I’m doing now and drove me to other areas 
where I could affect change. 

THE EXPERT INSIGHT
Angel Bovee, former athlete and LHH senior career coach
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Each individual athlete’s moment of retirement will come at a slightly different time. 
Regardless of when that moment occurs, though, athletes will consistently have to 
face a range of physical, social and psychological lifestyle changes. Even athletes 
who have prepared for this moment and are embracing it voluntarily are likely to 
face some challenges. 

So, how can athletes manage this transition successfully? A range of practical 
and psychological factors have been shown to influence the quality and ease of an 
athlete’s career transition. 10

10 Samuel, Stambulova, and Ashkenasi, 2019; Samuel & 
Tenenbaum, 2011; Park et al, 2013; Mannes et al, 2019; 
Holding et al, 2018; 11 Park et al, 2013, Giannone et al, 
2017; 12 Torregrosa et al, 2015; 13 Park et al, 2013;  
14 Park et al, 2013; Brown et al, 2018; 

RETIRINGfrom elite sport

PSYCHOLOGICAL FACTORS

HAVING OTHER IDENTITIES 
An analysis of 34 studies showed that 

athletes with stronger athletic identities 
were more likely to experience psychological 

distress, emphasizing the importance of 
exploring other identities. 11

HOPE, OPTIMISM AND RESILIENCE  
Feeling like you’re good at what you do 
and having a positive self-perception 

can ease career transition. 13 

HAVING CLEAR GOALS  
Identifying goals for life after 
retirement provides a clearer 

sense of control and increased 
autonomy, which are key to 

positive wellbeing. 12

FEELING CONNECTED  
TO OTHER PEOPLE  

Engaging with social networks – 
entourage members as well as non-

sporting support networks like friends 
and family – has been shown to have 
a positive impact on career transition. 
Evidence also suggests that it is often 

under-utilized by athletes. 14
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15 Park et al, 2013; 16 Stambulova and Wylleman, 2015; Torregrosa et al, 2015 17 Mannes, 2019 18 Park et al, 2013;  
19 Park et al, 2013; Mannes et al, 2019

PRACTICAL FACTORS

FINANCIAL STATUS  
Having some financial breathing 
room helps reduce stress, and 

provides time and opportunity to 
work out what to do next. 15

EDUCATION 
Embracing some form of learning 

outside of sport tends to ease career 
transition, with additional skills and 

qualifications boosting confidence. 16

MAINTAINING  
ELEMENTS OF AN  

ATHLETE LIFESTYLE  
Continuing with some  

sort of physical activity –  
for health or enjoyment 

rather than in the context 
of elite-performance sport 

– can lower the risk of 
depression and anxiety. 17

EXPERIENCE OF A  
SPORTING CAREER  

Athletes who are more 
content with their sporting 

achievements, and who  
have/had a good relationship 

with their coach, are  
likely to find career  

change less challenging. 18

WORK-LIFE BALANCE AND OTHER INTERESTS  
Activities, goals, education or work can help the 

transition feel smoother. Dual-career athletes tend to 
experience career transition positively, for example, 

with additional employment not only providing 
financial security but also a sense of purpose. 19
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What interventions can help?

Many of the above factors can be addressed by individuals on a personal  
level, but formal and professional career support can make a big difference. 
Structured career planning and coaching can offer frameworks to explore  
post-sport options, and allow athletes to identify the unique skillsets and value  
they can bring into a workplace. 20

Research consistently shows that the earlier an athlete engages with post-sport  
and career planning, the better their outcomes are – especially if that planning  
is done before retiring from sport – as it will allow them to address more factors 
than they otherwise would have.

From what I’ve observed (and from personal 
experience) athletes can end up retiring from their 
sporting careers with very low confidence because 
they’re not used to corporate settings, and because 
they haven’t had a chance to ascend the ranks like 
their peers. So, it takes a bit of redefining –  
in terms of helping athletes to identify  
where they want to be and having 
them realize that they already 
have transferrable skills that 
would benefit any employer.

THE EXPERT INSIGHT
Angel Bovee, former athlete and LHH senior career coach

20 Park et al, 2013
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Rather than seeing life after sport as a whole new story in an athlete’s  
life, most sports psychologists and career experts now see it as simply a 
new chapter. For athletes leaving elite sport, this next phase is all about 
figuring out what this chapter will look like.

The factors addressed earlier in the career transition journey remain 
relevant here, but it’s important for athletes to consider the following  
once they’ve retired from sport.

LIFEafter sport

Staying patient 

Many retired athletes’  
life satisfaction levels 
increase the longer  
they’ve been out of  

sport, and most adjust  
to new careers within  
two years – often with 

higher overall satisfaction. 
Around one in five will 
struggle over a longer 
period; professional  

career or counselling 
services can help here.

Being prepared  
to fail

Most career  
changers have to 
experiment with  

some new identities 
before they settle on  

one. Some experiments 
will fail and some will 
succeed – that’s all  
part of the process.

Focusing on  
professional 
development 

Even for those  
with qualifications  

or work experience,  
post-sport life  

will involve building  
on those.

Being ready  
for unexpected  
steps backward 

Career changes usually 
aren’t simple or linear, 

with ups and downs along 
the way. Athletes can 

keep using the resources 
and interventions from 

previous stages of  
the career transition 
journey for as long  
as they feel useful.
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Explore how LHH could help you with athlete career transition by visiting our website:  
lhh.com/us/en/employers/sports-solutions

While it’s helpful to map out the athlete career transition journey, every athlete’s 
journey will be different and will take its own direction. But it’s clear that planning 
for the journey is vital to tackling the challenges and the tough moments it’s likely 
to present.

Regardless of what stage an athlete might be at in their sporting career or 
transition to a new one, understanding the journey will aid a smooth transition, 
and various interventions – both psychological and practical – can help along the 
way. Some of these can be accomplished at a personal level, while others are more 
achievable with formal and professional support.

What’s true across the board, though, is that career transition support has a  
big role to play in empowering athletes and allowing them to flourish, on and  
off the field of play.

The focus of my work is on creating solutions for sports organizations 
to better support their current and retired athletes. LHH understands 
the athlete transition journey and provides customized services. We 
meet an athlete where they are at, helping them to develop career 
goals and find success in the next exciting chapter of their lives.

THE EXPERT INSIGHT
Angel Bovee, former athlete and LHH senior career coach

WHATwe’ve learnt
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