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ABSTRACT
There are as many careers with various pathways as there are athletes, and 
the interest in the junior-to-senior transition (JST) stems from its particular 
importance for athletes’ lives when aiming for the senior elite levels of their 
sports. This study is a follow-up of the quantitative longitudinal study that 
investigated the JST process in Swedish sport club athletes. The aim of this 
study was to explore two athletes’ (pseudonyms Erik, the swimmer, and 
Jessika, the tennis player) JST transition pathways, emphasising psychosocial 
factors that were perceived as facilitating and debilitating the transition 
process. Narrative-type interviews were conducted, and the stories were 
analysed using the holistic-form structural analysis. The analysis provided 
a central storyline (performance narrative) that is similar for both athletes, 
and two side storylines: Erik’s effort and relationship narrative and Jessika’s 
injury and reorientation narrative. They shared psychosocial factors that were 
perceived as facilitating the transition process, including family, coaches 
and sport club environment. For Erik, the debilitating factors were the 
negative changes in the group and a poor relationship with the new coach. 
The debilitating factors that influenced Jessika’s JST were the decrease/
loss of financial support and the challenge of facing younger opponents 
against whom she felt she shouldn’t lose when making a comeback after 
an injury. After the JST, both Erik and Jessika changed their tracks in life, 
terminated their athletic careers and focused on pursuing higher education 
qualifications.

Introduction

The focus of this study was the junior-to-senior transition (JST) in Swedish athletes. To supply some 
background and context for this investigation we briefly describe how sport is organised in Sweden. 
The Swedish sport system consists of the Swedish Sports Confederation, 71 special sport federations 
(e.g. football, tennis, swimming) and approximately 20,000 sport clubs with 650,000 volunteers leaders/
trainers/coaches. One of the main goals of the Swedish Sports Confederation is to promote lifelong 
participation in sport clubs: ‘we want to create a sport context that is appropriate or accessible for 
everyone – and for their whole lifetime’ (Riksidrottsförbundet 2017, 7). This goal puts pressure on the 
Confederation, special sport federations and local sport clubs to develop ideas and programmes on 
how to work with athletes during all stages of their athletic careers and their post-career lives.
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Our interest in the JST originates from its particular centrality for athletes who are trying to move 
into elite levels of sport. The exact age during adolescence for when the JST starts is difficult to pinpoint 
because it depends on different factors: gender, type of sport and the sociocultural context (Stambulova 
and Ryba 2014). The process usually lasts between one and four years and is often described by athletes 
as the most critical and difficult transition during their athletic careers (Stambulova 1994, 2009). The JST 
is well known for its high dropout rate with, approximately, only one-third of junior athletes successfully 
making the transition and continuing on to senior levels in sport (Franck, Stambulova, and Weibull 
2016a; Franck, Stambulova, and Ivarsson 2016b). In this study, the two athlete participants came from 
individual sports (swimming and tennis). Both sports are popular in Sweden and, historically, have had 
several internationally recognised athletes (e.g. Sofia Arvidsson and Björn Borg in tennis, Sarah Sjöström 
and Lars Frölander in swimming). Famous athletes often inspire children and youth to participate in 
particular sports and strive for elite status. For example, the popularity of swimming has increased in 
Sweden (currently the seventh among other sports – Riksidrottsförbundet 2016).

During the last two decades, the field of athlete career development and transition has gained more 
attention and has evolved through four major shifts: (a) from understanding a transition as a singular 
event to viewing it as a process, (b) from primarily focusing on athletic retirement to studying a range 
of within-career transitions (e.g. the JST), (c) from changing the focus on athletes’ transitions exclusively 
in sport to a whole-person approach and (d) from considering careers as context-unrelated to empha-
sising the role of contextual factors in career development and transitions (Stambulova et al. 2009). 
Some of the most recent career research has focused on athletes’ dual careers (e.g. Debois et al. 2012; 
Stambulova et al. 2015; Tekavc, Wylleman, and Cecić Erpič 2015). Being involved in a combination of 
sport and education has proven to be beneficial for athletes by preventing athletic identity foreclosure 
and helping to prepare them for life after sport (e.g. Bruner, Munroe-Chandler, and Spink 2008; Pummell, 
Harwood, and Lavallee 2008; Stambulova, Franck, and Weibull 2012). But the benefits depend also on 
the national and local contexts. In Sweden, there are two different dual career options during the JST 
(Riksidrottsförbundet 2009, 2017). One option is through the national elite sport high schools, where 
athletes can combine sport and education. Unfortunately, according to the Swedish Sports Confederation 
(2009), only a limited number of the athletes who want to reach the senior sport level are given this 
opportunity. The other option, which the majority of athletes take, is to find their own JST paths in their 
local sport clubs and schools. National elite sport schools’ athletes have received substantial research 
attention (e.g. Stambulova et al. 2015), but the so-called sport club athletes’ transition pathways have not 
been explored. We hope that this study will bring more clarity to the sport club athletes’ JST experiences.

Athletes’ development from juniors to seniors

Much of the previous research on the JST has taken a qualitative approach, but the narrative studies 
conducted have focused on the whole career or only on athletic retirement and not specifically on 
within-career transitions, such as the JST. We have found limited narrative career research that is focused 
on the JST, and our study might help to identify the transition-specific narratives and psychosocial 
factors affecting JST pathways.

Even though there are as many careers with various pathways as there are athletes (Stambulova 
2016), some experiences are common among athletes in the JST, and the findings of previous research 
can be briefly summarised. The JST begins with increased demands for a junior athlete (e.g. Bruner, 
Munroe-Chandler, and Spink 2008; Rosier et al. 2015; Stambulova, Pehrson, and Olsson 2017), includ-
ing higher expectations and levels of psychological stress, and higher standards for both practice and 
performance. Junior athletes are also challenged with the demand to find an optimal life-balance 
(combining sport with other activities such as education and social life). To deal with these demands, 
athletes need personal resources (e.g. Gould, Dieffenbach, and Moffett 2002; Poczwardowski et al. 
2014). One of the key personal resources that has been identified in a number of studies (Stephan 
and Brewer 2007; Franck, Stambulova, and Weibull 2016a; Franck, Stambulova, and Ivarsson 2016b) is 
athletic identity, which stimulates athletes to prioritise sport and invest substantial efforts in the JST. 
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In Franck, Stambulova, and Weibull (2016a), some of the athletes’ personal characteristics (e.g. athletic 
identity, task- and ego orientation, self-esteem) divided the athletes into three sub-groups with dif-
ferent pathways in the JST. Athletic identity was the key contributor to the three profiles of perceived 
adjustment throughout the JST: the stronger the athletic identity, the more favourable the dynamics 
of adjustment (through the five measurements) the athletes showed. From a long-term perspective 
though, athletes with the strongest athletic identities are also at high risk of having difficult athletic 
retirements (Stephan and Brewer 2007; Stambulova 2009).

Traditionally, athletic identity has been viewed from a positivist perspective (e.g. Franck, Stambulova, 
and Weibull 2016a; Franck, Stambulova, and Ivarsson 2016b), but recently, the view has shifted (Schinke 
and McGannon 2015; Ronkainen, Kavoura, and Ryba 2016) to considering athletic identity as a complex 
cultural construct with different layers (e.g. nationality, gender, education, sport type). In this sense, identi-
ties can be understood as fluid and multiple, as well as constructed in a social context (Carless and Douglas 
2013b). Athletes’ identities can be found in their unique stories, and these identities are influenced by 
narratives that are rooted within the particular socio-cultural context (Carless and Douglas 2012). A pre-
dominant narrative described by female golfers was called performance narrative. A performance narrative 
is characterised by an athlete being highly competitive and reacting with pride when winning and shame 
when losing. Carless and Douglas (2012) described an example of an alternative narrative as a relational 
narrative. A relational narrative incorporates the meaning of the relationships with key people throughout 
an athlete’s career who contributed to the athlete’s development in the sport and post-sport life.

Storm, Henriksen, and Christensen (2012) investigated athlete specialisation pathways previously 
outlined in the developmental model of sport participation (Côté, Baker, and Abernethy 2007), and 
identified four different pathways to elite sport in Scandinavia (see also Storm 2015). These pathways 
appear to be non-linear processes shaped by athletes’ developmental contexts and key persons in the 
micro-environments (Henriksen 2010). Significant others (e.g. parents, teachers) may encourage athletes 
to prioritise school first and sport second, whereas the athletes want to focus on, and prioritise, sport 
(Gledhill and Harwood 2015; Stambulova et al. 2015). The athletes then feel as if they are directed away 
from sport and may feel less encouraged to continue. Another issue in elite sport is related to high 
standards for body shape/weight and the existing pressure on the athletes from significant others (espe-
cially, coaches, managers and parents) to meet these standards. McMahon, Zehntner, and McGannon 
2017 discussed this issue using the example of elite swimming culture and its ‘slim to win’ ideology and 
forced weight-control practices that might lead to negative consequences for athletes who gain weight.

Athletes’ relationships with key persons were classified as: transitory and existential relationships 
(Storm et al. 2014). Transitory relationships are influential mainly within an athletic context, are usually 
short-lived, and provide important guidance to the athletes in terms of their career directions/changes. 
Existential relationships are influential in regards to athletes’ sport and non-sport lives, their value 
systems and motivation for long-lasting athletic careers.

Athletes’ acceptance of outside support can vary during the JST. Morris (2013) identified athletes who: 
(a) did not rely on support from others even though it was offered to them, (b) actively sought out sup-
port from others during and after the JST, and (c) actively searched for help when they felt they required 
it prior to and throughout the JST process. Athletes can also have different coping styles: sport-focused 
coping, personal development-focused coping and social-relation focused coping (Franck, Stambulova, 
and Weibull 2016a) that may influence the JST outcome (e.g. becoming established at the senior level, 
moving back to recreational sport). The JST process is not, in any way, a linear path to an outcome, and 
athletes face ups and downs during their transitions (e.g. Morris, Tod, and Oliver 2014; Storm 2015; 
Franck, Stambulova, and Ivarsson 2016b).

Methodology

The aim of this study was to explore two athletes’ (representing two different individual sports) pathways 
through the JST, emphasising psychosocial factors that were perceived as facilitating and debilitating for 
the transition process. This study is a follow-up of a quantitative longitudinal study that investigated the 
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JST process (demands, coping strategies, support, pressure, personal resources, stress, need for additional 
help and adjustment to the senior level) in Swedish sport club athletes (Franck, Stambulova, and Weibull 
2016a; Franck, Stambulova, and Ivarsson 2016b). In the longitudinal study, the authors identified several 
adjustment patterns and transition pathways for different subgroups of athletes. To gain a deeper under-
standing of individual paths and contexts, we shifted to the qualitative narrative approach, which changes 
the focus from a positivistic to a constructionist standpoint. A narrative can be defined as ‘a complex genre 
that routinely contains a point and character along with a plot connected events that unfold sequentially 
over time and in space to provide an overarching explanation or consequence’ (Smith and Sparkes 2009, 
2). In reality, this meant switching from using different validated instruments to, instead, conducting inter-
views where the main purpose was to help athletes tell their JST stories in their own words. Papathomas 
(2016) described narrative inquiry as being characterised by ontological relativism and epistemological 
social constructionism. Taking these standpoints, we are interested in studying ‘personal truth’, and not 
‘objective truth’. Again, we switched from measuring different variables (e.g. demands, resources, coping 
strategies) and labelling them as different types of subgroups, to listening to the athletes’ stories of their 
experiences through the JST. In the analysis process, it was important for us to stay true to the athletes’ 
voices when interpreting their stories and drawing upon their experiences to gain a deeper insight to 
the JST. The narrative approach helped us to enter the athletes’ internal world and to follow how they 
retrospectively constructed and reconstructed the transition process and meanings of their experience. 
In other words, the narrative approach allowed us to get insights into their subjective transitions.

We investigated the personal JST narratives of two athletes. Using a small number of participants 
has been recommended in previous research (e.g. Carless and Douglas 2013a) for a within-case, as 
opposed to a cross-case, approach. A cross-case approach can provide a snap shot across a number of 
athletes, whereas a within-case approach (as in this study) provides a more detailed description of a 
person’s life or transition story over a period of time.

Participants

Erik and Jessika (both pseudonyms) were two of the 20 individual-sport athletes who took part in the 
quantitative longitudinal examination of the JST process with five measurements over a time period 
of 2.5 years (Franck, Stambulova, and Weibull 2016a; Franck, Stambulova, and Ivarsson 2016b). The 
participants for the current study were chosen based on the latent profile analysis of the longitudinal 
data that identified three subgroups of athletes’ with different adjustment patterns (Franck, Stambulova, 
and Ivarsson 2016b). We invited several individual-sport athletes who had participated throughout the 
entire longitudinal study and who also represented the different sub-groups mentioned above. Erik 
and Jessika met these criteria and agreed to take part.

Erik is a 26 years old former national-level swimmer who began his sport at the age of six. When Erik 
was younger, he also played football and handball, but when he reached the stage of more intensive 
training (around the age of 13–14), he made the choice to focus on swimming. Erik was 19 years old 
when the quantitative longitudinal study started, and he evaluated himself as having been in the JST 
between one and two years at the time of the first measurement of the longitudinal study.

Jessika is a 26 years old former national-level tennis player who started practicing at the age of six. 
She is occasionally a fill-in in the national series, but no longer pursues a professional career. Jessika 
was 19 years old when the quantitative longitudinal study started, and she perceived herself as having 
been in the JST for about six to twelve months when the first measurement was conducted.

Procedure

Prior to the interviews, the first author contacted the athletes by phone to ask if they were interested 
in participating in an interview regarding their JST processes. During the phone conversations, she 
informed the athletes about the study’s aim and related ethical issues (e.g. voluntary participation, 
confidentiality, the right to drop out at any time).
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The athletes chose the times (both in the morning), and places (one was conducted in a meeting 
room in a hotel, the other in a meeting room on campus where the participant was a student). When the 
first author met with each of the athletes, she informed them again about the study’s aim, ethical issues 
and that the interview was going to be recorded. The athletes also received written information and were 
asked to sign an informed consent form before the interview started. At the beginning of each interview, 
the first author asked the athletes about what they remembered regarding the previous study about 
the JST in which they took part. This initial question proved to be an important part of the interviews. 
At first, the athletes seemed to have few memories about the content of the previous study, but they 
did remember meeting the first author during the measurements in the previous longitudinal study 
(Franck, Stambulova, and Weibull 2016a; Franck, Stambulova, and Ivarsson 2016b). These memories 
may have helped the athletes’ feel comfortable opening up when talking about their JST processes. An 
interview guide (a timeline based on the measurement points of the previous study) was used to help 
the athletes recall the events in their transitions. They were asked about their ages, and whether or not 
they were currently active in sport. The first author then encouraged them to begin telling their stories 
from about the time when the longitudinal study started, and a dialogue then followed the timeline 
(e.g. ‘could you tell me about your pathway the year after that’, ‘could you share what your situation was 
like around the time of the last measurement’). They told their stories, and, if needed, the first author 
asked additional questions about the psychosocial factors that were facilitating or debilitating for the 
transition process (e.g. ‘could you elaborate on your relationship with the coach at that time’). Finally, 
at the end of the interviews, the athletes were asked to talk about the time after the longitudinal study, 
and their current life situations.

After the interviews, the first author listened to the recorded stories and transcribed them. Each of 
the interviews analysed for this investigation was approximately 100 min long, and no participants’ 
feedback on the transcripts was received.

The analysts and the analysis process

We designed this qualitative study to explore the JST process and the psychosocial factors involved 
using a narrative approach. Although in previous narrative career research different forms of narrative 
analysis have been used (e.g. Carless 2008; Carless and Douglas 2009; Ronkainen, Kavoura, and Ryba 
2016), we chose to use the holistic-form structural analysis (Smith 2016), which we considered the most 
suitable to meet the aim of the study. This analysis focuses not so much on what is in the narratives, 
but on how the narratives are told, meaning the structure and form of the narratives. In this analysis, 
we assumed the role of story analysts, not storytellers (Smith 2016). As Andersen and Ivarsson (2016) 
described, qualitative researchers’ pasts, personalities and prejudices affect the qualitative research 
process and are often called the researcher’s positionality. Another term often used in qualitative liter-
ature is reflexivity (e.g. Patton 2002; Hiles and Čermák 2008); it refers to the researcher’s pre-knowledge 
and role in the research process and the final product. In this study there are two authors. The first 
author is a former individual sport athlete (table tennis player) who didn’t cope well with the demands 
of the JST (e.g. injury, motivation, the combination of sport and studies) and terminated my athletic 
career. She can be viewed as a junior-researcher who is in the process of developing my research skills 
and competency. The second author is also a former individual sport athlete (figure skater), who has 
extensive experience in the field of career research (both qualitative and quantitative). The first author 
conducted and transcribed the interviews, performed the initial analysis of the stories and, during the 
analysis process, discussed ideas with the second author, who played the role of a critical friend.

The analysis followed Smith’s (2016) five-step guidelines. In the first step, the interviews were 
transcribed verbatim and organised in two data files. The first author then proceeded with narrative 
indwelling (e.g. reading the transcripts and listening to the recordings several times). The second step 
was to identify the narrative type by using different cues (e.g. directions, shifts, participant’s reflections 
on specific phases). In this step, the first author tried to identify crossroads (i.e. shifts in the transition 
process) that divided the stories into individually meaningful parts or phases reflecting the dynamics of 

 A. FRANCK AND N. B. STAMBULOVA288 



the JST process. In this step she also tried to extract quotations related to these shifts, and used these 
quotations when presenting the athletes stories to the second author who assisted by providing a 
critical perspective. Our discussions helped to identify and further clarify central and side storylines of 
each personal narrative. In line with Smith (2016), the third step was to write a description illustrating 
the narratives using the notes from steps one and two. It was in this step that the first author started 
to translate the quotations (from Swedish to English) that supported the identified narratives. We then 
discussed the translated quotations to achieve an accurate meaning after being translated from Swedish 
to English. In the fourth step, we discussed interpretations of the narratives, and in the final step we 
worked on the presentation of the results.

The term trustworthiness is commonly used to address the quality of qualitative research, and in 
discussing trustworthiness, Sparkes and Smith (2009) described two types of researchers (a criteriol-
ogist and a relativist). In this study, we have taken the relativist position, meaning that we view the 
trustworthiness criteria as changeable instead of fixed (the perspective of a criteriologist). Our aim was 
to show the complexity of the JST, to identify imbedded non-normative transitions and to be able to 
illustrate the psychosocial factors that contribute to the transition process.

In a recent review, Smith and McGannon (2017) critiqued commonly used methods to ensure rigour 
in qualitative research. Taking into account the problems they highlighted with member checking, 
inter-rater reliability and universal criteria, we used member reflections and a critical friend to ensure 
trustworthiness in this study. First, we gave the participants an opportunity to read the transcripts, add 
to, and further elaborate on their stories. Second, we complemented each other in the data interpreta-
tion with me making the initial analysis, and the second author acting as a critical friend. Throughout the 
process, we discussed the narratives, alternative explanations and closing thoughts. We also reflected 
on different cultures of individual and team sports, and the specific features of swimming and tennis 
cultures. The first author’s knowledge and experience of the Swedish sport system, and the extensive 
research experience of the second author, proved to be a good combination throughout the research 
process.

Research findings

Below we will first present the central storyline (performance narrative) that is shared by Erik and Jessika, 
and the side storylines: Erik’s effort and relationship narrative and Jessika’s injury and reorientation narra-
tive. Apparent throughout their stories, there were both shared and individually specific psychosocial 
factors that were perceived as facilitating and debilitating to the transition process for Erik and Jessika.

A performance narrative

We defined the performance narrative of the JST as athletes’ having ambitious athletic goals at the 
beginning of the transition with their focus on development primarily in sport and prioritising sport 
over studies and other life activities. Below we describe the performance narrative constructed by each 
of the two study participants, and how this narrative influenced (partly similar and partly different) their 
choices throughout the JST process.

The analysis provided the performance narrative as a central story line that was similar for both Erik 
and Jessika’s stories of the JST. Erik said: ʻMy goal was to reach the elite level [of swimming] in Sweden; 
I was going to make it! I had a vision to one day be at an international championship sometime during 
my career.ʼ Jessika had an even higher sport ambition: ʻMy goal was to go through the lower levels of 
[competitions] fast, so that I would advance to a level where tennis would be my job and I would be 
able to make a living at itʼ. To reach her goal, she made some major choices early in her athletic career 
(e.g. prior to the JST).

Jessika:  ‘I spent a lot of time on my sport, and I had started to study from home already in the 8th grade, and 
the national elite sport high school was never an option for me. I did not want to move away from 
home, and I wanted to continue working with my coach!’
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Both Erik and Jessika seemed to embrace a performance narrative when they described their JST 
processes with strong convictions to focus solely on sport.

Erik:  My ex-girlfriend was also a swimmer, so it worked out well. We understood each other. Training came 
first; school came last, and my girlfriend was somewhere in between (laughs). I did not prioritise 
friends, and I only studied part time at the university as a means of earning money.

The above quote illustrates Erik’s devotion to swimming, and it also shows how he initially made 
choices to neglect or de-prioritise other aspects of his life during the JST. Jessika revealed a similar story, 
but she stated that she did not see these choices (e.g. leaving a regular school and studying from home 
to have more time for her sport) as a sacrifice but as her own choices. Jessika said: ʻPeople sometimes 
talk about what sacrifices they make for the sport, but I never really saw it that way. I made my choice!ʼ

Although some thoughts and choices can be viewed as similar between Erik and Jessika for the 
JST performance narrative, their stories were also different in terms of their development progression 
and the psychosocial factors decisive to the outcomes of their JSTs. For both of them the performance 
narrative worked really well and kept them motivated to cope with the JST and especially in the peri-
ods when they could observe their athletic growth and did not see serious obstacles under way. In the 
following descriptions of each story, we draw parallels with the performance narrative and describe the 
different qualities of Erik’s effort and relationship narrative and Jessika’s injury and reorientation narrative.

An effort and relationship narrative

Whereas the performance narrative centres on many factors related to competitions (winning and 
losing) and sacrifices regarding the prioritisation of sport over other areas of life (e.g. social activities, 
education), the effort and relationship narrative emphasises an agency in the athletic development pro-
cess but also connectedness to, and support from, the key people involved (e.g. family, coaches, team/
group members). From Erik’s story, it was obvious that his athletic development was important for him 
(not only competition results), and he was willing to work hard to make the progress. He felt proud and 
joyful when his performance improved even if he did not win any medals. His development in the JST 
was also influenced by the people around him who (to different degrees) affected his transition choices. 
The effort and relationship narrative was important for Erik’s story and therefore formed his side storyline.

Erik:  My breakthrough came pretty late; I would say it happened when I was 19. It was my willingness to 
do the hard training sessions that was my strength and my ability to push through the pain, even if I 
could sometimes be lazy as well. I was never stressed out to perform or by my lifestyle; I was satisfied.

This quote illustrates the blend of the two narratives; Erik talks about his ability to push through the 
pain (performance) while not feeling stressed to perform (effort). A contribution to his positive feeling 
of overall satisfaction originates from his home environment and the close relationship he had with his 
parents: ʻI lived with my parents; I could not have had better support from my parents … They paid my 
training expenses and encouraged me to continueʼ. With his parents’ support, which proved to be an 
important psychosocial factor that facilitated his development in the JST, Erik faced his first crossroad 
during the JST (moving from one sport club to another). He had outgrown his previous sport club and 
needed to transfer to an elite sport club setting. With some help from his former assistant coach (i.e. a 
facilitator in the JST), he got in contact with the new club and decided to start practicing with them. In 
the new environment there were better training conditions; the swimmers had similar levels of ambi-
tion, and the coaches had high expectations for the athletes. Erik liked the new environment, and his 
motivation increased: ʻSwimming was fun againʼ. Not everything in the transfer was positive, though; 
Erik also experienced feelings of guilt about leaving his old club behind. As Erik described, coaches 
can be either facilitating or debilitating factors in the transition process. His story illustrates how some 
coaches focus on the best interest of the athlete, while others are more focused on the best interests 
of the team or their own interests.

Erik:  The assistant coach understood why I wanted to transfer, but the head coach was not happy! He felt 
betrayed and took it personally. I wished that they [the club] would support junior [athletes] when 
the best swimmers wanted to transfer. … There was not much in my old club that could meet my 
needs.
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After transferring to the new sport club, Erik faced the second crossroad (adapting to the new envi-
ronment). He almost immediately trusted the coaches and their ideas on what and how the training 
should be structured: ̒ The practices focused on technique and there was a big change in how we trained 
compared to what I was used to. The sessions were individualised: more speed, shorter repetitions 
and, of course, performed with the right techniqueʼ. The club had financial aid for the junior national/
international level swimmers that Erik received and was beneficial for him (reduced cost for training 
camps, lower competition fees). In the new club, the coaches gained Erik’s trust and contributed to his 
progression in the JST. It is also clear that a performance narrative dominated the new environment, 
the trainings were outcome-oriented and the club provided support for the best junior swimmers. As 
Erik shared, the aid was beneficial from a financial point of view, but it also increased the pressure on 
the athletes to perform.

Erik:  I thought that I had been training hard before, but when I transferred, I realised that I had not! There 
were a lot of things I could have done better … the things that coaches always nagged about. Now, 
I started doing what the coaches told me.

After settling into the new environment, Erik’s swimming started to improve, and it began to be 
visible in his competitive performance. Erik participated in his first Swedish Championship final and 
swam his personal best in several distances. He said: ʻIn swimming we talk about tenths, but I beat my 
personal best by more than a second. It should not be possible at that age!ʼ He started to feel as if he 
was one step closer to reaching the senior level, and he was highly motivated to continue practicing 
hard. He felt that the relationships with his coaches (head and assistant coaches) were good, as well as 
his relationships to the other swimmers in the group, which helped his development through the JST. 
During the same time, Erik enrolled at a university to gain funding. In Sweden, every student in higher 
education is given the opportunity to borrow money from the state. Erik used the university studies 
as a way to cope with the financial demands, but he failed to combine sport and studies successfully 
and had to search for another source of income: ʻI started working instead [of going to University] in 
between the training sessions. Training was poorly scheduled … and it was difficult to do anything in 
the time between the morning and afternoon sessions’. A major barrier in career transitions such as 
the JST is the increased financial pressure, and many athletes struggle to find the financial resources 
they need to be successful in the JST. Erik tried to find different ways to finance his career. Despite his 
efforts, it was still a barrier for him.

After some time in the new club, there were some changes, and Erik had to face the third crossroad 
(the change of coaches and structure of the group). Both the head and assistant coaches moved to 
another club, and the new coach did not, according to Erik, ʻclickʼ with the group. On top of that, the 
group changed, and it became a difficulty for his transition. Some old members moved away, and new 
members came in: ʻIt was not fun anymore … New swimmers came in from the group under us. We 
got annoyed at them because they did not train properly, and sometimes they did not even show up; 
the group dynamics changed!ʼ The new group members did not align with the existing performance 
narrative in the training group; this caused clashes between the old and the new members. Even with 
these changes, Erik kept improving, but he mistrusted the new ways of training, and he described it as 
if he had shifted in his view of himself and what he was supposed to do. Erik’s relationships with the 
new coaches seemed to limit his development through the JST, and made him rethink his priorities.

Erik:  I continued improving [in sport], but I was not satisfied. I had applied to the engineering programme 
at a university for the third time. In the previous years I had turned it down, because I was not ready 
to quit [swimming]. My new thoughts were more ‘it is done’. I do not think that I had thought of my 
priorities before, but now I did!

At this point, Erik faced his fourth and final crossroad (the decision to end his athletic career and 
adjust to life after sport). Erik said: ʻI knew that I would study someday. It was never a question of if; 
it was just a question of whenʼ. He moved to another city to start university and focused intently on 
his studies. Alongside his studies, Erik also became the leader for different projects at the university: ʻI 
think it is a symptom of being a former athlete. I am used to having a lot to doʼ. Erik also talked about 
another consequence of being an athlete. It was difficult finding the motivation to be physically active 
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and feeling good about his body: ʻWhen I go to the gym, the weights are not the same as before; it 
is very difficult to motivate myself. I lost ten kilos, all muscle. It affected my self-image. What I see in 
the mirror does not match meʼ. The effects of being within a performance-oriented environment still 
affected Erik after ending his career. Reflecting back about his athletic achievements, Erik estimated that 
he needed between two and three years of practice to reach the senior national team: ʻI still believed I 
had the potentialʼ. But when talking about the outcome of the JST and his decision to quit, he explains 
that the outcome was so much better than just winning or losing.

Erik:  I have many times reflected on why I gave so many years of my life to swimming when I did not 
become anything! But, I got so much more than results! I would never have been where I am today 
if I had not done what I did. A part of me regrets quitting … It could be fun to see how far I would 
progress.

An injury and reorientation narrative

Jessika had a performance narrative as the central storyline, and in comparison to Erik her dreams 
and goals were far greater. But during her JST she had to battle the challenges of a severe injury. The 
experience of getting injured, going through a major surgery and the rehabilitation process caused 
Jessika to rethink and restructure her life. In some aspects this narrative has some similar characteristics 
to the performance narrative, meaning that the focus is to do rehabilitation in order to return back to 
the tennis court. For Jessika, the injury played also a role in turning her mind to exploring other areas 
of life, for example, starting her high school studies. When she was re-injured, the studies facilitated 
her career termination. So, based on Jessika story, we can define the injury and reorientation narrative 
as the athlete being committed to, but also facing obstacles in, injury rehabilitation process leading 
to thoughts about career termination and working as a wake-up call for self- and career exploration.

Jessika began her story by reflecting on the importance to care about her body in order to reach 
her athletic goals in the JST:

My biggest challenge has always been my body and finding a balance between practice and competitions that 
would make it possible to sustain a whole season. The idea was to balance being away on the tour [competitions 
both national and international] to the time spent at home, meaning approximately 20 to 25 weeks per year on tour.

To pursue this life path, Jessika had substantial support from her family who, throughout the JST, 
tried to facilitate her development. Jessika’s older sister was also a national-level tennis player, and they 
supported each other, whereas her younger sister had no interest at all in tennis. Jessika described the 
whole family as being active in supporting her attempt to achieve a professional career.

Jessika:  My parents supported me a lot … they drove me to practices and competitions, as well as contrib-
uted with financial support. Even my grandparents were involved; sometimes I was playing in one 
place and my sister in another, so my mom went that way, and my grandmother went the other. It 
was tennis 24–7 - eat, sleep and tennis!

To finance her career, Jessika received support from different people and organisations, such as her 
parents, the sport club, the tennis federation and different scholarship agencies (e.g. sponsors). Jessika 
reported that she ended the junior tour strong, and that she got a good start on the senior tour. She 
won a few professional titles, but then came the breaking point. At the beginning of the senior tour, 
Jessika faced her first major crossroad (a severe injury and a major surgery). She said: ʻWhat was I sup-
posed to do now with my time? I sat in the hall watching when the others practiced. I did my rehab, 
but I was stressed over not having anything to do.ʼ Jessika had stopped going to school in the eighth 
grade and, instead, completed the eighth and ninth grades from home. She had the option to go to the 
national elite sport high school, but she turned it down. Even if Jessika’s choice to be home schooled 
facilitated her development through the JST, the negative consequences of being so focused on sport 
(e.g. related to the performance narrative) became obvious after the injury. She then experienced 
negative stress and thoughts, and she was also lonely because she did not have that many friends to 
turn to outside of sport.
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After the injury and surgery, Jessika had to meet the challenges of the second crossroad (the rehabil-
itation process): ̒ I was busy with rehab, Monday to Friday. I did two sessions a day, one in the swimming 
pool and the other in the gym. I got external support with mental training, but the financial support was 
put on hold.ʼ During the rehabilitation process, Jessika tried to stay in control, accept that it takes time 
and adjust to the loss of external financial support. During this time Jessika could focus her attention on 
performing in rehab with the overall aim to get back to tennis. Not being able to perform on the tennis 
court, however, resulted in the loss of financial support from different sponsors; this would become a 
debilitating factor for Jessika’s possibilities to reach the senior elite level. This time was also when she 
started to refocus on her education. Even though she knew she would go to high school at some point, 
it was not until Jessika was injured that she started thinking about going. When she sustained the injury, 
she felt that school was something for her to do: ̒ I did my high school studies online, I found the option 
just searching on the web. It was half-time paced; it gave me the freedom that I neededʼ. Jessika’s injury 
forced her to reorient her path, and one way to do so was to attend high school. Throughout this time, 
Jessika combined rehabilitation with studies, and her student identity became more substantial than 
before. The decision to do online studies facilitated her continuation in sport.

After a long period of rehabilitation, it was a time for Jessika to slowly start practicing tennis again: 
ʻIt was a combination of joy and frustration: ten minutes on court, in the small squares and with a soft 
tennis ballʼ. She felt the excitement of being back on the court but also the frustration of wanting more. 
Jessika’s coach, who supported her greatly throughout the rehabilitation period, helped Jessika to plan 
for her comeback. Together, they decided on a new training schedule facilitating a balance between 
training, competition and recovery periods: ʻI had to stick to the plan, but the progression was so 
slow!ʼ The recovery periods came more frequently, and the training sessions had a different focus than 
before. Jessika played her first matches and was eager to be back. Before the injury, she played against 
opponents who were older and who stimulated her progress. After the injury, she had to compete 
against opponents of the same age or younger. She perceived this situation as challenging because 
of the high expectations to win (a consequence of a climate dominated by a performance narrative) 
mixed with frustration about the time she lost due to the injury. The opponents who, previously, were 
a motivational factor (e.g. facilitating), were now a barrier (e.g. debilitating). Jessika continued; her hard 
work started to pay off, and she came to the third crossroad (the peak). Despite that she was selected 
for the Swedish national team, she performed inconsistently. At this level, the trips became longer and 
more expensive than before, and she felt it was difficult to find the sport/life balance.

Jessika:  It was difficult to believe in myself being at this level and, combined with financing the career, it 
became very stressful! In the best of worlds, you can choose the competitions that best suit the 
schedule and you are able to bring the coach along, but it was not possible.

Jessika then faced her fourth and final crossroad (the decision to end her athletic career and adjust 
to life after sport). She made some minor performance improvements, but she became re-injured. 
After the re-injury, she made efforts to come back but finally came to the conclusion that it was time 
to end her athletic career: ʻI knew it was over! I decided not to continue, but I did not dare say it, so I 
told everyone that I would take a six-month break. But I knew deep inside that it was overʼ. After mak-
ing the decision, Jessika applied to a university, but she was unsure of what she wanted to study. She 
felt pressured by others to choose something prestigious (again coming from a background in which 
performance and results are key) because she had received good grades in high school, but it did not 
feel right to her. Her family supported her regardless of what education she chose. Finally, she chose to 
become a teacher: ʻI knew that I always wanted to work with children. I have heard several times that I 
was wasting my grades by becoming a teacher. I decided to listen to myself, and it feels right!ʼ Jessika 
described her current situation as being a transition to a better life, stating that her fear was ̒ Oh, should 
I be part of a class, should I meet people? But, I liked it [the challenge]!ʼ Retrospectively, she reflected 
that something could have been done differently (e.g. structure of training, recovery periods, listening 
to her body), but she also mentioned that not many people are ready to commit to the demands of a 
professional tennis player: ʻTo pursue a career in tennis, you need to give 100% and also be ready to 
sacrifice. I don’t regret it!ʼ
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Discussion

The aim of this study was to explore two athletes’ pathways through their JSTs, emphasising psychosocial 
factors that were perceived as facilitating and debilitating for the transition processes. The longitudi-
nal study (Franck, Stambulova, and Weibull 2016a; Franck, Stambulova, and Ivarsson 2016b) provided 
us with some JST pathways related to different sub-groups of athletes depending on their personal 
characteristics and dynamics of adjustment during transition processes. The narratives presented in 
this article brought out the athletes’ voices and added a rich quality to the understanding of individ-
ual athletes’ paths and contexts. The holistic-form structural analysis (Smith 2016) provided a central 
storyline (performance narrative) that both Erik and Jessika shared, and the side storylines (effort and 
relationship narrative and injury reorientation narrative) unique to Erik and Jessika, respectively. As we 
stated earlier, little attention has been given to study sport club athletes’ JSTs in Sweden. This narrative 
study provided a more detailed picture than what has been described before. Erik and Jessika’s JST 
processes could be considered as normative transitions but also consisting of imbedded non-normative 
transitions (e.g. crossroads). These types of imbedded transitions are unique to Erik and Jessika and 
their JSTs stories. Of course, other athletes both in individual and team sports can experience injuries, 
moving from one club to another and so on, but previous research on the JST has not illustrated these 
types of imbedded transitions before. Stambulova (2016, 2017) suggested that in the career research 
field, the focus is often on the positive sides of the athletes’ careers (e.g. success stories, facilitating 
environments), but there are studies that present the darker sides such as injuries and burnout (e.g. 
Henriksen, Larsen, and Christensen 2014; Gustafsson, Sagar, and Stenling 2016; Ivarsson, Stambulova, 
and Johnson 2016) as also revealed in this paper. The JST and the imbedded transitions within (e.g. 
crossroads) illustrate both sides of sport. Erik’s story is not really ‘dark’ and is primarily characterised by 
a positive development with a focus on the effort (e.g. emphasising the swimming improvements and 
not just the results) during the process. Jessika’s story is a representation of the darker side of sport. 
She struggled with a severe injury, went through major surgery and struggled with a slow and difficult 
rehabilitation process that led to her losing important financial supporters. These events affected her 
chances to reach the elite senior level in tennis and forced her to reorient herself and change her life 
plans. Even though Erik and Jessika managed to cope with the JST demands (e.g. new training routines, 
new relationships in sport, higher levels of competitions, finding an overall life balance, injury) and were 
moderately successful on their paths to establish themselves at the senior national level, both made 
the choice to terminate their pursuits to reach the top of their sports.

Erik and Jessika’s shared central storyline was a performance narrative (e.g. Carless and Douglas 
2009, 2013a; Douglas 2009; Busanich, McGannon, and Schinke 2014). Based on their stories, we defined 
the performance narrative of the JST as athletes’ having ambitious athletic goals at the beginning of 
the transition with their focus on development primarily in sport and prioritising sport over studies 
and other life activities. The performance narrative also indicates that they had strong athletic identi-
ties. Previous research (Stephan and Brewer 2007; Stambulova 2009; Stambulova et al. 2015; Franck, 
Stambulova, and Weibull 2016a; Franck, Stambulova, and Ivarsson 2016b) has suggested that athletic 
identity has the potential to be a resource in the JST, but in the long run (athletic retirement), that 
identity might turn into a risk factor. Carless and Douglas (2012, 2013b) described how athletes with 
dominant performance narratives may experience negative emotions if faced with challenges (e.g. 
injury, ageing, illness, de-selection) that put their athletic careers at risk.

Erik and Jessika each had a side storyline that could be seen as a result of the relationships and 
crossroads (e.g. imbedded transitions) occurring during their JSTs. These side storylines helped to 
counterbalance their performance narratives, and made it possible for the athletes to cope with the 
demands they faced at each crossroad. For both Erik and Jessika, their family members supported 
the performance narrative by encouraging them to continue through the JST process, and when the 
imbedded transitions occurred, their family members helped them cope with the demands.

Erik’s side storyline – the effort and relationship narrative – emphasises an agency in the athletic 
development process but also connectedness to, and support from, the key people involved (e.g. family, 
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coaches, team/group members). Erik’s relationships with the coaches, family members and teammates 
influenced his situation and the continuation of his JST. Carless and Douglas (2012) have previously 
described the relationship narrative as an alternative to the performance narrative. For Erik, the rela-
tionship narrative served as a side storyline that supported (or even complemented) the dominant 
performance narrative. This situation meant that coaches, family members and/or group members 
contributed to the performance narrative by encouraging Erik to be more focused on sport and out-
comes, but those same people could also draw his attention away from sport and, therefore, help Erik 
broaden his life outside of sport during the JST.

Jessika’s side storyline – the injury and reorientation narrative - has not been identified in previ-
ous studies, although, we think this can be a narrative that describes an injured athlete’s experiences 
leading to forced career termination and reorientation in her view of herself and her life path. Jessika 
faced severe injury and a major surgery, and from her story we could identify and define an injury and 
reorientation narrative as the athlete being committed to, but also facing obstacles in, injury rehabilita-
tion process leading to thoughts about career termination and working as a wake-up call for self- and 
career exploration. This type of narrative has some similarities with previously described narratives of 
athletes returning from injury or illness and becoming stronger and more resilient personalities (Day 
and Wadey 2017; Sparkes and Smith 2013). For Jessika, one decisive debilitating factor in her JST (after 
the injury) was the loss of sponsors, which affected her ability to travel to the ‘right’ competitions and 
to bring her coach along on the tour. She also faced challenges with having to play against new and 
younger opponents whom she felt she should be able to beat.

The narrative analysis also allowed us to gain a deeper understanding of the JST process and pro-
vided insight to the dynamics between the athletes and the contexts. The stories revealed some spe-
cific features of each sport context (e.g. more expensive practice and tournaments in tennis than in 
swimming) and how different psychosocial factors (e.g. sport club, family members, coaches, sponsors) 
affected the transition processes and the final outcomes. It is not who the key persons are but what 
they do that is significant for the athletes’ development (Storm 2015). According to Storm et al. (2014), 
the relationships athletes may have vary between existential and transitory relationships. These two 
different forms of relationships can be identified in Erik and Jessika’s stories. Both their families proved 
to be great supporters (e.g. financially, practically, psychologically), and these relationships could be 
described as existential. The relationship and support that Erik got from the assistant coach (who 
assisted him in transferring to the new club) is comparable to a transitory relationship as Storm et al. 
(2014) described. Similarly, his relationship with the last coach can be described as a negative transitory 
relationship, because this can be seen as the start of the transition to the end of his athletic career. In 
Jessika’s case, her coach played a significant role (through their existential relationship) throughout 
her athletic career, not only in the JST.

Closing thoughts

A potential limitation of the study relates to the reliance on retrospective interviews. A few years had 
passed for the two athletes between going through the JST and the reconstructing of their views of the 
process. Nevertheless, during that time period between actual events and the current story collection, 
they might have developed a more mature perspective of their overall JST processes. Reflecting on 
the research process, I (the first author and younger researcher) can admit that I experienced difficul-
ties to move to the qualitative narrative approach right after doing a quantitative longitude, which 
meant changing my positioning from a positivist to a constructionist standpoint. The challenges were 
related to necessary shifts in my mindset as a researcher, as well as to using different terminology and 
presenting the findings in line with the qualitative narrative approach. One strategy to deal with these 
challenges was to use the second author as a critical friend, and the dialogue between us contributed 
to the overall research process.

This study contributes to JST literature by means of: (a) revealing some shared but mainly unique 
features in how individual athletes constructed and reconstructed their JST pathways through narratives 
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and attached meanings to their past experiences; (b) defining the JST narrative types (i.e. the perfor-
mance JST narrative, the effort and relationship narrative and the injury and reorientation narrative); 
(c) demonstrating that subjective perception of the JST outcome can be different from what is usu-
ally seen as a JST success (i.e. reaching elite senior or professional level in sport); (d) confirming how 
important and influential the psychosocial factors (e.g. family members, coaches, group members) are 
in the JST process.

Stambulova (2016) describes that emerging career meaning making research shifts the focus from 
an objective layer of career experiences (e.g. athletes progression), to a subjective layer of career mean-
ing. Collin (2007, 560) used the metaphor tapestry, in which ‘the multiple career meanings are seen 
to interweave and overlap; they cannot be separated, indeed they are held simultaneously’. Both Erik 
and Jessika were not successful in coping with the JST if to consider their JST outcomes (i.e. career 
termination) from the objective perspective. But subjectively they both found their athletic and JST 
experiences meaningful, and neither one of them regretted the years they spent focusing on sport. 
For example, they recognised some important transferable skills (e.g. leadership, time management, 
planning, discipline, and responsibility) learned during their athletic careers helping them in their 
post-career life. These findings illustrate that careers are neither successful nor unsuccessful, but often 
a combination of both. Even though a career may not culminate in a gold medal, an athlete may still 
perceive it as successful (e.g. Carless and Douglas 2012, 2013a). Future JST research might explore the 
transition pathways in more individual athletes from other (e.g. team) sports and socio-cultural contexts 
to possibly discover new narrative types reflecting both complexity of the JST and diversity in athletes’ 
development and psychosocial factors involved.
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