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Abstract 
 

The purpose of the study was to examine coaches’ experiences of working with RIU 
(Riksidrottsuniversitet)-dual career (DC) athletes with foci on the coaches’ DC 
awareness, perceived challenges, resources, and strategies. The authors of this study 
conducted 9 interviews, including both men and women, ranging from 23 to 54 years of 
age (M=33.33, SD=10.20). Through combining the holistic athletic career model 
(Wylleman, 2019) and the athletic career transition model (Stambulova, 2003), semi-
structured interview guides were designed and applied by the authors. The results showed 
a lack of awareness regarding what the RIU concept entailed for the coaches, and their 
greatest challenge was to help their athletes remain focused on their practice. The coaches 
expressed that the most important resources were the coaches’ own professional support 
network, as well as the athletes’ support network, which would aid the coaches in their 
work. The coaches had difficulties with articulating what strategies they utilized when 
helping their student-athletes, though they could still explain situations in which that they 
had acted in certain ways to help ease the demands for the DC-athlete. These strategies 
were “planning together with the athlete” and “adjusting schedules in line with the 
student-athletes demands”. The results of the study highlight the need for a better 
communication between the coaches and the schools, in terms of optimizing the 
environment for the student-athletes. 
 
Keywords: elite sport, academic and sporting services, career transition, developmental 
model, holistic approach, student-athlete  
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Sammanfattning  
 
Syftet med studien var att undersöka tränares upplevelser av att arbeta med 
studentidrottare, med fokus på deras upplevda utmaningar, resurser och strategier. 
Författarna till uppsatsen genomförde nio intervjuer, vilket inkluderade både män och 
kvinnor från 23 till 54 års ålder (M = 33,33, SD = 10,20). Genom att kombinera 
Holistiska karriärutvecklingmodellen (Wylleman, 2019) och Karriärövergångsmodellen 
(Stambulova, 2003) designades semistrukturerade intervjuguider av författarna. 
Resultaten visade brist på insikt i RIU (Riksidrottsuniversitet) konceptet från tränarna och 
deras största utmaning var att hjälpa idrottare att behålla sitt fokus under träningarna. 
Tränarna uttryckte att den viktigaste resursen var tränarnas egna professionella 
stödnätverk, tillsammans med idrottarnas egna stödnätverk, vilket bidrog till att tränarna 
kunde behålla fokus på sin egen uppgift. Tränarna hade svårigheter att formulera de 
strategier som de använde sig av när de hjälpte sina studentidrottare. Dock, kunde de 
fortfarande förklara situationer när de hade agerat på särskilda sätt för att hjälpa 
underlätta kraven för studentidrottaren. Dessa strategier var “planering tillsammans med 
idrottaren” och “anpassa scheman i enlighet med studentidrottarens krav”. Resultaten av 
uppsatsen önskar belysa att det behövs en bättre kommunikation mellan tränaren och 
skolorna för att kunna optimera miljön för studentidrottare. 
 
Nyckelord: elitidrott, akademiska och idrottsliga tjänster, karriärövergång, 
utvecklingsmodell, holistisk syn, studentidrottare 
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Introduction 
Past research has shown that balance between sport and other aspects of life, such as 
work or studies, may help prevent early athletic dropout as well as identity crisis 
(Lavallee & Robinson, 2007; Warriner & Lavallee, 2008). Recurrent concern is that the 
demands in elite sports outweigh other aspects in the athletes’ lives (Aquilina, 2013). 
With coaches, playing a crucial role in the athletes environment (EU Guidelines on dual 
careers of athletes, 2012), it is of great importance for the trainers to possess the correct 
type of knowledge and competence suitable for athletes with dual careers (DC), to 
promote performance both in academics and sports (Riksidrottsförbundet, 2018). In line 
with this, the pursuit for a balanced lifestyle of student-athletes should be acknowledged 
by the coaches, as the consequences of being unable to fulfill the DC aspiration and 
demands could enhance the risks of injury, overtraining, as well as different forms of 
mental illnesses (Schinke, Stambulova, Si, & Moore, 2017). Since the early 2000s, the 
focus of applied sports psychology has shifted to a more holistic approach on the athletes’ 
life (e.g., Alfermann & Stambulova, 2007; Stambulova, Alfermann, Statler, & Coté, 
2009; Stambulova, 2010), and with this, the authors have combined two models to 
explore the coaches experiences of working with DC-athletes at RIU 
(Riksidrottsuniversitet). The holistic athletic career model, referred to as the “HAC-
model” (Wylleman, 2019), explains an athlete’s development as multidimensional, which 
should be taken into consideration when working with athletes. The second model is the 
athletic career transition model (Stambulova, 2003), and it depicts transitions as a process 
comprising of an individual's effort to cope with a set of demands through the 
mobilization of internal (e.g., an athlete's knowledge) and external (e.g., social support) 
resources. Furthermore, Riksidrottsförbundet (2018) has, with a base in the EU DC 
Guidelines (2012), developed National DC Guidelines with the aim to promote the 
development of national sport universities (RIUs), and elite sport-friendly universities 
(EVLs). Still, as Riksidrottsförbundet (2018) states, there is a need to develop more 
specific guidelines and support services to promote the DC development of student-
athletes. To encourage this, the aim of this study is to examine the coaches’ experiences 
of working with RIU DC-athletes. More specifically, foci are on the coaches’ awareness, 
challenges, resources, and strategies that they apply in working with RIU-athletes. 
Moreover, the authors have not found any previous studies conducted within the Swedish 
DC context which are focused on the coaches’ perspectives of working with DC-athletes, 
which makes the research subject interesting to examine. This study is a collaborative 
work meaning that whereas the current paper covers the coaches’ perspective, the parallel 
study covers the student-athletes’ experiences. 
 

Definitions of key terms 
 

Dual Career (DC) 
DC is defined as a career with the major foci on sport and studies or work (Stambulova & 
Wylleman, 2014) A DC usually spans over a period from 15-20 years and during this 
time the individual will transition through different stages in sport, work or academics, as 
well as life in general (EU Guidelines on dual careers of athletes, 2012). An optimal DC 
balance is defined by Stambulova, Engström, Franck, Linnér and Lindahl (2015) as “a 
combination of sport and studies that helps the individual to achieve one’s educational 
and athletic goals, as well as live a satisfying private life whilst still being able to 
maintain good health and well-being” (p. 9). 
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Student-Athlete 
A student-athlete is an individual who maintains an educational or academic career 
parallel to an athletic career (Wylleman, Knop, & Sillen, 1998). The student-athlete must 
adjust to and cope with challenges in both the academic and athletic domain 
(Stambulova, 2010). The student-athletes are expected to perform academically as any 
other student in order to obtain their grades and degree, although they may require an 
additional year in order to get the degree (Defruyt, Wylleman, Kegelaers, & Brandt, 
2019). 
 

RIU 
A RIU (Riksidrottsuniversitet) is a national sports university where a student-athlete has 
the opportunity to pursue a DC (Riksidrottsförbundet, 2018). A student-athlete may 
receive support in their studies, within their sports, private life and through various 
transitions. The RIUs are equipped with a DC-coordinator who helps to facilitate the 
communication between athletes and university, as well as to develop an environment 
which follows the National DC Guidelines (Riksidrottsförbundet, 2018). 
 

RIU Student-Athlete 
Riksidrottsförbundet (2018) defines a RIU student-athlete as a potential or actual national 
team athlete who practices elite sports to such an extent that adjusted studies are 
necessary. Riksidrottsförbundet (2018) separates the two terms as potential and actual 
student-athlete. Potential, meaning that the student-athlete has to be identified by the 
national team or takes part in the national team’s development program. Within 
individual sports, if the student-athlete is not yet in the national team, she or he is 
estimated to reach the national team within two to five years or is already competing at 
the highest possible level within that particular sport, or within an international level. The 
team sports athlete, if not identified or yet part of the national team development 
program, is playing in the top division within the sport. Actual, meaning that the student-
athlete is continuously a part of the national team while competing in international 
championships (Riksidrottsförbundet, 2018). 
 

Theoretical frameworks 
  
Holistic Athletic Career Model (HAC-model) 

The holistic athletic career model (Wylleman, 2019), incorporates the athletic 
career as a whole, (including the post-athletic career) as well as the stages and transitions 
that athletes face over six levels of development (see Figure 1). The levels consist of the 
athletic level, the psychological level, the psychosocial level, the academic and the 
vocational level as well as the financial level and finally, the legal level. The athletic level 
of the HAC-model represents four stages. The first stage is the initiation stage, which is 
when the young athletes are introduced to their sports. This is followed by the 
development stage, which represents the stage of the young athlete’s career when they are 
recognized as talents and their training, as well as their competition, grows more 
intensive. The mastery stage is the third stage of the athletic level and it represents the 
stage when the athletes begin to compete at the highest of levels. Lastly, is the 
discontinuation stage and it represent the time of the athletes’ career when they transition 
out from competitive sport. The second layer of the HAC-model is the psychological 
level which reflects the primary stages and transitions from childhood to adolescence to 
young adulthood. The development through these stages are related to Erikson’s (1963) 
model, which states that each stage of development is characterized by certain sets of 
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developmental tasks that needs to be dealt with in order to grow. The third layer of the 
HAC-model is labeled the psychosocial level, and it focuses on the individuals who are 
perceived by the athletes as being important during different stages. These individuals 
include coaches, parents, family, partners and teammates, and could also include other 
individuals from a surrounding network, such as teachers. The models’ fourth layer is the 
academic and vocational level, which shows the different educational, academic or job 
stages, parallel to the athletic career. The HAC-models fifth layer is the financial level 
which reflects the athletes’ financial support through and after the athletic career. The 
sixth and final layer represents the individual’s legal level, which puts focus on the 
athletes’ legal rights and duties, from a young age to adulthood (Wylleman, 2019).  
 
 

 
Figure 1. The Holistic Athletic Career Model (Wylleman, 2019) representing transitions 
and stages faced by athletes at athletic, psychological, psychosocial, academic / 
vocational, financial and legal levels of development. The dotted lines indicate the age at 
which the transition occurs are approximations. NOC = National Olympic Committee. 
 
The Athletic Career Transition Model 

The athletic career transition model (Stambulova, 2003) views the career 
transition as a process (see Figure 2). Demands may create conflicts within an athlete 
between what they must do and what they are capable of doing. Once confronted with 
such a transition, or conflict, the athlete must find strategies to cope with said transition. 
However, there are also transitions which could be coped with if the right type of 
resources is possessed. The resources and barriers explained by the model may be 
internal as well as external and they include factors that could interfere with effective 
coping. Internal barriers include difficulties in combining one’s sport and education, or 
work, whereas personal transitional resources could include internal factors that helps the 
athlete in overcoming challenges, such as their knowledge, personality and motivation. 
External transitional barriers may include outside pressure figures that could take away 
from one’s ability to properly focus on ones tasks, financial matters for example, whereas 
external resources could include an athlete’s ability to receive support from others, such 
as ones trainers, family members or teachers, in order to resolve these processes. The 
model predicts two primary transition outcomes: an effective and successful transition or 
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an ineffective crisis transition. A successful transition, according to Stambulova, is the 
result of an effective coping that fits well between the demands of the transition along 
with the athlete’s coping resources and strategies (the most favorable transition pathway). 
However, a crisis-transition is the outcome of ineffective coping, which can be caused by 
a lack of resources, excessive barriers or by using ineffective coping strategies 
(Stambulova, 2003). 
 
 

 
Figure 2. The Athletic Career Transition Model (Stambulova, 2003). 
 
Past Research 

The most recent review paper on athletes’ DCs (Stambulova & Wylleman, 2019) 
informed that studies conducted within the field of DC have been qualitative, quantitative 
and mixed-methods studies. In recent times, the qualitative methods have become more 
favorable and have provided the field of DC with insights and a deeper understanding of 
the student-athletes’ situation. The most common methodological approaches within the 
qualitative research has been post-positivism, narrative, constructionism and discourse 
analysis, phenomenology and ethnography. The majority of the past studies that are 
presented in the field of DC has been focused on different sports, gender, elite, 
professional athletes and different academic levels. Also, a research gap has been 
observed in areas, such as DC in sports and work, DC costs, DC-athletes' crisis-
transitions, DC-athletes’ mental health, well-being and lifestyle, and DC support 
program. There is an interest in studying the most proximal social support of the student-
athlete, for instance, family, friends, coaches or teachers, with the aim to gain their 
perspectives on DCs (Stambulova & Wylleman, 2019). 

In 2011, the Swedish Sports Confederation, together with the Swedish educational 
system, suggested that RIUs and EVLs, promoting the athletes' DC, should be launched 
in Sweden (Riksidrottsförbundet, 2018). In recent times, DC research has gained much 
attention, and over the past decades, the focus has switched from a performance 
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enhancing perspective to a more holistic approach (Wylleman, Theeboom, & Lavallee, 
2004; Debois, Ledon, & Wylleman, 2015; McCormack & Walseth, 2013; Ryba, 
Stambulova, Ronkainen, Bundgaard, & Selänne, 2015). As Stambulova et al. (2015) 
states, an elite athlete invests a tremendous amount of time in their athletic career and 
should therefore be assisted in their devoted lifestyles, while combining education, or 
work, with an athletic career. Such a time-consuming endeavor could in turn lead to a 
loss of motivation, fatigue, athlete injury risk and athlete overload (McCormack & 
Walseth, 2013). Although there are risks that comes with committing to a busy DC-
schedule, there are numerous benefits with DC. As previously stated, it has been shown 
that athletes with DCs prevents the athlete from having a one-dimensional identity, 
further, the academic accomplishments may equip the athlete to better handle different 
transitions both in and outside of sports (Lavallee & Robinson, 2007; Warriner & 
Lavallee, 2008). Also, DC-athletes have shown to be better prepared for life after sports 
(Torregrosa, Ramis, Pallarés, Azócar, & Selva, 2015). Furthermore, Aquilina (2013) 
found that, though DC is time consuming, if managed correctly, there are benefits for the 
athletes’ performance as well. Knight, Hardwood and Sellars (2018) explains the 
importance of acknowledging and gaining a better understanding of the challenges that a 
DC might bring, and how to handle them, as to be able to maximize the opportunities for 
the student-athletes so that they may be able to succeed in both sports and academics. The 
HAC-model highlights that athletes during the mid-late adolescents, who transitions from 
the sedentary school to tertiary school, might experience a change in their psychosocial 
support as well as the financial support (Wylleman, Reints, & De Knop, 2013). In a 
similar manner, the demands from sports might increase during the same time, which 
together makes the right type of support particularly important. In line with this, 
Stambulova et al. (2015) found that university student-athlete searched for support from 
families, coaches and staff at the schools to manage the challenges that the DC lifestyle 
brings. With this, Brown et al. (2015) and Aquilina (2013) found that the need for social 
support is of great importance for student-athletes, and that academic staff, friends, 
coaches and family are the most important ones. It is crucial to gain further knowledge 
regarding the most proximal needs for the student-athlete, to develop sport and 
educational policies around (Knight et al., 2018). 

In a recent study made by Ronkainen, Ryba, Littlewood and Selänne (2017), it is 
stated that the essential duty for a coach is to focus on the athletic development. It was 
further concluded that the coaches do acknowledge the importance of pursuing an 
academic career, but that they lacked the knowledge of how to forward this 
acknowledgement to the student-athletes. In line with this, Mageau and Vallerand (2003) 
found that coaches were seen as having an essential impact on the student-athletes, both 
in and outside of sports, and sometimes adopted a mentoring role as a supporter for the 
student-athlete in their DC lives (Debois et al., 2015). Furthermore, a need for clear 
communication between school, academic staff, club and coaches has been expressed 
among student-athletes, to be able to better handle both academic and athletic demands 
(Knight et al., 2018). However, Knight and Harwood (2015), found that the amount of 
involvement and communication between coaches and schools varied considerably, 
namely that some clubs and coaches had clear protocols of how the communication 
should be carried out and that some coaches left the responsibility for the athletes to solve 
themselves. Some coaches claimed that the communication were not their responsibility 
at all (Knight & Harwood, 2015), while other coaches stressed the need to furnish a good 
relationship to their athletes, to be able to have a greater impact on the athletes and their 
personal development (Gould, Collins, Lauer, & Chung, 2007; Ronkainen et al., 2017). 
Yet, Banwell and Kerr (2016) states that coaches are having difficulties when articulating 
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the concept of personal development, and by refining this, could facilitate personal 
improvements for the student-athletes. Banwell and Kerr (2016) explains that when the 
coaches who took part in their study were discussing personal development, that they 
were actually referring to life skills and academic achievement instead. Banwell and Kerr 
(2016) suggest that this could be due to lack of research and communication within the 
sport communities. It should be noted that even though social resources, such as family, 
friends and coaches are claimed to be important for DC-athletes, an environment where 
the academics and sports environments are combined and supports each other for the 
development of the student-athletes can, to some extent, compensate for the lack of other 
missing resources (Henriksen, Stambulova, & Roessler, 2010; Larsen, Alfermann, 
Henriksen, & Christensen, 2013). 
 
Summary and research questions 

The concept of career development has been examined within sport psychology 
since the 1960s, but in the most recent time a holistic approach has been applied when 
studying and working with student-athletes (Wylleman et al., 2004; Debois et al., 2015; 
McCormack & Walseth, 2013; Ryba et al., 2015). There are benefits to gain from a 
balanced DC lifestyle, such as multifaceted identities (Lavallee & Robinson, 2007; 
Warriner & Lavallee, 2008) and performance enhancements (Aquilina, 2013). 
Concurrently, if the student-athlete does not handle the busy schedule well, there are risks 
for both physical and psychological issues (McCormack & Walseth, 2013). While the 
need for communication between school, club and student-athlete has been highlighted to 
be of great importance by the student-athletes themselves (Knight et al., 2018), Knight 
and Harwood (2015) found that the amount of communication between coaches and 
schools varied remarkably and that some coaches do not see communication as a part of 
their responsibility. In line with this, Riksidrottsförbundet (2018) and Brown et al. (2015) 
highlights the need for policies and guidelines to be improved between academic and 
athletic departments, in order to optimize the DC environment. To that end, the aim of the 
study is to examine coaches’ experiences of working with DC-athletes, with foci on the 
coaches’ awareness, challenges, resources, and strategies that they apply on their athletes’ 
DCs. In summary, the main questions of the study are: (a) How aware are the coaches of 
their athletes’ DCs? (b) What do the coaches perceive as challenges, resources, and 
strategies related to their work with DC RIU-athletes?  
 

Method 
 
Design 

The study is built upon a qualitative methodology and applied epistemological 
post-positivist perspective, which means that the authors aim to explain the reality 
through examining individuals, their experiences and perspectives. The post-positivist 
approach aims towards objectivity, although, complete objectivity is difficult to achieve 
due to the author's own experiences and thoughts, which might have an impact on the 
results (Ryan, 2006). The post-positivist is viewed as critical realist, which means that the 
authors are critical of the reality that is being observed and accepts that the result that 
appears cannot explain everything (Ryan, 2006, Social Research Methods, 2020). 
  
Participants 

The participants of the study consist of coaches to DC-athletes who study in a 
RIU in Sweden, coming from the universities of Halmstad and Malmö. The requirement 
to be included in the study was that one had to be the coach of an elite student-athlete, 
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who studied at a RIU. The coaches, two women and seven men, range from 23 to 54 
years of age (M=33.33, SD=10.20). The coaches represent seven different sports being 
wrestling, volleyball, handball, athletics, gymnastics, skiing and football. The coaches in 
the current study all received pseudonyms to remain anonymous. The table below is a 
summarization of the participants coaching experiences. 

 

 
 
Interview guide 

An in-depth, semi-structured interview guide (Maykut, 2002) was designed by the 
authors, and overviewed by the study’s supervisor (see Appendix 1). The semi-structured 
nature of the interview was chosen as it allowed the researchers to follow the main 
frameworks guiding this research, namely the HAC-model (Wylleman, 2019) and the 
athletic career transition model (Stambulova, 2003). This allows for in-depth questions to 
be tailored to the respondents, which simultaneously goes in line with what this study 
was aiming to find out. 

The semi-structured interviews began with background questions to establish 
rapport and to gather demographic information (e.g., “How old are you?” and “How long 
have you been a coach in your sport?”). Following the background questions, the 
researchers investigated how aware the coaches were of the RIU concept, and if they 
knew which of their athletes were DC-athletes. This section included questions like “Do 
you know who, of the athletes that you coach, is a RIU-athlete?” and “What do you know 
about RIU-athletes lifestyle and challenges that comes with combining sports and 
education?”. The latter part of the interview guide contained questions which were 
focused on the coaches’ reflections of challenges and opportunities with RIU and DCs, 
this could for example be questions like “What do you see as challenges, from a coach's 
perspective, in training RIU-athletes?”. Furthermore, the latter part also included 
questions like “What are your strategies when supporting your RIU-athletes?”, “What 
personal resources do you have, or have you developed, that will help you be a (good) 
coach for a RIU-athlete?” and “Do you have any professional, or social networks, that 
help promote your work with RIU-athletes?”. The researchers then finished the interview 
by asking “Is there any communication between you and the school?” and “Do you feel 
that your athlete has enough support in his/her social network to manage a dual career?”. 
Based on what and how the participants answered the questions above, relevant follow-up 
questions were asked. 
 
Ethics 

The present study followed the research ethical principles developed by the 
Swedish Research Council (Vetenskapsrådet, 2002). Before the interview were 



 
 

  
 

10 

conducted, the participants received a clear and complete informed consent (see 
Appendix 2), describing the objective of the study and the rights of the participants. This 
informed consent describes the right to withdraw from the study at any time. With the 
permission of the participants, the interviews were recorded via mobile, in order to make 
for an easier use of the information gathered. All data would be treated confidentially, 
and the participants would remain anonymous as well as it would not be possible to 
deduce which persons participated in the study. Only the authors had access to the audio 
files and their transcriptions. The files were stored safely during the study and deleted 
after the completion of the study. 
 
Procedure  

The data collection was carried out through the following steps: (1) Initial contact 
was made with Högskolan i Halmstad, whereas contact information was given from the 
DC-coordinator to the authors, containing various teams and coaches. (2) Contact with 
the coaches was made via telephone along with mail. (3) The interview persons were 
informed that the interviews would be conducted in the locations of their choice, in order 
to assure an environment where the interview persons felt safe. All participants were 
allowed to read and sign a consent letter where information about the study was found 
(see Appendix 2). The interviews were estimated to last about 30 minutes, as the 
conducted pilot interview lasted 27 minutes and it contained extensive answers. It was 
decided that both authors would be present at the time of the interview. One author 
served as interview leader and the other kept focus on the interview guide as well as the 
recording material. The interviews were recorded using telephones. 
 
Analysis 

After the interviews were conducted and transcribed, the data were analyzed with 
Lundman and Hällgren Graneheim’s (2012) qualitative content analysis. Specified with a 
deductive approach, which means that the text is analyzed based on a template that had 
been prepared in advance and is based on a model or theory. The qualitative content 
analysis is often used in behavioral science and focuses on describing variations through 
the identification of differences and similarities in textual content, which are then 
formulated into categories at different levels of interpretation. The steps that the analysis 
used were the following: 

1. The authors decided that the deductive approach of the analysis should be used 
and be based on the study’s title, the title would also serve as the main theme. The study's 
objectives, which are based upon the concepts of the career transition model 
(Stambulova, 2003) as well as the “HAC-model” (Wylleman, 2019), would be the 
categories that followed the main theme. The categories are, awareness, challenges, 
resources and coping strategies. 

2. The authors then transcribed the recorded interviews. 
3. The authors read through the transcribed interviews several times to gain a 

better understanding of the participants' experiences, after which the texts were discussed 
jointly between the authors to gain a consistent perspective on the differences and 
similarities of the texts. 

4. The authors color-sorted the transcribed sentences and placed them according 
to the predetermined categories of the analysis in order to more easily sort them into the 
next steps. 

5. Once all of the sentences had been color-sorted and placed within their 
respective category, these sentences were then condensed and abstracted, meaning that all 
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the relevant information was retained and made into codes, for example: Aware of RIU-
athletes lifestyles and Not aware of the RIU-athletes lifestyles. 

6. The different codes were then paired with other codes that carried similar 
meaning, these were then counted, and their outcome would serve as the name for the 
sub-category that they would then be connected to, for example: Incomplete awareness of 
the RIU-athletes’ lifestyles. 

7. When the analysis and matrix were completed (see Appendix 3), the authors 
read the transcripts once more and compared it with the matrix to ensure that the sub-
categories were accurate. 
 

Results 
The results of the content analysis in the present study are based on four categories, 
which are awareness, challenges, resources and strategies. The categories, which are 
connected to the main theme that is the study’s title, have taken inspiration through the 
concepts of the athletic career transition model (Stambulova, 2003), as well as the holistic 
stages and transitions that athletes face according to the “HAC-model” (Wylleman, 
2019). The results and its corresponding categories, as well as sub-categories, are 
presented below. 
 
Awareness 

The category, awareness, is focused on how aware the coaches are of their 
athletes’ DC situations. This includes if the coaches are familiar with who of their 
athletes are maintaining a DC at a RIU, as well as how aware the coaches are of the 
players respective DC lifestyles. The final sub-category depicts how aware the coaches 
are of the concepts of RIU. To conclude, the three sub-categories are: awareness of the 
RIU-athletes, awareness of the RIU-athletes’ lifestyles, and the awareness of the RIU-
concept. 
 

Incomplete awareness of the RIU-athletes’ lifestyles. Most coaches had 
awareness into the RIU-athletes’ lifestyles. The coaches could either relate due to their 
own experiences from combining education with sports, or through talking with the 
athletes. Still, there were coaches who could not really grasp the difference in studying at 
a RIU compared to other universities, and as Joakim said: “No, I know that there is a 
challenge to study and train. But I do not know exactly what it means to study on a... 
whatever you, I do not know what you said”. Moreover, another coach, Simon, responded 
by stating: “Basically nothing”, when asked about his insights into the RIU-athletes’ 
lifestyles.  
 

Incomplete awareness of who the RIU-athletes are. The coaches that took part 
of the study did show both high and low awareness regarding which of their athletes that 
were pursuing a DC career at a RIU. While most of the coaches either knew who of their 
players were RIU-athletes, there were coaches who stated that they could presume which 
ones were studying, but that they were uncertain. Some coaches, on the other hand, 
showed great insights in regards of knowing who of their athletes were studying, and if 
they were enrolled at a RIU. One interview person, Magnus, said: “Right now, there is 
one in college (university), and two in gymnasium (high school). It is popular with high 
schools who are mainly focused on sports. I have had a couple of others who have done 
this, so I have experience of that”. There were also coaches who stated that they wished 
to remain unaware regarding their athletes lives outside of the sport. For instance, 
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Sebastian had a clue of who of his athletes was studying at a RIU, but he still preferred to 
keep a distance: 
 

Probably, but I am not sure, because I know that two or three girls are studying, 
the rest are working and playing. But I am not sure, because, like I told you, I do 
not want to get too much, to know too much of what they are doing. 

 
Lack of awareness of the RIU-concept. The majority of the participants had 

difficulties in articulating what the concept of RIU entailed for their players. However, 
some coaches had insights into what the RIU equivalent for sports friendly gymnasium 
entailed. Kevin said: “I know NIU but not RIU”. Some coaches did however say that 
their athletes seemed to be able to change deadlines and exams, and by doing so, made 
their DC more manageable. When asked about the RIU-concept Kim said: "But I think it 
works pretty well, as I've understood it, that you can postpone exams and submissions 
and such". Yan explained that there was a lack of information from schools regarding 
RIUs, as he had received the information that one of his players could enroll to such an 
institute through a colleague: 
 

We had a trainer colleague who was a master student in a sports university, he had 
contacts and hinted that the opportunity existed. And there is the first thing that 
we, within the clubs, actually don’t know that this opportunity exists. It is not like 
that you send us an email and notify us. I haven't met anyone, and I don't know 
how it really works. 

 
Challenges 

The category, challenges, refers to barriers and difficulties which may arise for a 
coach when working with DC-athletes. The category is split into three sub-categories. 
The first sub-category, athletes have difficulties to focus on practice, refers to situations 
in practice or during periods when the coach can notice that the athlete seems affected by 
the lifestyle that a DC might bring, which in turn influences the athletes’ focus or 
attendance in a negative way during either competition or practice. The second sub-
category, there are times where athletes clearly prioritize their studies, refers to 
overwhelming demands that high pressure from school might cause to a student-athlete. 
The challenge for the coach is that this could in turn lead to that the athlete grows 
stressed, distracted or amotivated during practice and that he or she must prioritize school 
over sports. The third sub-category, lack of communication with the student-athletes 
network, includes the lack of information that “outsiders” possess of the RIU-athletes’ 
studies or of their sports seriousness. “Outsiders” can be considered as individuals, like 
family members, friends, co-workers or audiences, which are not necessarily part of the 
organization or profession, but who may still have an effect on the coach or athlete. 
 

Athletes have difficulties to focus on practice. Some coaches recognized that 
difficulties to coach DC-athletes appeared when the athlete had much going on outside of 
sports which sometimes could lead to student-athletes often misses practices due to 
studies. Simon explained: “When there is a lot to do, the athlete can choose to instead of 
going to the practice, to stay at home altogether. And, maybe they do this to prepare for 
an exam, or so on”. One coach explained that it was a challenge to adjust his own 
lifestyle to the student-athletes lifestyle, as he had a regular job beside coaching. Yan 
said: 
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Well, I really do have a regular from 8 to 16 job. Now I can manage my time, 
quite freely, but a RIU-athlete can be free from school until 10 in the morning, 
and then maybe the athlete wants to start training at 9, and at that time I cannot 
take time off from work in order to coach. 

 
The coaches also noticed that it is difficult to help DC-athletes in switching the focus 
from schoolwork to training and that this could affect the athletes’ performance both in 
practice and in competition in a negative way. Kim said:  
 

In the workouts, when you get to a certain point, then you see it immediately. 
When a lot of focus is needed from the athlete, on the training, that's when you 
notice if they are there mentally or not. So, you can tell the difference, you do. 

 
There are times where athletes clearly prioritize their studies. The coaches 

also expressed that the packed schedule, that a student-athlete lifestyle might bring, could 
create difficulties when coaching DC-athletes. Some coaches expressed that it was 
noticeable for them to see when their athletes were trying to be good students, which 
meant that the players sometimes seemed more stressed and occasionally even had to 
prioritize school over their athletic career. Oscar said: “It is more obvious, and you notice 
that they are stressed as well, and you notice that what is stressing them has nothing to do 
with skiing”. Some coaches thought that this could lead to an impression that the athlete 
had to choose one of the two careers over the other. At the same time, some coaches said 
that the academic pursuit was possibly the more important one of the two careers. Kim 
said: “All things considered, it might still be the case that school is perhaps more 
important one, in the end”. In line with this, the coaches sometimes had difficulties in 
motivating the athletes for sports while also supporting their education. Simon said: “Yes, 
the challenge is to get them motivated to do both”. 

 
Lack of communication with the student-athletes network. The coaches spoke 

about communication as an important facilitator when coaching student-athletes, and not 
only in regard to the coach-athlete relationship but also with their athletes corresponding 
surroundings as well. Despite this, none of the coaches had had any contact with the 
schools, though some claimed that it could be beneficial for them as coaches as well as 
their athletes. Yan, who coaches individual athletes, said: “But we are a team, so if I can 
assist her with her communication with the university, in terms of help, if we could 
develop that bit, it would be a very important factor”. However, Jonas, a coach that 
focuses on team sports, did reflect on the more practical probability of carrying out 
communications with every one of his athletes’ schools: 
 

As head coach you have 20 players and 20 different contact areas. So, I just see, 
it's not a bad idea, really, but I don't believe that it would work. But I try to see it 
from a more practical angle. 

 
The communication between coaches, athletes and support networks, such as teachers, 
family, co-workers and friends, were also important for the DC-athletes, according to the 
coaches. However, Joakim thought that the athletes were too humble when they, for 
example, explained at what level they were training and competing, and he added that it 
would benefit the athletes’ DCs if they informed the people around them that they were 
elite athletes: “They have not really informed their surroundings of how serious their 
aspirations are. And then the surroundings can't really understand it either”. 
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Resources 
The category, resources, includes opportunities and assets that the coaches 

perceive as beneficial, or necessary, when working with DC-athletes. The category is 
divided into three sub-categories. The first sub-category, the ability to rely on the coaches 
and the student-athlete's support network, encompasses the importance and benefits that 
comes from both the athlete and the coaches different support networks, which works in 
symbiosis with the coach when working with student-athletes. The second sub-category, 
personal resources, includes coaching philosophies, mindsets, experiences and 
competences that the coaches perceive as helpful when working with DC-athletes. The 
third and final sub-category, ambivalent vision on the importance of taking into account 
athletes non-sport life, refers to the different approaches the coaches had regarding the 
involvement in the athletes’ life outside of sports.  
 

Ability to rely on the coaches and the student-athlete's support network. All 
the coaches touched on the different types of networks, both the coaches own as well as 
the athletes, as important resources. Most of the coaches discussed the support that 
existed among themselves and other coaches. They explained how they often discussed 
workout plans och sent videos to other coaches to receive feedback. Moreso, some 
coaches mentioned that they would have personal discussions, which sometimes 
concerned the athlete’s well-being. Simon said: 
 

There are people who are in the club, we have, for example, an assistant coach 
who is very helpful. We can have discussions about how to proceed, for example, 
if a player is not doing or feeling good, then we can together come to a better 
solution. 

 
The coaches stressed the importance of relying on the athletes’ support network, and that 
their athletes, for example, had supportive networks from teammates, family, school and 
club. The student-athletes’ support networks also benefit the coaches, as they help the 
coach to remain focused on their role as a coach. Furthermore, the athletes’ support 
networks ease the pressure on the athlete, which in turn could benefit the DC. The 
coaches explained that the support that the student-athletes’ received from the club as 
well as their families were mostly about social or economic support. As Kim explained: 
 

The club is very supportive, the board, it is very supportive with our active 
athletes in their ability to combine sports with studies. Both financially in fact, 
whether it be a competition or camp that you want to go to, but also personally, 
you really do feel that you are supported and that you support others as well. 

 
Regarding the support from the school, some coaches expressed that the flexibility that 
RIU seemed to offer their athletes were important assets in their work with their players. 
Jonas said: 
 

We had been in Russia for four days and competed. Then, the players, had the 
opportunity to adapt their studies, either before the competition or after coming 
back, which makes, I believe, their dual career more manageable in a different 
way as well.  
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Personal resources. The coaches’ personal resources were often exemplified as 
important when working with student-athletes. Many coaches stated that they had trust in 
that the athlete could handle a DC well, and some coaches emphasized that they trusted 
their players ability to remain autonomous. Many coaches brought up the fact that being 
empathic and considerate towards their athletes were important, especially when they 
noticed that they had much going on. Joakim said: “I try to take into account when it is 
tough periods”. Furthermore, some coaches’ personal experiences and leadership 
competences were something that they considered as important skills when working with 
student-athletes. This was explained by Simon: “In connection with my experience from 
my education, my leadership training that I have, the theories and the pedagogy that I 
read, I have that as a benefit now that I am facing the problems that I do face”. Some 
coaches explained that their involvement in most aspects of their athletes’ practice were 
necessary, when working with student-athletes. One coach explained that the trainer must 
show that he or she has control of everything that the coach needs to control during the 
practice. Another coach expressed the need to be involved, either by knowing the 
conditions of the athletes or by controlling the training sessions that the athlete took part 
in, even outside of the training center. Yan said: “What does it matter if you as an athlete 
is at a gym, if you do not have your coach there with you? It's not just about lifting, you 
have to have a purpose for every workout”. The coaches also spoke on the athletes’ 
independence and autonomy towards both training and school. They emphasized that the 
trust in the athletes’ autonomy as important, and as a part of their approach towards 
coaching. Kevin explained: “They know much about diet and such, so they are 
independent, which means you do not have to go in and help so much. That is part of my 
philosophy, to make my players as independent as possible”. In the same light, Oscar 
declared: “They set up the schoolwork in such a good way themselves, so we, the 
coaches, do not notice it that much. Which, I think, is very good. They are very good at 
it”. 
 

Ambivalent vision on the importance of taking into account athletes non-
sport life. The coaches expressed some ambivalence when articulating the importance of 
getting to know the athletes more personal. Most of the coaches seemed to believe that it 
could be beneficial to have a more holistic approach toward their athletes and to 
acknowledge the athletes’ life outside of sports as well. Simon addressed the importance 
of building a friendly relationship to the athletes since the players could also be seen as 
colleagues, and for his own well-being, it would be more entertaining to get to know one 
another: 
 

If I meet, say 20 players in training, three times a week, plus a game, we travel all 
over Europe, it is Turkey, Russia, Croatia, and then I have the responsibility for 
80 players in the academy, if I always would have them on an arm's length 
distance, how fun would my life be? 

 
On the other hand, the opposite was also expressed. Some coaches thought that their 
focus should remain solely on the sport and that it was best to treat the athletes only as 
athletes, and that one should not get involved in their private lives. Sebastian said: 
 

Before a game, for example, we do not travel together and talk. And after the 
games, or practices, the players go home. It is a normal situation. I just try and 
adapt more to these terms and conditions, and do not disturb the players too much. 
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Strategies 
The final category includes the strategies that the coaches use to cope with the 

challenges that come with coaching DC-athletes. This category also includes what the 
coaches perceive as procedures or tactics, which the coaches are either aware or unaware 
of, that they apply when working with their athletes. It is divided into two sub-categories 
whereas the first, plan ahead together with the athlete, is referred to the coach’s different 
ways to plan around and setting up goals to handle the challenges that being a coach for a 
student-athlete brings. The second sub-category, adjusting in line with the athletes 
demands, includes flexible arrangements and ways to help the DC-athlete to keep focus 
in times when the demands from the DC are difficult.  
 

Plan ahead together with the athlete. Most of the coaches touched on the 
importance of planning ahead and setting a clear schedule together with their athletes to 
better deal with demanding periods. To plan ahead was also an important strategy for the 
coaches themselves since some of them were coaching beside their daily job. Yan shared 
how he and his players setup precise schedules to help navigate between school and 
practice: “We go through the schedule, day by day, about a month in advance, to 
determine which days that we can work out and what we can do”. The coaches were also 
positive to the concept of setting goals with their athletes, so that they together could be 
aware of what they were striving towards. Joakim said: 
 

After all, the day is quite long and even if you exercise three hours in the evening, 
four or five times a week, you have to make sure that you have clear goals with 
the training and that you do what you can and need to do every other hour. Those 
who succeed are those who think so. 

 
Adjusting in line with the athletes demands. Another useful tactic to handle the 

busy schedule of a DC-athlete was that the sport could be quite flexible, and thus, be able 
to adapt in line with the student-athletes schedules outside of sports. One coach explained 
that they practice in the evening, so that it would not coincide with school. Another coach 
admitted that the sport has to adapt and be flexible, since the school is the athlete’s way 
of preparing for their future. Jonas said: “The athletes must think about their future. So 
that's why I think sports, like us, are the ones who have to adapt”. The coaches also 
discussed the significance of helping the athletes to refocus from school or other parts of 
life and into sports, when it seemed as the players could not manage to do so on their 
own. This was addressed by Simon: 
 

Then, if it is too much, it is probably better if we take a small break, talk about it 
and the expectations, what is reasonable for us to do and make a plan on how we 
can improve the situation. 

 
Discussion 

The aim of the present study was to examine coaches’ experiences of working with DC-
athletes with foci on their DC awareness, relevant challenges, resources and strategies. 
The first goal of the study was to answer how aware the coaches were of their athletes 
DCs. To summarize, most of the coaches who were interviewed seemed aware of which 
of their athletes were pursuing a DC, though the insight about a RIU was not entirely 
clear. Regarding the awareness of the athletes’ lifestyles, most coaches seemed aware of 
what it is like to pursuit a DC, as well as the many demands that follows. The second goal 
of the paper was to examine what the coaches perceive as challenges, resources, and 
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strategies related to their work with DC-athletes. The challenges, that the coaches 
expressed, were summed up into three sub-categories: athletes have difficulties to focus 
on practice, there are times where athletes clearly prioritize their studies, and finally, lack 
of communication with the student-athletes network. The resources have been summed 
up to three sub-categories: the ability to rely on the coaches and the student-athlete's 
support network, personal resources, and, ultimately, ambivalent vision on the 
importance of taking into account athletes non-sport life. Lastly, strategies, have been 
concluded into two sub-categories: plan ahead together with athlete, as well as, adjusting 
in line with the athletes demands. 

According to the HAC-model (Wylleman, 2019), the athletes of the coaches who 
participated in the study are in the mastery stage, and it is explained that the psychosocial 
network of athletes in the mastery stage consists of partners, coaches, support staff and 
teammates. With this, and in accordance with past research (Knight et al., 2018; 
Stambulova et al., 2015; Brown et al., 2015; Aquilina, 2013), there is a need to improve 
the support from coaches and staff, among others, to help optimize the opportunities for 
the coach and student-athletes alike. The authors believe that the coaches did provide 
support to some extent, though, it was clear that the coaches barely had any direct contact 
with the RIUs that their athletes were enrolled in. Some coaches mentioned how they had 
received some information through mail, but that the information had been quite unclear 
and that more personal contact would be preferable. Furthermore, a more developed 
support network around the athlete could be beneficial for the coach as well, in terms of 
gaining a greater insight into the student-athletes life outside of sports. As the results 
showed, the coaches touched on the lack of communication with the athletes’ support-
network, and if it could aid the athlete, the coach would be interested in keeping a closer 
contact with the schools, for instance. However, a question could be raised regarding why 
the contact between school and club, or coach, is not more definite. One of the coaches 
reflected upon the practical outcome of increasing the amount of contact between coach 
and school and stated that it could be too much work for a team sports coach to deal with. 

Many of the coaches expressed that they adapted their student-athletes’ practices, 
depending upon the amount of schoolwork that their players had, and thus, that the schools 
should also be more flexible and willing to adapt during the times that the athletes are 
preparing towards important events or competitions. Furthermore, one coach spoke about 
the need to control every aspect of their athlete's training, even outside of sports, such as 
strength and conditioning. If a better communication network between coach, club and 
school would be developed, then the many different competences that exist within the RIUs 
area could come to an even better use. For example, at the school’s gyms, a personal trainer 
could keep in contact with the coach, so that they together could develop programs for the 
athlete, which in turn would lessen the burden, or need, for the coach to be present at every 
part of the athletes’ training. This would also help the coach and athlete to be even more 
flexible towards the training, since the strength and conditioning training could be at a time 
when it fits the athletes without the need for the coach to find time. Also, this sort of 
expansions could possibly benefit other areas of the student-athletes’ both academic and 
athletic development. For instance, when discussing strategies, few coaches indicated that 
they were aware of how they handled the challenges that appeared when coaching DC-
athletes. Although the coaches expressed insights into the difficulties that a DC might 
bring, few articulated any direct strategies on how to aid the athlete. Again, with a greater 
network between school and coach, they could, together with the athlete, create more 
precise and practical strategies on how to further complement the environment for the 
student-athletes. With this, past research has expressed that an environment where there 
exists a more transparent cooperation between the academic and athletic spheres, could 
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compensate for other resources which the student-athlete may lack (Henriksen et al., 2010; 
Larsen et al., 2013). It should be noted that many of the coaches’ insights into the RIU-
concept was low, which could be additional reasons for the coaches to view the contact 
with the school, as well as the school compliance, as a challenge. Through improved 
communication and a better understanding about the concept of RIU, the coaches could 
learn more about what benefits could help them and their athletes. Furthermore, in line with 
Banwell and Kerr (2016), there seems to be a lack of communication and research within 
the sport communities, which in turn affects both the athlete and coach. If a greater network 
and communication would be established between the coaches, clubs and school, then the 
research, knowledge and insights into the concept of DC would broaden.  

The greatest challenge, according to the coaches, is that the athletes, during 
certain time periods, have difficulties with keeping focused on practice as well as that the 
athletes sometimes had to prioritize studies over practice. Both these challenges could be 
due to the many demands that come with a DC. With this, the athletic career transition 
model (Stambulova, 2003) suggests that demands may create conflicts within the athlete 
between what they must do and what they are capable of doing, and once confronted with 
such a conflict, the athlete must find strategies to cope with said transition. Having to 
prioritize school over practice could be seen as an unsuccessful transition and had the 
coach been able to be more flexible with their practice, and in accordance with the 
schools’ schedule, the unsuccessful transition could have been managed with. This was 
something that many coaches discussed regarding the management of their athletes DC, 
that their ability to be empathic, competent and that their prior experiences were all 
important resources that could be helpful. While some of the coaches thought that one of 
the two careers had to be the more central one, other coaches explained that the focus 
should be changed depending on which career that was the most hectic at the time. Most 
coaches had experience in DCs themselves, during their active time as athletes, and they 
explained that for them it was important to have something else to focus upon besides 
school. This could be interpreted that the coaches subconsciously are saying that school is 
the principal career of the two. Furthermore, in line with past research (Ronkainen et al., 
2017), some of the coaches did verbalize the importance of pursuing an academic career, 
since it is education which will be financing their players upon the termination of their 
athletic careers. During the periods when the athletes have prioritized school, it has 
sometimes been challenging for the coaches to keep their athletes motivated in sports, 
while still supporting their players academic career. Some coaches expressed that they 
believed that their athletes were too humble when conveying the seriousness of their 
sporting investment to their surroundings, and that if they truly explained the gravity of 
their ambitions, then they would get even more support from their network, which would 
aid the coach and athlete during the most demanding periods. 

The ability to navigate between two careers at such a high level was expressed by 
some coaches as a great merit for the future. Many coaches described their DC-athletes as 
high-performing individuals, one coach elaborated and thought that while it was very 
hard to have top grades in school, and simultaneously perform on top within their sport, 
the athlete who successfully managed to handle the two careers, would possess or 
develop skills which were highly attractive on the job market, post-sporting career. This 
goes in line with past research which claims that athletes who successfully manages DCs 
are better equipped for life after sports (Torregrosa et al., 2015). 
 
Student-athletes’ experiences of studying at a National Sport University in Sweden 

In a parallel study done by Allmark and Thelin (2020), the athletes to the coaches 
who took part of the current study were examined. Allmark and Thelin (2020) 
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investigated the student-athletes’ own experiences, their demands, barriers, resources and 
coping strategies, when pursuing a DC. Four categories emerged in the results, namely: 
student-athletes' perceived requirements, barriers, resources and coping strategies. The 
main requirement that the student-athletes experienced was that they had to support 
themselves financially. In contrast to the current study, the coaches did not discuss much 
about the financial issues, though some coaches stated that certain clubs were more 
generous than others. However, this were the coaches’ view of the situation which may 
not be congruent with the athletes’ perceptions. It should be further stated that the 
coaches did not mention financial barriers och demands, which could be due to lack of 
insight. 

The main barrier that the student-athletes experienced was a lack of support from 
the university and that they felt that the studies and the sport were suffering. With this, as 
the coaches in the current study explain, a more developed network between school and 
club could perhaps benefit the athlete, and coach, in terms of gaining support from the 
university. As stated earlier, the coaches explained how they wished for the school to be 
more adaptable during the demanding periods in the sport, which clearly is an issue for 
the student-athletes’ as well. Furthermore, the DC-athletes felt that social support was 
their main resource. This is in line with what the coaches expressed, that the athletes and 
coaches’ social networks were important. Planning was the most frequently mentioned 
coping strategy for student-athletes, which connects with the coaches’ experiences. The 
results in the study by Allmark and Thelin (2020) goes in line with previous research and 
concludes that there should be a collaboration between the university and associations to 
facilitate the DC of student-athletes (Larsen et al., 2013; Fryklund, 2012). Allmark and 
Thelin (2020) states that past research indicates that it is important to have a holistic 
perspective on student-athletes, and to see the student-athlete as a whole person where all 
aspects of life should be prioritized, which includes the coach and school as well 
(Stambulova et al., 2009). Lastly, the study made by Allmark and Thelin (2020), 
corresponds well with the current paper. A recurring topic in both studies were that it 
would benefit coaches, student-athletes and educational institutions if a larger support 
network and greater communication is to be developed between the coaches and the 
RIUs. 
 
Method discussion 

The authors sought to gain an in-depth understanding of the coaches’ awareness, 
challenges, resources, and strategies that they apply on their athletes’ DCs. This objective 
led the authors to select a qualitative research method. Ahrne and Svensson (2011) 
explains that the qualitative research method is useful when looking for answers from 
people's own experiences. There were no minimum amount of experience that were 
needed to be included in the current study, thus the coaches that took part in the study 
differed in years and amount of experience, meaning that, depending on which coach that 
was interviewed, the answers were more or less profound. It could be beneficial for the 
reliability of the study to add inclusion requirements when conducting future research 
concerning the coaches’ perspectives. The authors completed 10 interviews, whereas one 
interview was selected to be a pilot interview as the interviewee’s team was too young in 
order for the respondent to reach the requirements to participate in the study. This left the 
authors with nine interviews with the purpose to answer the study’s aim. The interviews 
varied between 20 to 55 minutes long, where six lasted about 35 minutes. The authors did 
initially aim for more participants than the nine that took part, however, there were clear 
difficulties in contacting and motivating coaches to take part. Even though the authors 
were satisfied with the information from the nine participants, additional interviews could 
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be beneficial, with a more even distribution between men and women. The current study 
only found two women, out of the nine partakers, and it would benefit the trustworthiness 
of the study to collect further female coaches. As the participants are all coaches to RIU-
athletes, the initial contact with the partakers were through the athletes. Initially, 43 
athletes were contacted and 17 forwarded the invitation to their coaches. When the 17 
coaches were contacted, three were not interested in taking part and four did not answer 
the request. The remaining 10 who agreed to take part all received a letter of consent, 
which they were to read and sign before the interview took place. The participant chose 
the time and place for when the interviews would be conducted and out of 10 interviews, 
six were completed face-to-face. Four of the interviews were conducted through Skype, 
due to the fact that these four participants were located too far away, out on competition 
overseas. Together, the authors and the participant in question, agreed that it would be 
most effective and suitable to do over Skype. In line with this, Esterberg (2002) states 
that interviews can be held online in regard to their flexibility and to be able to help 
tackle geographic or economic issues. It is further stated that individuals could feel more 
comfortable to be interviewed over Skype. Though, there could be disadvantages as well 
with interviews over the internet, for instance, there could be technical issues, as poor 
sound uptake and bad pictures. The call might also be paused or ended if the internet 
connection would be poor (Esterberg, 2002). Furthermore, when conducting interviews 
through Skype, the interview person's body language could be harder to interpret, which 
should be taken into consideration when conducting these types of interviews over Skype 
(Seitz, 2016).  

When conducting a proper qualitative research, the trustworthiness of the study is 
important to consider (Seale, 1999). Graneheim och Lundman (2004) explains that a 
critical approach will increase the trustworthiness of the study as a whole. Furthermore, 
explains that quantitative criteria, such as reliability, validity, generalizability and 
objectivity, has been reformed in order to better fit the qualitative reality. The same 
criteria that are assessed in the current study are: dependability, credibility, transferability 
and confirmability (Burke, 2016).  

Dependability refers to the stability of data over time, and under different 
conditions. Dependability is often achieved by documenting the research process and 
describing changes that may have affected the outcome (Burke, 2016). The method of the 
study is clear and described in detail. Further, certain parts of the method contain steps of 
how the authors went through with the progress, in turn this makes it easy to track which 
could increase the dependability. Also, since both authors were present during the 
interviews, it was easier for the one who asked questions to keep focus on which 
questions to ask, as the other author could focus on the materials, such as time and 
assuring that the recording instruments was working, as well as following up on questions 
that the main interviewer might have missed. 

The credibility of a study refers to whether the findings in the study are believable 
(Burke 2016). Furthermore, the concept of credibility relies on the researchers' 
interpretation of the data and that this is represented accurately as well as in line with the 
realities of the participants (Burke, 2016). To make sure that the study was credible, the 
codes were produced through long and careful discussions between the authors and 
worked with for a prolonged time. However, to increase the credibility even further, the 
authors could send the interpreted and coded material to the participants to assure that it 
would fit their reality (Burke, 2016). Furthermore, it was clear as the participants all were 
within the targeted population as they were all selected after being in contact with the 
schools of the athletes who they were coaches to, which in turn could increase the 
credibility of the paper.  
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Within qualitative research, the concept of transferability is about making the 
results applicable beyond the particular environment that the study is conducted within 
(Burke, 2016). The authors believe that the results are transferable into other settings, 
mainly since the results are sufficient and detailed, and explains the central assumptions 
regarding the research questions well. Furthermore, the participants are coaches coming 
from Halmstad, Malmö, and its vicinity, and it is the authors opinion that the results are 
useful for all coaches who are working with DC athletes, in Sweden. It should be noted, 
that it is up to the readers judgement when reading qualitative research if the results are 
applicable within other context, although it is the author's responsibility to provide 
enough findings for the reader to be able to make that judgement (Burke, 2016). 

To achieve confirmability, it is important that the interpretations, and the results, 
are mirrored by the experiences and views of the participants, rather than the bias of the 
researchers (Burke, 2016). The pilot interview was proven to be helpful when the authors 
tried to establish confirmability, as the authors after the pilot interview became aware of 
when, for instance, there was a risk for angled questions, which in turn could have forced 
the participants to answer in a certain way. However, it should be taken into 
consideration that the process of interpreting the results in a qualitative study might be 
somewhat subjective, even though the authors aims toward objective interpretations, this 
might have affected the confirmability of the study.  
 
Implications 

Within a Swedish DC context, with foci on the coaches’ perspective, there has yet 
been previous research conducted. This study raises awareness regarding the coaches’ 
experiences of working with student-athletes at a RIU, student-athletes that 
simultaneously are active and competing at an elite sports level. The study highlights the 
need for Swedish coaches to become more aware and included in RIUs, with an aim to 
benefit the athletes DCs. As the coaches’ experiences are mapped, the RIUs could 
possibly go forward with a clearer focus on how an improved communication could 
optimize the environment for their student-athletes. Additionally, as the awareness of the 
coaches is raised, hopefully the contact will expand, and a wider support network would 
be created. Lastly, the current study can contribute with enhanced insights and knowledge 
of the individuals, for example, teachers and other school coaches, who are in the student-
athletes' network in sports, but also outside the school. The authors hope that the study 
can awaken a greater interest, as well as broaden the understanding, of how important it is 
that all aspects of the coaches’ support network, and that of the student-athlete’s own, 
collaborate with one another.  
 
Future research 

The authors believe that there is a need to further the research in order to improve 
the relationships between the schools of student-athletes, who are not part of any elite 
environment, and the student-athletes’ respective coaches. In the present study, 
participants that coach student-athletes were interviewed. The researchers found that not 
one coach had been in contact with their student-athletes RIUs. Future research should 
include a longitudinal study where repeated measurements are made with the coaches, per 
season, to study just how a communication between coaches and RIU could benefit the 
individuals, as well as their performances. There is also the possibility of examining how 
the coaches perceive that their awareness, challenges, resources and strategies are 
developed, changed and prioritized through the introduction of this new communication 
link with the academic institutes. Especially during crucial or hectic periods where the 
student-athlete is on competition or during times of exams. 
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The current study included both male and female participants and from various 
sports. It may be of interest to investigate whether there exist any differences for the 
coaches of student-athletes based on their players gender as well as differences between 
individual versus team sports. Although these were not the factors that the study chose to 
analyze, it would be a relevant topic to develop research around, specifically examining 
what challenges, resources, coping strategies and what financial differences exist between 
men and women, according to their coaches’ experiences. 
 
Conclusion 

The aim of the study was to examine the coaches’ experiences of working with 
RIU DC-athletes. More specifically, the focus was on the coaches’ awareness, challenges, 
resources, and strategies that they apply in working with RIU-athletes. The results of the 
study showed that most of the coaches who took part of the study knew who of their 
athletes were studying at a RIU, and that most of the coaches had at least some insight 
into the athletes’ DC-lifestyle. However, generally, the coaches showed low awareness 
regarding the RIU-concept and it was clear that the communication between the coaches, 
or clubs and schools, was lacking. The coaches expressed that the athletes and the 
coaches support networks are viewed as important resources for the coaches, when 
working with DC-athletes. The athletes’ network may relieve pressure on the coach, 
which in turn helps the coach remain focused on their duties. Furthermore, the coaches 
expressed that their ability to be understanding, competent and empathic, to be important 
resources when working with student-athletes. It was evident that the coaches were not 
fully aware of the strategies that they applied in order to support the DC-athletes. Still, 
the coaches were able to articulate certain situations where they had helped their student-
athletes when they indeed had noticed that their players appeared stressed or unfocused. 
Nevertheless, the coaches expressed that them being able to plan ahead with their 
student-athletes to be a necessary coping strategy as well as that their greatest challenge 
was to help their athletes remain focused on their practice. 

To conclude, with coaches playing a crucial role in the athletes environment (EU 
Guidelines on dual careers of athletes, 2012), it is of great importance for the trainers to 
possess the correct type of knowledge and competence suitable for athletes with DCs, to 
promote performance both in academics and sports (Riksidrottsförbundet, 2018). In line 
with past research (Knight et al., 2018; Stambulova et al., 2015; Brown et al., 2015; 
Aquilina, 2013), the study suggests that there is a need for a greater support network to be 
established between coaches, clubs and schools. If a greater support network were to be 
established, the coaches could take part of the benefits that comes from a RIU and thus 
the coach and student-athlete would be able to better plan in accordance with the other 
demands that a DC might bring.  
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