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Sport psychology researchers have recently started to examine how athletes experience
transitions out of sport (Bailie & Danish, 1992; Ogilvie & Taylor, 1993a; Ogilvie & Taylor,
1993b). However, almost all of this research has examined athletes leaving able bodied
sport. The purpose of this paper is to discuss sport transitions for athletes with disabilities.
Because of the dearth of research examining this population, research on able bodied sport
withdrawal is surveyed. First, a conceptual overview of sport withdrawal and the application
of transition theory to sport transitions is discussed. Second, factors associated with success-
ful sport transitions are examined. Third, suggestions for how therapeutic recreation special-
ists and other sport figures (e.g., coach, sport psychologist) can assist athletes making the
transition out of sport are presented. Finally, future research directions are briefly highlighted.
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Sport science researchers studying athletes Steadward, 1995b). Numerous writers have
with disabilities have examined diverse perfor- suggested that leaving sport can often be a
mance related topics such as adapted sport difficult process and thus warrants attention
equipment, physiological characteristics of (Bailie & Danish, 1992; Taylor & Ogilvie,
successful athletes, and psychological skills 1994). Furthermore, because disability sport
(Shenill, 1993; DePauw & Gavron, 1995). socialization is significantly different from able
This research has focused on athletes currently bodied athletes' socialization experiences, it is
participating in sport. However, few investiga- important to examine how athletes with disa-
tions have focused on how athletes with disa- bilities may experience sport withdrawal (Wil-
bilities adjust to leaving sport (Wheeler, Ma- liams, 1994).
lone, Steadward, 1995a; Wheeler, Malone, Therefore, the purpose of this paper is to
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examine how athletes with disabilities make
"transitions" out of sport. A transition is
"an event or nonevent resulting in change."
(Schlossberg, 1984, p. 43). A variety of re-
search from able bodied sport is discussed
because research examining transitions out
of disabled sport is almost non-existent
(Wheeler et al., 1995a, 1995b): Psycho-so-
cial research on athletes with disabilities will
also be presented to highlight the unique so-
cial psychological dynamics of leaving sport
for this population.

First, an overview of research examining
sport transitions will be presented. This sec-
tion will also present transition theory and
its application to sport. Second, factors asso-
ciated with successful sport transitions will
be discussed. Third, applied recommenda-
tions to assist therapeutic recreation (TR)
professionals prevent and ease difficult tran-
sitions are offered. The paper concludes with
a section on future research directions.

Conceptual Overview of
Transitions out of Sport

Initial work on sport transitions has con-
ceptualized leaving sport as retirement.
However, Coakley (1983) and Blinde and
Greendorfer (1985) believe viewing sport
withdrawal as retirement is inappropriate for
a number of reasons. First, leaving sport is
substantially different from the common un-
derstanding of job retirement. For example,
athletes leaving sport are often quite young.
Furthermore, leaving sport usually involves
a period of transition and should be consid-
ered a process (Blinde & Greendorfer, 1985).
For instance, ex-professional hockey players
indicated that they often remained involved
in sport through administration or coaching
(Curtis & Ennis, 1988). Research with colle-
giate athletes suggested that sport gradually
diminishes in importance as other activities
gain value (Blinde & Greendorfer, 1985).
Additionally, Coakley (1983) suggests that
viewing withdrawal from sport as "retire-
ment" has erroneously painted it as a nega-
tive life event.

Coakley (1983) also suggests that the
emotional difficulties athletes experience
upon leaving competitive sport are over-
stated. He argued that sport withdrawal is
similar to other life transitions, and may of-
fer an opportunity for rebirth and growth.
Coakley (1983) indicated that sport is simply
the "scene" for adjustment rather than the
cause of emotional difficulties.

In summary, both Coakley (1983) and
Blinde and Greendorfer (1985) suggested that
viewing sport cessation as "retirement," and
as largely negative, is inappropriate. Green-
dorfer and Blinde (1985) suggested that future
investigations should be conducted from a
transition framework; their recommendation
has been followed (Crook & Robertson, 1991;
Ogilvie & Taylor, 1993a; Pearson & Petitpas,
1990; Taylor & Ogilvie, 1994).

Transition Theory
Life transition models emphasize a devel-

opmental approach and have been used in
examining both sport and disability (Bailie &
Danish, 1992; Colin, 1961; Power, Hershen-
son, & Schlossberg, 1985; Wheeler et al.,
1995a; 1995b). Schlossberg's (1984) work
provides a useful framework for understand-
ing the nature and dynamics of transitions
and is the framework used in the limited
research examining disabled sport transitions
(Wheeler et al.).

Characteristics of Transitions. According
to Schlossberg (1984), understanding the
meaning of a transition involves recognizing
three transition characteristics. The first
characteristic, type of transition, refers to
whether or not the transition is anticipated
or unexpected. For example, a sudden and
unanticipated career ending injury can make
sport transition difficult. A second type of
transition, an event which did not occur al-
though it was anticipated, is defined as a
nonevent. Not making the Paralympic team,
if expected, would constitute a nonevent.
Lastly, a chronic hassle transition describes
an event that is pervasive or continuous. A
chronic or recurring injury could be viewed

Second Quarter 1996 129



as a chronic hassle. Work in able bodied
sport has shown that athletes who do not
anticipate a transition, due to a sudden injury
for example, had difficulty adjusting
(Bailie & Danish, 1994). Wheeler et al.
(1995b) also reported that chronic injuries
coupled with a lack of sport success was
associated with post-sport life dissatisfaction
in athletes with disabilities.

A second characteristic of transitions is
context. The context refers to the setting in
which the transition occurs. Leaving sport
has ramifications in personal, interpersonal
and community level "settings". For exam-
ple, sport is a setting for mastery experi-
ences. Athletes leaving sport will lose this
highly personal benefit. The potential for los-
ing close friends by leaving a team repre-
sents an interpersonal loss. Finally, athletes
leaving a team may miss being part of the
"disabled sport community."

The third characteristic of transitions is
the impact the transition has on an individ-
ual. Impact refers to how strongly one's day-
to-day life is disrupted. Many athletes are
used to strict training programs, important
nutritional and sleep requirements, and fre-
quent travel. Wheeler et al. (1995a) reported
that retired athletes with disabilities ex-
pressed a loss of friends, travel opportunities,
and health benefits.

Schlossberg (1984) cited seven other fac-
tors to consider in describing transitions.
Four of these factors include the cause or
trigger of the transition, the timing of the
transition in relation to other important life
functions, the source of the transition and
implications for perceptions of control, and
the stability of the transition (e.g., temporary
or permanent). Three more variables to con-
sider include how individuals' social roles
may change as the result of the transition,
the impact of other simultaneous stressors,
and previous reactions to similar transitions.
See Schlossberg (1984) for a greater elabora-
tion of these additional factors.

Process of Transition. Transitions are also
dynamic processes. According to Schlossberg

(1994), transitions are "reactions over time
for better or worse" (p. 55), and can result
in both positive and negative consequences.
Although early research emphasized the neg-
ative implications of sport transitions, more
recent research has supported the benefits of
sport transitions.

In an investigation of 20 able bodied re-
tired professional tennis players, half ex-
pressed relief upon retirement because they
saw retirement as an opportunity to establish
a normal lifestyle (Allison & Meyer, 1988).
A study of internationally competitive Cana-
dian athletes indicated that most felt that re-
tirement had positively changed their lives
(Sinclair & Orlick, 1993).

Schlossberg (1984) described two com-
ponents of the transition process: (a) phases
of assimilation, and (b) appraisal. The three
phases of assimilation include introduction,
disruption, and integration. Introduction re-
fers to the initial occurrence of the transition
when people are often consumed by thoughts
and feelings related to the transition. For in-
stance, a career ending injury may result in
pervasive feelings of disbelief, anger, and
shock. Disruption refers to a sense of dis-
equilibrium due to changes in feelings,
thoughts, and behaviors. Disruptions in ath-
letic identity, training behaviors, and per-
sonal relationships exemplify how athletes'
lives can be disrupted. Integration occurs in
the form of renewal, acceptance, or deterio-
ration. All three aspects are influenced by
the impact or importance of the transition,
and by the consequences of the transition.
For instance, athletes who perceive leaving
sport as an opportunity to grow and develop
in other areas will exhibit signs of renewal
during the integration stage. In contrast, de-
terioration during the integration phase
would refer to athletes who view leaving
sport as negative and have difficulty assimi-
lating the transition (Schlossberg, 1984).

To determine if assimilation is occuring,
an individual's appraisal of the transition
must be understood. Primary appraisal of the
transition as positive or negative is critical to
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successful transitions. For example, athletes
perceiving their transition as a loss will react
much differently than those who see it as
an opportunity for personal growth in other
areas of life. Primary appraisals influence
secondary appraisals. These secondary ap-
praisals involve an examination of personal
and social resources, and potential outcomes
of the transition. Secondary appraisals are
dynamic, occur over time, and are vital to
assimilation (Schlossberg, 1984). Athletes
who initially view sport withdrawal as posi-
tive in their primary appraisal may subse-
quently experience a loss of physical fitness.
This loss promotes a more negative second-
ary appraisal which leads to a lack of accep-
tance during the integration stage.

Transition theory describes a variety of
factors important to understanding transi-
tions. The type, context, and impact of tran-
sitions are important for understanding the
transition process. The transition process
should also be examined in light of the
phases of assimilation, and how individuals
perceive or appraise the event, its impact,
and their resources. Models of transition,
such as Schlossberg's (1984) provide appro-
priate frameworks for understanding sport
transitions (Allison & Meyer, 1988; Crook &
Robertson, 1991; Sinclair & Orlick, 1986;
Werthner & Orlick, 1986; Wheeler et al.,
1995a, 1995b).

Factors Influencing Adjustment
to Leaving Competitive Sport
The following section examines factors

that influence athletes' transitions. Research
with athletes in able bodied sport will be
presented with inferences and applications
made to disabled sport.

Identity
Sport is often viewed as promoting posi-

tive social-psychological development (Duda,
1992; Walling & Duda, 1995). Athletes with
disabilities are thought to develop enhanced
self-referent cognitions (e.g., sport-efficacy,

self-esteem) through sport mastery experi-
ences (Sherrill, 1986; Martin, Mushett, &
Smith, 1995).

However, some research has suggested
that athletes who have self-schemas heavily
and exclusively dependent on their identity
as athletes may experience difficulty during
transitions (Brewer, Boin, & Petitpas, 1993;
Brewer, Van Raalte, & Linder, 1993). Ado-
lescent swimmers with disabilities who re-
ported strong exclusive identities indicated
that if unable to participate in athletics they
would experience strong negative affect
(Martin etal., 1995). If athletes' self-concept
is heavily dependent on their athletic prow-
ess, once they are no longer able to demon-
strate that prowess a sense of loss may fol-
low (Brewer et al., 1993b; Martin et al.,
1995).

The above pattern is heightened for elite
sport participation. In order to achieve elite
status, athletes often believe it is important
to become single minded about their sport
(Ogilvie & Taylor, 1993a; Sinclair & Orlick,
1993; Werthner & Orlick, 1986).

Elite athletes with disabilities may be par-
ticularly susceptible to developing exclusive
athletic identities due to reduced social con-
tact and opportunity for career related mas-
tery experiences. For example, the United
States Bureau of Census estimates that al-
most two-thirds of individuals with severe
disabilities are unemployed or underem-
ployed (McNeil, 1993). Furthermore, they
are thought to engage in much less social
activity compared to nondisabled individuals
(McNeil, 1993; Zoerink, 1992). Finally, in-
dividuals with disabilities are often chal-
lenged to define or redefine their self-concept
in a society that values appearance and inde-
pendence (Weinberg, 1984). Reductions in
fitness levels (e.g., muscle strength, max
VO2) and physiolgical changes (e.g., in-
creased body fat, reduced muscle mass), due
to decreased training, may hasten the need
for athletes to redefine their self-concept
with less reliance on an athletic self-identity.
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Control
Perceptions of control also influence ath-

letes' adjustment (Crook & Robertson, 1991;
Murphy, 1995; Ogilvie & Taylor, 1993b;
Taylor & Ogilvie, 1994). Athletes who vol-
untarily choose to leave sport are likely to
have an easier transition as opposed to ath-
letes who are forced out. Many athletes cease
to participate in sport due to injury, de-
selection, or loss of ability due to age.
Clearly, athletes who wish to continue to
compete and cannot may have difficulty ac-
cepting their sport transition.

One indici of successful transitions is life
satisfaction. Suffering a career ending injury
has been found to be negatively related to
life satisfaction among elite collegiate athletes
(Kleiber, Greendorfer, Blinde, & Samdahl,
1987). A follow-up study indicated that ath-
letes who were injured and had a strong pro-
fessional orientation (i.e., interested in play-
ing professional sport) reported the lowest life
satisfaction five years later (Kleiber & Brock,
1992). This result suggests that athletes with
disabilities who are forced to leave sport due
to a chronic injury may have difficulty ad-
justing.

On the other hand, perceptions of control
over one's life can also be restored by sport
cessation. For instance, 13 of 18 elite Cana-
dian athletes who reported little control over
their lives while in high level sport, indicated
increased life control upon leaving sport
(Werthner & Orlick, 1986). Thus, it is im-
portant to understand athletes' perceptions
of their transition experience.

Social Support
According to Bailie and Danish (1992)

social support may be the most important
factor in adjustment to sport withdrawal. So-
cial support systems can influence athletes'
ability to cope in numerous ways. First, by
leaving sport athletes may have less access
to social support provided by their team-
mates. For example, elite British wheelchair
athletes provided each other with support via

monthly training weekends, participating on
the race circuit, and travelling to foreign
races (Williams & Taylor, 1994). Because
most elite wheelchair athletes lived substan-
tial distances from each other, leaving sport
would clearly reduce the social support given
by teammates and competitors (Williams &
Taylor, 1994). Second, by obtaining social
support from their athletic participation, ath-
letes may neglect developing a support sys-
tem outside of sport (Taylor & Ogilvie,
1994). Preliminary research indicated that
athletes with cerebral palsy received support
from their families and friends (Martin &
Mushett, 1996) suggesting that leaving sport
may not severely disrupt their social support
networks. Athletes may also develop social
skills specific to the athletic setting, and ne-
glect the development of effective social
skills applicable to non-athletic settings.
Thus, athletes with disabilities should not ne-
glect developing support systems outside of
sport.

Goal Accomplishment
According to Werthner and Orlick (1986)

athletes who were able to achieve their goals
were likely to leave their sport with a sense
of fulfillment which eased their transitions.
In contrast, some athletes with disabilities
who experienced a lack of sport success were
dissatisfied with life after sport (Wheeler et
al., 1995a). Athletes with disabilities who
are able to "gain perspective" by recalling
their significant sport accomplishments, and
limit rumination about their perceived fail-
ures, should enhance their ability to adjust.

Post Athletic Preparation
Athletes who are prepared for transitions

seem to adjust well (Murphy, 1995; Tay-
lor & Ogilvie, 1994). Wheeler et al. (1995a,
1995b) found that athletes with disabilities
did not think of leaving sport while partici-
pating, nor did they prepare for retirement.
Preparing for sport withdrawal likely leads
to a variety of adaptive behaviors. First,
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preparation should promote a sense of con-
trol and purpose. Second, awareness of sport
withdrawal is a form of "anticipatory social-
ization" (Crook & Robertson, 1991) which
should help buffer unexpected sport cessa-
tion (e.g., cut from team) which might other-
wise cause mental distress.

Preparation for withdrawal includes ca-
reer and educational planning. Athletes with
a new goal to pursue reported easier transi-
tions compared to those without alternative
plans (Werthner & Orlick, 1986).

Applied Recommendations for
Adjustment to Sport Transitions

for Athletes with Disabilities
The following recommendations are adapted

from the writings of Sinclair and Orlick (1993),
Bailie and Danish (1992), Crook and Robertson
(1991) and OgUvie and Taylor (1993b). Specific
implications for TR practice have been added.

Social Climate
While emphasizing athletic excellence,

coaches, parents, and TR professionals should
not neglect to communicate the importance
of life outside of sport. Encouraging the ex-
ploration of educational, career, and social
roles should help prevent unidimensional
sport identities. Professionals can also help
athletes with disabilities develop interest and
skills in lifespan health related activities
which can be enjoyed with family and friends
(e.g., tennis, bicycling).

Mental Skills
Sport mental skills (e.g., goal setting,

anxiety management) can be presented as
life skills which extend beyond enhanced
sport performance to more effective living
in general. Helping professionals, such as
those in TR, may wish to examine Danish's
and colleagues' (1995) article which de-
scribes a life-span development model used
for guiding their work with athletes with dis-
abilities.

Murphy (1995) noted that athletes pos-

sess sport mental skills that are often useful
in other areas of life. Unfortunately, many
athletes fail to perceive their sport skills as
"transferable skills." Thus, TR specialists
could illustrate the connection between sport
mental skills and life skills. Examples cited
by Murphy (1995) included the ability to
play well under pressure, adherence to
schedules, and a competitive attitude. These
three examples more broadly speak to the
skills of anxiety management, goal setting,
and motivation. Other transferable skills
would include time management, emotional
control, positive self-talk, and relaxation
skills (Ogilvie, 1985). These life skills are
often included in leisure education programs
designed and implemented by TR specialists.

Education
Often the largest gatherings of athletes

with disabilities occur during competitions
providing excellent educational opportuni-
ties for athletes. For instance, the 1995 Inter-
national Symposium on Boccia was held
with the 1995 Sherwood Forest Games (Not-
tingham, England) and featured a variety of
educational topics. During these confer-
ences, athletes can learn about effective cop-
ing strategies, how to seek social support,
and ways in which to extend their sport
involvement beyond the athlete role. Inter-
ested professionals can lend their expertise
to these educational endeavors. For instance,
TR professionals may be able to help athletes
"see" the benefits of leaving sport (e.g.,
more time for other activities). In addition,
ex-athletes with disabilities can serve as role
models for novice athletes. For example, ex-
athletes could present sport and fitness-re-
lated educational sessions focused on how
they have maintained healthy lifestyles out-
side of competitive sport through recreation
and leisure activities. Community based TR
specialists can work with professionals in
rehabilitation settings, as well as representa-
tives of disabled sport organizations, to pro-
vide information about local sports and rec-
reation programs.
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Formal programs, such as the "Career
Assessment Program for Athletes" (CAPA),
serving elite U.S. amateur athletes (Pear-
son & Petitpas, 1990) and the "Making the
Jump Program" (MJP), which serves colle-
giate athletes (Pearson & Petitipas, 1990),
may be studied and replicated. Both pro-
grams provide models for developing similar
programs, such as those with a leisure educa-
tion emphasis, for athletes with disabilities.
At present, some athletes with disabilities
have indicated that they received little insti-
tutional support in the form of retirement
advice (Wheeler et al., 1995b) although they
supported institutional directives to assist in
retirement (Wheeler et al., 1995a).

Volunteerism
Former athletes and those in various

stages of transition can be encouraged by
TR specialists to volunteer in local, state,
national, and international sport and recre-
ation events. Former athletes with disabili-
ties may help organize and implement sport-
ing events so that they are inclusive of peo-
ple with disabilities. For example, athletes
with disabilities could help organize the
wheelchair division of a road race. Opportu-
nities to develop new skills and leadership
abilities may enhance the well-being of ath-
letes in transition, and help to create a legacy
of individuals committed to sport and recre-
ation needs of individuals with disabilities.

Opportunity

Former athletes with disabilities have val-
uable sport knowledge and an understanding
of disability. This unique blend of experi-
ence and knowledge could be utilized at all
administrative levels. Opportunities for for-
mer athletes to coach and manage teams, in-
cluding those with a recreational rather than
an elite focus, and provide administrative in-
put should be extended by local, regional,
national and international sport and recre-
ation organizations. For example, former
athletes with disabilities could act as peer
models for athletes involved in local TR pro-
grams in both institutional and community
settings. Because only 10% of U.S. coaches
of athletes with disabilities have a disability
themselves, and most of these coaches are
male, there is a clear need for such involve-
ment by athletes with disabilities, particu-
larly females (DePauw & Gavron, 1991).

Few elite athletes with disabilities have
participated in sport as children, or worked
with coaches knowledgeable about both
sport and disability. Thus, TR specialists can
create awareness of the need for recreation
opportunities for people with disabilities,
and provide expertise on how to facilitate
sport and recreation participation.

Summary and Conclusion
Life transition models appear to be the

most applicable to the study of sport disen-
gagement (Bailie & Danish, 1992; Coakley,
1983; Blinde & Greendorfer, 1985). Factors
associated with positive transitions out of
sport include self identity, post career plan-
ning, sport goal achievement, voluntary
withdrawal, and social support.

Helping professionals such as teachers,
coaches, TR specialists, and sport psycholo-
gists are urged to create a sport atmosphere
which emphasizes the "whole person" and
further the transference of mental skills from
sport to life. Sport and recreation organiza-
tions are encouraged to plan sport transition
seminars discussing topics like those out-
lined in this paper. Additionally, sport and
recreation organizations can provide oppor-
tunities for ex-athletes with disabilities to
continue their sport involvement by coach-
ing, managing, and becoming politically in-
volved.

Future research questions are virtually
endless. On a descriptive level, additional
research is needed which documents the
transition to life after sport for athletes with
disabilities. Information concerning the in-
fluence of type of disability and classifica-
tion, age, gender, ethnicity, and race on reac-
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tions to sport transitions also needed. On an
explanatory level, it is not known if the rela-
tionship of selected factors to sport transi-
tions in non-disabled sport are equally appli-
cable to athletes with disabilities. For exam-
ple, is social support as important to athletes
with disabilities as it is thought to be for
athletes without disabilities? Last, interven-
tion based research can examine the ways in
which various disciplines and organizations
(e.g., TR, sport organizations) can best help
athletes with disabilities have positive transi-
tions out of sport.
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