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The purpose of this qualitative study was to investigate how an athlete who has sustained 

a career-ending injury can achieve healthy adjustment? Healthy adjustment was dehed as 

positive attitudes, behaviours, and healthy affect surrounding Life d e r  cornpetition. Semi- 

structured in te~ews  were conducted with four male participants who had sustained 

career-ending injuries during elite sport careers. Analysis was conducted using a 

grounded theory approach. Adjustment was found to depend on four factors: 1) the 

sigrilncance of the loss for five elements, 2) the mength of cuping resources, 3) the extent 

to which each element can be Med after sport, and 4) the presence of some direction into 

which the individual can pour his energy. A mode1 of healthy adjustment was created, 

which includes recognition of a d o m  period, helpful coping resources (social support and 

intemal), feelings of cornpetence, dEliation, physicality, fulfillment, and the central 

importance of some new passion or challenge. 
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Chapter 1: 

The Question 

This study was designed to investigate the foUowing question: How can an athlete 

who bas sustained a career-ending injury achieve healthy adjustment? Healthy 

adjustment is defined in this study as positive ammides, behaviours, and healthy affect 

mounding life &er athletic competition. 

Ic recent years, a growing body of research has investigated the psychological 

effects of athletic injury (Brewer, 1994; Leddy, Lambert, & Ogles, 1994; Smith, Scott, & 

Weise, IWO; Weiss & TroxeU, 1986). The Literahire to date has documented the 

considerable psychological distress that can r e d t  when athletes' participation in their 

sport is suspended due to injury (Heil, 1993; Smith et. al. 1990; Weiss & TroxeU, 1986). 

Significant levels of depression, anxiety, and anger have been found accompanying the 

physical pain of injury (Brewer, 1993; Heil, 1993; Leddy, Lambert, & Ogles, 1994; Smith 

et. al., 1990). 

Some efforts have been directed at addressing the psychological needs of the 

Uijured athiete since it is believed that injury duration may be a b c t i o n  of psychological 

response (Weiss & Troxeil, 1986). Sport medicine practitioners have taken interest in the 

psychology of injury since adherence to treatment may depend on effective coping ( Duda, 

Sinart, & Tappe, 1989) and research supports the innuence of psychological States on 

healing (Grove, Hanrahan, & Stewart, 1990). 

Other interested parties include coaches and team psychologists since performance 

may suffer foliowing injury if the psychological effects have not been addresseci (Kolt & 

Kirkby, 1994). Confidence, self-esteem, and relationships with teammates can ail be 

& i e d  by injury. MinuntPn 
. . -  

g these effects can serve to reduce disruptions in 

performance upon retum to competition. 



Beyond these treatment adherence and performance considerations Lies the athlete 

whose injury precludes further participation in his sport. hjuries such as severe muscle, 

tendon, and ligament tears, repeat head injuries, nerve and spinal cord damage routinely 

threaten prospects of retuming to cornpetitive sport (across severai Merent sports). Very 

littie research has asked the question "How can an athlete who has sustained a c m -  

ending znj-y cope with the trauma of this experience?". 

The focus in the literatwe on the athlete who is expected to return to competition 

raises the question of why the 'temiinal' case not been mfliciently addressed. Perhaps the 

athlete who is leaving the sport is no longer considerd a primary concem of the team or 

o r g d t i o n  Mer a& when resources are limiteci, they tend to be aiiotted to those areas 

that promise the greatest 'retum'. An athlete who is leaving the sport (as a cornpetitor) 

can no longer contribute to team goals and objectives. As such, many athletes are left to 

fend for themselves in a process that may weii exceed any challenge that they faced in the 

arena of competition (Thomas & Ermler, 1988). 

In the next chapter of this te* 1 will review the literature addressing 

career-ending injury both directly and indirectly. 1 wili then discuss studies examining 

psychological effects of nich injuries. Finally, 1 wili descri'be and draw implications f?om 

models of psychological response to athietic injury which are relevant to terminal injury. 

The chapter foiiowing the Literature review wül outline a study that was designed 

to investigate the experience of the career-ending injriry. Special consideration was given 

to the role of identi~ in this transitional process. The fourth chapter wiil present the 

results and the mode1 of healthy adjustment that was created. The nfth and final chapter 

wiU discuss the implications of the kdings and future directions. It will be explored in 

this chapter whether those athietes who have taken steps to rebuild a heaithy identity 

foiiowing their injury are the same athletes who have gone on to pursue other rewarding 

directions with their lives (related to theû sport or otherwise). 



Chapter 2: 

Literature Review 

While the literature addressing career-ending injury is not plentiful some work has 

been done which provides a valuable fhmework for investigating the phenomenon. This 

chapter summarizes the literature relevant to the psychologid response to career-ending 

injury. Models of psychological response to injury which are relevant to career 

termination and subsequent adjustment are also examined. 

The significance of the career-ending injury to the subsequent well-being of the 

aîhlete was raised by Kleiber, Greendorfer, Blinde, and Samdahl(1987). Their study 

found that while success in the last years of involvement was not predictive of iSe 

satisfaction foilowing retirement, those athietes who sustained a career-ending injury 

reporied s i g n t f i d y  lower life satisfaction. This study pointed to the weer-ending injury 

as a phenomenon desenkg special attention since its occurrence is not uncornmon. 

In a midy examining retirement fiom s p o ~  Blinde and Stratta (1992) found that 

emotional adjustment is particularly problematic for those who have involuntary and 

unanticipated exits fiom sport. Participants in this study claimed that the experience 

caused signifiant trauma and disruption in their Lives. The exit was in rnany cases equated 

with "death and dying7*. Although the participanîs in the saidy were either cut or had their 

programs cut, career-ending injury mates both unanticipated and involuntary exit nom 



sport. It was concluded that such athletes may need specid assistance with their 

transition. 

Sinclair and Orlick (1 993) attempted to determine what made positive transition 

out of sport possible. Those athletes who had the srnoothest transitions fiom sport tended 

to bave achieved their sport-related goals. Unfominately for the athlete whose exit is 

dictateci by injury, this is less tikely to be the case. This may also help to explain the 

adjustment difndties that career-ending injury may precipitate. Results also suggested 

that those athietes who had adjustment problems felt inwmpetent outside of sport. This 

issue will be addressed in the resdts of the current study. 

Coakley (1983) emphasized the importance of social factors foiiowing retirement 

from sport. He reviewed the research on retirement of high Ievel athietes (whose t h e  

cornmitment and penormance standards were 'relatively high'). He suggested that sport 

retirement is not an inevitable source of stress, identity crisis or adjustment problems. He 

insisted that while retirement may be the stage of stress and trauma, it is actudy shaped 

by other factors such as socio-economic status, sources of social and emotional support, 

gender, race, age, etc. Therefore, it is not the retirement itselfthat is problernatic, but 

rather the context in which that retirement takes place. The pattems that appear to be 

most predictive of adjustment problerns include: (a) sport careers that restrict the 

development of credentials and attributes necessary for no& development and coping; 

@) relationships restncted to other athletes or those involveci in sport; (c) families who 

have provided little social or emotional support for activities outside of sport; (d) 

backgrounds with little access to role models or activities outside of sport; and (e) lack of 

material resources and social contacts h i h g  career and leisure opporhinities. 

The key to heaithy adjustment, according to Coakley (1983). is a diversity of 

background, relationships, interests, and expectations. He pointed to the post-retirement 

conditions as the problem in transition, rather than the detachment nom the role and 

identity of 'athlete'. It should be acknowledged that the social patterns idenfineci above 



represent a vital piece of the puzzle when explaining transition out of spon. However, 

one should be cautioned not to downplay the importance of athletic identity in this 

transition process. 

Brewer (1993) demonstrated the relatiouship between athletic identity and 

depression following injury. M e t e s  whose identities relied strongly or exclusively on 

athletic participation were found to score higher on measues of depression. Foiiowiog 

yean of internai reinforcers and e x t e d  evaluation associated with sport participation, 

such an identity can develop in many elite athletes (Ga& 1986). Although not ali athletes 

develop unidimensionai identities, it is fkir to suggest that a career-ending injury wiII 

represent an identity threat to some degree. It is, in tum, appropnate to address the 

effects that the injury has had on an athlete's identity. As mentioned earlier, a career- 

enâing injury may be perceived as "death" to the athlete. This loss of one's sense of self 

may be an issue of primary significance to certain athletes. Resolution of this role 

confusion and damage to the seKconcept may well allow athletes to reconstnict their 

identity to better suit their &tue  and circurnstances. 

Grove, Lavdee, and Gordon (1 997) conducteci a study reinforcing the role of 

athietic identity in transitions out of cornpetitive sport. They found that those athletes 

with strong and exclusive identification with the athietic role tended to engage in less post- 

athletic career exploration/planning and had more anxiety associated with this process than 

those athletes with a weaker athletic identity. This anxiety wouid likely be ampEed for an 

athlete who has been thmst into retirement foilowing an injury. The importance of 

identity is highiighted in the models that address psychological response to injury. 

Grove, Lavailee, and Gordon's (1997) shidy also examined the types of coping 

strategies used by athietes in transition out of sport. Their sample of athletes used a 

combination of motion-focused, problem-focused, and avoidance-oriented strategies that 

included acceptance, positive reinterpretation, planning, active coping, mental 

disengagement, and seeking social support. 



A more recent study by Grove, Lavallee, and Gordon (1998) himghts the 

importance of account-making in retirement. In short, if retiring athletes have positive 

experiences in which they are able to confide with someone who is empathetic, 

compassionate, and non-judgmental, they will be able to clari@ their thoughts and feelings 

about the loss of sport and then move on to adaptive and constructive behaviours. 

However, ifattempts to disclose are met judgmentally, with denial and without feedbaclg 

individuals may perseverate at a stage of psychological distress and distorted thought. In 

addition, Grove et. al. (1998) identified a number of negative psychological wnsequences 

associated with retirement, including withdrawal of rewards (need to find new wsy of 

eaming a living), loss of direction for t h e  and energy, threat to seif-image, lost feehgs of 

joy, absorption, and accomp lishment, and loss of social environment. 

Parker (1994) conducted a qualitative study Iooking at the transition experiences 

of former major wllege football players. She wncluded that these athletes need a forum 

for expressing unresolved feelings and emotions, in order to vent and cla* them. This 

recommendation is consistent with those of a previous retirement study. Baillie (1992) 

suggested that emphasis be placed on affective concems when dealing with an athlete after 

the retirement (in this case due to injury) has occurred. This implies that fears and 

fhstrations of the athlete mua be worked through before a funetional consideration of Me 

&er sport can occur. Ody then can the individual focus on the development of new 

career options and an attitude that promotes the opportunities of retirement rather than 

just the losses. Baillie encouraged a pre-retirement intervention that will prepare athletes 

for their inevitable retirement and the emotional and fhctional implications thereof 

Kleiber and Brock (1994) conducted a qualitative study which determined that 

career-ending injury represented a significant threat to identity, seIf-esteem, and physical 

expenence. The injury is descnied as a loss of the c'glorified self' due to the prestige and 

excitement associated with coilege sport. The study looked at the 'iUness narrative' of the 

athlete, with the objective of providing the health care professional with a greater 

understanding of the lived expenence of the injured athlete. 



The models of psychological response to injury wbich are of padcular relevance to 

the career-ending injury are descnied in the section below. While other models exist 

which address psychology of injury and recovery, the models below were seiected based 

on their pertinence to the research question r a i d  in this study. 

Life-historical models look at the injury wahin the wntext of the athlete's whole 

Me. Heyman (1987) used such an approach to discuss the counsehg of athietes. He 

used Erikson's (1959; 1968) theoretical h e w o r k  as it is highly relevant to an athlete's 

development. According to Erikson, people go through a series of crisis resolutions in 

their development. During childhood (6- 12 years) children resolve the crisis of "industry 

vs. inferiority". That is, children start to discover their areas of competence (or 

incornpetence). For talented young athletes, the athletic arena represents the best and 

sometimes only forum for gaining these feelings of competence (Heymaq 1987). The 

more emphasis that is placed on athletic prowess by children and their significant others 

during development, the more they will come to depend on athletic achievement as a 

source of self-worth (Heyman, 1987). 

During the adolescent stage, the crisis is identity versus role confusion. During 

this stage, uidividuals begin defining themselves in consistent and role-related te=; 

"What are the traits, skilis, and behaviours that define me?". This identity foredosure or 

adopting a rigid identity provides individuals with a feeling of security and sense of 

purpose or belonging within their 'place' in the world. For athietes, it is not uncornmon 

for identity to rest strongly and even exclusively on involvement in sport. As long as 

one's athletic career is going well, anxiety within this identity can be relatively low. 

However, slumps, poor performances (ml or perceived), and injuries can be sources of 



considerable amiety for this individuai (Heyman, 1987). A career-ending injury can 

represent the 'death' of one's identity if it is dependent upon athletic involvement 

Salvador (1 984) and Eldridge (1 983) both examineci the athletic injury within this 

hmework. Salvador identitied several factors predicting poor post-injury adjustment (see 

Table 1). These factors reflect the importance of identity 

in psychological adjustment to injury. Not surprisingly, those athletes whose sigdicant 

others are primarily people involveci with their sport, whose main or only area of 

competence is arhletics, and who have developed their sense of self through Lifeong 

involvement in sport d be predisposed to di£Iicult psychologicd adjustment following 

hjury . 

TabIe 1 : 

Factors Predicting Poor Post-Iniw Adiustment in Aùiletes (adaoted nom Salvador, 

1984) 

FACTOR DESCRIPTION 

Lifelong involvement Several years, lots of hourdweek 

Professional 

Single 

Athietes have not defined themselves outside of 
athletics 
h order for them to excel in sport, sigdicant others 
have made dowances for them in other aspects of 
their lives 

To what extent does the injury affect mobiiity, 
men& and coordination 

Long history may afEect body image, 
Few past injuries + don? h o w  how to prepare for 
them 

Liveiihood depends on sport performance 

Less support, defined in fewer roles 



Lifelong Socialkation hto Sport Role that sport has played in forming and maintaining 
self-concept 

This difEculty is compounded dramaticdy when the injury terminates participation 

in the sport completely. Athietes are then forced to redefine thernselves in new and ofien 

unfamiliar ternis. This process may be delayed indefhitely if the individuals are unwillllig 

to undergo this identity transition. 

Eldridge (1983) emphasized the importance of body image to identity. His 

findings suggested that sports and movement becorne associateci with autonomy, self- 

control and physical mastery. Through them, the child develops feelings of independence 

and self-worth which are lifelong and seme as a basis for perceptions of coatrol adequacy, 

fieedom and choice. An injury alters the experience of body and movement on which the 

athlete has corne to depend. This is especially true of the ehe or professional athiete 

whose livelihood is tied to this involvement. 

When one understands the role of athletics in the development of identity and self- e. 

worth, it becomes clear how an injury c m  lead to significant psychological distress. But 

within this fiamework, what insights can be extracteci to help athletes to adjust to their 

weer-ending injuries? First, athietes must develop some flexibiïty and open-mindedness 

about theu sense of self. Ifathietes cm be convinced that their identities can be dynamic 

and changeable, they can be empowered to choose what form or direction that their 

identities wiil take. In addition, athletes should be enwurageci to recognize the enduring 

aspects of their identities that injury cannot threaten. For example, perseverance and 

determiuation are traits that can serve individuah in many fields and endeavors outside of 

sport. Other areas of competence (academic, artistic, personal) can be m e r  developed 

and pursued. Certain signifiant others (not ail) will see them with high esteem, 

independent of their involvement in sport, fost e ~ g  quaiity relationshi ps. 



Grief Maiels 

The Kubler-Ross stage mode1 (1969) was designeci to descnie the process of 

grieving tbat one expenences d e r  kding out that one is terminally ill. The individual is 

said to go through fve identifiable stages: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and 

acceptance. This model has been adopted by some as an appropnate model for the injured 

athlete (Astie, 1986; Brewer, 1994; WoW & Lester, 1989). Astle (1986) mggesteci that 

the loss of some aspect of the seifwould b ~ g  about the same set of stages in injured 

athietes. 

The fist stage, denial, is a simple defense mechanism in which athletes deny the 

loss or the problems related to the los. This is a response to a stimulus or problem that is 

too ovewhelming for individuals to deal with. An injured athlete might deny the 

senousness of the injury or attempt to discredit or refbte the opinion of the physician. 

During the second stage, anger, athletes responds to the self-perceived injustice of 

the situation and might attempt to blame who they feel is responsible for their injury. This 

couid be an opponent, a coach, a referee, a doctorltherapist or even a divine being. When 

the anger has no obvious target, its expression couid be tumed inward ûr displaced on 

others (eg./ signifiant others). An angry wrestler might blame the coach for allowing him 

to compete against too advanced an opponent. 

In the thkd stage, bargaining, the athlete believes that makùig an agreement with a 

powerful person or God c m  prevent or postpone the loss. ('Ilus stage rings true for me as 

1 had a serious football injury and insisted that 1 could switch fiom receiver to quarterback 

in order to prevent similar reinjury when 1 retunied.) An athiete rnight dso commit to a 

rigorous rehabilitation regirnen in hopes that the team medical stafFmight see great 

progress and reverse their decision. 

The fourth stage, depression, is probably best supportai in the titerature (Brewer, 

1993; Leddy, Lambert, & Ogles, 1994). When the loss is realized, a period of sadness and 

mouming results. Typically the athlete loses interest in the sport or t a h g  about it. This 



depression has been found to include clinic-ai symptoms in many cases (Leddy et. al., 

1994), such as social withdrawal, insomnia, lethargy, eating disorders, and even thoughts 

of suicide. 

The h a 1  stage is acceptance. It does not imply a happy acceptance of the loss, but 

rather one that is "practicaiiy devoid of emotion" (Astle, 1986, pg. 281). The athlete is 

able to speak about the Ioss without emotion and spectate but the thrill and excitement 

experienced as an active player are gone. 

Among the critiQsms for using the Kubler-Ross model in this context is its 

apparent lack of empirical support (Brewer, 1994). Smith, Scott, O'Fallon, and Young 

(1990) found no discrete stages of emotional responses and found no evidence of denial in 

any of their participants. Astie (1986) suggested that many people proceed through the 

stages in difFerent sequences and rnay fluctuate between stages as they move through the 

mounillig process. This may explain some confusion in identifying discrete sequentid 

stages of the model. However, Chidekel(l991) criticized this use of the model as being 

superficial with respect to the importance of loss of self. He argued that the loss needs to 

be viewed within its historical context and advocates a We-historical model for 

understanding it. 

The model may serve as a fiamework through which injureci athletes and their 

fiends and families can understand that their responses are normai and naturai. Wolffand 

Lester (1989) used the Kubler-Ross kamework to prepare the counseilor for the stages 

and to suggest appropriate times to impiement certain counsebg strategies (such as 

wnf?ontation and anxietyldepression intervention). For example, there is little that the 

wunsellor can do during the bargainhg stage except to listen and observe and be 

prepared to address the impending depression when it occurs. The usefulness of this 

model mon afler injury (for certain individuals) should be acknowledged. However, the 

'acceptance' stage is only the £irst step of the rest of the indMdua17s We. Acceptance is a 

necessary condition for the rebuilding process to occur rather thao a final 'stage' to be 

reached . 



Affective Cycle of Injury 

Heil(1993) descnied the emotional response to i n .  as a cycle that consists of 

three phases, each of which may be revisited several times before the process is complete. 

The cycle involves movement back and forth between &nia!, distress, d detennined 

copzng (He& 1993) (see Figure 1). This flexibi1ity dis~guishes Heil's mode1 fiom 

traditional stage models. Heil(1993) desm'bed denial as an important and essential part of 

the process for some athletes. When athietes have their whoie lives invested in sport and 

participation is essential to identity and seIf-esteem, it is understandable that termination of 

their career is more than most athletes could handle. It is therefore important that athietes 

be able to use this defense mechanism in order to accept their fate at their own pace so as 

not to be overwhelmed and broken down ernotiody. 

/,' 

/ " 
/' DE- 

/ 

/' " COPING \ 

Fiaure 1. The M d v e  Cycle of Injury (eom Heil, 1993) 

It is equaiiy important that individuals experience the process of emotionai distress 

in response to their injury. The emotion of sadness creates a preocaipatioo with the loss. 

This allows the individual to contemplate the sigrilficame of its consequences and, 

eventuaily, to corne to ternis with it (Botteriil, 1 995). This low-energy emotion also 



allows for an upswing of energy once the loss bas been fXly grasped so that new 

directions can be considered and pursueci. This is consistent with Baillie's (1992) 

recommendation that affective expression be emphasized initiaily, foilowing a career- 

ending injury. 

The + k d  phase of Heil's modei, determined coping, involves an adaptive, 

problem-solving approach to dealing with the injury. For athietes whose careers are 

tenninated, this involves taking active steps to pursue viable outlets for their the, energy, 

and int erest S. 

Interestingiy, Heil's three phases of coping correspond closely to those categories 

used by Grove, Lavdee, and Gordon (1 997) (avoidance-oriented, motion-focused, and 

problem-focuseci) to describe the coping strategies of athletes in transition out of 

cornpetitive sport. This sunilarity may [end suppon to the use of Heii's model in the 

context of career-ending injury. The findings of Grove et. al. (1997) also reflect the 

importance of denial and distress in the transition of an athlete with a strong athletic 

identity. 

Information Processing Modes 

Weiss and TroxeU (1986) proposed a four-stage cognitive appraisal model of 

emotiond adjustment to injury (see Figure 2). Empirical validation of this mode1 has been 

strong (Brewer, 1993, 1994; Brewer, VanRaalte, & Linder, 1993). Following a stressor 

(in this case an injury), individuals will appraise or assess the situation and their ability to 

wpe with it. This individual interpretation is duenceci by both sihrdomI and personal 

factors. Some situaiional factors rnight include social support, time in the season, stage in 

career, severity and duration of the injury, etc. Personal factors include athletic identity 

(how strong and/or exclusive), trait anxiety, self-esteem, coping skilis, and injury history 

(Brewer, 1994). The appraisal determines the individuai's emotion respoose which, in 

tum, determines behavioural respoose. 



Wahin the context of a career-ending injury, the situationai variables of severïty 

and duration could potentidy cause the individual to appraise the situation as 

unmanageable, and result in depressive emotionai response and behaviour. Lack of social 

support (situational) could exacerbate the appraid. This amid be compounded if 

athletes' identities are one-dimennonal (personai) and they have a lot of unfinished 

business in their sport (situationaVpenona1). 

1 SITUATIONAL 1 FACTORS 

t 

1 BEEfAViOURAL 
RESPONSE i 

I I 

Fgr9-2-? A Cognitive Appraisal Modei of Psychologicai Response to Athletic Injury 

(From Brewer, 1994) 

This mode1 provides a very manageable fhmework for understanding athletes' 

response to their injuries. When discussing hedthy transition out of sport and into 

rewarding directions, it may be usefbl to think of the appraisal as dynamic and on-going. 

The appraisal of one's injury may vary considerably from &y to day depending on 

numerous factors. For example, if significant others are perceived to withdraw their 



support (whether they have or not), seIf-esteem and confidence to wpe may &er, 

potentiaily leading to an emotional breakdown or loss of hope. Conversely, if a prospect 

for advancement outside of sport (a job opportunity, for example) looks promising, the 

infiduai may look positively to the fiiture and see the injury as l e s  devastating. In other 

words, the process of 'getthg over' the injury wiIi LikeIy take mue time, and have high 

and low points as Life without sport will hariably be evaluated against life with it. 

When assisting athletes in their transitions out of cornpetition, it is possible to 

idenfify and evaluate the situational and personal factors which could fàcilitate or 

undermine this process. Steps could be taken to address individual variables in order to 

increase hope and positive directions, while minimizing emotional distress. For example, 

sigmfïcant others might be involved in the process so that they can understand and fiilnll 

the support needs of the athlete. Trait anxious athletes might also employ relaxation and 

positive thinking techniques to enhance their coping with aaxiety about their futures 

out side of sport. 

Another theory which provides a framework for understanding the distress 

associateci with exit from cornpetitive sport is Persona1 Investment Theory (Duda, Srnart, 

& Tappe, 1989). This theory emphasizes the meaning that one ascribes to Wher 

participation in an activity. This meaning is determined by a) personai incentives, b) self- 

beliefs, and c) perceived options. The personai incentives that an athlete can derive f?om 

hidher sport include task incentives (task involvement and mastesr), social incentives, ego 

incentives (feelings of power and competitiveness), and extrinsic rewards (scholarships 

and salaries). SeE beliefs, including identity, cornpetence, self-reliance, and goal 

directedness, are also provided for the elite performer. And perceived options may be 

limiteci by the substantiai investment that has been made to athletic excellence. Elite 

athletes are therefore cormnitted to their sport on multiple levels. Consequently, the 105s 



of sport represents the loss of multiple incentives and multiple aspects of seE in the fàce 

of limiteci perceived options beyond sport. 

Another framework which has not been applied specifïcally to this context but may 

be of value in exaLnining it is the addt transition model (see Figure 3) (Schlossberg, 

Waters, & Goodman, 1995). Similar to the information processing mode4 the transition 

model takes personal and situational factors into account. This model provides a useful 

guidance tool as it examines the context and impact of the event, then identifies the coping 

resources of the specinc individual: situation (what type of transition), support (social 

support), self (personality, strengths, and weaknesses), and strategies (coping sûategies 

and approaches). While this model may offer a usefùl h e w o r k  for discussion, it offers 

Little specific insight into the nature of loss for the elite athiete. 

POTENTIAL RESOURCES 

SITUATION - SUPPORT 
APPROACHING 
TRANSITIONS : 
Type 
Context 
Impact 

SELF - STRATEGIES 

F M e  3: The Adult Transition Mode1 (From Schlossberg et. al., 1995) 



While the above models emphasize the cognitive aspects of psychological response 

to injury, one mode1 draws attention to physiological considerations 

Bercise Dependence M d I s  

Most elite athletes train for several hours a week. Chan and Grosman (1988) 

found that injured runners experience signrficantiy more depression, a m i e ,  confiision, 

and lowered self-esteem than non-injured m e r s .  They point to the role of endorphins in 

this alteration of mood states. When one exercises, neurotrammitters are released, which 

mate a feeling of euphoria and weii-being. Wtthout their extensive training regimen, 

following injury, athletes may expenence certain symptorns in response to this 

neurochemicai deficit, such as loss of energy, irritability, tension, etc. In addition, 

individuals may become psychologically dependent upon exercise. Fi-îness and body image 

may be an important source of self-esteem. If an injury interferes wÏth the maintenance of 

this level of exercise and Mness, self-esteem may understandably decrease. The above 

study is lunited in its generalizability to top level athletes as its participants were 

recreationai runners. Although it is important not to assume that this is the sole factor 

contributhg to emotional response following injury, it may well be a significant piece of 

the puzzle. 

For the athlete whose career is terminated due to injury, it might be recommended 

that a certain level of exercise be maintained in order to address this effect. This 

recommendation may be compiicated by the injury if it significantly restrïcts mobility, 

especiaily in the case of spinal cord injuries. 



Another important consideration for the injured athlete is social support (Ford & 

Gordon, 1993; Pines & Aronson, 1988). Although there is some debate whether social 

support acts as a b a e r  to stressfùl events (House? 1981) or enhances mental health 

directly, strengthening coping responses (Hardy, Richman, & Rosenfeld, 1991). it is 

agreed that adequate support is paramount to the healthy psychological recovery of the 

injured athlete. Ford and Gordon (1993) outlined eight categories for social support of an 

injured athlete: listening support, emotional support, emotionai challenge, s h e d  reality 

and experience of injury, treatment appreciation, treatment challenge, personal assistance, 

and tangible assistance. While many of the categories focus on the actual rehabilitation 

process, a couple of thpm ^fer insights into support for the terminaiiy injwed athiete. 

Listening and Emotional Support 

Throughout the adjustment of injured athletes, they will Iikely enwunter many low 

points. By sirnply having someone available to listen, individuais will have an opportunity 

to verbalize their thoughts and feelings, clarifjbg in their own minds the sipnincance of 

the events or loss. Having a fiend, family member, coach, or cou~t~eiior listen patiently, 

attentively, and non-judgmentaily cm facilitate this search for personal significance and 

self-under standing . 

In additioq athletes who have received a great deal of attention fiom coaches, 

teammates, fans, and even media, will iikely undergo a period of lonehess and isolation 

which may threaten self-esteem. HaWig signifiant others whose support is unchanged by 

the exit from sport can bufKer this experience. Ifathietes' discovery of their 'tme niends' 

yields a group of people who regard them with high esteem after their sport exit, this 

support may facilitate recovery of damaged self-esteem and can provide encouragement in 

new directions and pursuits. 



It may be that other individuals who express enthusiasm about the individual's 

potential in other areas can provide a catalyst to the rebuiiding of an athlete's healthy 

identay. In addition, through the support of signifïcant others, an individual may corne to 

regard caring and personal relaîionships with greater reverence than the athletic 

achievement which may have been the primary focus pnor to injury. 

Emotiod Challenge 

While Ford and Gordon (1993) emphasized the importance of long and short term 

goals relevant to physical rehabilitation, this same idea can be appiied to terminaiiy injured 

athletes when addressing their future. Signifiant others a d o r  counselors can help 

individuals to explore other areas of interest and potentid while encouraging them to let 

go of their athletic career and identity. This process can be a diffidt one as the period of 

transition may lave individuals feeling 'identity-less' . Positive regard throughout the 

process cm reduce this anxiety as can the emphasis of attri'butes and strengths which were 

unchanged by the injury (such as perseverance, devotion, detemination, etc.). Lndividuais 

can then have the confidence to move forward and take risks. It should be pointed out 

lhat change may be resisted unul the injury and its consequences have been at least 

partially accepted. According to Ford and Gordon, emot iod  challenge must not precede 

emotional support because this emotional trauma must be worked through before fonvard 

steps c m  take place. 

This chapter highlights several factors and issues which are relevant to athletes 

with a career ending injury and their subsequent transition out of sport. However, 

conspicuously absent firom the literature is an examination of this process as a whole. Nor 

has there been a critid look at copîng strategies and their effects on adjustment in this 

context. This study is designed to advance understanding of this phenornenon and provide 

guidance to those affécted by weer-ending athletic injury. 



Chapter 3: 

The Study Design 

Some studies have attempted to determine the subsequent weii-being of athletes 

who have suffered a career-ending injury (Heiber & Brock, 1992). The next step is to 

detemine how weli-being can be achieved following this experience. A qualitative study 

was conducted which desmies and clarifies the process through which some athletes are 

able to achieve healthy adjustrnent following their injuries. 1 would contend that some 

athletes struggie frutiessly to 'get over' their exit fiom sport, never finding new directions 

that match the rewards and seK-esteem that sport provided. Conversely, there are others 

who are able to rebuild a sense of self in which they take pride. They are able to pursue 

new goals and explore new avenues of equal or greater fulfillment. By identifjing the 

ciifferences between these two groups, in terms of coping strategies, directions taken, 

tuming points, attitudes, and social support, a model of heuithy ad&stment bas been 

created This mode1 can be used to guide athleteq who have sustained career-ending 

injuries, through the expenence in a way that might reduce the psychological dering and 

provide momentum in new and exciting directions. The mode1 is d e s d e d  in detail in 

chapter 4. 

"Whar does not &il me. strengfhens me. " - Friedh'ch Nietzsche 

@g. 50, Mencken, 1910) 



The Design 

A qualitative design was selected for this study by Whie of its best fit for 

examinhg the phenornenon in question. Three assumptions of qualitative designs illustrate 

the suitability of this approach (Cresweli, 1994). 

1 .) Quafifative resemch is primari& concemed with proces. An attempt to view 

adjustment as an outcome would neglect its dynamic and ongoing nature. This 

design allowed an in-depth look at this process. 

2.) Qualitative resemchers me interesîed in meaning - how people make sense of 

thezr h e s  and experiences. Psychological heaith and well-being depend largely 

on one's perception and personal meaning, which was examined in the interviews. 

3 .) Qualitative resemch is irhctive in that the resemcher h i l d F  u&stracti011~, 

concepts, hypotheses, and theoties from detaik This study sought to extract a 

mode1 of healthy adjustment based on the experiences of the participants. 

The Role of the Researcher in Qualitative Research 

Due to the interpretive nature of the qualitative design, it is necessary to 

acknowledge the biases, values, and judgment of the researcher. Having experienced a 

career-endhg athletic injury myseE 1 have a natural interest in the topic and I am now 

motivated to make the process a less ditficuit one for others who will go through it in the 

fùture. 1 have my own perceptions of the experience and its significance, which have 

Wrely intluenced my interpretation. However, I believe that my experiences have 

enhanceci my ability to empathize with the participants and acavately represent their 



perceptions. Participants were consuiteci following the initial analysis in order to ensure 

that credibikty of analysis is m;uamized (Le./ the interpretaîion acairately reflects the 

perceptions of the participants). This step likely reduced the distortion of hdings due to 

researcher biases. 

The Participants 

Participants for this study were high level athletes who have sustained career- 

ending injuries. Sufficîent time has passed following their injuries so that each athlete 

clearly under.st& that the injury precludes r e m  to cornpetition Since I bave several 

contacts in high level athletics, this network was unlized to ide* several prospective 

participants. From this sample, athletes were recniited who represent different durations 

foliowing injury so that if Werent stages of adjument emerged fkom the data, a richness 

of description couid be documented for apparent stage. 

It shouid be noted that, while the Kubler-Ross stage mode1 has been used to 

descnbe the injury experience, it has had ody mixeci success with athletes and does not 

describe in great detail the events that characterize each stage (for the injured athlete). 

Aithough much of the data is retrospective, this was necessary to explore the process of 

transition, which covers severai years. A longitudinal study ofthis nature would have 

exceeded the chronology of a Master's thesis signincantly. 

Participants in this study represented a high level of cornpetition, as this goup 

tends to have greater psychological investment in sport and, as such, are generdy at 

greater risk for maladjustment w e b e r  & Broclq 1992). High level athletics are dehed in 

this study as intercollegiate or national level cornpetition (or higher). The participants in 

this study included two professional athletes and two varsity athletes (one of whom had 

been drafted into a professional league). 

The participants selected were Eoom two different sports, had their injuries at various 

stages in their athletic careers, and have gone on in diverse directions, providiog very rich 



data AU four participants were male. Themes and patterns have been idenbfied which 

transcend dinerent individuals and their sports. Four participants provided a wealth of 

data for analysis. AU participants were adults, ranging in age firom 23 to 35. 

'P 1 ' played out his major junior hockey career, then went on to a successfül 

University career. In his fkd season, he sustained an injury off the ice that shortened his 

seasoo and precluded high Ievel hockey following university. He has gone on to complete 

a Masters degree, is involved in minor hockey, and is active in the community in youth 

outreach programs. Despite some repercussions fiom his injury, he is still very active and 

able to do ail the things he enjoys. 

'P2" played professional football and was arguably entering his prime at the time 

of injury. Surgery to repair his injury threatened his ability to walk, and at times his Me. 

He is now married with children and is a suc ces^ bushessman. Unfortunately, he stili 

contends with chronic pain, which restricts his activities at times. However, he maintah 

his dnven disposition. His positive attitude and resilience make hirn an inspiration to those 

who know him, 

'P3' played professional hockey and sustained his injury well into his professional 

career. He was manied immediately following his injury and is now coaching. He is stdl 

very active and is enjoying Life after cornpetitive sport (as an athlete). He possesses great 

interpersonal skiUs and is well suited to the role of coach. He has no desire to coach in the 

NHL, since he feels he can make the greatest difference at the level he is coaching now. 

'P4' was a highly touted University football player at the t h e  of his injury. mer 

fighting through injury for bis nnal two years and having surgery to alleviate the problem, 

he chose not to nsk reinjury (which would entail serious long-term health problems) and 

declined a tryout with the team that had selected him early in the coilege ciraft. He is now 

a successfbl businessrnan and enjoys a level of fitness close to k t  of his playing days. He 

is still driven to provide a positive role mode1 for his community and his culture. 



The Data CoUection 

The means of data coiledon was be a senes of three semi-structured interviews, ninning 

approximately 60-90 minutes. In the initial interview, I asked the participants to take me 

through fiom pre-injury to present, providing them the fieedom to tell their stories. When 

necessaq, probes were used to cl* meanings and interpretations. Subsequent 

interviews focused on 'filliog in the gaps' by addressing the sections outiined below as 

weU as other pertinent themes which emerge through ongoing anaiysis. In addition, 

participants were asked to provide feedback on the initial analysis and construction of a 

model. The items (see Appendix 1) were created based on the models and research to 

date. This approach aliowed detailed, nch, consideration of each participant's experience 

and perspective. The foiiow-up i n t e ~ e w  items were designed to cover the foiIowing 

areas : 

The participant were asked to recall in some detail the injury itseK paying 

particular attention to the context in which it occurred (stage in career, age, what 

their sport-related goals were, how the injury occurred, and the nature of the 

injury). 

Questions were designed to explore the athietes' expenences following the injury, 

including affective response, behavioural response, interaction with sigoificant 

others (including teammates, coaches, parents, £iiends, counseilors, etc.), and the 

thoughts that acwmpanied the experience. 



Athletes were asked questions relating to how they perceived thexmeIves before 

and after injury, whether the exit £iom sport Ied to role and identity confùsioq 

whether their self-worth was affecteci by the experience, and how central and 

exclusive sport was to their identity. 

Participants were asked to d e s d e  the different wping strategies that they 

employed to deal with the trauma of their injury, their emotiod response, and the 

transition out of cornpetitive sport. 

Subsepent Directions 

Participants described the activities and roles that they have taken on since the 

injury. Related areas included what subsequent involvement (ifany) that they 

had with their sport, what areas of interest andor cornpetence they have pursued, 

how active they are, how %ifilhg their new directions are (relative to sport), 

what relationships influenceci their adjustment, and what events served to 'make or 

break' their adjustment to life without competing in their sport. 

Participants were asked to share their ideas and thoughts regarding the meaning 

that their injury had in their me, how such experiences should be perceived, what 

can be gainedneanied fiom such an experience, what they learned about 



themselves, and what advice they wodd offer others who have just sustained a 

The i n t e ~ e w  was reviewed and discussed with one prospective participant (also a 

graduate student) in order to assess whether the questions would address al l  of the 

pertinent issues (this individual was not interviewed). This step was intended to enbance 

validity and comprehensiveness of the masure. The interview was, at thes, expanded to 

explore any other relevant areas that emerged. This expansion was critical for the 

identification of factors that characterize healthy or unhedthy adjustment (see dysis) .  

The study was conducted using a grounded theory approach (Strauss & Corbin, 

1990). As nich, analysis was ongoing and responded to and influenceci data coileaion. 

FoUowing transcription, open coding was used to identify the relevant concepts of the 

phenomenon in question. This process involves placing concephial labels on the events 

and phenornena (both internai and extenial) revealed in the data. The concepts were also 

identined in terms of properties and dimensions. This coding was done Lue by line on the 

transcriptions. Axial coding was then be employed to draw connections between these 

concepts. This technique is designed to put the data back together in new ways folowing 

open coding based on a coding paradigrn including conditions, cofitext, 

action/uteractional strategies, and consequences (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Seleetive 

coding was used to assemble a comprehensive picture of the phenomenon. The central 

category was identSed and a %tory7 or descriptive narrative was produced by relating this 

core category to other categories and t&g those relationships against the data. 

Through this validation, the narrative was 'grounded' in the data. It was this final step 

which sought to idente the process of a healthy psychological adjustment following 



injury. While these stages appear sequential, c o n c e p ~ o n  of the process occurred 

fiom the stan of the nrst interview and was modifïed throughout the research process. 

The analysis was conducted through the data collection and shaped the direction of 

the interviews. Foilowing the first interviews, a tentative mode! was aeated. The second 

in te~ews were designed to cover the material not covered through the open format of the 

first interviews. In addition, the themes and tentative model extracteci fiom the h t  

interviews were m e r  examineci through the second interviews. Finally, a third i n t e ~ e w  

ailowed the participants to provide feedback on a more r&ed mode4 developed f?om 

both first and second interviews. 

The results will address whether healthy or unhealthy adjustment to injury follows 

identifiable stages and whether specifc thoughts, emotions, behaviows, or events 

characterize each stage. A model was created that illustrates the process by which an 

athlete can emerge nom this experîence healthy, successfd and fWed. This model may 

provide crucial guidance for the athiete whose career has been teminateci by injury. In 

addition, the experiences and factors that are detrimentai to hdthy adjustment are 

idenaed and discussed. Special attention was given to the behaviours, attitudes, and 

philosophies that were most conducive to positive experiences folowing injury. 

Healthy adjustment is based on a subjective assessrnent of satisfaction, enthusiasm, 

and hope that various factors and processes precede or accornpany. For example, if 

taiking out feelings with a close niend was found to mate  feelings of positive affiijation, 

and reduce feelings of hopelessness and isolation, this factor would then be said to 

contribute to heaithy adjument. 

The next chapter outlines the model designed to descriie the process of healthy 

adjustment to a career-ending injury and presents the data within its fhmework. 



Chapter 4: 

Results of the Analysis 

This chapter presents the results of the interviews. This data are organized 

according to the mode1 that was developed during data collection and andysis. A general 

outline of this model is descnied below. 

Consistent with Coakley ' s (1 983) findings, much of what determines healthy 

adjustment does appear to Lie in social factors such as development of other skilis and 

strengîhs, relationships outside of sport, and support Eom f d y  and fnends. The results 

of this shidy indicate that attention to these issues can improve the prognosis of life 

satisfaction. The findings also provide a broad ray of hope foUowing the findings of 

Kleiber, Greendorfer, Blinde, and SamdahI(1987) which indicated that the experience of a 

career-ending injury may predispose an athlete to Iower life satisfaction The model 

presented here brings to He the main themes that, ifaddressed can enhance adjustment 

foiiowing such an experience. 
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Individuais may also go through a period of denial. This denial rnay welî be a 

mechanism by which the implications of the injury can be slow& accepteci, preventing the 

individuai f?om being overwhelmed. 

The down period seems to involve 'taking stock' of one's life and dl its 

components. As such, it rnay be crucial to an athiete gaimng 'perspective' (seeing the loss 

within a larger context), prior to the consideration of new p&s and activities. 

Social Support 

Throughout the process of adjustment, the presence and support of fnends and 

relatives, whose positive regard for the indjyjdual is mchanged by the in@ry7 can 

preserve a sense of belonging while reinforcing feelings of self-worth, idpendent  of 

znvoIvernent in qort. Respect for the pace at which an individual chooses to move 

through his adjustrnent appean to be crucial for the effectiveness of an incihiduai's 

support base. The support of a counsellor or sport psychologist (previous coach) rnay 

also facilitate healthy expression and direction following injury. 

Internai Coping 

Common to all of the participants was some philosophy or mental strategy for 

wping with the loss. Approaches included religious beliefs, gauiing perspective, focusing 

on the presenf focusing on the positive, and a refusal to focus on the past and the 'what 

if's. The effectiveness of these strategies appears to Lie, not in the approach taken, but in 

the vigilance with which it is practiced. 

Feelings of Corn petence 

For many athletes, the p r ï m q  source of feelings of cornpetence is sport. With the 

loss of sport, it is important that individuais develop or acquire other aspects of personal 

aptitude. This may involve other roles within sport (coaching, administration) or may be 



outside of sport aitogether. Ofprimary importance is developing a sense of worth that is 

not contingent upon performance in sport. 

Many of the qualities necessary for exceilence in sport can be recniited in this 

process, including leadership, perseverance, discipline, communication, etc. 

Affüiation 

Much of an athlete's sense of belonging cornes fiom the relationships with 

teammates, coaches, and support statf. Common goals, values, and expenences, as weIi 

as muent  and consistent interaction lead to close ties which can be threatened at the thne 

of exit ffom sport. As an athlete beghs exploring new roles and activities, new 

relationships, based on new 'common ground', can dtivate a renewed sense of 

belonging . Old relationships can be positively maintained if they are not contingent upon 

or solely focused on athletic involvement. 

Physicai Activity 

The fitness and high level of activity rnaintained by an elite atbiete becorne a major 

component of self-image. Some of the participants expressed hstration with the loss of 

these high levels. While logistics may preclude the same volume of participation, devoting 

some thne and energy to the physicai self may be a crucial component in the preservation 

of mental and emotional well-being. Athletes whose injuries preclude the same types of 

activities may requîre introduction to new activities that challenge and fiilfill them despite 

physical restrictions. To the extent that an individual can retain some d e s t a t i o n  of this 

physicality, this aspect of the self can be msu'ntained. 

Redefming Satisfaction 

Cornmon to aiI of the participants is a feeling that few of their new activities can 

match the inte&ty of their experiences as athletes. This discrepancy can be less 

problematic to those who recognize that, while lacking the same htensity of sport, other 



pursuits cm provide a sense of satisfaction that is more enduring. This shat may be besî 

desmieci as periods of contentment vs. moments of elation 

Other forms of fùIfihent may corne as a r d t  of noncornpetitive actMties. This 

broadening of the concept of 'what enbances our experience' can be a key contributor to 

subsequent life satisfaction. 

Some of the participants have also enjoyed a shift f?om the individual tùlfillment of 

athletic achievement to a more aitruistic experience by which their activities enhance the 

experience of others. Examples uiclude coaching, teachùig, counseliing, parenthood, etc. 

New Passion or Chaiienge 

It should be recognized that participants of elite sport are driven towards high 

standards of achievement and personal excellence. Years of dedication make this a 

primary component in the psyche of such individuais. As suc4 presemation of positive 

self-image may depend on an individual's ability to pursue with passion some personal 

vision or challenge, even ifnot m cnhletic one. Lack of such direction can potentiaily 

result in stagnation and preoccupation with the sport career which has been terminateci. 

The Structure of the Mode1 

One of the objectives of the study was to detemine whether the adjustments of the 

participants foliowed an identifiable set of stages. However, the only identifiable sequence 

involved a necessary down period prior to movement in a positive direction. While the 

duration of this period varieci, it was present and occurred nrst for ail of the participants. 

Inteml coping represents the manner in which ongoing perception of the loss 

(sport) can best be managed. The presence of sucid support appears to have been a 

catalyst for positive action of the participants. However, the extent to which they were 

wiil.ing to be 'helped' varied. The predominant coping style involved intemalinng and 

avoiding open expression of loss and grief Possible reasons for this approach v d  be 

addressed later. 



The four areas requiring attention in the adjustment pro- include feeImgs of 

conpetence, @lilietn, pphyscui actfxity, dsatlSatlifaction. These meas represent the 

thematic areas of moa sigdicance in the transition. They represent elements which sport 

provided for the aihiete's identity and quaiity of experience. As such, identifjing ways in 

which these voids can be filied seerns to offer the greatest potentiai for hedthy transition. 

1 do not mean to imply that al1 of these areas mus? be addressed for each athlete to 

adjust to life without elite sport. However, the more grounds on which the individual can 

rebuild Me &er sport, the greater potential for fhEbent of the whole person The 

sequence in which one rebuilds these elernents did not appear to be significant. They are 

ongoing and dyBamic, and do not lend themselves to an 'end point'. 

Pursuing a parsion or chdienge was centrai for the adjustment of all of the 

participants. Although it appears 1st in the mode4 this direction serves as a prirnary 

motivator for the individual and can be a factor from the 'down period' on. While this 

direction may provide a vehicle by which the other elements can be established, its 

strength and momentum can be fùeled by the development of those other elements, thus 

irnplying a circular nature of this relationslip. 

Put very simply, adjustment seems to depend on four factors: 1) the sigdicance of 

the loss for each element, 2) the strength of coping with that l o s  (coping resources 

include intemal coping and social support), 3) the extent to which each element can be 

filled after sport, and 4) the presence of some direction into which the individual can pour 

his energy. 

The remainder of this chapter provides elaboration of the four factors above. First, 

the process of coming to terms with the signiscance of the loss is examineci. I n t e ~ e w  

data are used to iliustrate the characteristics and fùnction of this stage. 



1.) The Sienificance of the Loss 

The 'Down Pen'od' 

Common to all of the participants was a period in which their emotions were 

depressed, they lacked motivation, were inactive, isolateci themselves, and aîtempted to 

corne to t e m  with what they bad lost. While our initiai response might be to try to 

alleviate the dering of people experiencing los, upon closer inspection, this period of 

sadness appears to be hctioaal. In short, the individual needs to hurt for a while. 

Mer a Me that is devoted primarily to spo* a career-ending injury represents not 

oniy a signiscant loss in itself, but it also mates a state of uncertaiaty about the fiiture: 

P l  : So It was pretty disappointing. I guess 1 kind of felt deflated and said, weil 

what am I going to do oow? It was something I'd done for so long, 1 enjoyed 

doing it. 

... 1 guess initially 1 kind of felt iïke "what now?" "What am 1 going to do now?" 

I'm in a cast and who knows ifI'11 ever do things with my hand again? 

... And then aftenvards, when 1 got the news that it was as serious as it was, then 

that was the Mie when that thread of hope was gone. 1 kind of ... felt so deflated, 

1 didn't know where to go or how it was going to affect me throughout the rest of 

my life. It was a total t h e  of uncertainty or unknown. 

P4: It was tough. It made me somewhat agitated, upset. It was tough 

... Like, I had a fear feeling aod I was scared, but 1 didn't redy show it, of course. 

But 1 was s-in' my pants, and I was sad, 1 mean, 1 was sad, buddy, 1 was sad. I 

never felt suicidal but 1 was sad to the point where it was tough. 1 cried a lot 

about it and it was very ditnailt t he s  for me. 



In order to process the Loss and the implications for the fiiture, participants seemed to 

oeed time to themselves. Until they had sufficiently processed the event, interactions with 

others was kept to a minimum: 

P 1 : For the £ 5 ~  two week period it was me... yeah, Me really was kind of over in 

a sense and 1 tried to make myselfseen but avoid conversations about my accident. 

... Mer the operation, 1 didn't cail anybody or tell anybody about it. A couple of 

Mies my fiiends wodd d when 1 wasn't home and 1 didn't r e m  their calls. 1 

hadn't deait with it myself yet to be able to talk to other people. It took rnaybe a 

couple of weeks before I would even taik about it with my roommates. Like I'd 

be at the house but I'd just kind ofjust stay quiet and watch T.V. with them but 

avoid any conversation about what had happened or what was going to happen 

f?om here on in. 

... 1 didn't really want to see anybody outside of talking with rny parents or seeing 

my girifriend, or whatever, a couple of my close fEends. .. 

... 1 don? know if1 didn7t want to deal with anybody's questions, it was more of 

me kind of, 1 don't how,  just m g  to digest what had just happened and realize 

the extent of what the injury was. 

... 1 remember, 1 don7t know, 1 just didn't want to talk about it. 1 had to deal with 

it myselfbefore 1 could talk to other people about it. 

P4: 1 withdrew for a while for sure. No question, 1 definitely withdrew for a while. 

In order to focus on the loss, participants also lacked motivation for other aaivities. The 

resultant inactivity created conditions for reflection on the loss: 

P 1 : And 1 think that (news from the doctor) kinda, ... 1 think that might have been 

the factor that put me in that khda week or two week ... tramey 1 guess, ifyou 



want to put it that way. 1 don? know, reaiiy distraught, kind oc 1 don't know, felt 

not useless, 1 meau, 1 still had fitnction but 1 felt, 1 don? know ... 1 didn't want to 

do anything for two weeks. 

... For the first month or so, I didn't reaiiy go out at al, 1 didn't move f?om the 

house a whole lot. 1 watched movies, I went to school but 1 didn't go out at night 

with aii my buddies or things iike that. 1 just kinda, 1 wasn't interesteci at the tirne. 

P3: September of '95 was the toughest month that I've ever gone through. It was 

jus& you laiow, I didn't go to the rink It was just tough every day to motivate 

myseif to do something because of the fact that 1 wasn't going to the rink. But 

we got through that month of September and October and it just got better and 

better. And 1 started doing things, you know, like ... it didn't matter what, just 

anything, and 1 got through it. 

The fiuiction of this period is essentidy to come to terms with what has happened, having 

time to scribe meaning to the event: 

P3: 1 guess the biggest thing was when 1 got hurt, fiom the t h e  I got hurt to the 

time 1 announced my retirement, I had some tirne to think about it. It wasn't like it 

was 'bang, bang' and you said that's it, you're done. You know, 1 had some thne 

to think about it, and 1 think maybe that helped as well ... 

P 1 : Like 1 said, I had that penod when 1 sort of went into seclusion and didn't 

really t a k  to anybody or Listen to anyone or take phone calls. You just kind of 

wanted to just sit in a room by yourseif and kind of sulk for a while and then corne 

to terms with it. 

... Just digest as much as you feel you can consume at a the .  You just take a little 

bite of it and say "enough of that", go back later. (laughs) 



The unanimous experience of this d o m  period also irnplies some hct ion thereof 

Botterill(1995) desmbed sadness as a period in which ail of the resources are focused on 

drawing significance of some event or loss in one's We. A drop in energy levels facilitates 

the preoccupation with that thought process. The result is an upswing in energy and 

renewed feelings of hope and interest in the friture. Put very simply by one of the 

participants: 

Pl:  You almost have to bottom out before it's time to climb out of the hole. 

The Rule of ldenlity 

Part of one's perception of the si@cance of the loss is related to the role that 

sport played in that individual's identity. Brewer (1993) determuied that the stronger and 

more exclusive the identification with the athletic role, the more difncult that coping with 

injury would be. Such implications were evident in this study. Participants indicated that 

a significant portion of their identity had been lost in transition: 

Pl : 1 kind of felt that people didn't associate me the same way, like my status had 

changed, it was a level of status that I had felt that I had lost. 1 had a status that 1 

was not only an athlete but a student as weli, whereas now 1 just felt that I was a 

student only, and that was kind of a weird transition. 

.. . But it was Like sport aimoa gave me an identity, within the university 

environment, or within the cornmunity 1 played junior in. It was kind of; 1 don't 

know, you had that cloak that you were an athlete, an elite athlete that played 

hockey, and that didn't necessarily give you pmrileges, but it drew attention to 

you, even though you didn't ask for it, just because you were this person, you 

drew attention to yoursetf. 



P2: We were aiways taken a r e  of So when that end cornes, it's a bit of an 

adjusmient for a lot of guys. Some guys really struggie with it. It's redy hard for 

them. They'd looked at thek own 'what defines them' and ... they were football. 

They were bigger, badder, nastier, faster, and tougher than anyone else. It's ali 

part of the persona. You were a football player. 

Not surpnsingly, the strength of the identification with that role can be enduring, 

long after the athlete's career has been ended. Eight years foilowing one individual's 

injury, athletic identity was stili evident: 

P2: When you said an athlete or former athlete ... I still cunsider myseifan athlete. 

1 thought %ait a minute" (Iaughs) 'Weil he7s nght." (laughs) No you' re right, 

but it j u a  twigged for me. That old foundation is aiways gonna be there for me, 1 

guess. 

Years after injury, an identity that was once clear and weil-defïned can become 

ambiguous, and the search for self-definition c m  remain unsolved. When asked what 

defines hirn, one participant responded in this way: 

P2: That 1 don't know. 1 really don? know. And that's a sincere answer. And it's 

something that I'rn currently working through, with help, to find that m e r .  I'm 

really cwious as to what it is because sometimes I work iike a maniac around here 

and people look at me Like 'khy do you work Wce that?" My wife asks me. My 

kids ask me. 1 rernember once, 1 came home and my d e  was aU upset and one of 

my kids asked her if1 still Lived there, because 1 hadn't seen them for a week and a 

haif or something. And I'd just been working. 



However, ifthe primary mode by which one defines oneselfis through enduring 

personality characteristics, the loss of elite sport need not represent a significant loss of 

identity Ioss: 

PZ: 1 do believe in hard work and aü that stuff. If1 had to corne up with a word, 1 

would say 'niMvor'. So 1 was always tqhg to look out for tomorrow. I've 

always been aware of that, that you better watch out for yourself . ... survivd. 

P3 : I'm easygoing, laid back, but that's sort of the weird thulg about me is I am 

easygoing, 1 love to have furS but when it's thne to work, I'm very intense, very 

businesslike. But if1 was out on the street and someone just met me, 1 would 

think that someone who just met me would think that 1 was an easygoing guy, a 

nice guy, that would give anybody the time of day, or just whatever, you know. 

I'd help anybody out. 

... You know, whatever direction the wind's blowing, 1 might be blowing that way. 

.. . 1 don't know if 1 see myself any differentiy than what 1 was. There's one thing I 

Iearned growing up is you never forget where you came fkom. So 1 don? think 

I've changed too much kom when 1 was a player or before I was a player, to when 

1 was a player to now. I've tried to keep it on an even keel. And sure there's a lot 

of prestige of being an NHL hockey player, but as long as you can be very humble 

and very together and very respectful of everybody else, you shoddn't have to 

change a lot, and I don? think I have changed a lot. I thuik I'm still the same guy. 

Sirnilarly, if one defines oneself by a cunulation of expenences from which one can 

always draw, then transition cm represent less of an identity loss and more of a gain: 

P 1: Well, 1 know the progression of hockey d the way through is always goma be 

a part of who 1 am, and 1 always look back to those experiences. you how,  to 



look back and reflect on them to make fùture decisions. So 1 think it's always 

gonna be part of my character, but I th& a h ,  the strength that I've gained in 

leaving that group and being more of an individual is something that 1'11 reflect on 

and gain more self-confidence fkom 

.. . Now, through my school, 1 get my identity, or through my fnends I get rny 

identity. 1 don't rely on my association to a group for an identity' so 1 guess it's 

changed that way. 

1 feel it is important to point out that although the elements of cornpetence, 

a££ïiiation, physicality, and flllfillment are in their own sections, separate fiom this one, 

these elements represent key components of one's identity and should not be seen as 

separate nom it. The reader is therefore encouraged to view each of those elements in 

that iight . 

In order to fuliy understand the coping responses of each athiete to injury, it is 

necessary to cousider how the individual coped with adversity in the past and to what 

extent hdshe had deait with adversity and personai loss. Certain simildes in coping 

tendencies were evïdent, although history of coping with loss varied. For example, there 

seemed to be a tendency towards coping internally by the participants: 

P l  : 1 guess basically 1 don't look for support o d d e  myself. I kind of We taking 

it on myself to do it. 1 mean, it's good to have people to talk to sometirnes but I 

don't go to a person and say, "listen, 1 don't laiow how to handle this". 

... 1 try not to go into what you'd consider ~e~destruct mode or self-harm mode 

where I'd tum to, I don? know, violence or more of an exterior emotion, lash out 

or anything like that. I'm not that type of person. I'm more intemai. 



PZ: 1 guess I'm not a ... you might be surprised but 1 was sort of banhg  on the 

fact of this not being shared with my name attached to it, but I'rn not a good 

persun for sharing a lot of things. Like, feelings and ernotions and that sort of 

stuff. Like, 1 have maybe three people in my me7 and my wife is ody startiog to 

be one of them now. I've been marri& for ten years. It's very diflicult for me to 

share info. And even with some of my fiiends, I tend to go in a hole or reafly 

withdraw. Just fkom rny background, you how, stuffwith my dad and aii that 

stuff, Living, and 1 was on my own at 16, you just leam by yourseifthat "you'd 

better figure it out here, kid, you're on your own. There's no one else you cm 

rely on." So, 1 tend to pull back and do thaf intemaiize it and figure out how I'rn 

gonna cope with it. So whether I withdrew even more is quite possible. But, 

again, for me to recognize it is dif5cult because it's always been a response for me. 

It's a very natural response. It's not a new thing that I d i 4  where all of a sudden 

my behaviour was quite different. It's just a nahiral response for me as a person. 

Right or wrong. Probably wrong. But whatever, we ail have our own ways about 

us. That's my way. 

P4: I mean, I don't like to be too emotional. And, you know, that's just how 1 

deal with things. Whether it's right or wrong, I don? know, but ... yeah, I just put 

up the mask. 

... But as you know' as 1 described to yoy I'rn a pretty private person I kind of 

kept it ali in. 1 just kind of got into work and kind of let it go. But it was sad, but 

1 was qGet and people knew the quiet meant something. I'rn the khd of person 

who's quite emotional and quite taikative, but when I'rn being quiet, there's 

something wrong. 1 kept it low, 1 kept it quiet. And deep down, my f d y  and 

close fiiends probably knew what was going on. But ultimatcly, I'm a big boy and 

1 just have to take it, you know. 



One participant even acknowledged the isolating and potentiaüy maladaptive nature of this 

coping style: 

PZ: You don? want to be a downer. Whatever reason, it's just something 1 had 

learned to do. And again, right or wrong, 1 don't think it's right. If1 looked at 

someone else's situation when they went through it, and they told me these 

responses, I'd say 'yeah, weii you f-ed up, you idiot. You should have shared 

it, got some counselling or whatever, taiked to people. But for me, it's the way 1 

deal with things. 

One participant, who had to deal with simcant losses prior to his injury, 

described the benefits of these experiences: 

P2: Weil, I've also gone through some personal issues that may have helped me 

deal with that particuiar issue, with that level of seme of loss. My folks had split 

up when 1 was 16 or sornething iike that. 1 had to leam to believe in myseifpretty 

young. And then my dad moved out. So 1 was Living alone at sixteen, in a house. 

So 1 had to take care of rnyselff?om that age. 1 had to becorne sefireliant pretty 

quick. 1 had to figure out how to overcome loneliness and a bit of despair when 

you're by yourself And then I moved out here with my dad and at age 20, ... he 

died on me. So again 1 was done. He was the ody guy that 1 comected with. 

He was my Me in that sense. . . . I'm not suggesting that I'm necessarily great or 

better at it but I'rn more grounded. I've just been forced to deal with a lot of 

issues that fomioately most of us donPt have to deal witb, most of us in society. 

Because it reaiiy sucks to have to go through al that s-. . . . And 1 think it helped 

with the career-ending injury. It's another loss. 



.. . My dad dyïug was a colossal event in my Me. Because that's when 1 really 

became the survivor. 1 had to, right? So I've been able to !-a a whole lot since 

then I don't know, 1 learned a lot about myself and jus how to become a 

çuMvor, very self-reliant at that point. It did a lot of good for me. I mean, it still 

sucked. If he was di here, we could share a lot of things and all that kind of 

stun, of course, but ... it just made me grow up right theq you know. 

Another participant had s i d a .  feelings: 

P3: And that's probably why I'm strong now, I've had to cope with a death in the 

famiy. My brother. Yeah, so maybe that helps me too. 

One participant's comments on the lack of loss and hardship reflected a naivity pnor to his 

P4: And it was tough because the people who said to me "What happens ifyou get 

injured?" 1 said "don't worry about it". 1 remember they used to say to me, my 

relatives who care about me said "what happens ifyou get injureci?" And you 

dways think, yeah, I'U recover, but you never realize we're not supermen. And 1 

wasn't Superman. 

Later in the results, effective internai coping with these injuries will be considered. But 

the use of such coping is reflected in this participant's comments regarding his habitua1 

interna1 style weii pnor to injury: 

P l  : 1 guess I just kind of put it in the back of my mind. I won? necessarily stress 

every minute of my day to be dealing with it. I'U kind of be concerneci about it but 

I'U just try to go on with other things and not think about it for a while and then it 



usually cornes to the point where it appears not as bad as what you ùimaliy thought 

it was. And you just start realinng that other people have gone through it and 

have succeeded or they've been able to get by it. 

.. . Yeah, kind oc 1 just nin it over in my head, this scenario or that scenario and 

kind of relate it to other things in my Me, look to other things in my life that are 

still together or stiu positive, things I take pride in and focus my efforts there. 

These types of thoughts which facilitate perspective and focusing on the positives and the 

friture are iUustrated in greater detail when coping strategies in response to injury are 

considered. However, the coping tendencies prior to injury provide a usefbl context in 

explaining the significance that an athiete ascnies to his injury. 

Feelings of Conpetence Derived Front Sport 

The extent to which an athlete derives his feelings of wmpetence fiom sport 

provides fùrther explanation for the significance drawn f?om the Ioss of sport. AU of the 

participants, coming t'tom an elite sport background, were able to experience positive 

affective and confidence in their lives as a result of their sporting exploits. The feelings 

associated with 'being good at somethg' represented a vital component of their 

identities. Negative affective in response to exit fiom sport rnakes more sense within this 

context. 

Participants experienced distress when their prhary or sole feelings of competence 

or personal aptitude came fiom sport: 

P2: I mean you and 1 can take anybody else out there in that office of seventy plus 

people and pick a sport that perhaps we haven't even played before, we would be 

better than the average guy. I'U put any amount of money on it. Just because we 

were bom athletes. So you grew up with that. That's just what you do. We play. 



... I remember lying in that bed thinking "I'm never go- use this leg again." 

Now, for an athiete who grew up with a lot of my seif-esteem, and something you 

could always count on is gohg out there and picking any sport and 1 could be 

better than the average guy and feel good about if was gone. That hurt. That one 

was tough. That was pretty tough. It wasn' t just being out of football, it was 

being out of everything. 

.. . God said to make the boy an athlete ancl, f-, there 1 was. . .. That's just how 

we were boni nght? You just use your car&. Use your talents. But now, it's 

gone. That's the thing 1 couid always count on. 1 could always count on being a 

little beîîer. Now 1 couldn't even count on that. I've never wnsidered myseifa 

Rhodes scholar candidate. 1 don't think I'm stupid but ... that was just my 

fdlbaclg being an athiete. Now 1 didn't have that to fitll back on. Yeah it sucks. 

That reaüy sucked. 

P4: You see, a lot of my strength and confidence came fkom sports and that was 

tough. When you don't have that, where do you find that strength to be who you 

are? That was tough. That was tough. 

. . . So 1 wam't the most intelligent guy, and academically, 1 said school was not 

important to me. So 1 didn't have wddence as an academic. 1 didn't have 

confidence as a scholar. 1 didn't have confidence to read and becorne intelligent 

and be successful in that. I didn't have that confidence. You know, when it came 

to sports, 1 was always confident about being sorneone. In red Me and business, 1 

love business, but I wasn't really confident about that because 1 didn't have 

strength. 

The acquisition of this competence also required signincant cornmitment of time and 

energy, making it a greater loss: 



PZ: Wah any sport, it takes a littie while to sort of figure it out, then aJi of a 

sudden you get it figured out and then you exce1 at if right. And I'd just hit the 

excel period. 

P3: 1 think ever since 1 was five years old, you know, Mom & Dad always stressai 

school and everything but hockey was number two no matter what. 1 spent a lot 

of tirne, you know, after school until nine at night or Saturdays nom eight in the 

rnoming until six or seven at night, 1 spent, in the winter tirne, on the outdoor ice. 

I think that was a big part of m a b g  my career the way it was. I had the sicdis to 

do it because I'd worked on them every siogie day. 

In addition, Ieaving this field of high achievement includes leaving the accolades that 

accompany it: 

P4: And 1 was, you how, leading the country, leading the nation, g e h g  the 

press, and Ne was feeling really good and people were talking about AU-Cm* 

and records ... 

W1th the Ioss of sport, a necessary shift in this source of self-esteem that emerges: 

P2: As a kid, my whole self-esteem was built on my ability to be physically better 

than the average guy. So that's kind of what 1 was always able to hang my hat on. 

1 was always betîer than the average guy. When 1 taiked about foundations, my 

foundation was always the sports end of things, again my ability to be a M e  better 

than everybody ... what separates me and what's okay about me, it still is. I'm stiu 

building that foundation- 



Another important factor iduencing the perceived significance of the Ioss is the 

strength of the relationships and feelings of affiliation within sport. Participants expresseci 

feelings of belonging and tight bonds with teammates and the collective 'team': 

P 1 : I guess what I missed most was being part of the social unit of a hockey team 

and having your buddies and your trips and your team fùnctions and things Wre 

that . 

... 1 don't know if you'd cal1 it a family, but a larger group, a larger social unit that 

you do t h g s  with and go here with. 1 miss that. That's probably the biggest 

thing 1 miss. And 1 guess that's part of your identity, being identifiai as being part 

of a group. So that's changeci, you're more of an individual now than a part of a 

group 

... But in regards to just kind of a social satisfaction, 1 think 1 really miss it a lot. 1 

don't know i f 1  miss the game as much, playing the actual game, but 1 know I 

reaIiy miss being a part of the team and tniveling as a group on the bus trips and 

the hotels, and having that common bond with a group of thirty or thirty-five 

people, includuig the coaching stafS like, 1 don't have that now. Almost me  you 

lose that network, that f d y ,  which 1 think is the biggest thing that 1 miss right 

now. 

. .. So basically, you miss that, being a part of that big social group, those times 

that, you know, you travel together, you pradce together, you hang out at school 

together, when there's a Party, you go there together, ifyou go to a nightdub, you 

go there together, if there's some kind of team fhction, you were just always with 

those people, over and over again. It was just like, you know, a f d y ,  you could 

count on them for whatever you needed or vice versa, they'd approach you, you 



don? have that same number of close fiiends as you dici, with the same kind of 

bond and the common interests. 

For one participant, a clear contrast can be seen when post-athletic relationships are 

considered: 

P 1 : Now that 1' m not playïng a team sport, that network is not there and you 

don7t, your relationships are limitai now, you have like four or five or six people 

that you consider close, that you communicate with or hang out with on a regular 

basis, whereas before you had thirty guys that you saw every day in practice, were 

in the same dressing room, weekends you stayed in the same hotel, you how,  two 

or three guys in a hotel room. That social aspect is reaiiy different. 

... You don? have that sense of affiliation with a group of people or with a team or 

with an institution. You're not part of that social reiationship, social unit basically. 

Ties are strengthened by a commonality of expenence. Teammates have common values 

goals and objectives: 

P 1 : You're al1 there for the same purpose. Everyone's there with the serious 

intent that we want to win. Someone was aiways sticking up for yoq you were 

always sticking up for somebody else, if a fight broke out or ... you were more of a 

team because you experienced more together and you went through more things. 1 

know the Wends that I had in junior I'U be fiends with for the rest of my Me. 1 

may not see them for five years but 1 know that the moment 1 see them, we won? 

greet each other with a handshake, it7U be a hug. Some of us are that close. 



Unfominately, career-ending injury may provide an awkwardness between the injured 

athlete and his former teammates. Few players Like to thuik about their own exits fkom 

sport, and an injureci player rnay represent a reminder of its inevitability: 

PZ: Um, it's b y  with teanunates, they're scared that it could happen to them. 

They really are. A lot of guys came to the hospitai when 1 was in there. Sorne of 

the- I t d y  don't remember, because 1 was so dopey. But no one would come 

over to the house, a couple phone calls maybe. A couple of guys. Everybody's 

afrad it could happen to them, Like you've got a disease- You know, it's b d  of 

k y  - 

fie Phpicdi9 of the Elite Athle?e 

For eiite athletes, much of who they are revolves around their physical experience 

and high levels of physical activity. Threats to this physicality can add to the sense of loss 

associateci with career-ending injury. Much fiutration can corne as a resuit of perceived 

sudden loss of physical ability : 

P 1 : Weli, yeah, it's always on my mind that it 's not as good as it was or I'm not as 

able to do things that 1 did before at a particular level, at a high levei, it's still 

annoying. 

.. . Then there are times that, if 1 don? make the play, W<e in hockey, I'U 

automatically aîtribute it to my hand. Like, it wasn't because 1 made a mistake or 

it wasn't because 1 got pdied off the puck or 1 just basically fanneci on it and didn't 

make the play, 1 always go "weli, it's because of my iiand" You always revert it 

back to your han& most of the Mie because it kind of keeps r o h g  over your head 

that you've lost the ability to perfom the skiiI at the level that you could at one 

t h e  previous to the injury. 



P2: Ifthat (use of leg) never came back, 1 might not be sitting here. You mi& be 

looking at a different person. But it wouldn't be because of football, it would be 

more jua using my body. 1 still feel that 1 can use my body. I get hstrated 

because l'II never be able to use it as 1 did. 

An athlete who is used to enormous levels of physical output oui be stifled by a sudden 

decrease : 

P 1 : 1 did nothing physical for about six months, which was kind of annoying for 

me, kind of hard to hande because 1 was an active pemn that plays a lot of 

sports. 

P4: Whether it's hitting someone or y e h g  and screming on the field, or just 

going for an awesome workout or running a bunch of 150's or 30 yd sprints. It's 

just that power, that exhilaration You can't really do that when you go to the 

office every &y. You can' t do that. And a lot of people can't do that in their 

lives. 

For one participant, sport represented a 'release' for aggression. He found the loss of this 

release difficult : 

P4: And my problem was, when 1 didn't have sports, 1 didn't h o w  where to take 

that aggression. 1 didn't know where 1 could let it out. And it was very hstrating 

because sometimes I was emotioiial. And nobody really knew what was wrong or 

why 1 was upset. But reaIiy7 in sports. 1 was able to get nd of that aggression, on 

a weekly basis or a daily basis, at thes. 



Another participant found the sensation of complete exhaustion rewarding and felt this 

feehg could never be duplicated outside of sport: 

P2: It's a peculiar thing to say, 1 guess, but that complete exhaustion, 1 think, is an 

awesome feeling. And it only happeneci a couple times where 1 felt that way. And 

one of the games, 1 was playing with the Gr. team). We lost. 1 got the s- kicked 

out of me. 1 was a ninningback and there was just nothing lefi of me at the end of 

the day. 1 was just completely spent. But it was a great feeling as 1 look back and 

I'U never be able to have that again. And that's a happiness that you can spend 

yourseifthat thoroughly. You're completely spent. And not just a tired shuffhg 

walk, but this ... it's ail out there. And I'U never have that again- I'li never have 

that thriii again, that bit of happiness, where 1 really did get a lot out of that. It's 

such a great feeling. A bit of euphoria 1 guess. And now you tq to get it other 

ways but, again, this big (makes 'small' gesture) what am I? I'm an athlete. 

Feelings of FulfiIment Associofed Mth Sport 

For one participant in particular, it seems that sport provideci a set of sensations 

and a fb.Eliment of drearns which he saw as a pinnacle of his expenence. Both his 

experiences and the anticipation of even greater ones were seen to be lost: 

P4: I've often described that being able to play sports and being able to be strong 

would never compare to any success I've had in business or any money. 1 mean, 1 

couidn't put a price tag on the days of running or the days of getting ready for a 

pro camp. 1 mean, 1 would have given up $100 000 to play one year in the Cm, 

m a b g  26 grand a year. Just to have played that one year and enjoy that goal that 

was kind of a lifelong drearn. 



... And working out and sweating is okay, but it's not the same as being on the 

field, in the fiesh air, in the cold weather or a nice hot day and getting sorne sun, 

feeling the energy, and the ieaves, 1 mean, those were great, it was a p t  

enviroomenî, you know. 

It may be that friture expenences wili always be perceiveci as l e s  favourable when 

compared to these 'good old days': 

P4: I'm happy, but not that happy. Like, I'm happy, I'rn healthy, I'rn training, I'm 

working out, having fun, but I'm not feeling totally fbElled, in terrns of how I was 

when 1 was a football player. 1 mean, those were good times at U o m .  You 

know? 1 remember one game, the game was on TSN. And I remember coming 

back and actually thinking "wow", it was at (name of home stadium), tons of fans 

and just going 'hhat a day, this is what it's all about". It was a hot day, sweating, 

OWC) Bowl. What more do you want? 

Losing the Challenge of Sport 

A common characteristic of ai l  the participants was a need to strive for excellence 

in sport. The unanticipateci exit fiom sport closed the door on the fulfillment of this oeed 

and seemed to prevent any satisfactory closure for this lifelong pursuit: 

P4: 1 knew that 1 wanted to achieve that same success in my me, but 1 knew that 1 

couldn't do it in sports anymore. And that was very diflicult because 1 reaiiy loved 

spons. 1 loved being c o d t t e d  to that. 1 never loved being wmmitted to 

academics. 

. . . Like 1 was coddent to the point where, 1 was in high school 1 was taking 

about being a professional athiete, because 1 just knew what kind of an athiete 1 



was, and my own confidence. Of course, no one else wodd say you c m  or can't, 

but it was my own innec strength, because 1 knew I could m. 1 knew 1 had 

strength. And when 1 went to Uof (X) and 1 started accomplishing certain things 

in my career, things were sort of happening in that direction, you know. 1 got 

drafted and 1 was injured. 1 ahost went through the whole phase, except I mi& 

the last phase. 

P2: Um, 1 guess 1 just hadn't quite reached what 1 thought was the best of my 

potential. 1 thought it was corning dong pretty well in my last season, and 1 sort 

of had the game figured out. But now, there's such a learning curve when you 

jump to pro, in how mua f ~ e r  and how much more cornplex the game is, that 

you're really behind. Then all of a sudden, you get it figured out, you're like 

"yeah, aii right, now I know how this works" 

InteMnver Now let 's p l q  

Yeah, exady. And that's when the m g  sort of got pded. I was forninate to 

get one year where 1 was sort of operating under the 'I've got it figureci out' 

regUne. But 1 just wanted to see if1 could take that Ievel again a little higher and 

the opportunity wasn't there. 

2.) Strength of Co~ inp  Resources 

The coping resources of the participants were put into two categories: social 

support and interna1 coping. Social support refers to those individuals whose presence 

and behaviours alIowed the individual to progress through the transition process in a 

heaIthy and positive way. IntemaI copzng refen to those thoughts and behaviours that the 

participants used in order to deal with their injuries. This category also embodies personal 

philosophy, beliefs, values, and religion where applicable. 



Srnoaï Support 

The support of certain key individuais who were close to the athletes seems to 

have provided effective guidance and encouragement that M t a t e d  wping with the exit 

£iom sport. Although one might intwtively search for the ri@ words and actions to make 

the individual feel better, it appears that one of the key behaviours that can be of most help 

does not involve this search at dl. Participants expresseci reiiefwhen there fiends and 

f d y  treated them the same as they had prior to the injury. It may be that in this time of 

transition and identity confusion, consistency can be very good medicine: 

P 1 : (Of one helpfbi person) He was Merent in that, despite the injury, he kind of 

treated me the same way as he did before, whereas most ofmy other people kind 

O$ were sympathetic, and you know "How7s it goin'?" The questions were aU 

focused around my injury. With him, he just, you know, he was aware of it but he 

jus kinda didn't really taik about it that much, like he'd mention it here and there 

but he was more concemed about, you know, just me as the way 1 was before, the 

same type of persoq you know the same jokes, he'd make jokes at me, I'd make 

jokes at him. He kind of taked to me on the same basis as if the injury hadn't 

happened. 

... And then, at the time, my girfiend, she didn't harp on the fact that it had 

happened. She just nill asked me "let's gc! to the show" like she wodd any other 

night, or "let's hang out and make a bowl of nachos" or something and sit down 

and watch a movie or something, like she still treated me the same. 

P3 : 1 guess just were themselves and acted iike ... never treated me like a 

professionai athiete but just treated me like I always wanted to be treated, just 

treated me iike (participant ' s name), you know. They never changed. And that, 1 

guess, is a true way to find your fiends. Because 1 wasn't playing anymore, 



everybody that I'd known before that or all my fiends, 1 guess' stiU treated me the 

same way as if1 was still playing. It sounds stupid, but there's a lot of people that 

are iike that. There's a lot of people that I've met in the business that I'm sure 

wouid be "ab, he's not playing anymore, he's a nobody." So what? You know 

what I mean? And al1 my fkiends? my parents, my d e ?  have never ever treated me 

any Merently than when 1 was playing. So 1 guess those are my true fnends, the 

ones who take me for what I am and not who I am. So that was good. 

The disappearance of 'acquaintaoces' seemed of les consequence with the presence of 

key tnends: 

P2: Friends, as 1 had expected, they weren't out of the picture, when 1 was injured. 

It's not why they were my f5ends I guess. The ones that mattered to me anyway. 

The other ones were more acquaintances, ifyou will, and ifthey weren't around, it 

wasn't any loss. But my friends, there was never afl of a sudden a stand off 

approach. They didn't have trouble dealing with i 1 don? think. So 1 was pretty 

lucky in that sense. 

One function that one's social support could serve is helping the injured athlete to keep 

the loss of elite sport in perspective: 

P 1 : Yeah, 1 think my girlfiend and my parents helped me in that aspect a lot. 1 

was away fiom home so 1 talked to them maybe once a week but you could tell 

they were aiways probing to see what my state of mind was and if1 was depresseci, 

they made every effort to say "it 's just your hanci, it' s not your Me7 it ' s not your 

mind, your person's not going to d e r  because of the injury." Not to focus too 

much on your injury, just focus on the good t h g s  in your lXe7 like on your school 

and your fiends and the people around you and stufflilce that. 1 thuik they helped 



me a lot that way. So did my girfiend, She was always there to give you support 

and keep your self-esteern up as weii. 

... And sometimes she'd sit and Say, ''y& you know, you're probably not gonna 

play hockey again but there's more to you than being a hockey player. There's 

more to you than gohg on the ice and chasiog the puck around, you know, you've 

got a lot more to offer someone than just being part of a team." 1 think she helped 

to put it in perspective too. But they were all pretty good, like they didn't harp on 

it and they didn't question me "weü, are you gonna play again? Or do you thuik 

you7U play again? Or do you think you can play again?" They just said, you 

know, "just work hard at your physio, and take it day by day. And ifit works out, 

it works out. And if it doesn't, then there's still a lot more to (name of participant) 

than just being a hockey player." So they were pretty good that way. 

This contribution was clearly more appreciated than sympathy would have been: 

P3 : (About d e )  Weil, very supportive fiom the standpoint of .. . it was a littie 

hard knowing how I'd react 1 think, and she was sort of "It's ail right, it's not, 

you knowY your life isn't ove? sort of thing. It wasn't ever "Oh, 1 r e d y  feel sorry 

for you" and kind of amplifluig the fact that "oh, gee, everythiag that you were, 

yod re not anymore". 

Support was also helpful in providing encouragement to the participants, specificdy to 

keep at the recovery and look toward the fùture: 

Pl  : They could see my hand improvuig and they were always khd of interesteci in 

how 1 was doing so most of the people were givîng positive reinforcement, like 

"yeah, keep at i you're doing good, you're hand's coming back, it's goma be 

fine. 



... And with my girifiiend, you know, some days 1 was in a bad mood. She was 

always there to be a part of that and say "don't worry about it, you're doing h e ,  

you're doing better than most people expected you to be doing in regards to your 

rehab, just keep at it." 

P4: 1 actudy got a beautiful letter fkom (name of coach). He gave me a lot of 

confidence. He was basically saying, like "(Name) was an awesome guy and 

basically he was the main guy and he could do it, and whatever challenges we gave 

bim, he did it . And he'U always be successfÙ1." It's üke, wow "he was a guy who 

was successfùi and people Iked him", you how, it was a nice thing. It helped me 

out a lot. 

P3: 1 guess the toughest thing for me was not going to the rink and 1 guess the 

biggest thing that she had done was, you know, she'd corne home every day and 

try to get me going in the fact that "weii, what did you do today? What are you 

gonna do tomorrow?" You know what 1 mean? Trying to set my own goals or 

trying to set my own little schedule up and &and ... instead of saying "ah, geez, 

everythîng wiu be ail right" it was almost iike, not so much a kick in the ass but 

just like "what do you want to  do?" Like "let's get going here" so that's, to me, 

that was the biggest thing that she gave was pushing me that way and saying 

"enjoy younelfand everything but what are you going to do? But it was always 

positive and eveqthhg. Just kind of planting the seed that you'd b a e r  kind of 

set some goals for yourselfand get going a Little bit because you can't sit around 

forever". So it was good that way. 

The role of one's support as listeners rather than talkers was also apparent: 



Pl : (Of one fiend) He was kind of that impartial person thaî you wuld ask him 

something and he wouldn't be opinionated like "you should do this", he'd give you 

the two, three, four sides of the story the way he saw it and he wouldn't make the 

choice. But he was good to taik to as a sounding board to Iand of put some things 

in perspective or shtff Like that. He was very good. He was he1pfb.l. 

P3: Yeah, 1 was marrieci in August of that year, the same t h e  1 retired and 1 think 

that was a big help. Because 1 had someone there helping to support me and, you 

know, once in a while you need a kick in the ass to get yourseifgoing, and the was 

there to do it and she was there also to cornfort me toq at the same tune, when 1 

needed someone to talk to about it and Say, like' this is hard. And maybe that's 

why right now 1 think that it was a smooth transition, because of those factors. 

You know, I never really did have any bad, bad times. 

However, there was a general reluctance to talk too much about it because of the fear that 

it was b ~ g i n g  everybody else dom: 

PI : It kind of annoyed me at times the fact that they wodd Say, you know, weIl, 

"our season's gone down the drain because we Iost you. It's not going to be the 

same in the dressing room", like' 1 didn't want to hear that. It made me feel like 

this whole thing's gonna bring everybody down. 1 dicln't want that. 1 didn't want 

them to feel what 1 was feeling. 

P2: 1 have shared with you more than, most ... ali of my fiiends. Knowing that 

you're gonna walk away and my name is not going to be attacheci to this. There's 

no way 1 wodd share this kind of stuffwith people near me. And 1 think there is a 

benefit or some secuTity in distance. And fiom that end, as weU, getting your life 

back, this person doesn't have anything to gain. They're not just saying it to be 



more of a fnend because they feel they have to say something because they're my 

Mom or Dad or cousin Louie or whatever. 

P l  : 1 don't know, like 1 said to you before, 1 I you're the first person that I've 

really ever sat down and talked about my emotions that I went through. 1 haven't 

until now really. I think it's a lot easier to talk to someone that you lmow it's in 

confidence, than it is to talk to someone that you have a different relationship with, 

like a close fkiend or parent or teammate or something Iike that. It's certainly 

Merent, like, 1 don? know, growing up with sport, for me, like you don't, 1 don't 

know if it's just a male sport thing or if it's a North Amencan sport &hg, but 

you're taught not to show your emotions. 

In Light of this fear, the interaction that two participants had with sport psychologists (who 

were not immersed in the athlete' s environment) appears to have been quite beneficial. 

These professionals were able to foster positive outlooks for the fùture: 

P2: Weil, one of the most helpfùl people, that you just walk away fiom the guy 

with a big srnile on your face because you feel good about yourseK is (name of 

psychologist). Go4 he's unbelievable, you know, he just makes you feel good 

about yourself. One of the big hang-ups that 1 had was 1 didn't have this worth on 

my brain, you know, 1 didn't have anything else to give. So I always felt, "oh, 1 

need more schooling, 1 need to go back to school 1 guess 1 need to do this 1 need 

to do that". And he just kept saying, "weii, why? You don't really need to. 

You're this khd of guy," after going through sorne aptitude tests. And he said 

"you do have these certain skills7', in interviews with hun. "It's not critical, you 

don? have to do that." And 1 didn't really believe him, you know "he's just saying 

that to make me feel better." But it made a whole lot of sense, and then it starteci 



to come true, so now 1 always thiak back at what he said, and you know, it was 

bang on. 1 have suggested that other people see him as wel. 

P3: He's great. I'U teIl you what, 1 leamed a lot fiom him. He's helped me out 

over the years. 

Interviewer: How wouldyou .y he he[pedyou the m a ?  

In that fact of looking ahead instead of looking back. 

Interviewer: Keeping perspective? 

Yeah. Never look back. 

In addition to avoiding the expression of sympathy, one rnight also steer clear of 

pretending to 'know' what the athlete is going tbrough without the benefit ofexperience. 

This participant was quite forgiving but clearly annoyed with the attempt to relate to a 

previous loss: 

P2: Like my dad died, and the stupid comments you get after the fimeral. "Oh, 1 

know what you're gohg through. 1 lost my dog when 1 was 12." Like that's the 

stupidest thing you could ever imagine saying. But this person is grieving too, in 

their own way, and they're trying . .. your whole life you try to relate experiences 

back to the ones you've had. And that's the ody thing this person could wme up 

with. Fair enough, great for the- they haven't had to deal with this stuff, and 

hopefiilly they7U be older and it'U be easier for them and ail that but ... corne on  

But 1 wasn't bitter that they had said something so stupid. They just didn't know. 

Again, just relating it to their own experiences so 1 never held it against anybody. 

They were just aying to heip the only way they could. 



One vital piece of the adjusmient process appears to have been achieved by 

exercising some conscious control over subsequent thoughts about the injury, its meaning 

and implications for the fùture. This mental vigiiance might best be d e s c n i  as a 

personai philosophy adopted to 'process' adversity in a heaithy, adaptive manner. For 

example, participants were generdy carefbi not to entertain thoughts of "what ifthis 

hadn't happened to me?": 

P l  : I didn't want to be reminded oc like you said, 'you muld have' because it was 

never goona happen. Like, it was part of your pers0na.I history that wasn't gonna 

be anymore and you didn't want to be reminded of "weil, this might have 

happened". 

PZ: 1 oniy played two games in my 5th. Well, you and 1 both can say wouida, 

coulda, shoulda, and if oniy this and ifoniy that. It's a waste oftime. It's a waste 

of energy. In any part of We, whether you're facing a career ending injury or gee if 

only this guy wodd have done this then 1 wodd have done that as weii. Waste of 

time. Woulda, couida, shoulda. You know, you're going to get emotionally all 

bummed about it. You're not gonna change anything. Don't go there. 

... So you know, it's a big waste of the .  Why beat yourseif up over it? What are 

you changing? What are you making of it? Nothing. You' re just beating yourself 

UP- 

P3: 1 guess you always stop and wonder, and say, what if1 stiU had my sight? 

Where would 1 be right now? There's always that question, but there's one thing 

that 1 try to do is 1 try not to ask that question ever. 1 try to Live every day in the 

present and 1 don't tive anything in the past. And 1 look ahead. 1 don't look too 



far ahead in the friture, that's gonua hurt you, but 1 don't ever live in the past, at 

au. 

.. . I never said that (what if). Not once. I've got an old saying. "Tf 'if's' and 

'but's' were candies and nuts, it'd be a merry f-ing Christmas." You know what 

1 mean? I've never said once, I've never, ever, ever said to myselfLLgeez, what if1 

was stiil playing right now?" You know' me, I'm not. 1 don't care. I don't say 

that. 

Indulging in such thoughts seems to cause u~ecessary distress, even long after the fact: 

P4: But to have it end the way 1 d i 4  1 still have people asking me, "did you make 

it to camp?" "No, 1 never even made it to campn. 1 never ran the 40. 1 never did 

the bench press. 1 never made the interceptions. 1 never made the plays. It 

something that, it was diaicult. Redy, when I think about it now and taik about 

it, it's difEcuit to talk about. But really, you know, tallOng about it now, 1 meaq 

what the heu did 1 work for ail my He? That's what it was about. You know, and 

I'U teU ya, what can you do? You know? So that's the tough part. 

Instead, the athletes were determined to look forward and make the most of the &tue: 

P2: You've got to play your cards. They're your cards. You can't trade your hand 

in, you bow.  Every now and then sorneone might pluck a card fkorn you. Your 

card might be the ability to play hockey or footbd, but you've got to play what 

you've got lefi. 

P3: Y& you cadt look in the past, because ifyou look in the past, everything in 

fiont of you and at the time is gonna pass you by. You're gonna miss it. 



. . . Yeah, the biggest thhg about it is looking ahead and not in the past. You can't 

sit around moping your whole Ke. Just deai with it when d happens and move on. 

. . . Tbe biggest thhg is to .. . it was just a matter of "life's gonna pass you by, keep 

going". I mean it's like driving down the road, and there's a detour, what are you 

gonna do? You're gonna take the detour and iive with it. So it holds you up for 

another ten minutes. As far as I'm concemed, big deal. You know, youYU make 

that time up on the highway. You know what 1 mean? That's kind of my 

approacb 

Another strategy that aIlowed the athietes to cope was to focus th& thoughts on 

positives: 

P 1 : Yeah, I try to devote my energy and my thoughts to things that make me feel 

good, make me feel positive or that used to before and keep looking at those 

things and still there's one piece of the pie, one void that's not being filied but you 

just learn to cope with it try to get satisfiiction fkom the things that you aiways did 

before, things that were enjoyable for you in the past. 

P2: Ifyou've got to go through Life and you just get all p-ed off at all the things 

that don't happen for you, and all  the things that don't work out, then f-y you 

must be one miserable son of a b-, you know. If that's al1 you're gohg to focus 

on, 1 don? want to hang out with you. Why wouid I? You're go= be so 

negative. You're gonna be so bitter. 1 just get fiustrated with people who bitch 

and cornplain aii the Mie about what they're not given. 1 try not to hang around 

with those people. They're just not much fun. 

P3: I feel very fortunate that 1 got to play in the NHL. Every day I feel very 

fortunate because 1 had an opportunity to make a good living, make some money 



for my f d y ,  and meet a tremendous amount of interesting people, and acaially 

leam a lot about the game, through different people, and different perspectives of 

the game. You know, 1 feel very fortunate for that. And 1 still have a lot of good 

fkiends that 1 keep in contact with, but not once do 1 sit back and sit in my chair 

and say "geez, you know, what you know, 1 couid play ..." 1 watch T.V., 1 

watch hockey games as a fan. 1 don't watch them as "ah, geez, 1 should be 

playing". 1 think it's too long to live if you're sour on something every day. 1 just, 

hey, it was a pnviIege to play there, 1 feel forhinate for the amount of t h e  1 

played, and let's move on. Because you can't spin your wheels in the mud ail &y. 

Something's gorina burn out sooner or later, you know. 

... I've got everythhg to thank for what I've done. You know, 1 don't say 

anything lousy about what happened to me or the game or the sport or anything, 

you how. 

P4: But 1 look at it as, at least I was able to play four years of college. And 1 had 

fun. 1 had some injuries. 1 met some great people dong the way and some great 

&ends. And, you know, 1 was able to at least do something, you know. Because 

it's better than not even going. 1 could easily have not even gone to university. 

. . . Had I played in the CR. and had a four year career, three year career, 1 

wouldn't be where 1 am today as far as my business. Because 1 grew up in a hot 

market. When I got into the stock market, it was the start of a boom. And it 

rocked, and anyone who was in the market was making money. Had 1 spent six 

rnonths of the year playing football, and eied to make money on the side, here and 

there, 1 would have never succeeded h c i a i i y .  

P 1 : 1 went through hockey every year, into basebail every summer, and hockey in 

the winter, into basebail . . . But now, it' s like you have so much more tirne to do 

other things, things that you would never have previously gotten to do. You get 



an o p p o h t y  to really enjoy yourseif and enjoy your fiends outside the sport. 

Enjoy the experiences that are out there besides just traveling to the ri& to the 

hotel rink to the hotel. 

Onz participant was able to channel his competitiveness into the healing process, 

efféctively focusing on the future: 

P l  : My physio was what 1 kind of put my athletic interests into and the 

competitiveness of an athiete, 1 t rderred that fiom the hockey to my physio and 

my rehab to get my ability back in my hand. So 1 stU had some sense of 

cornpetition but it was against myself. 

... ''Well maybe 1 won? get my feeling back and maybe 1 won't get my bill 

nuictionability back in my hand. But it's not going to be fiom lack of effort. I'm 

going to put my efforts and strengths and time into it and not skip", so it was 

similar to being an athiete but 1 took that focus and transferred it into rny physio 

and my rehab. 

Another e f f d v e  approach was to fiame the injury within the broader pichire in order to 

gain some perspective: 

P 1 : A day or two goes by, and you realize you still have your fnends, you realize 

your parents still love y04 you realize your girlfkiend, at the time, she's st i l l  gonna 

be there for you and you realize, you know, ... 90% of my Me is still the same. 

There's just this one Little facet of rny life that 1 can't play anymore but everything 

else is the same. So 1 h d  of look at it in the broader perspective and say 'iivell 

yeah, sure this is gone, but look at how much 1 still have, you know, and then the 

part that's gone, ternporarily, 1 can always shoot to get that back. If1 do, 1 do, 



that's great, and my life is back 'so caiied' the way it was. But i f 1  don't, then 1 

stül have the majonty of rny life is di very much the same. 

... 1 think, &er a few days you sit back and say "this persun stiii talks to me, 1 st i l i  

go here with these fiends," and you just put it in perspective and say there's more 

to it than putting on the equipment and skating on the ice for an hour a day. You 

know, there's still another 23 hours in your day that your Life is pretty much the 

same. 

For this same participant, maintairing balance throughout his life afForded him a broader 

focus with multiple positives to draw kom: 

PI : 1 guess the old saying goes "it rnakes my Dad look awfully smart". Because he 

always said "keep that balance. Don't go off to your sport and forget everything 

else. Keep your academics, your fiiends, your f d y '  everything in balance'' which 

1 think was the best advice that he could really give me because during the injury, 

it was actuaily my school and my fiends and my family that taught me that there 

was more to my Life than that. And I mean, academic/sport balance was super 

important because, othenvise, 1 don? think I'd be (where I am) nght now, doing a 

masters degree. 

One athlete was able to gain perspective in light of how bad the injury outcorne could have 

b e n :  

P2: S- was happening where you get people wming in and crying in your room. 

They're not sure if you're gonna live or die and that sort of S-. Waking up at 3 in 

the moniing, seeing aii these lab coats around my bed, knowing, at the ICCX 

hospitai there can't possibiy be this many docton at 3 am, ... f- 1 must be skk 

(laughs). 1 remember lying in that bed thlliking T m  never gonna use this leg 



again" ... Some kid in the bed next to me, his m e r  came in. He saw 1 was upset 

and he said "do you muid XI pray for you?" And he went on for four minutes of 

Spanish I'm assuming, 1 don't know what Ianguage it was. He had his eyes closed 

and his hands crossed and just starteci praying. And 1 got really emotiod. A guy 

1 don't even know is trying to help out in his way and I'm feelùig mighty low and 

.. . that was an expenence right there. It really was. 

... 1 get out and golf and every t h e  I'm having a really bad round, 1 think of the 

day I'm in the hospital bed and can't feel the bottom half of my leg, and I've got a 

guy, 1 have no idea what he's saying, praying. Could be a lot worse. And that's 

when 1 hit the next bail. Could be a lot worse. And then 1 don't care anymore. 

You know, then 1 don't get a i l  upset about always siicing or hooking or always 

diiffing, because, you know, 1 was not that far away fiom not being out here at di. 

The participants al1 agreed that their experiences had strengthened them in some way and 

were able to see their losses as key deterrninants of who they are now: 

P4: I thiok we ail becorne stronger as we grow older. And d the experiences we 

go through make us stronger. And defùUtely, that made me stronger. 

IntemrVIewer: So you have more confidence to deal with things as they corne now? 

1 think so. 

P3 : Evewbody goes through adversity, it's just how much . .. how well you can 

deal with if, how weil you can get around it or get through if and how strong you 

are. 1 tbink that it's healthy to have a lot of adversity. It just makes you a better 

person, a stronger person. 

P 1 : It shows that, you how, your fiends are sti l l  gonna be there, no matter what 

happens to you. Really, you're who you are, with or without . . . one part of your 



life is not gonna change the charaaer of you or what people think of you. So, 

yeah, it totally made me stronger and it's taught me a lot about dealing with 

advers* and taücing to people in generai too. I mean, everyone kind ofwanted to 

know "what happened" or "how do you feel?" or "do you think you can corne 

back?" It also helped to talk to people about what you're feeling and what you 

went through to where I am now. 

However, one participant, whiie achowledging the strength that he had developed, feit 

that he had dealt with more than his share ofadversity and was beginning to question the 

value of M e r  'character builders' : 

P2: But when someone made the comment, that which does not kill you makes 

you stronger, and I thought, f-, you know, I'm just so strong fiom this minthat 

hasn't killed me yet, but I'rn tired of havïng to rely on that strength. I'd kind of 

like to have some easy tirne for a while. I'd like to Coast here. 1 don? want to 

keep runnùig into the wuid. I'rn getthg a little tired. 

Two of the participants felt they were able to make sense of their experiences as fitthg 

into a grand scheme of things: 

P3: I'rn a big believer that things happen for a reason They don't just happen- 

They happen for a reason. And 1 think if someone believes that then that's half the 

battie. 

P4: A lot of it was through God and through religion. That's probably the biggest 

thing. In my religion, we're taught to always be t l d c f d ,  and always look to how 

lucky we are. We don't always look at the negatives and always say "why did 



God do this to me?" We say "'this is what God wanted. This is what God wanted 

me to do. And this is the way my Life was nipposed to be." 

Untortunately, this same religious faith may well have added to the sense of loss because 

of what he felt his athletic career may have contributed to others of his faith: 

P4: 1 always thought, for my religion and rny culture, it wodd be good that this 

(name of participant), who was a football player, was giving a chance to other 

(religious fiith) kids in the community. And he has a (religious faithl name. 1 was 

proud to actually say "there7s a (religious faith) kid, nom @orne &y), who plays in 

the CFL. That was aiways something that was inspirationai to me and others in 

the community were inspired by that. 

3.1 Filline the 'Void' 

Once the athlete has corne to terms with what has been 10% he/she can start to 

refiU the voids that have been lefi. The development andor maintenance of feelings of 

competence, positive aftliations, physicality, and satisfaction can provide for the 

individual what was formerly provided by sport. 

Feelings of Conipetenee 

When one can no longer depend on sport as a primary sense of competence and 

achievement, a question emerges as to how those feeiiugs cm be achieved: 

P4: Where do 1 go with those great habits you learn? Where do you go with it? 

And what do you do? I wasn't much of a audent. 



That this issue is of primary importance was also reflected in some wmments: 

P2: 1 fiel that, i f 1  don7t fïnd this worth in my career' then I'm not gonna be very 

happy at home anyway. I'rn not gonna be providing a good environment if17m 

there and miserable. 

... My comment that I'rn still an athlete even though I'rn not, you still think of 

yourselfui some way as an athlete. That's sort of where you're shifting that 

cornpetence feeiing to another area, where you're redefining your self-esteem 

somehow. 

P4: 1 was a Little hstrated, but 1 just deait with it by trying to succeed somewhere 

else. That was probably the biggest motivation: to succeed somewhere else. 

Therefore out of necessity, participants directed energy towards developing skilis, which 

in turn initiateci an upswing in affect and feelings of self-worth: 

Pl : I looked more towards my fùture outside hockey as opposed to my fùture in 

hockey. 1 kind of changed my focus.. . my Me I guess in a sense. 1 wasn't lookiug 

for hockey anymore as kind of a cmtch to get me through university with regards 

to fiinding or scholarships or MLike that. 1 was just focusing on my schooiïng. 

And starteci really exceiiing at my school so that kind of gave me sorne of my 

sense of self and my psychological well-being in the sense that there were other 

things outside of hockey, kind of made me realize that. 

... I'd say I'rn happier in the sense that my academics are going as well as they are. 

1 knew previously that 1 was going to be in attending school and it was going to 

progress hopefully into a career or job or whatever. But 1 think I'rn happier now 

that I'rn closer to that. 



. .. That's kind of where 1 put rny energies elsewhere, once, you know, hockey was 

done, so 1 had ai l  this time fiee and 1 used aii those other areas to gain some self- 

confidence, sorne self-worth back, and realue that 1 can gain some satisfaction 

ffom other things outside the hockey. 

P2: You've got to jump on a steep leaming curve again in a dEerent career. But, 

it worked f&g into this when 1 found out 1 really enjoy it. It's going pretty weil. 

... Just doing this job and getting it figured out, where 1 can see that 1 am helping a 

fair number of people. 1 feel pretty good about that. I'rn starting to feel that 1 do 

add value to their situations and it helps me dong the way, obviously, I c m  get 

paid for it as well, which is nice that you can tie those two things together. But 1 

feel confident now in what 1 do and 17m gonna be aii nght at doing it. So I'm 

feeling good about that. 

P3: So 1 appiied for the job here (coaching), b o w h g  that 1 know the game pretty 

weil, I've played it, but it's a different aspect of dealing with these kids every day. 

In one case, the athlete stayed within the sport as a coach and felt that he was able to 

derive some expertise fiom his playing experiences: 

P3: I'rn very fortunate that 1 could stay in the industry and do that. Like, 1 don't 

know how to pound a nad, you know, like how could I be a carpenter? I'd have to 

start ffom zero, you know, right from the ground up. Whereas now, I'rn in the 

business where I'rn more familar with it, I've been through my Me7 and it's a 

privilege for me too to be in this position. 

... And 1 think that's why I'rn so happy. Because I don't really know anything 

else. Born and bred hockey, and fortunate that 1 wuld stay in the game. 



As this sense of personal competence is restored, one can see the benefits of renewed 

confidence and self-esteem: 

P2: I'rn just more cornfortable in my abifities and what I do that 1 don? think 

there's too mam, people that are gonna corne around that are go- look that 

much better than me that I'rn gonna look really stupid and look Wre 1 don't know 

what I'rn doing. I'rn sure it's like mything, when you're new at something, you're 

just a M e  unsure of yourself and you just have to get your feet under you. As 

soon as you get your feet under you, you have your confidence and away you go. 

1 have lots of confidence now. You do it enough thes and 1 feel good about what 

1 do. 1 think 1 do a good job. My clients are pretty happy. 

... 1 have other poteatiai. 1 have other skills. And I'm not the sharpest knXe in the 

drawer, but I'rn not the duliest either. It was a reaiization of other talents, 1 guess, 

which is a good thing. 

Considering the t h e  and energy that goes into elite sport, it is not surprishg that 

the relationships within it are strong and dficult to replace. Despite efforts to fZi this 

gap, it was clear that this was still an issue with some participants: 

P 1 : But 1 stiu think that I'd iike to have a group of fiends some the7  1 think we 

have it in our facdty but it's not an everyday kind of relationship where it happeas 

everyday, where you're building that relationship and you're having those Iaughs 

everyday, it's more sporadic. It's a party here or playing hockey or playing 

intramurals, you kind of get some of that sense but it's not as close, basically 

because they ' re just different people. 



P4: In my case, the camaraderie was huge. But I've been a hic& guy because 1 

have quite a few neat little fiiends, so 1 was able to maintain a camaraderie 

amongst some people. But without a doubt, it's a huge part of it. I was the kind 

of person who likes the group. 1 like a team. So when the team is no longer a part 

of your Me, you feel like sornething is missing. 

P2: I tried flag (football) and 1 played every other game on @layer7s uame)'s team, 

with those guys. And the only reason I did it was because 1 used to play with 'the 

guys'. It's what you miss. You tak to a lot of the former players and that's what 

they miss, is hanging out with the boys. 1 remember being in the press box with 

(scout's name). And we were in the press box and the game was over. The boys 

had pded one out. He just pointed towards the locker room. And he didn't have 

to corne out and say everything because we both just knew exactly what it is. 

Players have common goals, values, and experïences. This b a i s  for Wendship is a solid 

one but is not exclusive to the active athlete. Participants had niendships d e r  sport of a 

similar quaiity: 

PZ: Because 1 didn't have a lot of f d y  here when 1 was alone, I've developed 

some very, very deep fiiendships. 1 believe strongly in always being close to those 

people. 1 sort of found some people, by luck or choice, fiom similar famiy 

backgrounds, which were not particularly rosy. And we just sort of found each 

other. 'Brothers', if you d l .  And if they move away, we're still on the phone 

once a weelq and now email helps. They're iike, they're my M y .  1 really think 

of them that way. 

... The aiumni was good for that. It was certainly good for me, joining them nght 

away. 1 wodd say through my aiumni and hanging out with those guys, we're ail 

a bunch of has-beens, you know. It's good to haog out with those guys. And 



there are guys you tend to gravitate to, like yourseif within that group. Yeah, 

they play a role for me. I've been the treasurer for the last couple years too so I'm 

fairly active wiîh them as weIi. 

P3: 1 don't know what the common bond would be, 1 guess niendship. 

Personality. 1 like to  think that we're pretty fh people, that we Like to have a 

good t h e .  And a good tulie wuld be anything, you know. So 1 guess personality 

is the common bond between aU our fiends. It's just a fiiendship. It's a Eendship 

thing rather than a hancial thing or a sports thing. And some of your fiends tum 

up because of hockey or maybe even work or whatever, but ifthey're mie fiends, 

they tum out to be fiends because of your personality and because ofwho you 

are. 

. . . My friends are very important to me, and I've always been that way. 

And exit from sport did not necessarily mark the end of those strong relationships: 

Pl  : I'rn pretty lucky that 1 still have (name of roommate), who I played with, so 

we still t ak  amongst omelves or t a k  about the guys that we hung out with when 

we played university hockey. So we stiu have that comection. 

... Sure I'm not in that circle of fkiends that 1 had as a hockey player and as tight as 

1 was before, but they're stiu all my %ends. I can still talk to them. I can still talk 

the sarne hockey t a k  as 1 could before. 1 don? n e d y  step on the ice and play 

at that level with them as a team, but 1 can sti l l  be part of the team. They ali still 

considered me a part of the team that year. 

Feelings of belonging and fiendslip were not necessarily rescricted to in-sport friends. 

Friends outside of sport were seen as very important: 



P3: When we were in (name of city), we had a lot of fnends that didn't play 

hockey, and that was very important to me, and as a matter of fact, the guys I went 

snowmobiling with this weekend are not in the hockey business. AU in their own 

little worlds and doing So to me 1 think that's great. And that's very 

important because, to a professional athlete, bas idy  you have yourself and your 

teammates. You don? let a lot of other people into your circle because you're not 

sure what kind of fiends they are. But that was always important to me, when 1 

was playing, to have fiiends outside the hockey wmmuaity, because 1 felt that you 

need that. You need to get away 6om the game. 

P l  : In general, I had other pockets of niends. Even my fiends at home, even 

though I wasn't there with them, 1 laew they were always going to be my fiends 

and 1 muld stiU talk to them on the phone. Like 1 said, 1 had two or three different 

pockets of Wends, and 1 didn't lose that pocket of &ends that I had during 

hockey, but 1 wasn't as involved with them anymore, everyday. Like, everyday, in 

and out, two or three hours a day, that block of tirne was always wkh them. 1 

mean, sure 1 was with them outside the rink sometimes, but 1 can say 1 had the 

other two, three, four pockets that the relationships were still there and they hadn't 

changed. That 's definitely one of the things that helped me through it. 

Developing one's own fimdy also provided bonds and expenences of clear signincance: 

P2: That wasn't why she mmied me, because 1 was a football player. So, I think 

some guys wili go through that because thqr have these trophy wives that are 

lovely peroxide blondes that look great but the only reason they're there is because 

you've got a name. And when the name ain't there, well, neither are they. And 

that wasn't why we got married, 1 guess. She didn't choose me for that reason, 1 

guess. 



... Weli, 1 can't teil you how much 1 like horsing around with the kids. We7re a 

wresthg team. 1 get home and right away it's "Daddy, let's wrestle." They're 

very important and my niends are very important as well. It's important to ... 1 

love people. People are fùn. And it's Nce that you can go home to people that 

you love and enjoy their Company as well, and work at it. It's not always easy, of 

course, but it's tlln when you see the outcome in the form of children. 

The importance of physicality to the participants was clearly expressed. Having 

spent the firn part of their Lives with very hi& Ievels of activity, Limits redting from 

injury can represent a significant loss. The repercussioos for quality of Me and self- 

concept are evident : 

PZ: 1 was able to do things physically to the point of wmplete exhaustion, which 

was a wonderfd feeling. And 1 can never do that again. You get tired but that's 

not where you put your body and sou1 hto something and at the end of the game 

you're just (collapsing motion). 1 can't do that anymore, because my back just 

says "nope, 1 don't think we're gonna do this." And the rest of me is stiu wanting 

to go but 1 can't. 

.. . Remembering that it was not my goal f?om a wee lad to play professional 

sports. It jus sort of happened. I was an athlete and 1 just loved to play. And 

that's, today, more of a bigger stniggle. 1 can't play. You know, this weekend, 

during the day, I was probably lying down about six hours. 1 buggered it up again. 

... And the next thing will be what I'm limited to in sharing and participating with 

my children, when 1 won't be able to do that. My father was never able to do that 

with me because he'd had a bum leg and he couldn't ride a bike or anythuig iike 

that, let alone skate or anything. I didn't want that to happen to me, but it's sort 



O$ I hope it won't be as bad as what he was, but yeab, that kind ofbums me out a 

littie bit. Recognhhg 1 can't do this, 1 can't do thaf a's just an ongoing 

hstration. It's Like 'Y-, will it ever end?". And it won't, you know. Just when 

you start feeting a Little bit better and do stuE, you do sornething stupid, Like get 

out of a car and puil your back for no reason at di, and it brings you right back to 

'wu know, 1 am not the same guy." The frustration is always there. It's hard to 

say you get used to it. 

... But my whole Me, 1 was an athlete. And that was the hard part, not doing a lot 

of tbings. Like 1 would have loved to have retireci hedthy and played things like 

mgby - 

P4: Some of those stages (of diflicuity) were not always training and being active, 

in terms of being in a situation where you're not always corusnitteci to sornething, 

it's tough because you have a void in your Me. 

... Something that's really missing in my life is those good workouts those two- 

hour workouts. Those were great. Of course as the body gets older, you can't 

quite do the sarne thing. 

In contrast, maintainhg a reasonable level of physical activity appears to be beneficial for 

one's self-image: 

P4: For me working out is a small thing for me, that 1 can do, that brings me the 

pleasure. Especidy going out with the old guys fiom the pst, 1 rn- it just, it's 

a nice feeling. And the best part about it is, we c m  still go in the weight room and 

people say "oh, you're still in good shape", 1 meam, I'm never a guy that wiii have 

that taken away f?om me, ever. Because we're too young, and we can stiU be in 

good shape when we're forty, you know, so I want to continue to be in the shape 1 

was in, in the old days. 



P 1 : It ail suuted for me in physio, just the fkct that 1 was doing something and still 

working towards something, and once 1 was able to get back and do n o r d  

weight aaining and do other things iike that, it was something that 1 needed to do 

jus for my own seif-worth, you know, to be cornfortable with myseLf. While 1 

used to be in this type of shape, 1 can stïii be in that type of shape when I'm not 

piaying sports. That part of you is still the same and it's sornething that you 

associate with you as being a part of you. 

... You know, for me, 1 can still do that, I can saU play. 1 meaq sure it's not at the 

same level, but 1 mean, 1 can stili go there and skate and know that I'rn interacting 

with a bunch of people and that I'm doing something that's physicdy good for 

me, you how, rny heart, my body, aii that kind of stufS and just, 1 can stiii do the 

majoiity of d t h a t  1 could do before. i'm lucky in the sense that 1 can still do 

that, 1 guess, in cornparison to some others who maybe can't. 

One participant no longer felt the need to train with the intensity that he used to, but 

gauied satisfaction from an active Mestyle: 

P3: I'm not working out so much in the fact that, you how, you're on the bike or 

you're on the treadmili, or anythiog ... but goin& k e  trying to get in the dressing 

room and taking to players and waiking around and then, on the ice, real active. 

And then, once practice was over, 1 guess, a lot of times I'd be out there screwing 

around a little bit, so that was pretty active, but nothing in the fact that I'd get on 

the stationary bike for an hour and work out that way. So 1 guess 1 consider 

myself active. Ln the m e r  the,  1 waUq g o h g  al l  the tirne, so 1 guess 1 

consider myselfactive that way, but not in the fact where it was really regimented 

when 1 played. It's almoa like ... fiom when 1 was 16 untilI was îwenty-five, 1 

worked hard, hard, hard in the summertime and during the winter. And it's almost 



now Uce, 1 sadced  ai l  that then, so I'm not goma sacrifice it anymore. So I 

guess that's about how active 1 am. 

The ability to do certain physical things can preserve the athlete's sense of being able- 

bodied or physicdy competent: 

Pl: And I've gotten back into working out too, and 1 can do that pretty much the 

same way 1 could before. My grip strength is down a bit but for the most part it's 

fimctioning enough that 1 can do as much weight as 1 used to be able to before, so 

that h d  of works on your mind to say, you know, my hand is still fiinctioning. 

It's not like it's useless or 17m not a gimp or whatever. (laughs) 

P4: And now, about three years later, I'm starting to get to that strength where, 

afler the years of a Linle bit of training, especidy the more senous training I've 

been doing in the last six months, 1' m feeling iike 1 wuid almost do somethiog like 

that (play elite sport). 

... It was tough. 1 mean, the good thhg is, now I'm twenty-nine and I'm healthy. 

And it's hcrediile, 1 can sit d o q  1 can stand up, 1 can jog, 1 can do squats, 1 c m  

do luges. And it's amazing how, five years ago, 1 was stniggling just to do those 

little thing S. 

Auother participant acknowledged that he hadn't done much to fulfill that need to be 

physically active, but insisted that the need was still pressing: 

Pl : This hockey thing is a good thing but 1 doa't train for it or ... 1 have to try to 

make tirne for it, and just seeing more what 1 can do. But there's a drive to play. 1 

can't just go work out. You don't get the same satistaction fkom w o r h g  out as 

playing a game of something: pick up basketball or a game of squash or whatever. 



Yeah, I've got to h d  something to help me satie that part of me. I don? know 

wfiat it is that's holding me back fiom trying to finci something. Whether it's just 

here (work), focushg here, again the imbdance issue, or somewhere in my min& 

I'm trying to shut this other part off and really foais on this one. 1 don? how. 

.-. 1 guess you just try to get cornfortable with what you can do, rather than 

focusing on what you can't. 

The presence of chronic pain can dso aggravate the quaiity of one's physical experience, 

as is evident for this participant: 

P2: On the injury side of things, 1 guess ... it still hurts, you know, physically. I'm 

tired of being in pain all the tirne. 1 really am. It gets you d o m  I just 

f-, how am I ever gonna get over t h ?  And it's very tiring. It really is. It's a 

simple word but it's ver-  tiring. Iust havhg to grit your teeth and suck it up aii the 

tirne. You can't see an end to ... well there is no end, which is depressing in its 

own right. But it's dways go- be there. 

For the elite athlete, what is experienced as fiilfilling, satisfying, and enjoyable can 

dso be limited primarily to athletic competition Despite other positive adVities, the 

'high' or climax of competition cm be sorely missed by the former athlete: 

Pl: 1 get very excited when 1 know 1 can go on the ice or interact, like with the 

tutoring progmm, to go there with the children and, you know, help them out. 1 

get excited but it's kind of a, it 's almost Like a plateau of excitement, like there's a 

certain level you reach being around them but there are very few peaks in that 

sense of satisfaction or the excitement of being there. Whereas hockey had some 



huge ups and huge d o n  and, you know, 1 don't £ind that 1 get the same climax of 

emotional energy or fiiIfillment fiom anythbg right now. 

P2: Last year was a big year for me in my career. And 1 made a whack of money. 

A lot more than 1 did playing football, that's for sure. About two or three times. 

It was a really good year and 1 had a peak with it but as fat as the thrill you get out 

of it, you don? have the physical exhaustion to go dong with the mental sense of 

accomplishment. It's kind of hard to do that with a desk job, to get that physical 

part of it. And that's what athkics is; you actualiy put those things together. 

But it was aiso possible for some to shift nom an individual achievement focus to a more 

faciltative or altniistic focus, providing a satisfaction of a different type: 

Pl : W1th hockey, usudy you look back and go this is  my hard work and rny 

perseverance that gave me the ability to do this and this is my athletic abilities as 

opposed to your organizationai or your coaching abilities. It's still a Merent kind 

of high, 1 mean, they're pretty comparable but they're just, 1 don't know, Werent 

sides of the coin. They' re different types of satisfaction . . . 

... The satisfaction of the tutoring, helping out the kids, or through the waching, 

was totaliy fun for me. Like you say, it's a Merent level of satisfaction, but it's 

still, weii, not a different level but a different kind. And in a sense, it's alrnost 

better sometimes than the s m d  periodical one that you have through hockey, 

whereas this one builds up and builds up and buiids up and then, towards the end, 

you redy see the difEerence that you made and it's almost Like a dEerent type of 

satisfaction. 

Unfortunately, one participant's experience with children could not replace the fulfillment 

he knew as an athlete: 



P2: You take them to their lessons and watch them do stu£F. 1 do enjoy tha. But 

I'm not an active participant in that. Rather 17m just trying to provide the f o m  

for the gymnastics or soccer. What I'm struggling with is . .. that(aîbietic 

fulfillment) was there, this (children) is over here. I'm enjoying this but I'm stili 

misshg this. So 17m not completely satisfied yet because now 1 just have this. I 

have this but 1 want that too. 1 mean, I'm enjoying this for what it is but what I'm 

having trouble with is "Weil, that's okay, weYU just shift over here". 1 can't 

honestly say that that 's me yet. 

A shift to a more facilitative role can provide satishction in knowing that one can 'give 

back' to a sport that was very good to the athlete: 

Pl : But 1 think I'U always have the urge to go back and give something back to the 

children, whether it be in basebaii or in hockey, it'li be in order to help, you know, 

to have an outreach program for the less fortunate or somethhg like that. 1 k d  

that 1 get a lot of personal satisfaction out of helping out and being around those 

children and watching them learn and grow. I think that's something that 1'11 

always do. That's just something that 1 get a lot of satisfaction out of 

... , 1 was on the ice a lot with hirn (fiend who runs camps), training hockey 

players, d g  practices, evaluating kids. So I enjoyed that, it was nice to be 

back around the game and to taik hockey with guys that played it. You how, be 

on the ice and be able to help kids out, spread a little bit of the knowledge that you 

have, give a littIe back basically. It was pretty fulfilling too. You know, to be 

around kids is pretty unpredictable. It's fun just teasing or playing around with 

them and play with them sometimes, jump into the scrllnmages and fool around, 

shiff like that. It's fulnlling for me to get back with the young guys and to coach 

the kids and help them out, and try to give a little insight to them out of the game. 



P3: 1 think tbat's what maybe 1 get the rush from is, ike right now we're on a five 

game unbeaten streak. 1 get the rush because I'm so happy for those kids. 1 don't 

give a s- about myself. 1 mean, I've womed about rnyseif for so long. It's so 

nice to see those kids faces at the end of a game, corne down that hall with a big, 

s- -eatin3 grin on their tace, knowing that they kicked some ass and beat 

somebody, you know. 1 don? care about myself. It's a great feeling for those 

kids. I get a lot of enjoyment out of that. Like, the enjoyment of winning, for me, 

is not the two points that we get. Like 1 said, seing those kids corne into the 

room, just pumped, so happy that they've won the game, you know. 

Satisfaction can also come nom helping young athletes or students to develop, grow, and 

pursue their own potential: 

Pl : It's not seL£ish because you're giving so much to other people and you measure 

your satisfaction by how weU you think they're doing and what they'vc gained 

f?om the program. Sometimes 1 think it's even better to know that you were able 

to touch that many people and to see them improve. Ifs  a good feeling. Now 1 

kind of look upon myseff not how 1 can improve myself but how 1 can spread what 

1 know or the experiences that I've had 1 can pass on to others and help them 

improve, help them feel good about themselves. And that's how 1 measure how 

good 1 am at that is what I see fiom my duence, the effects of my time and 

influence. 

P2:L Last year 1 coached my daughter's soccer team. I got a kick out of that. 

That was fun. 1 want to coach a Merent daughter this year. So try to have some 

fun. 1 meaq I do enjoy that sort of M. I like watchîng them ail of a sudden 

r& their potential, where they didn't think they could do that certain gymnastic 



move or ... Saturday moniuig soccer garnes, watching them kick a b d .  1 mean, 1 

enjoy watching them do that. But 1 enjoy that. I really enjoy watching them grow 

and helping them read and alI that stuff And I read night time stories. I feel better 

balanceci than perhaps my own farnily was when 1 was a ki4 but it doesn't take 

much. 

P3: We have some kids on this team that I think could play potentidy someday at 

the NHL level. Somehow I've got to get across to these kids in the next two years 

how to work and what to expect. And that gives me more satisfàction, seeing 

those kids pat their goalie on the head at the end of the game in a win, like I don't 

feei like 1 was the one that did it. 1 jua fèel great happiness that they're the ones 

that can go out there and do it. That rnakes me feel good. 

However, it should be noted that this altruistic focus cm be its own f o m  of personal 

deveio pment : 

P3: Every day (coaching) has been a leaming experience, every day that I'm here. 

And I've leamed something new every day and it's been great. 1 absolutely love it. 

For the athlete who is open to new expenences or new ways of looking at old ones, the 

conception of what is fulfilling or satisfjing can be broadened and modified to the 

opportunities of the former athlete: 

Pl  : I think there's a lot of self-satisfaction fkom doing well in school or meeting 

new people in school too, you know, meeting new fkiends there and school's a 

new way to gain satisfaction. And iike 1 said, in the fùture' I'm sure 1'1 get back 

into it in the coachhg sense too, so 1 think I'U get some satisfaction that way. But 

now, 1 don't kmw, 1 gain satisfàction f?om different things. 1 think, like 1 gain a 



lot more satisfaction fkom doing a lot more outdoor thiogs, Wce reguiar recreation, 

not so much high end or high performance type sporting events, like I get flln out 

of playing in our çoflball league in the summer. It's not so wmpetitive, it's more 

on the fun of it, or to go there and know that you're going there to socialize and, 

you know, maybe you will make a good play or maybe you won't, but if it does 

happeq that's geat. If it doesn't happen, it's no big loss. It's not like you failed, 

or you're not keeping up the scorïng race, it's just, it's totally recreation, it's fiin. 

1 mean, you're stiil playing sports. It's a similar environment, but it's not the 

pressure, you don't go there with the same expectations as you would when you 

were playing at an elite level. 

... You c m  have just as much fun at, 1 don't know, reading a book sometimes, you 

know. Some books make your hair stand up, if it's something that you really 

enjoy. Some experiences, Like going hiking in the woods, or just something Like 

that with a group of people can be as much fiuS or fùnner, as playing your sport. 

4.1 pur su in^ a New Passion or Chaüenee 

Perhaps the most vital piece of the adjustment puale, according to the participants 

in this study, was the presence of some new direction to which one could devote his 

efforts. A new challenge or field that the individuai was passionate about could both pull 

the athlete out of his down period and provide a vision for the fûture. As such, this 

component of adjustment can be influentid throughout the process. It can also provide 

the impetus for development of cornpetence, affiliation, physicai acîïvity, and feehgs of 

satisfaction (as represented in Figure 4). 

In helping to ded with the loss of s p o ~  another pursuit was found to provide a 

useful distraction for some participants: 



P3: And another thing too which was kind of fiinny is after the retirement, we 

bought a dog in October, and 1 trained the dog, so I was with the dog every day, 

for six or seven months. So that's another job that 1 ha4 1 guess, that 1 bonded 

with a dog. This dog was like having a kid aimost, you know. So that sort of 

took my mind off of things too, and 1 spent six months training him. You know, 

stupid as it sounds, some people might that's nof you know, but it's tough, and 

that kept my mind off of things too. So he was good for me, you know. 

P2: 1 was formate in that 1 had another job to focus 0% so it wasn't that I was left 

without anything to do, without a purpose, without some direction. So that was 

easier, 1 thi& where 1 could focus on my work at the bank. 1 was back to work as 

soon as 1 couid, focusing and just tryi~g to carry on. Whether that helped me 

ignore other things, 1 don? how, but arguably yeah. And 1 guess, having that 

other focus really helped. 

A new challenge can also provide a motivating force to break out of the period of low 

energy and inactivity. In other words it can provide a reason to 'get moving ' : 

P4: And a young fiend, at the time of my Wdty, was making a million dollars 

on the stock market, 23 years old. And he was teaching me, as he was going 

through his success, he really was t e b g  me about it. 1 loved to hear about it. 

And 1 was, of course, motivated to start doing what he was doing. So now, I've 

maybe found a new goal in Me: To be successfid financially and get into the stock 

market business. And through this Eend, 1 was really able to try to chase a new 

challenge. 

... So, you know, how 1 deal with it is 1 deal with the next challenge. Had it 

happeneci to me when 1 was gohg to UoqX) I probably would have 

dropped out of school. 1 mean, it could have been a nightmare. Believe me. The 



fact that 1 at least graduated, had a degree' and was looking for new challenges. 

Luckily it made things a little easier, but believe me, it was tough. 

... Inteniewer: H m  important was il for yar. in your recovery, to RNd o j j w l  

bock up on the home with a new challenge? 

Very important. Absolutely necessary. 1 aiways needed to succeed. And for me, 

at that point in tirne, it was in real Mie. Now you're the man, let's see what you 

can do. 

... 1 think the other positive was that that I found this new business, this new 

playing field and this business that I'm in. It khd of took my thoughts and my 

time and my dedication. But beiieve me, i f 1  didn't end up finding anything else, it 

could have been a disaster, that's for sure. 

... 1 think 1 couid have easily gotten hopeless, but hding a fiend who was 

niccessfùl as a stockbroker, making a lot of money, kind of gave me new tight, a 

new challenge. A new kind of place to ... a new playing field really. 

Clearly, having something to work toward was of centrai importance to these athietes. It 

can lend meaning and value to the individual's experience: 

P4: Yeah, 1 think life is empty for a lot of us ifit's not there. That's why 1 told 

you about the money. Money doesn't bring you happiness, it's the passion in 

trying to succeed and trying to for better things is the motivation, not so you cm 

buy nicer things, nicer clothes. It's the passion of succeeding. It's the constant 

challenge, ifs a constant pressure' but it 's what keeps us going. 

Pl : That's what makes you step out of that hole, to realize that that's there and 

that's kind of how you've been ail your Life, so you may not do it in the bail park, 

or on the basketbail court, or on the track, or whatever, but you've got to find 

something and realize that that's g o w  be who you are. You're stül goma strive 



and set goals for yourseifand try to reach them, always. It's part of aîi those years 

of training, 1 guess. WelI, not just training, but the environment that you' re in, 

that's your make-up. That's how you gain satisfhction, setting your goals and 

reaching them, or continualiy striving and working hard towards something. It 

makes your dock tick, I guess. 

AS participants reflected on this need to pursue the next challenge, a set of characteristics 

ernerged which, whether innate or acquireâ, seem to define the elite athlete. Although 

elite sport had been taken away, these characteristics are still very much a part of each 

individual : 

P 1 : Yeah, 1 think I've always, kinda, . .. part of my identity is my work ethic, how 1 

do things. Revert back to hockey, once we hit the ice it was leadership by 

example. You know, just give 100%, 1 IO%, day in day out, no matter what. As a 

player, on the ice that's how 1 define myseif is through hard work. 

P2: I got upset the other day with a client. He was making a bad investment 

decision and 1 couidn't convince h h  otherwise and it just bugged me. It kept me 

awake for about two nights. Anyways, that's just me. I do have some passion for 

what 1 do. It helps you be good at it, you know. Ifyou're caring about it, ifyou 

get into it, then you're gonna find the different ways of doing it better and you're 

always trying to find more idormation in order to do the job as it shouid be done. 

... I've never been good at identifjing a finish h e .  1 just keep pushing myself As 

soon as 1 get there, I move the finish line M e r  away. 1 can't see g e b g  to a 

point where 1 say "Yeah. I'm done." 

... You've got to be kind of focused. I think that's why you do see a lot of former 

athletes, they do weii in business because ifthey can find something that they enjoy 

doing that they have a padcular talent for, it's that foais that really carries them 



through. It ensures thek success. They don't give up on things, whether that's by 

design or by accident, it's just a persodty trait. They're just suc ces^ people, 

whether they're in athletics or business or whatever. 

... The type of person that you are that made you the athlete, and it cornes back to 

that trait, wiU still make you successful in providing value to your cornmunity and 

yourself and your farnily. They're the same traits. You just have to realize it. 

And that's where my challenge has been in moving that foundation- 

Throughout their athletic careers, athletes place great emphasis on setting and pursuing 

goals. This same emphasis can be an asset weli after the athletic career is over: 

P3: Every day 1 come to this rink, 1 try to set a high goal for myself. Every day. 1 

set goals that 1 try to talk to these kids about something every day, each 

indi~idually~ and 1 usudy reach them every day, and it's great. 1 lave here every 

day with a srnile on my face. And it's amazing how much fLn you can have when 

you love doing something. 

P4: (Participant's name) is a young guy who is very ambitious, is quite dedicated, 

comfnitted to achieving goals that are uniaDy set up pretty hi&. And I'm looking 

to W l l  my Life and that fblf3lment will come by sort of reaching al1 the goals and 

objectives that I've ha4 and the new ones that I'm always making. I'm constantly 

making new goals and challenges. (Name) is a guy who will always continue to 

do that. 1 don't think I'U ever be content. 1 doo't think any of us will be. But 

(name). for sure, is dways looking for the next level, whether it's the next field 

level to graduate to, whether ifs going nom coliege to the pros or going from 

being successfbl to being more successiid. 



A oew pursuit can fill provide a forum for cornpetence development as weîi as 

opportunities for enjoyment: 

P2: 1 take pride in doing something and doing it weii. I've always wanted to be 

self-suf£icient some day. I want to try to  b d d  toward that. And 1 take pride in 

working toward that goal. 

P3 : So 1 mean, there were a bunch of things that 1 turned to outside of hockey that 

helped me get past it. Looked into different areas where 1 wodd concentrate my 

efforts and get my enjoyment fiom. 

. . . Right now, now that I'm a head coach there's a little more pressure on me. 

You know, because now I'm the fd guy. But i f 1  didn't want that pressure, 1 

wouldn't have taken the job. But oh yeah, I'rn just as happy now as I was when I 

played and maybe even happier. It's fun. Life's too short for you not to have fun 

with everything. Whether you're iosing or whether you're winning or, you h o w ,  

just anything. As long as you're leamhg and having fun, 1 think anybody would be 

satisfied. 

Perhaps most importantiy, the new challenge should be consistent with the individualYs 

values, providing a personal mission or purpose, rather than sknply fiilhg the need to 

strive: 

P3: And 1 knew al dong that 1 wanted to  stay in the hockey business and 1 knew 

that I had some contacts in it. And I sort of used them. And right now, to this 

day, 1 love coming to the rink every day, because I think 1 can make a ciifference in 

di these kids Lives in some way or the other, not just on the ice, maybe sometimes 

off the ice. 



... People asked me that question since 1 started coaching. How long do 1 think it 

would take for me to get to the NHL? And 1 tell hem, 1 don? want to go there. 

That is absolutely not a goal for me. A goal for me is to stay at this level with 

these kids because 1 told myseifwhen 1 retired that i f1  was going to stay in the 

business, 1 was going to help these kids. And in the NHL' you don't help 

anybody. It's a business and you're looking out for yourselfto make money for 

your family. Here, you're trying to help these kids get to another level personaily 

and career-wise too. Hockey-wise or career-wise in another area And 1 don't 

want to go any bigher than this. People think I'm crazy when 1 tell them that. 

They say "what are you taiking about?" I say "hey, 1 want to help these kids and I 

want to stay at this level". Like, money is essential to everybody, but these kids 

are more important to me tha. money. And that's the way 1 have to look at 

things, everyday. 

. . . Another reason why 1 do this too, is Like 1 told you before, . .. if some of these 

kids don? make it past here, as long as they've leameci something about We, that 

I've maybe given them or rubbed offon hem, then I'rn satisfied. There aren't too 

many bad kids in there, and ifthey are, they usuaily just need a little direction to 

help them out and that's about it. 

P4: 1 would never want to be remembered as just another person. I'd iike to know 

that people respect me as someone, it's a good compliment when 1 see someone 

and they say to me "1 always knew you were goma be someone or somethinig", a 

big compliment. And a lot of our fiends have said that to me over the years and 

it's a big compliment. But 1 always wanted to be more than a good footbail player. 

1 wanted to be a good guy. 1 wanted to have people respect me. 1 wanted to give 

to the community. 1 want to help. 1 want to do a lot of good things- but ah ... 1 

haven't done them. I've done some of them, but 1 definiteiy want to be a good 

person. 1 want to be a role model. 1 want people to say "he's a good person". In 



the business I'm in, people don't say that a lot. Because 3's ait-throat. That can 

be difEicuit, because the satisfaction about what 1 want and what I'm about, I don? 

necessarily get at my business. So it kind of makes t difFcult. 

PZ: You do have to find the passion or challenge that will give you satisfaction. 

ûtherwise, you're not gonna go for it. You won't go for it for very long anyway. 

You won3 go for it with any tme passion It's a challenge but is it a passion? If 

you really like it and redy want it, then it becomes a passion 

This mission can dso embody the Mestyle to which the former athIete aspires: 

P4: There's a certain thing about an athlete who is successfùl that makes him 

shine, because he's healthy, he's happy. And 1 think that's what we d aspire for is 

that weil-being of Me, you always have to be disciplineci. Because it's easy to khd 

of give up and lose yourseE lose your body, lose your discipline. You know, start 

eating junk food and not Gare anymore. Because you don't have to but 1 think 

that's a mistake. You really have to be really disciplineci, more disciplineci, and 

move forward and find that new challenge. And, I hope I've found it. But you 

know, 1 think I've found it in certain ways but 1 still have a lot of things to do 

before I'ii ever feeI satisfied. 

Further Fiadings 

Rognosis For Life SntLsfion 

In the literature review, it was noted that having a career-ending injury was a 

signifiant predictor of lower Me satisfaction weber  et. al., 1987). It is tempting to 

conclude that this experience necessarily predisposes an individual to this fate. However, 



wment s  made by the participants in this study seem to indicaîe that this is not 

necessarily the case. And perhaps more importantiy, the adaptive responses and mindset 

rnay empower the athlete to take cuntrol over his subsequent Me satisfàction: 

P3: It wasn't that tough of ao adjustment, which is ... you know, 1 thank God for 

that, I mean like (expletive), it was smooth. 1 mean, 1 don? know how many other 

people wouid have a smooth transition other than I said that one month was tough, 

and afler that it was kind oc Iife goes on and business as usual and things pop up 

when you decided do you want to do this? 

Pl : Once you start realizing each one of those (cornpetence, atnliation, physîcaiity, 

and fÙlfiIlrnent), 1 mean, there's no set amount or order that they corne in, but it 

seerns iike as you start reaiking these, they help you kind of regain your sense of 

self and reaIize that you're stiu the same person you are, you just don? necessarily 

play the same sport. 

Interviewer: So byfurf7IIing these condirom, or r e f i h g  these conditom, t h  's 

what c m  allow you to move forward? 

Yeah, by realinng them or redefking the- you kind of realize that you can go on, 

k e  this is not the end. It's the aart of a new beginning in a sense. 

P4: You know, I think as student athletes, we had school and our studies, we had 

the fùn, we had the social scene, and we had the training and competing. So those 

are some big things missing. Recently, I've been starMg to get some of those 

things back in my He, starteci training regularly. That's a big part of making me 

happy- 

But the process is neither easy nor quick. Patience may be the key to achieving self- 

acceptance after elite sport has been lost: 



P2: 1 have to get comfortable with this. I'm still getthg comfortable with learning 

how to be comfortable with my new basis for selfksteem, Whereas before, it was 

completely based on this other thing. Now it 's a completely new foundation. So 

you just don't snap that on, you know. 

Participants were given an opportunity to articulate what advice they might 

provide to an athlete who has just suaaineci a career-ending injury: 

P l  : 1 don? know if there's a universal piece of advice that I'd give. It wouid 

depend i f 1  kuew the person or not. If the person 1 knew was kind of a generous 

person or givïng person, I'd say there are going to be other places where you can 

give what you have to give, not n e c e s d y  fkom an individual stand point with 

regards to your own development but you can get a lot of enjoyment firom 

working with other people and giving back some of the advice or the time that 

people gave to you. And I'd be honest, I'd say it's going to be pretty depressing 

and pretty heilish for ... it might be two weeks, a month, six months, until you learn 

to really accept what's happened to yoy to put that in perspective in regards to all 

the other good things that are in your Me, and they're going to be the same, those 

things aren't going to change, they might even improve. It's not easy by any 

stretch, 1 don? think. You kind of Iose that one part of your identity for m e .  It's 

takes a while, and you'U never get it back but your identity can be changed or even 

improved by taking on other projects like an outreach program or coaching kids or 

anythmg Wte that, or even your school or a relationship or it could be anything, 1 

guess. Whatever is fulfilling for that person- 



P2: Weii, obviously, it's jus the end of 'a' career. It's not the end of your Hie. 

You as an individual are more than what you did. You had an activity that, maybe 

you were redy good at, but it's not ail you are. It's not al1 you are because you 

woddn't have been able to get to a particularly high level ifyou didn't have a lot 

of other sHs.  1 speak of that obsessive compulsive thing, you want that trait to 

be able to focus or to get a M e  obsessive, even though the medical end, you can 

go too far to that end. But ifyou're able to get that focused on something, those 

are excellent traits to have because now you can go after something. Whenever 

you decide what it i s  that's okay if you don't h o w  right away, but if you just 

keep trying a bunch of thiags, as soon as you've found out what it is, you've 

proven to yourselfthat you have an ability to focus and work your ass o e  to 

work. Not everybody has that skill. You've got it. It's in you. So when ever you 

tind it, you hini on the jets and away you go. 

P4: I think you'd tell him a lot of the things we talked about. You say look, you 

have to find that new thing in your We, that new challenge, that allows you to 

control that great strength and detennination and cornmitment that you had for 

your passion, being an athiete. And you've got to find a new goal, a new 

challenge. And you really, you have to think about all the good thuigs that you 

di4 dong with the reasons you liked it. And you've got to look to what can give 

you that excitement? What can _Ove you that pleasure? What can give you that 

feeling? And it's out there, because there are so many things you can do. 

P3: 1 guess the ody advice 1 could give is donTt let this slow you down. 

Eve~ybody's got more than one t b g  that they want to do. That's a tme fact. So 

don? let your injuiy slow you down ifit doesn't have to. 1 mean, you've got to 

keep going. No matter what you do or no matter what you £inci, as devastating as 

it is, sooner or later you've got to snap out of it and get gobg and doing 



something that you either want to do or Like to do or that you have to do, 1 guess, 

to earn money or whatever. Don't sÏt around very long. 1 guess that's the biggest 

piece of advice that 1 could give. Without knowing anybody, 1 guess as a general 

piece of advice, get going. Don't sit around. 1 guess that's the biggest thing is 

don't let your feet drag. Get gohg in somethiug right away. 



Chapter 5: 

Discussion and 

Implications of the Findings 

The implications of this study foliow directiy from the question it was designed to 

address: How can an athlete who has sustained a career-endhg injury achieve healthy 

adjustment? The mode1 outlined in the results section (see Figure 4) highlights the various 

factors that were crucial to the adjustment of the participants of this study. 

The down period plays a fimctional role for the injured athlete. During this penod, 

the energy levels of the individual drops. For a time, the individual is preoccupied with the 

loss, mllllmiMg his reguiar activities. At this tune, the athlete is able to come to terms 

with the si&cance of the loss. Factors contributhg to this sigrilficance include identity 

(How much of my identity depends on sport?), previous coping tendencies (Am 1 capable 

of dealing with this?), and thematic issues (Wbt have 1 lost in tenns of feelings of 

cornpetence, affiliation, p hysicality, and fuifihent?). 

The ability to progress through this stage seems to rest on certain coping 

resources. Sociaf support can facilitate this process in a few key ways. First, in iight of 

this major threat to the identity and Mestyle of the athiete, providulg some consistency 

with respect to positive regard can assure the athiete that the relationships of central 

importance (parents, spousdpartner, fnends) will be preserved despite the retirement fkom 

sport. 

Secondly, the athlete may simply need to taik or cry out some of the loss. By 

dowing the athlete to express these feelings, the athlete can get his head around the 

signifimce of what has happened. It was clear that sympathy was not a strategy that was 



firvoured by the athletes. This is understandable and consistent with couflsehg literature 

wtllch suggests that sympathy focuses the individual on the negatives and prescriies (or 

perpetuates) a negative affective response (Egan, 1990). 

Thirdly, it is quite understandable that while faced with a loss of this magnitude, 

the athlete rnay have ditFcuity placing it within a broader context. The athlete may 

initially tend to see the best years of his Me and his best qualities as being taken away. 

ûther positive aspects of his life and strengths as a person may weli be ignored or 

diswunted. Those supporters of each athiete can remind the athlete of these things and 

counter irratioaal statements about the hopelessness that follows. 

In addition, encouragement ca. also be provideci that wiii foster hope for fidl 

recovery and optimism about the future. These fùnctions of the social support are also 

outluied by Ford and Gordon (1993) as weli as Grove, Lavaiiee, and Gordon (1998). The 

findings of this study lend credence to their recommendations of emotional support and 

emotional challenge (outiined in the Merature review). 

The utility of a counsellor or sport psychologist in this process was expressed by 

the participants. This may be recommended as counseilors/sport psychologists are trained 

to be sensitive to the needs of an individual dealïng with loss. They can provide the 

necessary direction and facilitation required to progress through this process. in addition, 

participants expressed their reluctance to 'bring everybody down" and a helping 

professional has sufncient distance that this shouid not be an issue. 

A coping resource which has received little attention but is arguably of even 

greater value is one's internal coping skills. Ifthe athlete is able to create an adaptive 

mindset or philosophy, this can be tremendously empowering in ternis of dealùig with the 

loss and transition. Some cornmon characteristics of such a mindset are identifiable fiom 

the results. Not unlike the support of most value fiom key f a d y  and fiiends, an athlete 

can deal constnictively with the loss by consciously putring it in perspective, looking 

forward, and focusing on positives. Some of the participants maintaineci that it was 

absolutely crucial that they not entertain thoughts of 'what ifthis hadn't happened?'. The 



participants were even able to view the experience as integrai to their deveiopment of 

railience and aength for the rest of their lives. The beiief that the injury happened for a 

reason (based on religious fkith or otherwise) was also of value. Whether these types of 

foci must be in place weil prior to injury or whether they can be deveIoped in response to 

the injury is not certain The participants ofthis study aU seemed to have their personal 

philosophies in place pnor to their injuries (Le., way of looking at injury was consistent 

with previous experiences of adversity). But arguably, this quaiity of resilience is common 

to most elite athletes, aiiowing them to deal with adversity while competing. However, 

research with the ski11 of self-talk would suggest that the development of adaptive 

cognitions is possible through a systematic approach (Gauron, 1986). Ifthis is the case, 

effective coping can be placed directly in the hands of the athlete by providing these 

appropnate areas of focus. 

What makes this mode1 (Figure 4) unique is its direct applicabiiity to the career- 

ending athietic injury. The other models of psychological response to injuq (describeci in 

the iiterature review) have been applied to this context but provide no specific insight hto 

the nature of the Ioss. By identifjing the four thematic areas of competence, atfiliation, 

physicality, and fulfillment, one can now understand the pieces that have been lost rather 

than simply refen-ing to a general loss of 'the sport' or one's identity. While the 

signifcance of each of these factors will Vary f?om individual to individuai, the 

wmponents held tme for ail of the participants in this study. As such, they aiso provide 

direction in terms of refilling the voids that the injury has lefi. Athletes can now be 

provided with four key factors in need of their attention iflife without este sport is to be 

as rewarding as Life with it. 

Consideration of these factors dso illustrates the dynamic nature of adjustrnent. 

Clearly, the factors and how they are perceived will Vary across tirne and situation. With 

this in min& the adjusmient process shodd not be viewed as 'complete' or a final 

destination, but rather these needs wiU require attention likely for the remainder of the 

athlete's Me. For example, feelings of competence wili Vary nom day to day based on 



different events. A high achievement in business may make the loss of elite sport seem of 

l e s  consequence, but a failure w i t h  that same environment may ampli@ these feelings of 

loss. One shouid therefore take ongoing seps to develop confidence and self-worth 

within some new context(s). 

Recognizing the athlete's need to pursue some new passion or challenge provida 

an additional value of this model. Whether innate or acquired, the elite athlete seem to 

have a need to strîve and achieve. Hdshe is also equipped with characteristics that make 

this possible. Assuming that the loss of sport will mark the tennination of this trait would 

be inappropriate. If the athietes can recognize this tendency within themselves, they may 

have the irnpetus to get back on their feet. In addition, the individual may obtain an 

appropriate focus through which competence, affiliation, fulnllment (and possibly 

physicality) c m  be redeveloped or even uncovered. While participants agreed that one 

need not msh to find this new direction, they ali encouraged an openness to new things, a 

früth that 'that something' lies out there somewhere, and an insistence that this new 

direction can ulainately provide salvation fiom the dispair of exit fkom sport. 

This model of healthy adjustment contrasts the Kubler-Ross model which identifies 

a sequence of grieving stages and offers no vision of direction following this grieving. As 

noted in the literature review, the Kubler-Ross model lacks validation within a sport injury 

context. While this model has been a usefid tool when applied to the terminally ill, the 

findings of this study indicate fiindamentai Merences between the temination of sport 

career and termination of life. The model of healthy adjustment provides insight into the 

rebuilding process that this context demands since, in the words of one participant: "there 

is a whole lot more Living to do." 

The model aiso specifically identifies those issues of prirnary significance to the 

athlete exithg sport. The information processùig model and affective cycle of injury 

provide a fkamework for understanding this phenomenon but fid to fill in the gaps in tenns 

of s p d c a i i y  what the injured athlete is struggiing with. It should be noted, however, 

that this model has yet to be tested empirically so its findings may not be W e r a b l e  to afi 



athletes who have sustained a career-ending i n . ,  and M e r  themes may be identi-fied. 

But having said that, the model was seen by each participant as remarkably reflective of 

his experience. 

The findings of this study are perhaps most consistent with those of Grove et al. 

(1998). Grove and colleagues emphasized the importance of worbg  through the 1 0 s  of 

sport through confiding with someone that the individual trusts. The role of social 

support, partidarly during the d o m  period when the athiete is coming to ternis with the 

loss, was identitÏed as being important to the participants in this study. Grove et ai. also 

identifieci certain issues of psychological distress (see literature review) which correspond 

with those thematic issues identi6ed in this study, including an outlet for time and energy 

(new passion or challenge), loss of social environment (afiïliation), loss of seif-image and 

feelings of accomplishment (feelings of cornpetence), and loss of a source of joy and 

absorption (fulfillment). The model of hedthy adjustment adds the importance of 

physicality, an issue which is of additional relevance for the injured athlete, but likely one 

that is of some importance for any r e t i ~ g  athlete. 

Refectium of the R e s e d e r  

As mentioned in chapter 3,1 sustained a career-ending athletic injwy. The context 

was ditFcult in that 1 was stiU quite young and at the beginning of what 1 felt could be a 

lengthy and successful football weer. At the beginning of my second year of university 

football, 1 sustained a neck injury which everyone but myselfmaintained was surely 

career-ending. UnOce the participants of this study, the process of my adjustment was 

both long and difEcult. 

1 was unwilling to accept the end of my football career for a few years. I kept my 

feelings to myself for the most part, but unlike the participants in this study, my mindset 

was not conducive to looking forward or avoiding thoughts of 'what if. 1 felt unable to 

define myselfwithout my sport. 1 ignored my academic and personai abilities. 1 stnigpied 



with the loss of my primary social unit. 1 felt that nothing could match the thrill of the 

game that 1 had fden in love with as a child. And for a long time, 1 was reluctant to take 

on any new pursuit with anything resembling 'whole-heartedness'. 

When 1 look back now at my ernotiond response which easily classifies as 

ciinically sigdicant, 1 am able to see the factors that were stacked against me. What also 

strikes me, however, is a sense that my adjustment may not have been as ditFcult had 1 

been given the guidance that 1 now feel qualined to provide. Had 1 been able to hear the 

words that 1 have only recently transcribed and analyzed, 1 may have found the wisdom to 

deal more constnrctively with the event. 1 would iikely have felt less alone and more 

understood, for 1 felt that no one could possibly fathom what 1 was going through. And 

had 1 exercised some of the principles that have been brought to Iight in this study, 1 am 

confident that my adjustment would have been both accelerated and less palliful (or at 

least less devoid of hope). 

The phenornenon of career-endiug injury is not uncornmon. However, the 

sensation of this loss can be a remarkably Ionely one. What is perhaps most striking about 

my own experience was the presence of loving family and fiiends who would have gladly 

provided the support that 1 needed. However, perhaps because 1 hid my needs, and 

perhaps because they were not aware of what 1 needed, 1 went at the process more or less 

alone. I now contend that it is the responsibility of the athlete, the f d y ,  the fiends, the 

coaches, the teammates, and the physicians to gain some sensitivity to this issue. Perhaps 

a counsellor or sport psychologia can provide the necessary education. He/she might also 

provide appropriate remediation and guidance. But clearly someone must help the athlete 

who has sustained such an injury that help is available. 

Fortunately, 1 have manageci to rebuild the foundation represented within 

the model. Over tirne, 1 have gained confidence in several areas, I have many different 

fiiends and affiliations, 1 am sali very active, and 1 have found countless pursuits and 

activities that are rewarding, thrilling, and enjoyable. 1 can see within these factors the 

components that complete my identity and provide fulnllment. My direction of choice, the 



helping profession (spdcai ly  in sport), represents a new passion and challenge. And it is 

no accident that my interests have been drawn to this area My injury brought to my 

attention one of many probletnatic issues for attiletes on whidi my academic pursuits are 

now focused. Shane Gould Innes, a former Olympic swimmer, found that she was 

u l h t e l y  able to achieve a sense of closure and complete her ide* change through 

what Grove et ai. (1998) termed gener- This tenn represents a feeling that positive 

outcornes have corne out of one's expression of hidher experience. She has gone on to 

talle about her retirement experiences with other athletes. @ should be noted, however, 

that this unaided process took approxhately 25 years!) Similarly, 1 have achieved, fkom 

my research, a sense of closure. I feel that I have identified the key areas that can d o w  an 

athlete to cope coostniaively with this experience. Perhaps more hponaotly for me, 1 

have acqued a greater understanding of my own stniggle. Thus, my injury is now part of 

a cumulation of experiences that made me who 1 am. I have achieved my own level of 

generativity . 

My interaction with the participants was very positive and they seemed able to 

disclose their stories and feel understood. The question might arise, based on research 

design, whether 1 obtained wbat results 1 did sirnply because 1 was looking for them. 

However, the participants were al given a chance to comment on the mode1 and whether 

it rang tme for them. Agreement was unanimous. That the mode1 was seen by each 

participant as reflective of his experience is taken as a positive indicator of credibility of 

andy sis. 

The issue of responsibility is a contedous one. Professional sport organizations 

and other elite sport institutions traditionally focus on those individuals who wiU generate 

the greatest 'retums'. For this reason, the injured athlete is prone to feeling forgotten or 

neglected. Indeed, elite sport is often descn'bed as a tough 'business' and the damaged 

commodity is generdy discarded and forgotten. However, as responsible professionals (ii 

not business people) we must consider the world that an injured elite athiete must enter. 

Mer sacrificing themselves physically, mentally, and emotiodly, in exchange for our 



adoration and pnce of a ticket, these individuais must reconceptualize themeIves and their 

place in the world. The model developed in this study represents a guidance tool by which 

athletes can rediscover meaning and self-worth- The necessaïy next step is a sport 

executive w i h g  to provide the reçources necessary to make this guidance available. It is 

not a question of dollars and cents; it is one of moral respomibility. 

Future Directions 

As noted by Sinclair and OrIick (1993), programs to assist athletes in transition 

need to be developed, refined, and deiïvered to high d'ber athletes. By virtue of the 

conditions through which injureci athletes leave sport, this group deserves special 

attention. Interventions should take into consideration all of the components of the model 

to facilitate alI pressing issues of this adjustment. In addition to the availability of seminars 

and support groups for the athiete, key individuals (family, fiends, coaches, teammates) 

need to be aware of and sensitive to the issues that these athletes must face. Furthemore, 

consideration of these hdings are of particular relevance to the sport psychologist or 

counsehg professional who rnay be asked to assis athietes in dealing with this 

expenence. 

As usefùi as the Schlossberg model (1995) rnay be as a fhmework for transition, 

M e r  qualitative studies of this nature might help to identa the specific issues which are 

of importance to dif5erent transitions or Iosses. For example, rnilitary perso~el who retire 

may very weIl Iose important aspects of identity, routine, cornpetence, afnliation, and 

collective vision. By i d e n m g  the nature of the loss, the coping resources, and the post- 

retirement opportwiities, this transition may be Iess turbulent for retiring military personnel 

and their families. 

However, this qualitative exploration of the career-ending injury experience is 

based on only a few athletes. in order to wnsfer these findings to al athletes who sustain 

such injuries, the model should be teaed empuicaliy, with athletes of both genders, as weIi 



as different sports (contadnon-contact, td id iv idua l ) ,  aga, and levels 

(amateur/professionai, elitehovice). Further depth of understanding with respect to stages 

of this experience might best be acquired through a longitudinal study which would 

doaurient the adjustment process f?om time of injury right through to years d e r .  

Future research might also investigate the efficacy of m e n t  interventions 

designed to assist in career transition. This wdd include both seminar and resource 

opportunities such as those avdable through the Olympic Athlete Career Center (OACC). 

Couusehg interventions might also be evaiuated for thek efficacy in fàcilitating 

expression of affect, effective coping, and pursuit of fuhire directions. 

The current study has useful implications for the injured athlete. By taking some 

key steps, the individual cm be empowered to d e  a healthy adjustment to this l o s  (See 

Table 2). 

Table 2: Implications for the injured athlete. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE IN- ATHLETE 
It is normal and healthy to experience a period of sadness following a career-ending injury. 
Take some time to corne to terms with what has happened. It wdi heIp you to move forward 
when you're ready. 

Talk about it. It can be beneficial to express your fèelings to someone that you trust. 

Identif;, those people who cm provide support and encouragement in coping with your injury. 

Put it in perspective. Consider your injury within a broad pictiare. Ideut* the d e r  positive 
aspects of your Life that wiii not be affected. 

Focus on the future. You cannot change the past. Direct your time and energy to those thmgs 
you can control. Consider aii the possïbilities for future pursuits. 

Cont 'à 



Identify kcy mterests or purs& in which you have some ability or are willing to deveiop h 
Acknow1edge that you have many traits that made you successflll in sport that can help you to 
achieve outside of it. 

Srnound yourselfwith people wÏih whom you share common interests, values, and quaiities. 
I d e  those people that hold you ia high esteem regarâless of your sporting exploits. 
Consider involvement with an dumni organhtion. 

Stay active. Physid activity has always bew a large part of your lifè. Find activities ttiat 
will d o w  you to maintain some level of hess  and physid enjoyma- 

Be open to new pursuits and leisure activities. There are many ways to hnd fulnllment ifyou 
are willing to fïnd them. Consider also those things that gave you a pleasant break h m  
cornpetition while you were competing. 

Consider activities in which you can help others to develop and achieve. A great deai of 
satidàction can corne out of such opportunities. 

Have fkith that with a positive focus, Life after cornpetitive sport can be as rewarding as Mie 
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Appendix 1: Semi-Structured Interview 

Describe your injuy and how it happeneci. 

Were you physicaiiy &le to reswne your career or was the decision to stop competing due to 

risk of M e r  injury? 

At what stage were you in your career? 

Did the injury leave you with 'iinfinished business'? 

How old were you when the i n j q  occurred? 

Pior to your ktjw, whaî sport-related goals and dreams did you have? 

Describe yow ernotiod response foliowing the injury? (right at the time, next day, week, month, 

etc.) 

Did your emotional respome go through ciiffernt stagedphases? 

At what point did it becorne clear thai your atbletic career was over? 

What was your emotional response at this point? 

How did you express your ernotions? 

How did your motions affect your behaviour? (isolate self, aicohoi, h g s ,  displaced anger, etc.) 

What were the dominant thoughâs foilowing your injury? (positivelnegative, 

rationav'ionai) (at ail stages of response) 

Wbat role did si@cant others play in your recovery? Who was helpfùi? Who made the process 

more difFicuit? 

What efEkcts did physicians and physiotherapists have? 

Were you willtng to discuss your injury and its implications with anyone? Wi whom? 

Describe the effects of the injury (both positive and negative) on your relationships wim. o h  

(teammates, coaches, parents, fnends, etc.). 

Did you receive any counselling? Was it helpfid? What form did it take? 



To wbat extent did the injury afkct your participation in other sports, activities, and 

exercishg? 

Has your body-image changed? 

Was there chronic pain following the injury? (How severe?) Does it still a&x you? 

How did you see yourseif prior to the injury? Who were you? 

What was your place in the world? 

Describe the meaning of your participation in sport? What were your motives? 

What did the loss of competiûve sport mean to you? 

How important was k i n g  an athlete' to your identity? 

How important was sport while you were growing up? 

Were there other important aspects of your identity outside of athletics? (Roles) 

Did your perception of 'who you are' change foflowing your injury? How? 

Were you willing to change your identity foilowing your injury? 

At what point? What aiiowed you to do this? (catalyst) 

Did you feel confused or unsure about your roles foliowing injury? 

Did you see yourseif Iess fàvorably foiiowing injuxy? 

How has your self-image chanped fiom your injury until now? 

Has your identity gone through Meren? phases? 

Are you content with who you are now? Why or why not? 

To what extent do you d e k e  yourseif by roles? Characteristics? Performances? 

Do you tbink your seEancept will change in the firture? How? 

What did you do to cope with the trauma of injury? 

Whaî do you do to cope with your problems? 

Have you done W r e n t  things a -  dBérent stages? E x p h .  



To what extent have ÿou employed each of the foUOWmg in coping with your injury: 

Just acceptting the CoIlSeQUences of your injury 

Refiaming the injury in a positive light 

Piammg new activities or your hture 

Denial or d&mctmg yourseif from the reality of your injury 

Seeking emotional support (Taiking it out) 

Focushg on and venting your emotiom 

Avoiding cornpetitive activities 

Looked for support/help in moving on (career piammg, other interests, etc.) 

Keeping busy with other thhgs 

Humor, jokmg about the injury 

AlcohoVDrug use 

Tunieci to religioa 

Focused on other pursuits 

Future Directions 

What directions have p u  taken since your injury? 

What are your new roles? 

Are you physicaiIy active? 

Wbat goals/- did you pursue following your injury? 

What steps have you taken to reach hem? 

What are your g d  and dreams for the friture? 

Compare your new goals and hks@e to those you had as and aihiete. 

Are your new pursuits as fûEhg as sport? Explain. 

What people/reiaiionships influenced your curent career, interes&, and activities? 

Explain. 

Are y9u happy/satkfied with your i&? Compare this with your time in sport? 

What events or circumstances have served as turning points in your Li&? Why? 



What meaning has your injury had in your Me? 

What can be p=iin&eanied h m  dealing with adversity? 

What have you leamed about yourseif? 

Are you a stronger person fiom having had the experience? 

How should people view injuries/adversity in their lives? 

What advice wodd you oEer to another athiete who has sustained a career ending injury? 

In retrospect: Wodd you change the past ifyou could? Explain- 

Have you had to deal with loss in the past? 

How did you cope with it? 

Did your previous losses affect your approach to this experience? How? 



IMAGE EVALUATION 
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