. Co-funded by
+ | the European Union

Athletes Beyond Sport: Global
Insights on Career Transition

A comprehensive examination of how athletes worldwide navigate the challenging
transition from competitive sports to post-athletic careers, exploring success
rates, barriers, and pathways to meaningful employment.

Funded by the European Union. Views and opinions expressed are however those of the author(s) only
and do not necessarily reflect those of the European Union or the European Education and Culture
Executive Agency (EACEA). Neither the European Union nor EACEA can be held responsible for them.



Why This Topic Matters

Careers End Early

Most elite athletes retire before age 30, leaving decades of
working life ahead with uncertain prospects and limited
preparation.

Financial Pressure

Many athletes face immediate financial instability after
retirement, having invested years in sport with minimal
alternative income sources.
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Emotional Challenges

Transitioning away from sport involves profound identity shifts,
emotional upheaval, and significant psychological adjustment
periods.

.a.

Planning Gap

Dual-career planning and structured transition support remain
largely absent from most athletes' development programs
worldwide.



Average Length of Sports Career

8-12 30

Years Age
Average career duration for elite Typical retirement age for most
athletes across all sports professional athletes

Elite athletic careers are remarkably brief compared to traditional professions. Most
athletes dedicate their peak physical years-roughly ages 18 to 30-to competitive
sport, leaving them with 30 to 40 years of working life remaining after retirement.
This compressed timeline creates immense pressure to prepare for a second career
while still competing at the highest levels.
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Global Research Overview

Comprehensive studies from Europe, the United States, Australia, and Asia reveal
consistent patterns in athlete career transitions. Despite cultural and economic
differences, athletes worldwide face remarkably similar challenges when leaving
competitive sport.

Common Themes

Emotional struggle and psychological adjustment
Identity loss and purpose redefinition
Job market mismatch and skill gaps

Insufficient institutional support systems

Research Sources

European Union athlete welfare studies
NCAA longitudinal career tracking
Australian Institute of Sport programs

Asian sports federation reports
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Transition Success Rate

@ Stable Employment @ Long-Term Difficulty Still Searching

Approximately 55-60% of retired athletes secure stable employment within two years of leaving competitive sport. However, 20-25%
experience prolonged difficulty re-entering the workforce, often struggling for three years or more. Education level emerges as the strongest
predictor of successful transition, with degree-holding athletes finding employment significantly faster and in higher-quality positions than

those without formal qualifications.
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Why 40% Struggle

Identity Crisis No Qualifications

Athletes lose their core identity and sense of purpose after retirement Lack professional credentials recognized in traditional job markets

Mental Health Limited Experience

Experience depression, anxiety, or other psychological challenges Have minimal work history outside of competitive sport

The challenges facing transitioning athletes are multifaceted and interconnected. Identity loss proves particularly devastating-many athletes
have defined themselves solely through sport since childhood. Without professional qualifications or diverse work experience, they enter job
markets unprepared and often overwhelmed, while simultaneously managing the psychological impact of ending their athletic careers.
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EU Research Outcomes

o 35% CEED 20% CE 65%
Career Planning Unprepared Support Variability

Only one-third of EU athletes actively plan Feel completely unprepared for life after Experience inconsistent dual-career

their post-sport career before retirement competitive sport ends framework quality across member states

European Union research reveals significant gaps in athlete career support. Dual-career frameworks-programs designed to help athletes
balance sport and education-vary dramatically in quality and availability across member states, creating inequality in transition outcomes
based primarily on geography rather than individual capability or effort.
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Characteristics of Successful Transitions

Career Guidance

=

Early Education Access professional counseling and career planning resources

Begin skill development and formal education during athletic while still competing.
career, not after retirement.

&fe
&5

Dual-Career Programs

Strong Support Participate in structured programs balancing athletic and

Benefit from social networks, institutional backing, and educational development.
mentorship programs.
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Psychological Impact Data

Mental Health Crisis
el Between 25-35% of retiring athletes experience significant identity
crises, questioning their fundamental sense of self and purpose.
Depression Symptoms Approximately 15% develop clinical depression symptoms post-
retirement.
Anxiety Disorders The psychological impact intensifies dramatically when retirement is

unplanned or forced by injury. Athletes who retire on their own
terms with adequate preparation show significantly lower rates of
mental health challenges.

Adjustment Issues
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Financial Vulnerability

26.5% €15K 58%

Low Income Poverty Threshold Family Dependent
Athletes Annual income level Rely on family support or
EU Olympic hopefuls putting athletes at side jobs to sustain
earning less than €15,000 financial risk training
annually

Financial instability during athletic careers creates compounding challenges during
transition. Many elite athletes, particularly those in Olympic sports, earn well below
livable wages while training. They rely heavily on family support or juggle multiple
part-time jobs, leaving little time or resources for educational or professional
development. This financial precarity dramatically increases the risk of
unsuccessful career transitions.
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Transferable Skills Recognition Gap

Leadership Discipline

Team captaincy, mentoring younger athletes, managing high- Rigorous training schedules, goal-setting, consistent performance
pressure situations under scrutiny

Resilience Time Management

Overcoming setbacks, injury recovery, maintaining motivation Balancing training, competition, travel, and personal

through adversity commitments effectively

Athletes possess exceptional soft skills highly valued in professional environments, yet they frequently struggle to articulate these
competencies in employment contexts. The challenge isn't a lack of skills-it's a translation problem. Athletes often describe their experiences
in sport-specific language that employers don't immediately recognize as relevant professional qualifications. Employers, meanwhile,
frequently overlook the informal but valuable capabilities developed through elite athletic competition.
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Employability by Sport Type

Team Athletes Individual Athletes

« Exceptional teamwork and collaboration skills « Outstanding self-discipline and motivation

« Strong verbal and non-verbal communication « Superior self-management capabilities

« Experience with diverse personality management « Independent problem-solving skills

« Natural understanding of organizational roles - High personal accountability

Team sport athletes typically demonstrate superior interpersonal Individual sport athletes excel in autonomous roles requiring self-
skills and comfort in collaborative environments. direction and personal initiative.

[ Common Gap: Both groups often lack digital literacy, technical software skills, and industry-specific knowledge required for modern
professional roles.
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Sport-Related Jobs After Retirement

Coaching Fitness Industry Sports Management

30% of retired athletes move into coaching Personal training, gym management, and Administrative and organizational roles

roles at various competitive levels wellness consulting attract many former within sports federations and organizations
athletes

Approximately 30-35% of retired athletes transition into sport-related careers. These roles offer significant emotional satisfaction and
personal fulfillment-athletes remain connected to their passion and leverage deep sport-specific knowledge. However, sport-related positions
typically provide lower financial compensation and fewer advancement opportunities compared to non-sport careers, creating a trade-off
between emotional satisfaction and economic stability.
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Job Satisfaction Data

\Y/

@ oll0 X
Sport Jobs Non-Sport Jobs Success Factors
High emotional benefit and personal Greater career advancement opportunities Depends on skills match, preparation
fulfillment but limited financial growth and financial stability with varied quality, and individual priorities
potential engagement levels

Career satisfaction after sport depends heavily on individual values and priorities. Athletes who value purpose and emotional connection often
prefer sport-related roles despite lower salaries. Those prioritizing financial security and career progression typically find greater satisfaction in

non-sport positions, particularly when their skills align well with job requirements and they've received adequate preparation during their
transition.
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Countries With Strong Support

Y U ——

Netherlands Austria

Advanced dual-career policies integrating education and elite Flexible education pathways allowing athletes to extend degree

sport development. Athletes receive structured support programs without penalty. Universities accommodate

balancing competitive training with university coursework competition schedules and provide distance learning options

through flexible scheduling and dedicated advisors. specifically designed for elite athletes.
+

Sweden Australia

Integrated career guidance systems embedded within national World-leading athlete welfare programs through the Australian

sports federations. Athletes access professional counseling, skill Institute of Sport. Comprehensive services include education

assessments, and transition planning resources throughout their support, career counseling, mental health resources, and

competitive careers. employer partnership networks.
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Countries Where Athletes
Struggle

Many countries lack comprehensive athlete career support infrastructure, creating
significant disadvantages for their competitive athletes. These gaps manifest
across multiple dimensions:

Limited Institutional Weak Partnerships

Support Minimal collaboration between
Absence of national programs or sports organizations and educational
dedicated resources for athlete institutions to facilitate dual-career
career development and transition pathways

planning

No National Strategy

Lack of coordinated policy frameworks addressing athlete welfare and post-
career employment

Athletes in these environments face additional barriers beyond the inherent
challenges of career transition. Without systemic support, success depends
primarily on individual resources, family wealth, or fortunate personal connections
rather than merit or preparation.
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Education Levels of Athletes

@ Secondary Only Below Secondary

B University Degree B Some University

Educational attainment among elite athletes lags behind general population averages. Many athletes delay or abandon university education
due to demanding competition schedules, international travel, and pressure to focus exclusively on athletic performance during peak
competitive years. This educational gap creates substantial employment barriers post-retirement.

Research demonstrates that athletes who complete university degrees during their competitive careers experience significantly higher
employment rates, faster job placement, and greater career satisfaction after retirement. Dual-career programs that support simultaneous
athletic and educational development show measurably improved graduation rates and transition outcomes.
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Common Non-Sport Career Paths

ﬂ@ﬂ Sales & Management

Athletes' communication skills, competitive drive, and goal
orientation translate effectively into sales roles, account
management, and business development positions. Many
find success in relationship-driven commercial
environments.

Administration

Organizational roles in human resources, operations
management, project coordination, and general
administration. Athletes' discipline and systematic approach
to tasks proves valuable in structured corporate
environments.

Digital & Marketing

Growing opportunities in digital marketing, social media
management, data operations, and content creation.
Athletes leverage personal brands and understanding of
audience engagement built during competitive careers.

Entrepreneurship

Self-employment and business creation appeal to athletes'
independence and risk tolerance. Many establish fitness
businesses, consulting services, or ventures leveraging their
sport networks and personal brands.
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Gender Differences

Female Athletes Male Athletes

- Begin transition planning earlier in careers « Higher reliance on sport-related income

« More likely to pursue education during competition « Delay transition planning until closer to retirement

« Higher university enroliment and completion rates « More likely to pursue sport-related careers post-retirement
« More conservative financial planning « Higher risk tolerance in career decisions

» Greater willingness to seek support resources « Less frequent use of support services

Significant gender differences exist in how athletes approach career transitions. Female athletes demonstrate more proactive planning
behaviors, potentially reflecting greater awareness of shorter earning windows in many women's sports or societal expectations around

backup planning. These differences in preparation translate into measurable outcome variations, with female athletes showing slightly higher
employment rates within the first year post-retirement.
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Injury-Driven Retirement

® 18% 2.5x

Injury Retirement Rate Increased Risk

Athletes forced to retire due to physical ~ Psychological distress multiplier for

injury or chronic health issues injury-related retirement versus
planned

000 65%

Unemployment Risk

Higher rate of prolonged
unemployment for unplanned
retirement

Between 15- 20% of athletes retire due to injury rather than age or performance
decline. Injury-driven retirement creates compounded challenges: athletes face
simultaneous physical recovery, identity loss, and career transition without
adequate preparation time. These athletes experience significantly higher rates of
psychological distress, including depression and anxiety, and face substantially
elevated unemployment risk compared to athletes who retire on their own terms
with advance planning.
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Why Transitions Fail

No Backup Plan

Absence of dual-career strategy or alternative career pathways developed during athletic career

Missing Credentials

{‘:} Lack of professional qualifications, certifications, or recognized credentials outside sport

Financial Unpreparedness

(] Insufficient savings, poor financial planning, and immediate economic pressure
post-retirement

Identity Loss

@ Profound sense of lost purpose and self-definition without
structured replacement

Failed transitions typically result from multiple compounding factors rather than single causes. The most vulnerable athletes face all four
challenges simultaneously: they retire unexpectedly without backup plans, possess no formal qualifications, have minimal financial reserves,
and experience severe identity crises. This combination creates a downward spiral that proves extremely difficult to escape without external

intervention and support.
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Successiul Transition Case Studies

From Olympic Runner to Professional Footballer to Gymnast to Digital Marketing

Business Executive Coaching Academy Founder Entrepreneur

Completed MBA during final competitive Earned coaching certifications during Developed social media presence during

years through flexible program. playing career. Saved portion of earnings competition. Took online courses in

Leveraged discipline and goal-setting for business investment. Built on existing digital marketing and business.

skills into corporate management role. sport network and community Transitioned personal brand into

Strong mentorship from former athlete relationships to establish successful successful marketing consultancy

executives facilitated entry. youth academy. serving other athletes and sports

Key Success Factors: Early education, Key Success Factors: Parallel skill Sl el

professional network, skills translation development, financial planning, Key Success Factors: Personal brand
network leverage building, continuous learning, market

identification

Successful case studies reveal consistent patterns: athletes who plan early, develop skills during their competitive careers, maintain strong
professional networks, and receive mentorship or institutional support navigate transitions significantly more successfully. The common
thread isn't luck-it's preparation and support.



Where AI Can Help
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Skill Gap Identification

Al analyzes athlete profiles to identify transferable skills and specific
gaps preventing successful career transition

03

Career Path Matching

Advanced algorithms match athlete capabilities with suitable career
opportunities based on labor market data and success patterns

04

Personalized Guidance

24/7 accessible Al coaching provides customized advice, resources,
and action plans tailored to individual circumstances

Market Alignment

Real-time labor market analysis ensures recommendations reflect
current employment demands and emerging opportunities

Artificial intelligence offers transformative potential for athlete career transitions. Al systems can process vast amounts of career data,
identify successful transition patterns, and provide personalized guidance at scale-something traditional human counseling cannot achieve
due to resource constraints. Al doesn't replace human support but dramatically enhances accessibility, consistency, and relevance of career

guidance for athletes worldwide.
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Why ABS Project Is Needed

Addressing Critical EU Gaps

The Athletes Beyond Sport (ABS) project directly addresses the documented
inconsistencies in EU athlete career support systems. Current dual-career frameworks vary
dramatically in quality across member states, creating geographic inequality in transition
outcomes.

i A ABS modernizes support through:

« Scalable AI-driven career guidance accessible to all EU athletes

« Standardized assessment and planning tools across member states

« Evidence-based recommendations derived from successful transition patterns

- Cost-effective delivery reducing dependence on limited human counseling resources

[ ABS creates equitable access to high-quality career transition support regardless of athlete location, sport, or federation resources-a
critical step toward harmonizing EU athlete welfare standards.
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Final Conclusions

Structured Support Required Al Enhances Outcomes ABS Long-Term Value
Successful career transitions require Artificial intelligence dramatically The Athletes Beyond Sport project
systematic, early intervention and improves career guidance accuracy, addresses critical gaps in EU athlete
ongoing support throughout athletic personalization, accessibility, and welfare, offering sustainable, evidence-
careers-not crisis intervention at scalability compared to traditional based solutions that improve transition
retirement. approaches. success rates across all member states.

The research is clear: athlete career transitions succeed when athletes receive early, structured support combining education, skill
development, and professional guidance. The ABS project represents a significant advancement in how Europe supports its athletes beyond
competitive sport, leveraging modern technology to deliver previously inaccessible career resources. By implementing Al-driven career

guidance systems, the EU can substantially improve transition outcomes, reduce psychological distress, and ensure athletes successfully
navigate the challenging shift from sport to sustainable professional careers.



