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ABSTRACT
Nikander, Aku
Adolescent student-athletes’ dual career adaptability: The role individual and
environmental factors
Jyväskylä: University of Jyväskylä, 2022, 60 p.
(JYU Dissertations
ISSN 2489-9003; 541)
ISBN 978-951-39-9341-2 (PDF)
Career development has been observed to continue over the lifespan, but the formation
of career-related choices is especially important during adolescence. Some youth athletes may prioritize athletic career development over education and postpone their vocational career construction, while others are better prepared for their future. Career
adaptability, which denotes an individual’s psychosocial resources, may help to achieve
vocational developmental tasks and overcome challenges related to career development,
leading to enhanced well-being and career success. The aim of the present research was
to examine adolescent athletes’ dual career construction in terms of dual career adaptability across the high school years. Furthermore, the individual- and environment-related predictors of dual career adaptability were examined. The present research was
part of the Longitudinal Finnish Dual Career study, which followed student-athletes (N
= 391–331, depending on the measurement point) from six sports high schools across
their high school years. Study 1 examined the development of dual career adaptability
and self-esteem among adolescent student-athletes. The data were collected at four
measurement points throughout high school. In Study 2, individual and parental success
expectations in school and sport, in addition to gender, were investigated as predictors
of dual career adaptability profiles. The data were collected at the beginning and at the
end of the first year of high school from the student-athletes and from 260 mothers and
188 fathers of the participants. Finally, in Study 3, organizational culture and its potential
impact on student-athletes’ dual career development was examined. The data were collected using on-site observations (58 hours) and semi-structured interviews (N = 14)
from student-athletes, coaches, teachers, and leaders in one of the six sports high schools.
To analyse the data, both person- and variable-oriented approaches were used, in addition to a case study approach in Study 3. The results showed, first, that dual career adaptability was relatively stable during the transition phase to as well as during sports high
school. Second, student-athletes’ dual career adaptability and self-esteem were positively associated with each other. Third, males demonstrated higher levels of dual career
adaptability and self-esteem compared to females. Fourth, student-athletes’ high success
expectations in sport and school, and mothers’ high success expectations in school, increased the probability of student-athletes demonstrating higher adaptability profiles.
Finally, the organizational culture of the environment impacted youths’ career-related
thoughts and decisions in a way that they prioritized athletic development over education. Based on the findings, it can be suggested that support for career-related activities
should be individually targeted early during a dual career. Furthermore, gender differences should be considered and females may benefit from self-care and empowerment
rather than career-related activities per se. These findings could be used, for example, to
develop career resources and holistic development support services for youth athletes.
Keywords: dual career, youth athletes, career construction, career adaptability

TIIVISTELMÄ (ABSTRACT IN FINNISH)
Nikander, Aku
Urheilulukiolaisten kaksoisuran urasopeutuvuustaidot lukion aikana: yksilöllisten- ja
ympäristötekijöiden tarkastelu
Jyväskylä: University of Jyväskylä, 2022, 60 p.
(JYU Dissertations
ISSN 2489-9003; 541)
ISBN 978-951-39-9341-2 (PDF)
Urakehityksen on osoitettu jatkuvan läpi elämän, mutta erityisesti nuoruus on tärkeää
aikaa uraan liittyvien päätösten muodostumisessa. Osa nuorista urheilijoista saattaa
priorisoida urheilu-uraan ja lykätä ammatilliseen uraan liittyvää pohdintaa, kun taas osa
nuorista urheilijoista on paremmin valmistautunut tulevaisuuteensa. Urasopeutuvuustaidot, joilla tarkoitetaan yksilön psykososiaalisia resursseja, saattavat auttaa uraan liittyvien kehitystehtävien täyttämisessä ja urakehitykseen liittyvien haasteiden selvittämisessä lisäten hyvinvointia sekä menestystä ammatillisella uralla. Tutkimuksen tavoitteena oli tutkia urheilulukiolaisten uramuodostusta urasopeutuvuustaitojen avulla lukion aikana. Lisäksi sekä yksilöllisiä että ympäristöön liittyviä tekijöitä arvioitiin
urasopeutuvuustaitojen ennustajina. Tämä tutkimus on osa laajempaa suomalaista kaksoisuran pitkittäistutkimushanketta. Tutkimuksen aineisto koostui urheilulukiolaisista
(n = 391-331 riippuen mittauspisteestä) kuudesta eri suomalaisesta urheilulukiosta. Osatutkimuksessa 1 selvitettiin kaksoisuran urasopeutuvuustaitojen ja itsetunnon kehitystä
lukion aikana. Nuoret täyttivät kyselyn neljä kertaa. Osatutkimuksessa 2 tutkittiin nuorten ja heidän vanhempien urheiluun ja kouluun liittyvien menestysodotusten sekä sukupuolen vaikutusta urasopeutuvuusprofiileihin. Nuoret ja heidän isänsä (n = 188) ja
äitinsä (n = 260) täyttivät kyselyn lukion alussa ja ensimmäisen kouluvuoden lopussa.
Osatutkimuksessa 3 selvitettiin kaksoisuraympäristön organisaatiokulttuurin vaikutusta nuorten urakehitykseen. Tutkimuksessa haastateltiin (n = 14) ja seurattiin (58h) urheilijoita, valmentajia, opettajia sekä kaksoisuran kehitysympäristön johtajia yhdessä
suomalaisessa urheilulukiossa. Tämän väitöskirjan tutkimuksissa käytettiin henkilö- ja
muuttujakeskeistä lähestymistapaa (Tutkimus 1 ja 2) sekä laadullista tutkimusotetta tutkimuksessa 3. Tulokset osoittivat, että urheilulukiolaisten urasopeutuvuustaidot olivat
suhteellisen pysyviä siirtymävaiheessa urheilulukioon ja urheilulukion aikana. Itsetunto
sekä urasopeutuvuustaidot olivat positiivisesti yhteydessä toisiinsa. Miehillä oli korkeammat tasot niin itsetunnossa kuin urasopeutuvuustaidoissa naisiin verrattuna. Urheilulukiolaisten korkeat menestysodotukset niin koulussa kuin urheilussa sekä äitien
nuortaan koskevat korkeat menestysodotukset koulussa, olivat yhteydessä korkeampiin
urasopeutuvuustaitoihin. Lisäksi ympäristön organisaatiokulttuuri sosialisoi urheilulukiolaiset huippu-urheilun olettamuksiin vaikuttaen heidän uraan liittyviin asenteisiinsa
ja valintoihinsa siten, että he priorisoivat urheilun yli koulutuksen. Tutkimustulokset
osoittivat, että urheilulukiolaisten urasopeutuvuustaitoja pitäisi tukea yksilöllisesti jo
kaksoisuran alussa. Sukupuolierot pitäisi huomioida urheilulukiolaisten kehityksen tukemisessa ja erityisesti naiset voisivat hyötyä itsetuntoa ja autonomiaa tukevasta lähestymistavasta. Tuloksia voidaan hyödyntää urheilulukiolaisten urahallinnan ja kokonaisvaltaisen kehityksen tukipalveluiden suunnittelussa.
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1

INTRODUCTION

Adolescent years are a time for individuals to explore future career options, increase internal and external resources to adapt to several changes and transitions,
and subsequently commit to a career choice (Staff et al., 2009), which is also one
of adolescents’ most important developmental tasks (Super et al., 1996). Based on
their characteristics, assumptions, interests, and competencies as well as their
needs, young people select available and compatible environments and activities
in their lives when constructing a career (Savickas, 2013). One possible career
goal to pursue in adolescence is an elite athletic career. While future working life
has become more insecure and unstable, now including more transitions and selfcreated jobs (e.g., Briscoe, 2015; Guest & Rodrigues, 2015), elite sport is perhaps
becoming more systematic and providing more normative pathways than ever
before. For example, athletic talent development starts at an early age and more
structure (career stages and transitions) and institutionalization is built around
the young athlete’s path (Stambulova & Wylleman, 2015). Furthermore, athletic
career development is facilitated by the modernist logic of competitive sport and
the cultural narratives that present complete commitment to the athletic career
as the only way to achieve success (Douglas, 2014). According to Ronkainen et
al. (2022), the dominant stories that portray other pathways as a failure and
achieving the level of elite sport as success, could hinder youth athletes from engaging in important career-related activities outside of sports. The young athlete
constructing a non-athletic career may live in a dual world of ambiguity and face
contradicting demands from society and others around then. Therefore, career
construction and related skills might be particularly important nowadays for
young athletes’ holistic development (e.g., Briscoe, 2015; Guest & Rodrigues,
2013).
Many young athletes devote a significant amount hours and effort to
achieve an elite athletic career, even at the expense of their academic pursuits and
in to development tasks, which would have provided better prerequisites for a
career after sports (Christensen & Sörensen, 2009; Cosh & Tully, 2014;). Furthermore, adolescent athletes tend to postpone their future vocational decisions and
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have difficulties envisioning their future life trajectories outside of the sports domain (Ronkainen & Ryba, 2018; Ryba et al., 2016). However, findings by Schmid
et al. (2022) recently demonstrated that involvement in elite sport (i.e., Olympic
level) may also facilitate a successful vocational career. On the other hand, dual
career (i.e., a combination of sports and education) is increasingly becoming a
normative discourse, with young athletes (especially women), expecting to do
well also in education (Harrison et al., 2020; Ryba et al., 2021). Youth athletes in
a dual career have been shown to do better in academics compared to the nonathletic population (Aunola et al., 2018; Storm & Eske, 2021) and are more likely
planning to enter higher education (Aunola et al., 2018). The expectations to excel
and successfully perform in education could be assumed to facilitate young athletes’ career construction and achievement of developmental tasks. Therefore, an
important question is how do adolescent student-athletes’ athletic endeavours
impact their possibilities to be involved in development tasks and prepare for a
meaningful subjective career in and outside sports?
Dual careers have been suggested as a key to nurturing talented athletes’
sustainable and responsible career development (e.g., achieving development
tasks), and growth (European Commission, 2012; Stambulova & Wylleman,
2019). The benefits of dual careers have been shown, for example, enabling continuity in education and training, providing a balanced life, preparing athletes
for a career after sports, and supporting well-being (Stambulova & Wylleman,
2019). However, simultaneous pursuits in two time-demanding domains may
also cause challenges (e.g., lack of time, limited possibilities for recovery, several
transitions) for adolescent athletes during their dual career paths (Brown et al.,
2015; Harrison et al., 2020; Stambulova et al., 2015). To manage both domains
successfully athletes need to develop and possess multiple skills including, for
example, time management skills, social competencies, and emotional regulation
competencies (De Brandt et al., 2018). In addition to individual factors, adolescents’ career development may be influenced by actors in their lives (parents,
coaches, peers), who provide feedback that influences their career trajectories
and choices. For example, 71% of Finnish student-athletes’ mothers expected
their child to obtain a higher education degree (Ryba et al., 2016). There is recently also a growing focus on the environments youths are embedded in (i.e.,
school domain, sports domain). To integrate the different domains of youth athletes’ lives and to facilitate a balanced life, dual career development environments, as purposefully developed systems combining athletic and school domains, are recommended for young athletes (Morris et al., 2020; Stambulova &
Wylleman, 2019). Although the literature concerning athletes’ dual careers is
comprehensive, very few scholars have studied how adolescent student-athletes’
sporting career aspirations, simultaneous educational pursuits, and environmental factors are associated with their career construction and the abilities to prepare
for their careers.
To investigate the role of psychological (individual) and social (environment) factors in adolescents’ career development, this dissertation has been developed in line with the theoretical background of career construction and career
12

adaptability (Savickas, 2013). According to career construction theory, youths’
career goals and perceived abilities give direction to the career tracks they choose,
and these experiences provide feedback that influences educational and vocational trajectories (Savickas, 2013). Therefore, it is assumed that there is a transactional relationship between an individual student-athlete and the environment
in which the athlete is embedded. To construct a career, an individual athlete
needs to solve obscure and complex challenges caused by development tasks (i.e.,
committing to a career choice), transitions (i.e., from lower secondary school to
high school), and traumas (e.g., dropout, de-selection) related to their career path
(Savickas, 2013). Additionally, young athletes may face contradictory expectations and messages related to their career decisions. Parents, for example, may
expect education to be the priority but coaches may expect sports to be so (Skrubbeltrang et al., 2018). Career adaptability, which signifies a person’s psychosocial
resources, has been suggested as a key to solving these challenges (Savickas,
1997). Therefore, it is crucial to consider the influences of youth athletes’ environment to prepare and engage meaningfully in career construction in sports but
also outside of their sport.
The purpose of the present thesis was to investigate adolescent athletes’
dual career construction with a focus on dual career adaptability. In the present
study, both person- and variable-oriented approaches were applied, in addition
to a case study approach. Both person- and variable-oriented approaches use
quantitative data, but there are certain methodological and theoretical differences (Mäkikangas & Kinnunen, 2016). The variable-oriented approach focuses
on the associations of the variables and assumes homogeneity concerning the
phenomenon (Hirschi & Valero, 2015). In this research, the variable-oriented research approach was used to examine the development of dual career adaptability across time and the relationship between self-esteem and dual career adaptability. The person-oriented approach, on the other hand, assumes heterogeneity
concerning the mean levels and changes of the phenomena and takes into consideration, for example, those individuals who demonstrate different combinations of dual career adaptability (Hirschi & Valero, 2015; Mäkikangas & Kinnunen, 2016). Subsequently, a person-oriented research approach was implemented to identify the development of distinct dual career adaptability profiles
in the transition phase to high school. Furthermore, a case study design was used
to explore one of the sports high schools with the aim of examining the potential
impact of organizational culture on youth athletes’ dual career development. The
case study design provides a real-life context from multiple perspectives and develops a deep understanding of holistic and meaningful characteristic (Hodge &
Sharp, 2016). More precisely, a qualitatively oriented case (Stake, 2005) was used
to gain insight into how organizational culture impacts student-athletes’ dual career development. The thesis had three main aims. The first aim was to explore
the development of dual career adaptability among adolescent student-athletes
in the transition phase across the first year of high school (Study 2), as well as
throughout high school years (Study 1). The second aim was to examine the in-
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dividual and environmental predictors of career adaptability among student-athletes (Study 1 and 2). The third aim of the study was to examine how the organizational culture of a dual- career development environment impacts student-athletes’ dual career construction and related resources (Study 3). Figure 1 presents
the overall conceptual model for this research.

FIGURE 1

1.1

The overall conceptual model for this research

Dual career development of athletes in adolescence

The training to become an elite athlete and the goal for an athletic career starts
during early adolescence when youth athletes start training more systematically
towards their athletic goals. This is also considered the beginning of the dual career as youth athletes simultaneously attend compulsory education (Ryba et al.,
2016; Wylleman et al., 2013). Especially late adolescence, known as the mastery
stage in athletic development, is considered to be the period when youth athletes
transition into elite sport (i.e., 18–19 years on average) (Wylleman & Lavallee,
2004). As the holistic career development model proposes, this stage of athletic
development overlaps with individuals’ physical, psychological, and social development (Ryba et al., 2016). All these development stages are in dynamic interaction and changes in one area influence other areas of development (Wylleman
et al., 2013), which may impact youth athletes career construction. Cartigny et al.
(2019) found in their study of dual career experiences across the athletic lifespan
that student-athletes showed three distinct pathways of career construction: (a)
educational pathway (prioritization of education), (b) a dual career pathway (focus on both athletic and vocational career), and (c) athletic pathway (prioritization of sports). This is further supported by Ryba, Stambulova et al.’s (2017) study
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of adolescent athletes’ prospective career narratives in which similar career styles
were identified. They identified a contrapuntal style (a sport and education as a
harmonically related life-theme), monophonic style (a prominent athletic lifetheme), and dissonant style (separation of sports and education life-theme). Additionally, Ryba et al.’s (2021) longitudinal study across the high school years
showed that athletes’ construction of a particular career style is associated with
certain narrative resources. These would indicate that student-athletes have different aims they pursue, and therefore, how they prioritize different career prospects in their lives may influence other stages of development.
In dual career pathways, adolescents may face multiple challenges that
can affect their career development and subjective experience of the particular
career path. A particular risk associated with adolescent athletes’ dual career development are transitions, which can cause substantial challenges (Stambulova
et al., 2019). It also needs to be considered that the demands of the dual career
increase while the athletes progress in their educational levels (Cartigny et al.,
2019; Stambulova et al., 2015). Stambulova et al. (2015) found that youth athletes’
perceived demands increased and their resources dropped during the first year
of sports high school. Consequently, athletes re-evaluated their possibilities for a
simultaneous pursuit of their goals in education and sports. Furthermore, in Finland, first-year student-athletes have been shown to be at risk of burnout (Sorkkila et al., 2018), which can alter their perceived abilities and subsequently their
future career goals. It is also known that a number of athletes opt out from sports
by the end of high school (Moazami-Goodarzi et al., 2019; Stambulova et al.,
2019.). Furthermore, a number of studies have suggested that athletes’ social environment is occupied with athletic events and people (Lavallee & Robinson,
2007; Petitpas et al., 2013; Verkoojien et al., 2012), and they may lack role experimentation and experiences outside of the sports context, which may influence
their career behaviour and well-being (Ryba et al., 2016). As other factors related
to the environment (e.g., societal factors and feedback from significant others)
may impact career development (Lent, 2013), it is crucial to provide support in
completing vocational developmental tasks as well as to overcome various challenges related to career development (Koivisto et al., 2011).

1.2 Career construction
The development of an individual career is a dynamic career-long process and
especially the adolescent years are a relevant and active time for the construction
of important career-related choices (Lent & Brown, 2013). During this period individuals begin attempting to understand their job-related motivations, endeavours, and competencies (Vondracek et al., 2019). Preparing for a career is positively associated with variables of well-being such as self-esteem (Skorikov,
2007), effective functioning (Savickas, 2002), life satisfaction (Kim et al., 2016), individual future orientations (Savickas, 2002) and success beliefs (Janeiro &
Marques, 2010). During adolescence, individuals explore available activities and
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environments, reflecting on their assumptions, characteristics, beliefs, and abilities. After finding a compatible environment for the self, the selected environment then facilitates continued socialization and further decisions (Savickas,
2013). Especially young athletes are susceptible to neoliberal assumptions of
competitive sport and they may prioritize sports over the other domains of life
(Christensen & Sörensen, 2009). Career construction has several benefits for adolescent development, yet, for example in the GEES project (Gold in Education
and Elite Sport) (De Brandt et al., 2018), career planning was rated the lowest in
perceived importance and perceived possession of dual career competencies
among student-athletes.
Career construction theory accounts for processes (both interpretive and
interpersonal) which include the construction of self that guides behavior and
creates meaning in individuals’ careers (Savickas, 2013). Self-construction
evolves through interpersonal processes, that is, “self-denotes an emergent
awareness that is culturally shaped, socially constituted and linguistically narrated” (Savickas, 2013, p. 148), and differs during different developmental stages.
Individuals initiate the construction of self as actors (childhood), and later they
become goal-oriented agents (adolescence), and finally develop into authors explaining the action (adulthood). Central to career construction theory is that individuals need to construct a meaningful subjective career that guides their occupational behavior. A subjective career refers to a person’s experiences of the
progressing career (Savickas, 2005) and “provides ways to think about living
uniquely in complex ways” (Ryba et al., 2015, p. 47). Through an agency, an individual extends the self into the wider environment (Savickas, 2013). This selfextension includes goal setting, projects to achieve these goals, and finally the
accomplishment of a career. Youth athletes may put themselves in the mode of
an athletic career, although at the athletic development stage they are still in a
mastery stage (Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004). They may construct a life trajectory
within an athletic context, independent of their vocational pathways (Ryba et al.,
2015). They may understand that education is important, but perceive that there
is a limited time to make it as an athlete (Korhonen et al., 2020; Ryba, Stambulova
et al., 2017).
The self must adapt to transitions and the importance of agency is highlighted when the occupational plan is lost. Adaptation to changing and challenging situations can facilitate learning and development. For example, vocational
development tasks that are related to age-graded normative transitions are identified as a source of change. It could be assumed that transition to high school
would facilitate career-related behaviours, which is the case in sports. This transition indeed facilitates sporting behaviours that are consistent with a subjective
athletic career (Ryba et al., 2015). Although athletes are especially susceptible to
more frequent transitions, such as those in sports and education (Wylleman et al.
2013), sport traditionally provided a clear structure due to, for example, age-specific expectations for performance and talent development pathways. Additionally, (some) sports cultures might not support planning and exploration beyond
sporting goals (at least traditionally). Those youths who have high competencies
16

to cope with and are prepared for vocational tasks have demonstrated higher
commitment and adjustment in higher education, which has further been related
to success in vocational career paths (Germeijs & Verschueren, 2007). For example, Park et al. (2013) found that college athletes who had not planned their lives
after sports had an elevated risk of psychological distress, especially following
involuntary athletic career termination. Although a number of competencies for
success in a dual career have been recognized, including social competence, time
management, emotional regulation (De Brandt et al, 2018; Linner et al., 2019),
these competencies are related to solving acute problems instead of facilitating
the construction of a meaningful subjective career or the formation of a career
story when challenges arise. For adolescent student-athletes to manage transitions, and to solve a range of challenges in the course of their life trajectories,
support should be provided for their career construction behavior and resources,
such as career adaptability.

1.3 Career adaptability
Savickas (2013) stated that “individuals can adapt more effectively if they meet
changing conditions with growing awareness and information seeking, followed
by decision making, trial behaviours leading to a stable commitment projected
forward for a certain period and active role management, and forward-looking
disengagement” (Savickas, 2013, p. 156), known as the construct of career adaptability. Career adaptability is an important construct within career construction
theory. The word adapt means: “bringing inner needs and outer opportunities
into harmony indicating success, satisfaction, and well-being” (Savickas, 2013,
p.157). The foundations of career construction theory proposed that adaptation
is achieved as a result of the distinct constructs of adaptivity, adaptability, and
adapting. Individuals differ in career-related behaviors; some are better prepared
for a change than others (adaptivity), have more or fewer resources to manage
change (adaptability), and show more or less actual change when needed (adapting). Career adaptability enables adolescents to regulate their strategies along the
four dimensions: Career concern refers to the extent to which the individual is conscious of, and prepares for, vocational developmental tasks and transitions in the
near and distant future; career control means that a person takes responsibility for
constructing their career and chooses their approach to vocational development
tasks; career curiosity refers to information-seeking behaviors, openness to new
experiences, exploration, and reflection on the match between the individual’s
abilities and the demands of a particular career; and career confidence refers to selfefficacy in pursuing a self-determined occupation and successfully coping with
career stressors. Additionally, Ryba, Zhang et al. (2017) introduced a dual career
concern subscale for student-athletes in an athletic context which refers to the extent to which an individual is aware of the challenges of integrating athletic and
academic pursuits and prepares for their dual career pathway.
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It has been shown that career adaptability contributes to positive transitions and personal functioning in adolescents, predicting an increased sense of
control and life satisfaction (Johnston, 2018). Overall, career adaptabilities assist
individuals in achieving vocational developmental tasks. It has been suggested
that some individuals are better prepared for their careers than others are depending on their ability to adapt to different situations and utilize their resources
efficiently (Savickas, 2013). Lack of career adaptabilities may cause challenges to
planning a meaningful career, making career-related decisions, exploring careers, and possessing occupational self-efficacy (Johnston, 2018). As career adaptability is proposed to facilitate also individuals’ ability to integrate discontinuous
experiences (e.g., injury, de-selection), a person with high career adaptability has
the readiness and resources to adapt to the changing situation and reorient their
personal career story. It is suggested that career adaptability and thoughts concerning vocational careers become evident early in secondary education (Aunola
et al., 2018; Timonen et al., 2016). Especially transitions are suggested to increase
the pressure to deal with goals relevant to the developmental tasks (Salmela-Aro
et al., 2007). However, as youth athletes tend to have difficulty envisioning their
lives after sports and engaging in self-exploration during their sporting careers
(Ryba et al., 2015; Ryba, Stambulova et al., 2017), it may be that they do not develop their resources for career construction, or they do not utilize their related
resources efficiently. Subsequently, student-athletes with low dual career adaptability may confront multiple challenges, which causes a threat to their well-being and pursuit of a meaningful subjective career. Hence, investigating dual career adaptability development during adolescence would give important information on how to support student-athletes’ career development. Furthermore, as
career adaptability denotes an individuals’ psychosocial resources, in addition to
internal resources (e.g., self-esteem), these resources can be externally derived
from the environment (e.g., parental support, a culture of an environment), highlighting the importance to examine both individual and environmental factors in
the development of dual career adaptability.

1.4 Individual factors associated with career adaptability
1.4.1

Achievements

It has been suggested that students who perform well and achieve good results
(e.g., a high GPA) may demonstrate higher orientation and preparation for future
careers and subsequently manage their career better than their peers do (Tian &
Fan, 2014). Indeed, academic achievements have been shown to be related to
career adaptability (Negru-Subtricia & Pop, 2016; Rudolph et al., 2016).
Conversely, poor academic results are associated with more limited career
possibilities and individuals need to adjust their plans if their initial educational
goals are not achieved. Hence, low educational results may also limit adolescents’
preparation for a career which can further cause lower self-efficacy in decision
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making and higher career insecurity (Negru-Subtricia & Pop, 2016). Because
student-athletes are high achieving individuals (Storm & Eske, 2021) possessing
multiple skills (e.g., motivation, coping skills, social skills, goal setting) that are
associated with career adaptability (Johnston, 2018), it could be assumed that
they would also possess high career adaptabilities. However, these skills may not
transfer to career-related exploration (Ronkainen et al., 2022). Furthermore, as
those who compete at a high level may prioritize sports over education, required
skills may not be enough if youth lack the willingness to use them (Savickas,
2013). The present research investigated the role of academic achievements (i.e.,
GPA) and sports level, in the development of dual career adaptability (Study 2).
1.4.2

Gender

According to career construction theory, interests and involvement in different
career-related activities are culturally saturated (Savickas, 2013): society places
different expectations on young men and women, highlighting the assumptions
and beliefs that men and women differ in their competencies, which are differently valued (Wigfield, 2006). For example, in sport, men may confront expectations and attitudes that they should aim for a professional sports career instead
of a dual career, whereas women’s limited professional career opportunities may
lead to expectations to pursue dual careers (Ryba et al., 2021). Overall, the field
of sports has been shown to be male-dominated (e.g., Kirk, 2005; Skrubbeltrang
et al., 2018; Wright et al., 2003). Sport has a more open opportunity structure for
men compared to women (Cooky et al., 2013). For example, a report by the International Federation of Professional Footballers (FIFPro) (2017) on female players
in football showed that elite sport is not an actual career path on its own, but
instead needs to be combined with a vocational career, which may impact young
athletes’ career construction.
Patton and Creed (2011) found that during adolescence females may engage earlier than males in career-related activities (e.g., career exploration, role
experiment). This is also evident in the athletic population as dual careers have
been shown to be gendered (Ryba et al., 2021): female elite athletes value more
education and invest more in vocational careers (Ryba et al., 2016) and have
higher aspirations for education than males do (Tekav et al., 2015). Furthermore,
Skrubbeltrang et al. (2018) found that young females have less motivation towards athletic careers. Additionally, it has been shown that adolescent women
demonstrate better academic results compared to adolescent men (Kiuru et al.,
2007; Marcenaro-Gutierrez et al., 2017). All these findings suggest that females
would also possess higher career adaptability. However, Hirschi (2009) found
that adolescent men demonstrate higher career adaptability compared to adolescent women, although no developmental differences were found among young
students. As Rudolph et al. (2017) found that personality traits contribute to the
prediction of career adaptability, which suggests that personality-related factors
play a role in adaptability, it may be that differences in the development of career
are explained by the individual rather than by gender. An interesting question is,
therefore, despite the different career-related behaviors, do females and males
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differ in their career adaptabilities. In Study 1 and 2, the role of gender in the
development of career adaptability was investigated.
1.4.3

Self-esteem

Self-esteem has also been found to be associated with career adaptability in
adolescents (Atac et al., 2018). Global self-esteem has been defined as a “positive
or negative attitude toward a particular object, namely, the self” (Rosenberg,
1965). High global self-esteem demonstrates a positive self-evaluation that one
has worth (i.e., is good enough) and feels like a valued person. Global self-esteem
is associated with the enhanced initiative and career success. For example, Erol
and Orth (2011) showed that increased self-esteem was related to a sense of career
control, which was likely to translate into greater career opportunities. Global
self-esteem may also have a role in how youth face and manage challenges.
Huang (2010) suggested that during adolescence global self-esteem is influenced
by life changes, including maturation and environmental-related changes, and
hence athletes with high self-esteem may be better prepared for career-related
transitions and challenges. Successfully confronting these challenges may
increase an individual’s global self-esteem and career adaptability. In Study 1,
we investigated the development and developmental association of career
adaptability and self-esteem across high school.
1.4.4

Individual success expectations

It has been shown that adolescents’ self-efficacy beliefs and outcome expectations
are influenced by previous experiences and social observations (Staff et al., 2009),
which have further been found to predict career adaptability (Yon et al., 2012).
These beliefs and outcome expectations impact career development, for example,
how individuals build their career interests, how educational and vocational
aims are chosen, and how successful they are in their pursuits. Individuals possessing high self-efficacy to make career choices have been shown to be active in
career exploration, (Brown & Lent, 2016; Creed et al., 2007), are persistent in their
career (Choi et al., 2012), make more career-related choices, and demonstrate
higher performance (Brown & Lent, 2016).
Individual expectations of success in sports or education have been conceptualized as the extent to which individuals believe that they have the abilities
to be successful in sports or school and are not distressed about the likelihood of
failure (Nurmi et al., 1995; Sorkkila et al., 2017). Outcome expectations may predict educational goals (Lent et al., 2005). Indeed, youth athletes have demonstrated better academic results compared to the non-athletic population and were
more likely planning to enter higher education (Aunola, Selänne et al., 2018).
However, athletes have also been shown to be overoptimistic about their future
possibilities (Ryba et al., 2021). As identity has been shown to be related to career
development (Hughes, 2011), youth athletes possessing athletic identity and having only athletic-related goals maybe be isolated from career-related activities.
Furthermore, it may be that high success expectations in sport may be channelled
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into the athletic career development, which leads to a question of to what extent
do high beliefs in one’s own abilities transfer to the high beliefs in career opportunities. Sorkkila et al. (2017) suggested that high success expectations may be
related to confidence, and as career adaptabilities are evaluated as perceived abilities, student-athletes having higher confidence, either in sport or education, may
demonstrate higher dual career adaptability.

1.5 Parental role in dual career
Besides various individual-related factors, parents may also play a role in young
athletes’ career construction and career adaptability. Indeed, career construction
occurs within the frames of interpersonal relationships that are the crucial source
of emotional support and career guidance (Savickas, 2013). Parents may have a
dialogue with their offspring regarding their occupational competencies and endeavours (Guan et al., 2016), provide guidance and assistance in setting careerrelated goals, and facilitate planning and decision-making by those goals (Bryant,
2006; Hargove, 2002; Hirschi et al., 2011). While in sports, the role of parents includes assisting athletes in multiple ways (e.g., from emotional support to
providing financial resources) during and after their sporting career (Harwood
& Knight, 2015), Condello et al.’s (2019) survey showed that parents are also important supporters in a successful dual career. Parental attitudes and beliefs toward dual career are considered influential factors that guide student-athletes’
choices (Guidotti et al., 2015), and high parental involvement has been identified
as a resource for successful career transitions (Wuerth et al., 2004). Recently, Kramers et al. (2022) suggested that parents can facilitate young athletes’ psychosocial development by supporting their commitment to school.
Tessitore et al. (2020) provided a qualitative analysis of parental experiences as social agents in athletes’ dual careers. The analysis highlighted that fathers and mothers are involved differently in student-athletes lives as supporters.
Fathers were less involved in the academic domain, which was explained by fathers’ experiences of not being as responsible for the daily schedules of the child
the mothers were. This is further supported by the adolescent development literature showing that adolescents share more often feelings with their mothers and
overall, spend more time with them (Steinberg & Silk, 20 2). However, Korhonen
et al. (2020) showed that fathers are also involved in the academic domain, suggesting that the involvement depends rather on the individual relationship with
the parent. This could be also explained by cultural context since Nordic countries are more gender-equal and expectations for fathers’ involvement are higher.
In addition to differentiated involvement by parents, parents may create gendered expectations. Wigfield et al. (2006) studied parental influences on their offspring’s self-efficacy and competence beliefs and found that gender differences
exist in education and occupation achievements during adolescence.
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A study conducted by Frome and Eccles (1998) showed that parents’ attitudes predict more youth individuals’ achievement-related interests and decisions than assessed competencies, indicating that parents’ beliefs, perceptions,
and career expectations impact how they prepare their children for the future.
Johnston (2018) found that a positive relationship with parents predicts career
adaptability. Parental success expectations can be seen as demonstrating trust in
a child’s ability and competence to obtain success (Aunola et al., 2002; Ommundsen et al., 2006). Parental expectations of success in sport or education have been
conceptualized as the extent to which parents believe that their child has the abilities to be successful in school or sport (Sorkkila et al., 2017). Sorkkila et al. (2017)
were the first to examine parental expectations in adolescent student-athletes’
dual careers. They found that athletes’ and mothers’ success expectations for
sport and school, and fathers’ success expectations for school, protected against
student-athlete burnout in the same domain at the beginning of sports high
school. This could indicate that resources provided by parents in the form of beliefs in their offspring’s abilities assists student-athletes to face challenges related
to the transition to high school. In Study 2, we investigated how parental success
expectations predict student-athletes’ career adaptability profiles across the first
year of high school.

1.6 Organizational culture of a dual career development environment
While individual qualities and interpersonal relationships play an important
role, it is also crucial to consider how the culture surrounding youth athletes impact their dual career development. The Holistic Ecological Approach (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) in athletic talent development (Henriksen et al., 2010) aimed to
extend the understanding of athlete development from the individual level to the
environmental level. Subsequently, based on the HEA, dual career development
environments were developed on the blocks of talent development environments
(ECO-DC, 2017; Morris et al., 2020), shifting the athlete development towards
more purposeful and holistic structural arrangements (Storm, Henriksen et al.,
2021). Furthermore, as Savickas (2009) called to explain the meanings of the cultural context related to career construction, we chose to examine a dual career
development environment and how organizational culture impact student-athletes’ career development. In Schein’s model (1990), organizational culture consists of three levels: artifacts, espoused values, and basic assumptions. Artifacts
are the physical manifestations of the environment, including visible organizational structures and processes. Espoused values are explanations of what the
environment aims for (goals, strategies, and philosophies). Underneath the artifacts and espoused values are the unconscious actions, and resistance to change
values, known as basic assumptions. Schein (1990, p. 111) defined organizational
culture as follows:
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A pattern of shared basic assumptions that the group learned as it solved its problems
of external adaptation and internal integration, that has worked well enough to be
considered valid, and therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct way to
perceive, think, and feel in relation to these problems.

It has been shown that adolescents’ interpretations and constructed meanings of
the events in the environment mediate the interaction between the environment
and adolescents’ feelings, beliefs and behavior (Savickas, 2013). According to
Schein (1990) culture is taught to members by the leading figures and role models. Moreover, Kuettel et al. (2018) noted that values, understanding, and beliefs
of young athletes’ career development might be influenced by the macro-level
created by sports federations, or societal expectations. For example, the narrative
context that the globalizing sports industry creates is intrinsically linked to everyday discourse practices generating a set of “ready-made and preconstitued experiences” (Hall, 1977, p. 322, as cited in Ryba et al., 2015, p. 50) for how athletes
should live and derive meaning from their sport participation (Ryba et al., 2015).
Moreover, athletes are socialized into elite sport culture, which means that youth
athletes become nurtured into a specific context through interaction with others
and the environment and eventually develop into elite athletes (Storm et al., 2015;
Storm, Ronglan et al., 2021). Although the benefits of the dual career to career
development have been recognized, recent research on the development environments have also shown that some of the environments use education as an
instrumental tool to recruit talented athletes (Thomsen & Nördgaard, 2018),
which may create a contradictory message for adolescents. Additionally, research concerning sports high school student-athletes from Finland (Ryba et al.,
2016) and Sweden (Stambulova et al., 2015) shows that young athletes may prioritize sports over education, indicating that the student-athletes in sports high
school environments are socialized to the elite sport narrative (Douglas, 2014).
Combining this, for example, with the recent shift in the educational policy in
Finland that emphasizes high school grades and course selection in tertiary education admission (Opintopolku, 2020), career adaptability may have an important role in adolescents´ development and well-being.

1.7 Aims of the empirical studies
The purpose of the present research was to investigate adolescent athletes’ dual
career adaptability across high school. In the present study, both person- and
variable oriented approaches in addition to case-study design were applied to
gain an extensive picture of the development. Different individual and environmental factors of the development of dual career adaptability were examined.
The individual predictors included self-esteem (Study 1), individuals’ expectations of success in sport and school (Study 2), and gender (study 1 and 2). Environmental predictors included parental success expectation in school and sport
(Study 2) and the organizational culture of an environment.
23

Study 1 explored the developmental associations between self-esteem and
career adaptability among adolescent athletes across high school years and investigated the role of gender in the development of these trajectories. The following research questions were examined:
1) To what extent do individual differences in (a) career adaptability
(both in terms of the five dimensions and regarding the overall
common level of career adaptability) and (b) self-esteem remain
stable across the high school years, and to what extent is there rather time-specific fluctuation in these at different phases of high
school?
2) To what extent are career adaptability and self-esteem associated
across high school years?
3) What is the role of gender in the development of career adaptability
and self-esteem?
Study 2 examined career adaptability profiles among youth athletes across
the first year of sports high school and success expectations in school and sport,
and corresponding parental success expectations. The following research questions were investigated:
1) What kinds of distinct career adaptability profiles in terms of concern, dual career concern, control, curiosity, and confidence can be
identified among youth athletes during their first year of sports
high school?
2) How do student-athletes’ sport and school success expectations,
and corresponding parental expectations, relate to their career
adaptability profiles?
Study 3 evaluated whether and how a talent development environment
for youth athletes in Finland has transformed from an athletic talent development to a dual career development environment by exploring the environment’s
success factors and organizational culture. Additionally, the study examined
how the organizational culture of the environment impact student-athletes’ dual
career construction and related resources. The following research questions were
addressed:
1) What is the organizational culture of the Finnish sports academy?
2) How is dual career development organized in this academy?
3) What are the academy’s success factors?
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2

METHODOLOGY

Studies within the present thesis are part of the Longitudinal Finnish Dual Career
project (Winning in the Long Run; Ryba et al., 2016) in which adolescent Finnish
student-athletes were followed throughout their time in sports high school. The
project focused on risk and resilience factors related to dual career construction.
Specifically, Study 1 and Study 2 are based on quantitative data from the project.
Study 3 within the present thesis is based on data from the Ecology of Dual Career project (ECO-DC, 2017) and the Optimizing Youth Wellbeing, Learning, and
Elite Development in Dual Career Environments project (WeLive DC; Ryba,
2017), which focused on dual career development environments.
Methodologically, the Winning in the Long Run project’s key theoretical
assumption was that processes of psychology are folded with sociocultural ontogenetic historicity (Heft, 2013). Considering this, career construction is seen as
both a transactional process and an outcome of reciprocal action with the socializing context (Sameroff, 2009). Ryba et al. (2016) reasoned that since the combination of quantitative and qualitative methods include epistemological tensions,
the overall project was positioned in a critical realism. Ontological realism subscribes to an assumption that objective assessment of “fixed reality” at a certain
time point can be obtained. Epistemological constructivism, on the other hand, is
deemed important for understanding individuals’ experiences and development.
According to constructivism, subjective experiences are ongoing, integral to a sociocultural and particular history. Hence the position of this research is that the
longitudinal quantitative data represents cultural-laden psychological processes,
and concurrent qualitative data assisted in understanding how Finnish adolescent student-athletes construct their careers and clarify personal meanings in the
narrative context of sports culture. The studies comprising the current thesis examine dual career construction in terms of dual career adaptability across high
school. The participants of the studies, procedures, and assessments of the studies are presented below. More information concerning the validity and reliability
of the scales and analyses are described in the original studies.
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2.1 Participants
At the beginning of sports high school (T1; autumn 2015) the participants (n =
391) were student-athletes (49% male; 51% female). The participants’ average age
at the beginning was 16 (SD = 0.17). The sample was collected from six different
Finnish sports high schools. It also included 260 mothers and 188 fathers. The
level of the student-athletes varied from regionals to the junior world championships. At the first assessment, the participants reported a GPA of 8.85 (possible
range of 4–10, SD = 0.62). The distribution of individual and team sports was
equal: 50% played individual sports (e.g., cross-country skiing, athletics), and
50% played team sports (e.g., football, ice hockey). On average, the athletes reported that they had been involved in competitive sport for seven years (SD =
2.41) and on a weekly basis they were involved in their sport for an average of 25
hours (SD = 8.99). The majority of athletes expected to obtain a master’s degree
(68%) in the future and compete at the highest level in their sports (world championships or Olympic Games; 60%).

2.2 Procedures
The study was approved by the ethics board of the University of Jyväskylä before
data collection commenced. The participants from the sports high schools in the
quantitative studies were contacted through the National Network of Sport
Academies. The participants signed an informed consent form before participating in the study. The data were collected using an online questionnaire or via
completion of an identical paper questionnaire. The participants filled in the
questionnaires during class. The data applied in the quantitative studies were
collected at the baseline, that is, at the beginning of the first year of high school
(T1; September), and after that, once at the end of each year (March), that is, at
the end of the first year (T2), at the end of the second year (T3), and at the end of
the third year (T4). In the qualitative study, we used an information-oriented case
selection method – that is, we chose an environment that had been established
before DC policies were implemented – in order to study how the environment
had transformed from an athletic talent development environment to a DCDE
and how the organizational culture influenced student-athletes’ career construction. The participants included coaches, teachers, student-athletes, the principal
of the school, a school counsellor, a mental trainer, a dormitory attendant, and
the head of the sports academy. In Finland, permission or informed consent from
a parent or guardian is not mandatory from participants over 15 years of age.
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2.3 Measurements
2.3.1

Career adaptability

Career adaptability was measured using the Career Adapt-Abilities Scale–Dual
Career form (CAAS-DC) (Ryba & Aunola, 2015). The dual career form was developed by adding an additional subscale (dual career concern) to the original
CAAS (Savickas & Porfeli, 2012) and furthermore validated (Ryba et al., 2017).
The CAAS-DC contains a total of 27 items measuring five dimensions of career
adaptability: concern (four items; e.g., Thinking about what my future will be like),
control (six items; e.g., Making decisions by myself), curiosity (six items; e.g., Observing different ways of doing things), confidence (six items; e.g., Learning new
skills), and dual career concern (five items; e.g., Concerned about my athletic career).
Earlier research demonstrated that the CAAS-DC had factorial and concurrent
validity in a Finnish sports high school sample (Ryba et al., 2017). All items were
rated on a five-point Likert scale (1 = not one of my strongest abilities; 5 = one of my
strongest abilities). A mean variable for each subscale was created which indicated
competence in that dimension. The higher scores indicated that individuals had
more adaptability resources for constructing a career. Cronbach’s alphas for the
different subscales at the two time points (T1 and T2) in the present study varied
between .82 and .91.
2.3.2

Self-esteem

Self-esteem was measured with five items (e.g., I feel like a person who has a number
of good qualities; I wish I could have more respect for myself) taken from the Rosenberg
Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965). The measure included two negatively
worded items and three positively worded items. All items were rated on a fivepoint Likert scale (1 = Strongly disagree to 5 = Strongly agree). Since the survey in
the overall project (Winning in the Long Run) included several scales, to maintain
the response rate, we used the abbreviated version of the self-esteem scale. The
measure has been used in previous studies in Finland carried out among adolescents and it has been shown to demonstrate good validity and reliability.
Cronbach’s alphas in the current sample at different time points ranged between
0.77 and 0.82.
2.3.3

Success expectations in school

The success expectations of athletes in school were assessed using the Success
Expectations scale (subscale of the Strategy and Attribution Questionnaire,
Nurmi et al., 1995). The scale consists of five items (e.g., When I start a school assignment, I usually expect that I will succeed) and was rated on a 4-point scale (1 =
completely disagree; 4 = completely agree). The Cronbach’s alphas for scale in
school were .77 at T1 and .76 at T2.
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2.3.4

Success expectations in sport

The expectations of success in sport were assessed similarly as school expectations were using the Success Expectation Scale (Nurmi et al., 1995). The scale was
modified for a sports context. The scale consists of five items (e.g., When I go to
training, I usually expect that I will succeed; When I go into sport competitions, I usually
expect to do well) measuring an individual’s success expectations in a task without
being overly apprehensive of failure. Individuals rated the items on a 4-point
scale (1 = completely disagree; 4 = completely agree). The Cronbach’s alphas for
scale in sport were .63 at T1 and .66 at T2.
2.3.5

Parental success expectations in school

The Parental Belief questionnaire (Frome & Eccless, 1998) was used to assess parental success expectations for school. The scale consists of four items measuring
skill-specific school beliefs focusing on different school subjects (two items for
math and foreign languages; e.g., How well do you think your child is doing in
math/foreign language at the moment in school?), and two items measuring general
school beliefs (e.g., In general, how well do you think your child is doing at the moment
in school?). The items were assessed on a 4-point Likert scale (1 = not very well; 4
= very well). Finally, the sum score of the skill-specific and general beliefs was
calculated to reference parent’s expectations in school. The Cronbach’s alpha was
.90 for general school belief and .79 for specific school beliefs.
2.3.6

Parental success expectations in sport

Similar to the way success expectation in school was measured, parents’ sport
success expectations were assessed using the Parental Beliefs questionnaire
(Frome & Eccless, 1998). The scale was modified for the sport. The scale consists
of three items (How well do you think your child is doing at the moment in sport?, How
well do you think your child will do at sport later on?, and How well do you think your
child is doing in sport compared to peers?). The items were rated on a 4-point scale
(1 = not very well; 4 = very well). The Cronbach’s alpha for parental success expectations in sport was .80.
2.3.7

Background variables

The background variables included gender (male or female), grade point average
(GPA; possible range 4–10) and the highest level the student-athletes had competed at (ranging from regional to Olympics level), which were controlled for in
the studies.
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2.3.8

Interviews, observations, and supplementary material

Semi-structured interviews were used to gather data on key items in the environment. The interview guides were created by the ECO-DC consortium. The interviews covered the thematic areas of the culture of the environment, for example,
how would you describe the values and attitudes regarding the DC in this environment. Additionally, participant observations were employed to achieve contextual sensitivity (Spradley, 1980). For the observations, a total of 11 hours were
spent at school, 5 days at competitions, 6 hours at practice and 1 hour at the
dorms. These hours consisted of informal talks with student-athletes, coaches,
and teachers as well as observations of interactions between the actors in different situations. Notes were taken after observations and were used as data items
in the thematic analysis. Archives and documents (e.g., the environment’s social
media accounts, websites, competition results, summary of the statistics of
DCDEs in Finland) were also employed as substantial data source and were juxtaposed with interviews and observations in order to understand the essential
features of the environment.
2.3.9

Analysis strategy for the three studies

Quantitative analyses were carried out with the M-plus package (Study 1 and 2)
Muthen & Muthen, 1999–2017), in addition to the qualitative approach in Study
3.
Study 1 aimed to investigate the developmental associations between selfesteem and career adaptability among adolescent athletes across high school
years, and the role of gender in the development of these trajectories. To investigate the developmental stability and within-person fluctuation of career adaptability and self-esteem during the high school years, as well as these constructs’
developmental associations, random intercept cross-lagged path analysis in the
structural equation modelling framework was employed. First, to explore between-individual variation in the overall levels of the five career adaptability dimensions and self-esteem across four measurement points, six first-order factors
describing these overall levels were specified. Additionally, a second-order factor
for the five first-order level factors of career adaptability was specified to model
the overall level of career adaptability across time. Second, time-specific factors
capturing common variation between career adaptability dimensions at a particular time point were specified separately for each time point. Similarly, time-specific factors were estimated for self-esteem at each time point. Third, regression
paths between time-specific factors capturing the lagged effects of career adaptability and self-esteem were allowed for successive measurement points. Finally,
a gender variable was added to the model to predict the overall levels of career
adaptability and self-esteem across time, and the mean differences between genders in other specified factors were examined and estimated with the help of
modification indices.
Study 2 aimed to examine what kind of distinct profiles based on career
adaptabilities can be identified among student-athletes in the beginning of upper
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secondary school and how individual and parental success expectations in sport
and school would predict the likelihood of a certain profile. We first estimated
latent class solutions starting from the one-class solution and ending with the sixclass solution based on the scores of the five subscales. We used Bayesian information criteria (BIC) to select the best fitting model from the estimated 1-6 class
models. Additionally, the Akaike information criterion (AIC), Vuong-Lo-Mendell-Rubin likelihood ratio (VLMR), and Lo-Mendell-Rubin adjusted likelihood
ratio (LMR) were used to find the best fitted model. Second, to test differences
between classes in athletes’ and parents’ sport- and school-related expectations
(i.e., in auxiliary variables), the Bolck-Croon-Hagenaars (BCH) method was used.
In this method, the BCH weights of career adaptabilities were saved to a data file
in the first step; in the second step, these weights were used to specify the model
when testing differences between the latent classes in auxiliary variables. Finally,
covariates—gender, GPA, and the level of competition in sport—were added to
the model to evaluate their impact.
The purpose of Study 3 was to evaluate whether and how a talent development environment for youth athletes in Finland has transformed from an athletic talent development environment to a dual career development environment
by exploring the environment’s success factors and organizational culture. The
data were analysed as outlined by Wiltshire and Ronkainen (2021) using thematic
analysis at the latent level. Thematic analysis was connected to the data-driven
and theory-driven processes. This approach was chosen to understand participants experiences and find out whether these experiences could be understood
according to the theoretical framework. In line with the critical realist approach,
the generation of themes was influenced by three levels of ontology (i.e., empirical level, actual level, and real level) (Bhaskar, 1989). In the data-driven coding,
the data was sorted into codes. At this stage, demi-regularities were looked for
and similar excerpts found in the transcripts were segmented into themes. In the
critical realist approach, these themes can be described as experiential themes
that attempt to describe participants’ feelings, intentions, and beliefs as they are
evident in the data. Next, experiential themes were developed into inferential
themes, referring to inferences and conceptual redescriptions. Finally, the experiential themes and inferential themes were categorized into the empirical model.
Table 1 presents a summary of the methods for the four studies.
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TABLE 1

Overview of the original studies

Study

Study 1
Association of stu-

Measurement
points

Approach/ orientation

Variables

Data analysis
methods

Time 1 (N =
391)

Quantitative/
Variable orientated

Self-esteem
Career adaptability
Gender

Structural
equation modelling, random
intercept crosslagged path
analysis.

Time 1 (N =
391 athletes,
260 mothers,
188 fathers)

Quantitative/
Person orientated

Structural
equation modelling, latent
profile analysis

N = 14

Qualitative/
Case study

Career adaptability
Individual success expectations in sport
Individual success expectations in school
Parental success expectation in sport
Parental success expectations in school
Competition level
School achievement
Gender
Organizational culture

dent-athletes’ selfesteem, career
adaptability, and
coaching climates
across high school
years
Study 2
The role of individual and parental expectations in student-athletes’ career adaptability
profiles.

Study 3
From athletic talent
development to
dual career development? A case
study in a Finnish
high performance
sports environment
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Thematic analysis

3

OVERVIEW OF THE ORIGINAL STUDIES

3.1 Study 1
Association of student-athletes’ self-esteem and career adaptability across the
high school years
Study 1 investigated the development and developmental associations between
self-esteem and career adaptability among adolescent athletes across high school
years, and the role of gender in the development of these trajectories. First, the
results showed that career adaptability and self-esteem were relatively stable
across individual differences in high schoolers’ overall levels of each construct
over time, which explained most of the variation. In addition, the levels of the
different adaptability dimensions were relatively stable across high school; approximately half of the variation in different dimensions at different measurement points (T1-T4) was caused by the overall individual level of particular
adaptability dimensions. Similar results were found for self-esteem, which was
relatively stable across the high school years. Second, the results revealed that the
individual differences in the overall level of career adaptability across the high
school years were positively associated with individual differences in the overall
level of self-esteem. Further, one specific association was found indicating that
the individual overall level of control was positively associated with the individual overall level of self-esteem. In addition to these associations between the
overall level of adaptability and self-esteem, time-specific positive association between the construct were found at each measurement point, and the correlations
became stronger toward the end of high school. Finally, gender was associated
with the overall levels of career adaptability and self-esteem, with males showing
higher levels of both compared to females.
The results suggest that support for career-related activities should be individually targeted early on during a dual career. Given that the individual level
explained most of the variation in career adaptability, it is important to recognize
individuals with low levels of career adaptability (and identify the reasons for
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that) and support the development of adaptabilities starting at the beginning of
high school (or even earlier). The association between career adaptability and
self-esteem across high school suggest that both are complementary resources for
positive development. Further, as the individual overall level of control was positively associated with the individual overall level of self-esteem, student-athletes
who feel that they are in control of their future may develop not only career
adaptability, but also high self-esteem. Student-athletes with high self-esteem
and career adaptability might have more resources to explore other plans and
pursue endeavours outside of sports in the future. Finally, as males showed
higher levels of both self-esteem and career adaptability, gender differences
should be considered when providing support for student-athletes’ dual career
development and well-being.

3.2 Study 2
The role of individual and parental expectations in student-athletes’ career
adaptability profiles.
Study 2 examined what kind of distinct career adaptability profiles in terms of
concern, dual career concern, control, curiosity, and confidence can be identified
among student-athletes at the beginning of upper secondary school and how individual and parental success expectations in sport and school relate their career
adaptability profiles. Five distinct adaptability profiles were found. The five profiles were labelled according to the mean standardized profiles scores as (1) stable
very low adaptabilities, (2) stable low adaptabilities, (3) stable moderate adaptabilities, (4) stable high adaptabilities, and (5) increased adaptabilities. The stable
moderate adaptabilities were the largest profile (37%), whereas the increased
adaptabilities profile was the smallest (8%). Moreover, 28% of the participants
belong to the stable low adaptabilities profile, 16% to the stable high adaptabilities profile, and 11% to the stable very low adaptabilities profile. Adolescent
women had a greater chance of demonstrating lower adaptability profiles, while
adolescent men demonstrated higher adaptability profiles. Furthermore, the results showed that students representing different profiles differed from each
other in terms of sport and school success expectations and mother success expectations. The higher success expectations the athletes reported for sport and
school, the more likely they were to demonstrate higher adaptabilities profiles.
Furthermore, the results showed that the associations of individual success expectations with career adaptability profiles remained the same after the covariates (GPA, gender, and sport achievement) were added to the model. The results
of mothers’ and fathers’ success expectations as predictors of adaptability profiles showed that the higher success expectations in school reported by the
mother, the more likely the student-athlete was to demonstrate a higher adaptability profile. Mothers’ sport success expectations, fathers’ sports or school success expectations were not associated with adaptability profiles.
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Overall, the results of Study 2 suggest that the profiles of career adaptability differ mainly in the general level of adaptabilities rather than at the level of
any specific adaptability, or in the pattern of change across the first school year,
suggesting that support for career-related activities should be individually targeted at dual careers early in the year. Moreover, not only students’ high school
expectations, but also high sports expectations, were shown to be related to career adaptability, indicating that student-athletes´ career related skills are not
only facilitated by education-related beliefs, but also by sports beliefs. Similarly,
mothers’ high expectations concerning student athletes’ school success constitute
an important factor in supporting student-athletes’ dual careers. Finally, gender
differences should be considered when supporting student athletes by supporting female student-athletes’ belief in their abilities and future possibilities, in
school as well as in sports.

3.3 Study 3
From athletic talent development to dual career development? A case study in
a Finnish high-performance sports environment
Study 3 evaluated whether and how a talent development environment for youth
athletes in Finland has transformed from an athletic development to dual career
development environment by exploring the environment’s organizational culture. The results indicated that the organizational culture was incoherent across
the different cultural levels observed (artifacts, espoused values, and basic assumptions), and subsequently, the environment was identified as an athletic talent development environment rather than a dual career development environment. The themes related to espoused values included creating a balance between the student-athletes’ sport and academic development, a holistic approach, an everyone-will-graduate attitude, and an everyone-can-become-anelite athlete attitude. Observations revealed that the artifacts contradicted the espoused values. The artefacts of the environment included the separation of
school and sport, the close proximity of the coach, the valuation of sports over
education, and a focus on results. The formal events arranged in the environment
showed that sports were valued over education. Finally, themes inferred by the
researchers, such as “we are a business”, “we make (athletic) stars”, “the school
interferes with the sports and the sports interfere with the school”, helped to understand the basic assumptions and the discrepancy between the cultural levels
of the espoused values and artifacts.
Overall, the results of Study 3 suggest that the culture of the environment
impacted student-athletes’ career construction by encouraging them to become
elite athletes after high school. The basic assumptions highlighted the sport-focused culture and that education and preparation for a vocational career were
considered a plan B. The adolescent student-athletes were encouraged to develop
as athletes, not necessarily as students and they were not encouraged to engage
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in career-related behaviors and activities. The societal expectation set by higher
policy (i.e., National Olympic Committee) was evident in the environment and
coaches and student-athletes adopted the “sports comes first” and “sports-as-anoccupation” ideology. Overall, the findings of the present study suggest that the
Finnish sports academy had adapted to the recommendations to provide sustainable routes for athletes to reach the elite level by integrating a dual career culture
rhetorically. Considering that a dual career provides the resources for studentathletes to develop a balanced life and the prerequisites to attain academic/vocational dreams, our findings suggest that the basic assumptions of the gatekeepers, the integration of the efforts between the different domains, the education of
the stakeholders, and the development of a support system in the environment
are crucial factors to facilitate career construction among adolescent student-athletes.
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4

DISCUSSION

This research investigated career construction in terms of dual career adaptability
development among student-athletes across high school. Furthermore, the roles
of individual and environmental factors were investigated as predictors of dual
career adaptability. First, dual career adaptability development was examined
across the high school using the variable-oriented approach. Subsequently, the
present research investigated dual career adaptability profiles during the transition phase to high school. Second, individual factors including the development
of self-esteem across high school, individual success expectations in school and
sport, and gender, were examined as predictors of dual career adaptability.
Third, environmental factors including parental success expectations in sport
and school were investigated as predictors of dual career adaptability. Finally,
the organizational culture of a talent development environment was examined
using a qualitative approach to understand more broadly the influence of the environment on student-athletes’ dual career construction.
The results of the present research showed that dual career adaptability is
relatively stable across high school among student-athletes and individual levels
explained most of the variation in career adaptability. This was further supported
by the findings of Study 2 showing that during the transition phase to high
school, student-athletes demonstrated distinct and stable profiles. However, we
found one profile in which student-athletes demonstrated an increase in career
adaptabilities, indicating that dual career adaptability can be enhanced. Considering the individual predictors, higher individual success expectations both in
school and sport were associated with higher dual career adaptability profiles.
Furthermore, individual levels of self-esteem were associated with the level of
dual career adaptability across high school indicating that belief in one’s abilities
and sense of own worth is related to dual career adaptability. Moreover, gender
differences were evident, with males demonstrating higher dual career adaptability compared to females. The results of environmental factors showed that
mothers’ success expectations in school predicted dual career adaptability. The
higher the mothers’ success expectations in school, the higher probability for
their child to demonstrate higher career adaptabilities. Finally, the case study
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showed that basic assumptions underpinning the talent development environment were linked to “sports-come-first” development, and student-athletes had
been socialized into the elite sport narratives.

4.1 The development of dual career adaptability during high
school
The first aim of the present research was to explore the development of dual career adaptability among adolescent athletes during the transition phase to sports
high school, on the one hand, and across high sport school years, on the other.
The results showed that, over time, dual career adaptability remained stable and
individual variation explained differences in adaptabilities rather than time-specific variation. This indicates that some student-athletes show higher dual career
adaptabilities than others across the high school. In the transition phase to high
school, dual career adaptability profiles were distinct and stable supporting the
findings of Study 1. These findings are in line with the career construction theory,
which suggests that individuals differ in their career adaptabilities and some may
be better prepared for career management and demonstrate more readiness for
transitions than others (Savickas, 2013). The stability of career adaptability could
be explained by the findings from Rudolph and colleagues (2017) study showing
that personality traits contribute to the prediction of career adaptability, suggesting that personality-related factors play a role in career adaptability. However, it
should be critically evaluated whether there are other reasons for the stability of
the dual career adaptabilities among student-athletes, especially, since studentathletes will face multiple transitions (i.e., both athletic and educational) during
adolescence (Stambulova & Wylleman, 2015).
It is suggested that career adaptability and thoughts concerning adaptability become evident early in secondary education (Aunola et al., 2018; Timonen
et al., 2016). This could be explained by the fact that as an individual considers
future transitions (e.g., transition to high school) and developmental tasks (i.e.,
commitment to a career path), the pressure to deal with goals relevant to those
transitions increases (Salmela-Aro et al., 2007). For example, in Finland at the beginning of high school, individuals need to decide which subjects to study, which
will later impact admission to tertiary education and possibilities for a certain
career path (Opintopolku, 2020). Furthermore, towards the end of high school,
student-athletes need to choose in which educational program to apply. A number of studies (Aunola, Selänne et al., 2018; Kiuru et al., 2021; Ryba et al., 2017;
Super et al., 1996; Timonen et al., 2016) concerning adolescents’ vocational development have provided recommendations that focus should be facilitating career
construction at this age. In the light of the above, it could be assumed that student-athletes in high school would demonstrate change in their dual career
adaptabilities. However, in the present research, dual career adaptabilities
showed stability also at the end of high school. Furthermore, the development
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of subscales of dual career adaptability did not differ from the development of
the total construct, indicating, for example, that student-athletes´ athletic career
concern show similar trajectories as their vocational career concern.
One explanation for the stability of dual career adaptability among student-athletes could be that student-athletes do not engage in career-related behaviors. Because of the dedication and high devotion of time to sporting careers,
they may lack role experimentation and life experiences outside of sports context
(Lally & Kerr, 2005; Ryba et al., 2015; Ryba et al., 2021), which all are related to
the development of career adaptabilities. Furthermore, Ryba et al. (2016) found
that adolescent athletes tend to postpone their future vocational decisions and
have difficulties envisioning their future life trajectories outside of sports domain. However, in Study 2, we found one group of student-athletes enhancing
their career adaptabilities, which may be explained by their shift from sport prioritization to emphasis on education-related goals. Furthermore, the previous
findings of the different career construction styles (Cartigny et al., 2019; Ryba,
Stambulova et al., 2017) among adolescent student-athletes support the results of
the present research. Student-athletes may demonstrate distinct and stable adaptabilities according to their career construction style. For example, those youths
who approach sport and education in a harmonious manner, may be better prepared for and cope with the transitions and challenges in dual careers compared
to those who experience sport and education incompatible.
As career adaptability is psychosocial in its nature and individuals construct their careers in interaction with experiences in their environment, it may
be that also environmental experiences and existing career narratives cause the
stability of dual career adaptabilities among young athletes. For example, numerous studies have suggested that athletes’ social relationships are closely linked to
sports (Lavallee & Robinson, 2007; Petitpas et al., 2013; Verkoojien et al., 2012).
To combine this with the normative stages of athletic career development (Stambulova et al., 2019), lack of time during high school (Ryba et al., 2016), and modernist logic of sport on how to behave and act (Ryba et al., 2015), student-athletes
may not have a chance to experience different social situations, have role experiment or collect knowledge of different vocational possibilities that all could facilitate the career construction outside of elite athlete context. This was also evident
in Study 3, showing that the basic assumptions of the environment emphasized
athletic development, and the aim to nurture elite athletes, socialized studentathletes into the elite athlete narrative.

4.2 Predictors of career adaptability
The second aim was to investigate the individual and environmental predictors
of dual career adaptability among student-athletes. Individual predictors included self-esteem (Study 1), success expectations in sport and school (Study 2),
and gender (Studies 1 and 2). Environmental predictors included parental success expectations in school and sport (Study 2).
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The results of Study 1 showed that student-athletes’ self-esteem was associated with career adaptability across high school and the association was higher
at the end of high school. One explanation could be that dual career adaptability
and self-esteem has a transactional relationship explaining their development,
which is supported by the fact that self-esteem has been shown to be associated
with career adaptability in a number of studies (Johnston, 2018; Rudolph et al.,
2016; Ryba, Zhang et al., 2017). In Study 1, the individual level of self-esteem was
associated with a level of subscale control. The associations between dual career
adaptability, and especially control, and self-esteem, across high school, suggest
that both are complementary resources for positive development. Student-athletes with high self-esteem (i.e., a higher sense of self-worth) and dual career
adaptability might have more resources to explore other plans and pursue endeavours outside of sports in their future. This indicates that student-athletes
who self-assess as having a plan assume an active role in their career development and feel they are in control of their future may develop not only high dual
career adaptability but also high self-esteem. The transactional relationship
would also indicate that student-athletes demonstrating high self-esteem might
feel in control of their careers.
The results of Study 2 showed that the higher success expectations in
school and sport that student-athletes reported, the higher dual career adaptability they would demonstrate. The fact that sports high school student-athletes’
dual career adaptability is already associated with their success expectations (in
both school and sport) at the beginning of sports high school may have consequences for decisions later in their lives (persistence in dual career, course enrolment, and persistence in school). This is further supported by Aunola et al.’s
(2018) study, suggesting that task value patterns, for example, valuing sports or
education, are relatively stable and predict student-athletes’ educational and athletic aspirations. Furthermore, this also supports the interpretation that the extent
to which individuals manage to cope successfully with various challenges in their
career, is influenced by their ways of thinking in related situations (Savickas,
2013). However, these findings can also be explained by the fact that athletes tend
to imagine their future options overly optimistically (Ryba et al., 2021), which
was also evident in Study 3, where student-athletes stated that education was
rather a plan B if a career in sports fails.
Results concerning gender showed that adolescent women athletes
demonstrated lower levels of self-esteem along with a higher probability to belong to lower career adaptability profiles. As adolescent women have been
shown to be more engaged with career-related behaviors (Patton & Creed, 2011),
performing academically better than adolescent men (Kiuru et al., 2007; Marcenaro-Gutierrez et al., 2017), and be engaged more for dual careers (Ryba et al.,
2021), it could have been expected that at least their vocational career concern
and dual career concern would be higher. However, their career adaptabilities
overall seem to be lower compared to those of adolescent men. As the results of
this research showed, it may be that individuals with high self-esteem and belief
in one’s abilities, may subsequently confront challenges and traumas with higher
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confidence and self-efficacy experiencing higher control. Indeed, Hirvonen et al.,
(2019) showed that adolescent women are more prone to stress that arises from
school compared to adolescent men, which may influence their self-esteem. Gender differences could be further explained by the fact that the construct of career
adaptability evaluates perceived abilities and adolescent men have demonstrated
higher belief in their abilities (Baldwin & Hoffman, 2002). Considering that career
adaptability is related to multiple benefits of well-being and positive functioning
in life, adolescent women may benefit from a self-worth and empowering approach (Ryba et al., 2021) rather than a career-oriented approach. It should also
be considered that adolescent women and men may have different future career
prospects. For example, in Finland, only 1.6% of professional athletes are women
(KIHU, 2018), showing that men have significantly higher possibilities to pursue
a professional athletic career, suggesting that males may be more confident of
their future possibilities. This may also create a contradictory message for adolescent women: they should prioritize sports but lack real opportunities for a career in sports. This message complicates youth athletes’ career construction.
It seems that youth athletes derive part of their dual career adaptability
from their higher belief in their abilities. Additionally, high outcome expectations
in sport may strengthen their idea of athletic career path, although the external
results and achievements would not support this path, which was evident in
Study 3. For example, the teachers in the athletic talent development environment stated that youth athletes pursue their athletic goals at the expense of their
educational development, even though the results would not support their athletic career possibilities. Hence, it can be assumed that in sports, outcome expectations direct career development more than actual results do. Furthermore, in
Study 2, GPA, and student-athletes’ sports levels were controlled for; however,
these did not affect the results, which highlights the fact that personality-related
factors (e.g., self-esteem) and perceived belief play an important role in the development of dual career adaptability rather than their actual level of accomplishment. This was supported by the findings from Study 1 that showed that the
subscales of the dual career adaptabilities remained stable, indicating that student-athletes may not distinguish between athletic career development and vocational career development. As athletic talent development starts at an early age
and more structure (career stages and transitions) and institutionalization is built
around the young athlete’s path (Stambulova et al., 2019), youth athletes may not
be involved in planning their athletic careers either. Moreover, it is important
that student-athletes’ external resources assist them in exploring their future possibilities inside and outside of the sports context.
The findings of the environmental factors are in line with the findings of
the individual factors. By providing external resources for student-athletes in the
form of school success expectations, mothers may assist their children in facing
developmental tasks and challenges related to their offspring’s dual careers. As
parental attitudes and beliefs toward a dual career are considered influential factors that guide student-athletes’ choices (Guidotti et al., 2015), mothers’ beliefs in
school may strengthen the continuation and persistence in a dual career path as
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they convey a message that education is important. For example, Sorkkila et al.
(2017) suggested that parental success expectations may contribute to the successful dual career by expressing confidence in their children’s abilities to succeed in both academics and sport. On the other hand, Frome and Eccles (1998)
showed that parents’ attitudes predict youths’ achievement-related interest and
choices more than it does youths’ measured abilities, indicating that parents’ beliefs may have a greater impact on student-athletes’ career construction and selfesteem than individual factors do. Additionally, as parents’ beliefs in their child’s
abilities are suggested to enhance their self-worth and confidence (Aunola et al.,
2002; Ommundsen, 2006), it may be that parental beliefs contribute to higher career adaptabilities through higher self-esteem, as Study 1 showed, or through
higher beliefs for success, as Study 2 showed. Indeed, Atac et al. (2018) suggested
that social support predicts career adaptabilities among young adults. Moreover,
Super et al. (1996) stated that self-exploration is accompanied by distress, uncertainty, and indecision about career paths, meaning parental support may play a
crucial role for youth athletes in dual careers. For example, high parental involvement has been identified as a resource for successful career transitions (Wuerth
et al., 2004).

4.3 Organizational culture of a dual career development environment
The third aim of the research was to investigate how an organizational culture of
a dual career development environment impact on student-athletes’ dual career
construction. The results suggest that the basic assumptions of the actors and topdown influences of the higher policy affected student-athletes´ career construction. The basic assumptions followed the dominant discourses of elite sport on
how athletes should live and which developmental stages to follow. Furthermore, the aim to become an elite athlete inhibited youth athletes’ career-related
activities, role experimentation and career planning outside of sports. The organizational culture socialized athletes on how to behave, which decisions to make,
and how to think about a career outside of sports. The findings considering the
organizational culture could also explain the findings of Study 1 that across high
school student-athletes were not encouraged in or provided resources for career
construction.
At the higher policy level, the Finnish Olympic Committee (2020), which
provided education and support, had a top-down influence on the environment.
They stated their support for introducing three different dual pathways: (a)
sports as an occupation1; (b) combining sports and education and; (c) combining
sports and another job. As the actions in the environment were mostly related to
The Finnish Olympic Committee (2020) presents sports as an occupation as one of the potential dual pathways. This is reasoned by the fact that the Finnish Olympic Committee´s
goal is that every adolescent athlete finishes their secondary education, and hence, they
would have a degree to safeguard their future while the focus only on athletic career.
1
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providing support to athletic development and the organizational culture of the
environment emphasized sports as the core, the coaches and student-athletes
adopted the “sports-as-an-occupation” ideology. However, according to Kalenius (2014), to find employment in Finland, one is typically required to possess a
professional qualification or a master’s degree. This would indicate that to prepare for life after a sports career, one needs to have tertiary education.
In a broad Finnish study investigating children’s and adolescents’ physical activity behavior (LIITU study, Kokko et al., 2021) following over 5000 adolescents, it was found that 61% of males and 45% of females viewed international
sport success as being important or very important. Compared to other societal
values, for example, education, equality, and human rights, sport success was
evaluated to be the lowest. This indicates that among adolescents sports is not
considered to be as meaningful as the elite sport narratives assume. For studentathletes to create a meaningful subjective career, it would be important to challenge the created narrative of an elite athletic career path by creating pathways
for self-discovery through engaging youth in meaningful conversations about
their future (Ryba, Zhang et al., 2017) and providing role models and examples
of different career paths (Ronkainen et al., 2019). Because cultural change is slow
and includes resistance (Asch & Graeme, 2002), it would be especially important
to educate actors in the athletes’ lives on how to support holistic development.

4.4 Practical implications
The findings of the present research provide important knowledge for both educational and sports policymakers. First, student-athletes’ ability to achieve development tasks, adapt to different situations, plan and take responsibility for their
future during adolescence appear to remain stable across high school years. This
may have either health-related and career-related costs or benefits, as career
adaptability has been shown to predict well-being (Huang, 2010), personal functioning in life (Johnston, 2018), and later success in a career (Savickas, 2013). Consequently, the findings are also meaningful on a societal level since society expects adolescents to make career-related decisions already at the beginning of
high school, which may determine their future occupation. Hence, the educational system should acknowledge the phenomenon and focus on facilitating the
development of these skills among adolescent athletes so that they are prepared
for the demands and expectations they face in their educational and career paths.
Especially those student-athletes with low career adaptabilities should be offered
interventions for career construction skills and management by career counselling specialists. Because career adaptabilities are skills, dual career programs and
environments should integrate these topics to be trained across high school in
order to enhance young athletes’ career development in both sport and education. Because career adaptabilities are often formed prior to high school, this kind
of training should start already before high school.
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Second, perceived ability, self-esteem, and success expectations in school
and sport predicted dual career adaptability. Indeed, enhancing self-efficacy and
outcome expectations has been recognized as one of the most beneficial aims in
career interventions (Betz, 2007). It has been recently shown that females in Finnish high schools are vulnerable to stress (Hirvonen et al., 2019) and, overall, females demonstrate lower self-esteem across adolescence (Baldwin & Hoffman,
2002), it may also have consequences for career construction. Individuals with
lower self-esteem and perceived ability may not have the confidence to pursue a
self-determined occupation and may struggle to cope with career stressors.
Aunola, Selänne et al. (2018) and Ryba et al. (2016) suggested that youth in high
school should be encouraged for task-related goal setting and focus on individual
learning in both school and sport. This can be as well facilitated by educating
teachers and coaches and creating intervention tools. One example of an effective
intervention tool is online-based Achievement and Commitment Therapy (ACT),
which has been shown to improve the well-being of adolescents in a non-athletic
population (Kiuru et al., 2021). Kiuru et al. (2021) showed that ACT is a promising
approach for integrating a holistic approach to career development interventions
and promoting adolescents’ cognitive and emotional functioning in career planning.
Third, student-athletes in high school may be susceptible to social influences on how to approach their future careers, as was evident in our study. For
this reason, those close to adolescents should make it a priority to support adolescents’ self-esteem. For example, Atac et al. (2018) found that together with selfesteem, perceived social support predicts career adaptability. Appropriate support could include educating coaches on how to create an empowering motivational climate and parents on how to be affective, avoiding simultaneous normative evaluation and psychological control (Aunola et al., 2018). One example of a
good practice is an educational platform such as the Erasmus+ project EMPATIA
(Educational Model for Parents of Athletes in Academics), which aimed to provide comprehensive information and advice on the parental role in a dual career.
Furthermore, Harwood et al. (2019) stated that parental involvement to facilitate
the psychosocial development of their children is dependent upon the philosophy of the coach or organization. Therefore, Harwood et al. (2019) suggested that
coach education should include themes of facilitating parent–coach relationships,
and Kramer et al. (2022) recommended that communication between parents and
coaches should be strengthened within sport programs. Student-athletes may be
overoptimistic about their future career and they may not engage in career-related thinking (Ryba, Stambulova et al., 2017), which means that in addition to
supporting individual well-being career-related behaviors and activities should
be integrated into their education. Subsequently, what opportunities youth athletes have for a career in sport should be taken into account and then studentathletes and their parents should be provided clear paths and realistic information (European Commission, 2012). One of the goals of dual careers is that
athletes reach their athletic potential (Stambulova & Wylleman, 2019) while progressing in their education. In their examination of adolescent athletes’ career
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trajectories, Kearney and Hayes (2018) showed that excelling at the youth level
did not predict later success. Therefore, instead of making compromises, it is especially important that the youth athletes would have the required abilities to
overcome challenges related to dual careers and pursue their athletic goals.
Fourth, the findings provide important knowledge on the micro- and
macro-levels of sports high schools. Although the dual careers and dual career
development environments are recommended for student-athletes, since they
should provide athletes sustainable and safe routes to elite sport, elite athlete
narratives and the global modernist logic of sport may direct youth athletes’ behavior and thinking. Furthermore, in some environments, dual careers could be
seen as a response to questions about the ethical sustainability of elite sport systems (Thomsen & Nørgaard, 2018). This was especially evident in Study 3 showing that although a dual career was provided, basic assumptions related to nurturing elite athletes inhibited young athletes’ career construction outside of
sports. Our findings link with oft-addressed problems of talent development and
elite sport cultures, such as the cultural narratives that present complete commitment to the athletic career as the only way to achieve success (Douglas, 2014).
The adolescent athletes also follow their idols through various social media accounts where athletes use social media as a tool for funding. This might lead to a
picture that a professional athletic career is achievable without worrying about a
future vocational career. At the same time, vocational careers are more unstable
than ever before, highlighting the importance to prepare for such a career. Therefore, the code of conduct of holistic development for talent development environments and evaluation of environments is recommended. The basic assumptions of athletes and significant others should be recognized, as should what kind
of language and narrative stories are used about sporting careers. For example,
Ronkainen et al. (2022) findings demonstrated that the terms “drop out” or “not
making it” can be misleading and undermine youth athletes’ agency to choose
life paths other than elite sport, even if they have possibilities to excel in sport.
Instead using the term “opting out” (Pearson et al., 2020) would highlight the
youth athlete’s agency and the various reasons they have for leaving the sport.
As the culture is taught to new members by the leading figures and role models
(Schein, 1990) and actions implemented in the environment are dependent on the
people in the leading positions, educating stakeholders and people in those positions would provide the best support for athletes. Finally, student-athletes
should have opportunities for role experimentation and experimentation with
different occupations. Moreover, versatile stories of different career paths in and
outside of sports should be disseminated. For example, Schmid et al.’s (2022)
findings recently demonstrated that involvement in high-performance sport may
facilitate rather than hinder a successful vocational career. All of these acts would
facilitate student-athletes’ career construction in a way that they can make their
own decisions and create meaningful subjective careers.
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4.5 Limitations and future suggestions
Although the present thesis provided new and meaningful knowledge about
dual career adaptability development among student-athletes, there were certain
limitations. The person-oriented approach was applied only in two assessment
points at the beginning of high school. Therefore, it was not possible to evaluate
changes in the profiles and how different factors would be related to profiles
across high school. Additionally, as career adaptabilities were stable across high
school, it would be interesting to examine career adaptabilities already in the
lower secondary school stage. As it was found that self-esteem and career adaptabilities may have a common factor explaining the mutual variation, there may
be other factors explaining the development. Therefore, it is essential that more
variables are evaluated which may predict and be associated with dual career
adaptabilities among student-athletes across high school.
In Study 2, only standard deviations from the sample mean were used to
determine high and low levels. Although we found that individuals differ in their
dual career adaptabilities, there are no cut off scores that enable us to say what
significant differences in these abilities are that may affect their future. However,
as student-athletes´ dual career adaptabilities have not been measured or investigated longitudinally before in Finland, these findings provide a basis for levels
of dual career adaptability. Moreover, future research could focus on those individuals with higher dual career adaptabilities and how they differ from those
with lower ones. Additionally, as career adaptabilities measure perceived abilities, part of the score may derive from being more confident than actually demonstrating higher dual career adaptabilities. Hence, together with self-reported assessments, observational and psychological assessments could be utilized to investigate how dual career adaptability predicts well-being and career development. Additionally, because career adaptability is related to and predicts future
career success (Johnston, 2018), a career-long longitudinal follow-up study is
needed and the results should be combined with career-related achievements.
This would provide information on whether those who demonstrate higher career adaptability in high school are better prepared for their careers in sport and
education in the long run.
In addition to longitudinal follow-up and measures of actual career outcomes, future studies could examine other phenomena that might be related to
the findings. For example, could there be changes in the motivation towards
school or sports in the group that demonstrated increased dual career adaptabilities, or are those who demonstrate low adaptabilities at risk of burn-out? Subsequently, it would be interesting to combine the data with other research topics in
the Winning in the Long Run project to get a broader picture of the factors affecting student-athletes’ dual career development. This could be done by, for example, using a person-oriented approach and investigating whether those who
struggle or score low in different assessments show mutual trajectories in other
assessments.
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Study 3 was conducted as a thick description of an environment at a certain time point and the main purpose was to study dual career development in a
dual career development environment, and not specifically dual career adaptabilities. Furthermore, the quantitative studies were conducted between the years
2015 and 2019, while the qualitative study was conducted in 2019, which creates
certain limitations in comparing and combining the results of distinct studies. As
the mixed method is defined as a multimethod approach in which qualitative
and quantitative approaches are used in a single study (Fetter & Molina-Azorin,
2017), the time difference and different participants prohibited combining the
data and the use of mixed methods in this dissertation. The author acknowledges
that due to the set-up of this research and because the environments consisted of
different actors, it is challenging to make any interpretation of causal powers or
detect enduring social relations. However, as the overall project was positioned
in critical realism, the longitudinal quantitative data, that could be generalized to
the Finnish sports high school students, represents cultural-laden psychological
processes, and concurrent qualitative data assisted in understanding how Finnish adolescent student-athletes construct their careers and clarify personal meanings in the narrative context of sports culture.
The main limitation of our research was that the construct of dual career
adaptability does not take into account processes related to psychology or emotional functioning in career construction. For example, previous research in enhancing career preparedness (Lent & Brown, 2013) has been educational in nature and focused on enhancing competencies in seeking career-relevant information, clarifying vocational interest, and promoting the ability to make effective
career choices. In addition to dual career adaptabilities, future research should
map the role of processes related to cognitive and emotional functioning (Hoare
et al., 2012) in career construction among student-athletes. In this way, youth athletes’ career-related ambitions (i.e., Brown, 2007), social context (i.e., Schultheiss,
2003), and emotions (Kidd, 2008) could be better understood. Furthermore, in
this way, we could understand more profoundly the barriers concerning emotional and cognitive processes (Hoare et al., 2012). Dual career adaptabilities do
not include individual values, nor indicate whether student-athletes can carry
out decisions based on their values and self-determined occupations. Finding
meaning in life and developing adaptability are particularly relevant goals for
ensuring that youth athletes can achieve successful careers (Eccles, 2004; Hill et
al., 2013; Savickas, 2005). Hence, it would be important to combine dual career
adaptability studies with qualitative studies to understand the career development and achievement of developmental tasks among student-athletes and provide related support to achieve holistic development.
It also needs to be considered that the studies describe only one cultural
setting and therefore are recommended to be conducted in other cultural contexts. Although the educational systems in the Nordic countries share some similarities, the same study setting could result in different findings compared to the
educational and dual career systems in the USA or Asian countries. Because of
the limited possibilities for a professional career, youth athletes in the Finnish
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system demonstrate high ambitions at school. For example, in Finland, there are
no professional academies or scholarships, a circumstance which narrows the
sports career options. It would also be interesting to conduct a cross-cultural
comparison to investigate how career construction differs among student-athletes in different dual career development systems. This might develop the educational and athletic system of youth athletes globally in a more holistic direction.
It would be especially beneficial to plan and create intervention research
where the findings could be applied in practice. This could be conducted already
in lower secondary schools and aim to screen those who demonstrate low adaptabilities by using the CAAS-DC scale. Next, student-athletes could be provided
an ACT online course, which could be completed during school. In a research
setting the low adaptabilities group and the control group (i.e., those with high
adaptabilities) could be compared. Finally, the change in the CAAS-DC score
could be assessed. It would also be beneficial to create a course for parents on
how to prepare their children for a dual career. Coaches could be offered education and workshops as well as tools to create more empowering motivational climates and encourage them to be more interested in the school domains of athletes. Such efforts may assist youth athletes in facing challenges and achieving
developmental tasks, along with creating a meaningful subjective career.
Finally, despite the ethical approval, certain ethical reflections can be
noted. First, the student-athletes filled out the assessment forms in class during
school time. This could create a situation where social pressure may influence
individuals’ decision to withdraw from the study. Ethically, a better code of conduct would be that adolescents complete the questionnaires as an out-of-class
activity. In the qualitative study, it may be that the actors’ attitudes and feelings
affected their answers. However, the interviews were semi-structured in nature
and allowed additional questions. Furthermore, for some actors in the environment, the interviews could have been helpful as they created an opportunity and
place to be heard and to impact the development of the environment.

4.6 Concluding remarks
This research examined adolescent athletes’ career construction in terms of dual
career adaptability across high school. Additionally, individual- and environment-related predictors were investigated. The main results showed that dual
career adaptability was stable across the high school years, with males demonstrating higher adaptabilities than females did. The outcome expectations in
sport and school and self-esteem were associated with dual career adaptability,
indicating that self-worth, confidence, and control are important for career development among adolescents. This highlights that an empowering approach
and setting task-related goals are important during high school for youth individuals. In addition, environmental factors, such as mothers’ success expectations in school and the organizational culture of an environment, seem to play a
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role in career construction. It may be beneficial to educate parents and other socializing agents in young athletes’ lives in order to support the development of
the athletes’ resources which can prepare them for a career in sport and education. Interventions for dual career adaptabilities should be developed to support
the achievement of development tasks and the holistic development of studentathletes.
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YHTEENVETO (SUMMARY)
Urheilulukiolaisten kaksoisuran urasopeutuvuustaidot lukion aikana: yksilöllisten- ja ympäristötekijöiden tarkastelu
Tämän tutkimuksen tavoitteena oli tarkastella kaksoisuran urasopeutuvuustaitojen kehitystä urheilulukiolaisilla lukion aikana. Lisäksi tutkimuksessa tarkasteltiin mahdollisia ympäristöön ja yksilöön liittyviä kaksoisuran urasopeutuvuustaitojen selittäjiä. Urasopeutuvuustaidoilla tarkoitetaan yksilön psykososiaalisia resursseja saavuttaa uraan liittyviä kehitystehtäviä sekä ratkaista siirtymiin ja urahaasteisiin liittyviä ongelmia. Tutkimuksessa hyödynnettiin sekä henkilökeskeistä tutkimusotetta, jossa tarkasteltiin eri urasopeutuvuusprofiileja siirtymävaiheessa lukioon, että muuttujakeskeistä lähestymistapaa, jossa tarkasteltiin urasopeutuvuustaitojen ja itsetunnon kehitystä lukion aikana. Urasopeutuvuustaitojen kehitystä tarkasteltiin käyttämällä kaksoisuran urasopeutuvuustaitojen mittaria (Career Adapt-Abilities Scale; CAAS-DC). Lisäksi tutkimuksessa
hyödynnettiin laadullista tutkimusta, jossa tarkasteltiin ympäristön organisaatiokulttuurin vaikutusta nuoren urheilijan uraan valmistautumisessa sekä kaksoisurakehityksessä.
Tutkimus koostui kolmesta osatutkimuksesta. Kahdessa ensimmäisessä
osatutkimuksessa käytettiin samaa kuudesta urheilulukiosta kerättyä määrällistä aineistoa. Tutkimukseen osallistuneet täyttivät kyselylomakkeen neljä kertaa lukion aikana: lukion alussa (n = 391), lukion ensimmäisen vuoden lopussa,
lukion toisen vuoden lopussa sekä lukion kolmannen vuoden lopussa. Kolmannessa osatutkimuksessa tarkasteltiin laadullisten menetelmien avulla yhden urheilulukion organisaatiokulttuuria.
Ensimmäisessä osatutkimuksessa tarkasteltiin urasopeutuvuustaitojen ja
itsetunnon kehitystä lukion aikana. Tulokset osoittivat, että yksilölliset erot urheilulukiolaisten urasopeutuvuustaidoissa olivat suhteellisen pysyviä urheilulukion aikana. Toisin sanoen, osa nuorista osoitti korkeita urasopeutuvuustaitoja ja
osa matalia ja nämä yksilöiden väliset erot urasopeutuvuustaidoissa säilyivät
suhteellisen muuttumattomina lukion aikana. Niin ikään muutoksia yksilöiden
välisissä eroissa ei nähty mittarin eri alaulottuvuuksien kehitystä tarkasteltaessa.
Miehillä oli korkeammat tasot niin itsetunnossa kuin urasopeutuvuustaidoissa
naisiin verrattuna. Itsetunto sekä urasopeutuvuustaidot olivat positiivisesti yhteydessä toisiinsa. Tulokset osoittavat, että itsetunto voi vaikuttaa uraan valmistautumisessa ja nuoret urheilulukiolaiset saattavat lykätä uraan liittyvää pohdintaa ja suunnittelua urheilulukion aikana.
Toisessa osatutkimuksessa tarkasteltiin erilaisten urasopeutuvuustaitoprofiilien ilmenemistä lukion ensimmäisen vuoden aikana. Lisäksi tutkittiin urheilulukiolaisten ja heidän vanhempiensa kouluun ja urheiluun liittyvien menestysodotusten yhteyttä urasopeutuvuustaitoprofiileihin. Urheilulukiolaisilla tunnistettiin viisi eri sopeutuvuusprofiilia. Suurin profiili oli ’kohtuulliset taidot’
omaavien ryhmä (37 %), toiseksi suurin ’matalat taidot’ omaava ryhmä (28 %),
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kolmanneksi suurin oli ’korkeat taidot’ omaavien ryhmä (16%), neljänneksi suurin ’erittäin matalan taidon’ omaavien ryhmä (11 %) ja pienin ryhmä oli ’parantuneiden taitojen’ ryhmä (8%). Urheilulukiolaisten korkeat menestysodotukset
niin koulussa kuin urheilussa sekä äitien nuoreensa liittämät korkeat menestysodotukset koulussa, olivat yhteydessä urheilulukiolaisten korkeampiin
urasopeutuvuustaitoihin. Tulokset antavat viitteitä siitä, että urheilulukiolaisilla
on tyypillisesti joko kohtuulliset tai matalat urasopeutuvuustaidot lukion ensimmäisenä vuonna. Lisäksi menestysodotukset sekä urheilussa ja koulussa ja erityisesti äitien tuki voivat tulosten pohjalta olla tukemassa nuoria uraan valmistautumisessa.
Kolmas osa-tutkimus oli laadullinen tutkimus, jossa tarkasteltiin organisaatiokulttuurin vaikutusta urheilulukiolaisten kaksoisuran kehitykseen. Tutkimukseen haastateltiin eri toimijoita kaksoisuran kehitysympäristössä (urheilijoita, valmentajia, opettajia, urheiluakatemian johtajaa ja rehtoria). Lisäksi ympäristöä havainnointiin yhteensä 58 tuntia. Tutkimuksen filosofinen pohja oli kriittisessä realismissa. Tulokset osoittivat, että ympäristön organisaatiokulttuuri sosialisoi urheilulukiolaiset huippu-urheilun kulttuurisiin olettamuksiin vaikuttaen heidän asenteisiinsa ja valintoihinsa siten, että he priorisoivat urheilun yli
muiden elämän osa-alueiden. Niin ikään urheilulukiolaisten lähempien toimijoiden, kuten vertaisten ja valmentajien perusolettamukset korostivat urheilullista
kehittymistä koulutuksen sekä uraan liittyvän suunnittelun kustannuksella.
Tämä osoittaa, kuinka tärkeää urheiluympäristöissä on tunnistaa urheiluun liittyviä narratiiveja, tunnistaa ja tutkia yksilöllisiä polkuja sekä tukea urasuunnittelun taitoja ja autonomiaa kokonaisvaltaista lähestymistapaa korostaen.
Kokonaisuudessaan väitöskirjan osa-tutkimukset tukevat toisiaan ja antavat laajan kuvan urasopeutuvuustaitojen kehittymisestä urheilulukiossa. Tulokset osoittavat, että urasopeutuvuustaidot ovat kohtuullisen pysyviä lukion aikana ja urheilulukiolaisten koettu pätevyys sekä usko omiin kykyihin on yhteydessä taitojen esiintyvyyteen ja näin ollen uraan valmistautumiseen. Tutkimuksessa urasopeutuvuustaidot urheilulukiossa olivat naisilla matalammat kuin
miehillä, mikä saattaa johtua naisopiskelijoiden matalammasta minä-pystyvyyden kokemuksesta ja itsetunnosta. Niin ikään vanhempien usko lapsen kykyihin
tukee urasopeutuvuustaitojen kehittymistä. Lisäksi organisaatiokulttuuri, joka
korostaa modernin urheilun logiikkaa, miten urheilijan pitää elää ja millaisia valintoja heidän pitää tehdä saavuttaakseen huipun, vaikuttaa nuorten urheilijoiden urapolkuihin. Tämä tieto on tärkeää suunniteltaessa nuorten tulevaisuuden
suunnittelua tukevia toimenpiteitä. Urheilulukiolaisia olisi tärkeä kannustaa erilaisten uramahdollisuuksien tutkimiseen, omaehtoisten tavoitteiden asettamiseen sekä ymmärtämään urheiluun liittyviä perusolettamuksia.
Tutkimuksen rajoitteina voidaan pitää mitattujen muuttujien pientä määrää sekä sitä, että urasopeutuvuustaitoja mitattiin vain kyselyn avulla. Havaintoja haastattelututkimukset voisivat antaa lisätietoa siitä, miten nuoret valmistautuvat tulevaan urheilu- ja työuraan. Lisäksi urasopeutuvuustaidoille ei ole määritelty raja-arvoja, mikä on korkea tai matala taso ja miten ne konkreettisesti vai-
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kuttavat urasopeutuvuuteen. Tulevissa tutkimuksissa olisikin hyvä selvittää, miten urasopeutuvuustaidot ovat yhteydessä nuorten urien menestykseen ja onnistumiseen koko elämän mittakaavassa. Lisäksi oleellista on tutkia, miten nuorten
urasuunnittelu ja siihen liittyvät tekijät urheilussa ja koulussa eroavat toisistaan.
Tutkimuksen tuloksia voidaan käyttää urheilulukiolaisten urasuunnittelun ja kehitystehtävien saavuttamisessa ja hyvinvoinnin lisäämisessä.
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Abstract
The key challenges in sustainable elite sports concern young athletes´ holistic
development. Consequently, preparation for dual careers has been recommended to enhance
athletes’ well-being and equip them for life after sports. The aim of this study was to examine
the developmental associations between self-esteem and career adaptability among
adolescent athletes across the high school years and investigate the role of gender in these
developmental trajectories. A total of 391 student-athletes were followed up four times from
the beginning of high school (T1) to its end (T4) using the Dual Career Form of the Career
Adapt-Abilities Scale and the Self-Esteem Questionnaire. The results indicated that
individual differences in student-athletes’ self-esteem and career adaptability were relatively
stable across the high school years and were thus modeled via the between-persons factors
capturing differences between individuals across time. The results further showed that the
overall levels of self-esteem and career adaptability were positively associated. Males showed
higher overall levels of career adaptability and self-esteem than females. This study suggests
that it is important to facilitate youth athletes’ self-regulation resources by involving them in
vocational developmental tasks. Further, gender differences should be considered when
supporting student-athletes’ development.
Keywords: dual career, career adaptability, gender, self-esteem, well-being, adolescence

SELF-ESTEEM AND CAREER ADAPTABILITY
1
2

3

1 INTRODUCTION
The demands of different life domains (school, sporting, and private life) may lead to

3

increased pressure on student-athletes and pose potential threats to their psychosocial

4

development and well-being. According to the European Commission,1 the main challenge

5

related to elite sports is how to safeguard and guide young athletes’ talent development

6

simultaneously in their educational, athletic, and private lives. Special arrangements in the

7

form of dual careers (DC)—a combination of sports and education or work—have been

8

recommended to enhance young athletes’ well-being and prepare them for life after sports.1,2

9

Although student-athletes report less stress and fewer symptoms of depression and anxiety

10

than non-athletes,3 they still face a unique range of stressors that include, for example, role

11

strain and transitions (e.g., starting sports high school or university).2 Sorkkila and Ryba and

12

colleagues4,5 emphasized that research is needed to understand, not only the risks, but also the

13

protective factors affecting student-athletes’ well-being (e.g., self-esteem) in their DC

14

pathways. For adolescent student-athletes to manage transitions, achieve vocational goals,

15

and solve a range of challenges in the course of their life trajectories, support provided for

16

them should target a broad range of skills, including career adaptability.6,7 The present study

17

examined the developmental associations between career adaptability and self-esteem among

18

student-athletes, and the role of gender in the development of both.

19

1.1 Career Adaptability

20

Career adaptability refers to an individual’s readiness to and resources for achieving

21

vocational development and overcoming the complex challenges that arise during

22

occupational transitions.8 It is conceptualized as psychological resources that enable

23

adolescents to regulate their strategies along the four dimensions:8 career concern (i.e., the

24

extent to which the individual is conscious of and prepares for vocational development tasks

25

and transitions in the near and distant future), career control (i.e., the extent to which a
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26

person takes responsibility for constructing their own career and choosing their approach to

27

vocational development tasks), career curiosity (i.e., information-seeking behaviors,

28

openness to new experiences, exploration, and reflection on the match between the

29

individual’s abilities and the demands of a particular career), and career confidence (i.e., self-

30

efficacy in pursuing a self-determined occupation and successfully coping with career

31

stressors).

32

Career adaptability and thoughts concerning adaptability become evident early in

33

secondary education.9 As an individual considers future transitions and developmental tasks,

34

the pressure to deal with goals relevant to those transitions increases.10 Career adaptability

35

contributes to positive transitions and personal functioning in adolescents,11 predicting an

36

increased sense of control and life satisfaction.11 However, individuals differ in their

37

competencies (adaptability) and career-related behaviors.12 Rudolph and colleagues12 found

38

that personality traits contribute to the prediction of career adaptability, suggesting that

39

personality-related factors play a role in adaptability. Further, Hirschi13 found that boys

40

demonstrated higher career adaptability than girls. Gender did not, however, affect the

41

development of career adaptability among young students.13 Investigating adolescent

42

athletes’ career adaptability and the factors that promote it is important because student-

43

athletes tend to have difficulty envisioning their lives after sports and engaging in self-

44

exploration during their sporting careers.14 Park and colleagues15 found that athletes who had

45

not planned their post-sporting lives had an elevated risk of experiencing psychological

46

distress, especially following involuntary athletic career termination.

47

1.2 Self-esteem

48

Self-esteem—one’s overall attitude towards oneself, which involves self-evaluation of

49

one’s own worth and value16— plays a role in developing career adaptability.16,17 Self-esteem

50

has been shown to be positively associated with perceived competence in sports,18 enhanced

SELF-ESTEEM AND CAREER ADAPTABILITY

5

51

initiative19, career adaptability,7,20 and career success;21 for example, Erol and Orth22 showed

52

that increased self-esteem is related to a sense of career control, which is likely to translate

53

into better career opportunities. Moreover, Choi and colleagues23 demonstrated that self-

54

esteem is among the strongest predictors of career decision efficacy. Although self-esteem

55

appears to be rather stable throughout adolescence,24,25 it can be influenced by life events,

56

individual experiences, and environmental factors.24 A crucial question is, therefore, to what

57

extent is self-esteem development associated with the development of career adaptability

58

during the critical adolescent years? Gender may also play a role. In a previous study,

59

Baldwin and Hoffman26 showed that boys have higher levels of self-esteem than girls, and

60

girls exhibited a greater mean-level fluctuation in self-esteem, suggesting gender differences

61

in the development of self-esteem during early adolescence. However, Birkeland et al.24 did

62

not find gender differences in self-esteem development. Overall, the previous results suggest

63

that boys, on average, may have higher levels of self-esteem than girls.26 However, owing to

64

inconsistent findings concerning the development of self-esteem,24, 26 future studies on this

65

topic are needed before conclusions can be made concerning gender differences in the

66

development of self-esteem across the high school years.

67

1.3 The Present Study

68

To support student-athletes in integrating combined sport and education into their

69

lives, it is necessary to gain an understanding of the individual factors that affect their life

70

paths. Therefore, in the present study, we investigated the developmental associations

71

between the relatively new concept of career adaptability and self-esteem among student-

72

athletes in the crucial phase of their development. More specifically, this study aimed to

73

investigate the following research questions:

74
75

(1) To what extent do individual differences in a) career adaptability (both in terms of
the five dimensions and regarding the overall common level of career adaptability) and b)
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76

self-esteem remain stable across the high school years, and to what extent there is rather time

77

specific fluctuation in these at different phases of high school? It was expected that student-

78

athletes would differ from each other in terms of the level of career adaptability. That is,

79

some individuals would demonstrate higher adaptabilities than others, and these individual

80

differences in the level of career adaptability would remain stable across high school12

81

(Hypothesis 1). In line with the previous research,7,20 we hypothesized that self-esteem would

82

show stability across high school7,20 (Hypothesis 2).

83

(2) To what extent are career adaptability and self-esteem associated across high

84

school years? It was hypothesized that self-esteem is positively associated with career

85

adaptability across high school5,7,12,20 (Hypothesis 3) and that self-esteem would positively

86

predict subsequent career adaptabilities8,12 (Hypothesis 4).

87

(3) What is the role of gender in the development of career adaptability and self-

88

esteem? Based on previous research, we expected to find that gender does not affect the

89

development of career adaptability13 (Hypothesis 5), but we predicted that males would show

90

higher levels of self-esteem than females26 (Hypothesis 6).

91

2 METHODS

92

2.1 Participants and Procedures

93

The present study contributed to the Finnish Longitudinal Dual Career Study,5 which

94

followed student-athletes across their high school years. The sample consisted of 391 athletes

95

(51 % female; Mage = 16, SD = 0.17 at the beginning of the study) from six sports high

96

schools. In Finland, sports high schools are one of the identified DC pathways27 that provide

97

structural support for talented athletes to combine upper secondary education with sports.

98

The study was approved by the ethics board of the University of Jyvaskyla before data

99

collection commenced. The participants signed an informed consent form before participating

100

in the study. The data were collected using an online questionnaire or via completion of an
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101

identical paper questionnaire. The data applied in the current study were collected at the

102

baseline, that is, at the beginning of the first grade (T1; September), and after that, once at the

103

end of each grade (March), that is, at the end of the first grade (T2), at the end of the second

104

grade (T3), and at the end of the third grade (T4). Career adaptability and self-esteem were

105

assessed using self-rated scales at each measurement point (T1–T4).

106

2.2 Measurements

107

2.2.1 Dual career adaptability. Career adaptability was measured at time points T1–

108

T4 using the Career Adapt-Abilities Scale–Dual Career Form (CAAS-DC).7 The Dual Career

109

Form was developed by adding a subscale (Dual Career Concern) to the original CAAS.8 The

110

CAAS-DC contains a total of 27 items that measure five dimensions of career adaptability:

111

concern (four items; e.g., thinking about what my future will be like), control (six items; e.g.,

112

making decisions by myself), curiosity (six items; e.g., observing different ways of doing

113

things), confidence (six items; e.g., learning new skills), and dual career concern (five items;

114

e.g., concerned about my athletic career). All items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale (1 =

115

not my strongest ability to 5 = one of my strongest abilities). For each subscale, a mean score

116

was obtained, indicating competence in that domain. The CAAS-DC score was shown to

117

demonstrate factorial and concurrent validity in a Finnish high school sample.7 Cronbach’s

118

alpha values were used in the present study for the scores of different subscales and time

119

points (T1, T2, T3, and T4); values varied between 0.82 and 0.91.

120

2.2.2 Self-esteem. Self-esteem was measured at time points T1–T4 using five items

121

(e.g., I feel like a person who has a number of good qualities) taken from the Rosenberg Self-

122

Esteem Scale (RSES).16 All items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree

123

to 5 = strongly agree). The measure has been used in previous studies involving adolescents

124

in Finland, and the test scores have demonstrated good validity.7 Cronbach’s alphas in the

125

current sample at different time points ranged between 0.77 and 0.82.
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2.3 Analysis Strategy
To investigate the developmental stability and within-person fluctuation of career

128

adaptability and self-esteem during the high school years, as well as these constructs’

129

developmental associations, we employed random intercept cross-lagged path analysis28 in

130

the structural equation modeling framework. The selected strategy was found to be the most

131

appropriate strategy to test the stated hypotheses because it considered both the between-

132

(i.e., individual variation in the overall levels of the studied constructs across time) and

133

within-person (i.e., time-specific variation in the studied constructs) effects and thus produces

134

more valid (unbiased) results reflecting the developmental phenomena than autoregressive

135

cross-lagged panel models.28

136

First, to explore between individual variation in the overall levels of the five career

137

adaptability dimensions and self-esteem across four measurement points, six first-order

138

factors describing these overall levels were specified. Additionally, a second-order factor for

139

the five first-order level factors of career adaptability was specified to model the overall level

140

of career adaptability across time. Correlation between the overall levels of career

141

adaptability across time and overall level of self-esteem across time was allowed. Second,

142

time-specific factors capturing common variation between career adaptability dimensions at a

143

particular time point were specified separately for each time point T1–T4. Similarly, time-

144

specific factors were estimated for self-esteem at each time point T1–T4. These specific

145

factors were not allowed to correlate with the first-order factors of career adaptability and

146

self-esteem or the second-order factor of career adaptability. Third, regression paths between

147

time-specific factors capturing the lagged effects of career adaptability and self-esteem were

148

allowed for successive measurement points. These regression coefficients captured the cross-

149

lagged effects between adaptability and self-esteem after controlling for the possible stability

150

of each construct. In addition to the regression coefficients, the residual correlations between
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151

the time-specific factors of adaptability and self-esteem at each measurement point were

152

allowed. Finally, a gender variable was added to the model to predict the overall levels of

153

career adaptability and self-esteem across time, and the mean differences between genders in

154

other specified factors were examined and estimated with the help of modification indices

155

(i.e., the associations between gender and the first-order factors in the model were fixed to

156

zero; therefore, poor model fit and the model modification indices indicated whether any of

157

these associations needed to be estimated). The Mplus syntax for the constructed model is

158

provided in Supplemental Material S1.

159

The model was estimated using the Mplus statistical program (version 7.3.; Muthén &

160

Muthén, 1998–2019). Initial analyses revealed the invariance of the study constructs across

161

time and gender groups.1 The results of the invariance tests are given in Supplemental

162

Material S2. The covariance coverage of the data varied from 0.69 to 1.00. The missing

163

values were supposed to be missing at random (MAR), and estimation was performed using

164

the full information maximum likelihood estimator (MLR), which produces robust standard

165

error and scale corrected chi-square test values. In addition to the chi-square test, the model

166

fit was evaluated using the comparative fit index (CFI), the Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), the

167

root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and the standardized root mean square

168

error (SRMR). Good model fit was indicated if the chi-square test result was non-significant,

169

CFI and TLI were at least .95, RMSEA was lower than .06, and SRMR was lower than .08.

170

3 RESULTS

1

When testing invariance, we applied change in RMSEA (as RMSEA is a generally stricter
indicator of invariance than CFI and is suitable in the case of large sample sizes and complex
models; see, Chen, 2007).29 The results of these analyses showed that in the cases of all
constructs, factor loadings, intercepts, and residual variances of the observed variables were
invariant across time and gender groups (as indicated by a change of RMSEA lower
than .015; change of RMSEA values varied between -.007 and .011 depending on the
construct and the model) between the tested nested models.
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The descriptive statistics (Table 1) demonstrated that participants showed relatively

172

high self-esteem and career adaptabilities across high school. Among the five dimensions of

173

adaptability, confidence, control, and DC concern had the highest mean scores across high

174

school, while concern and curiosity had the lowest. Based on the correlations, self-esteem and

175

the career adaptability dimensions were positively correlated at each measurement point. The

176

correlations were particularly strong in the case of the control adaptability dimension.

177

3.1 Development of Career Adaptability

178

The results of the tested model are shown in Figure 1 (only statistically significant

179

paths are shown). The final model (model modifications are presented in detail in S1)

180

demonstrated a good fit to the data: X2(240) = 331.014, p < .05, RMSEA = 0.031, SRMR =

181

0.037, CFI = 0.983, TLI = 0.978. The results showed that adaptability was relatively stable

182

across high school and that most of the variation in the adaptability dimensions was caused

183

by the individual differences in the overall level of career adaptability (R2_concern = .65, p

184

< .001; R2_DCconern = .85, p < .001; R2_control = .67, p < .001; R2_curiosity = .77, p < .001;

185

R2_confidence = .86, p < .001). In addition, the levels of the different adaptability dimensions

186

were relatively stable across high school; approximately half of the variation in different

187

dimensions at different measurement points (T1–T4) was caused by the overall individual

188

level of particular adaptability dimensions (R2_concern = .45-.47, p < .001; R2_Dcconern = .35-.47,

189

p < .001; R2_control = .48-.56, p < .001; R2_curiosity = .36-.38, p < .001; R2_confidence = .43-.51, p

190

< .001).

191

In addition to the overall level of adaptability, time-specific variation was found. The

192

time-specific variation of career adaptability at T3 predicted subsequent career adaptability at

193

T4 (R2 = .17): The higher the adaptability at the end of the second grade, the higher the

194

adaptability at the end of high school.

195

3.2. Development of Self-Esteem
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196

Similar results were found for self-esteem, which was relatively stable across the high

197

school years. Most of the variation in self-esteem at different measurement points was caused

198

by the individual differences in the overall level of self-esteem across time (R2_T1 = .61, p

199

< .001; R2_T2 = .59, p < .001; R2_T3 = .53, p < .001; R2_T4 = .41, p < .001). However, this

200

effect decreased at the end of the high school, and measurement point-related variation

201

increased (R2_T4 = .59, p < .001). The time-specific variation of self-esteem at the T3

202

predicted subsequent self-esteem at the T4 (R2 = .15, p < .01): The higher the self-esteem at

203

the end of the second grade, the higher subsequent self-esteem at the end of high school.

204

3.3 Developmental Association Between Career Adaptability and Self-esteem

205

The model revealed that the individual differences in the overall level of career adaptability

206

across the high school years were positively and statistically significantly associated with

207

individual differences in the overall level of self-esteem (r = .50, p < .001). Further, one

208

specific association was found indicating that the individual overall level of control was

209

positively associated with the individual overall level of self-esteem (r = .47, p<.001). In

210

addition to these associations between the overall levels of adaptability and self-esteem, time-

211

specific positive associations between the constructs were found at each measurement point,

212

and the correlations became stronger towards the end of the high school (rT1 = .29, p < .01;

213

rT2 = .29 p < .001; rT3 = .56 p < .001; rT4 = .46, p < .001). The cross-lagged associations

214

between career adaptability and self-esteem were not significant. Finally, the results

215

concerning the role of gender showed that gender predicted individual levels of career

216

adaptability (R2 = .03) and self-esteem (R2 = .07), with females demonstrating lower levels of

217

both compared to males.

218

4 DISCUSSION

219
220

This study aimed to add to our understanding of the development of and
developmental associations between self-esteem and career adaptability among adolescent
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221

student-athletes across high school, as well as the role gender plays in student-athletes’ career

222

adaptability and self-esteem. First, the results showed that career adaptability and self-esteem

223

were relatively stable across individual differences in high schoolers’ overall levels of each

224

construct over time, which explained most of the variation. Second, during the high school

225

years, career adaptability and self-esteem were positively associated with each other, showing

226

mutual variation. Third, gender was associated with the overall levels of career adaptability

227

and self-esteem, with males showing higher levels of both compared to females.

228

The present study’s first objective was to examine the extent to which individual

229

differences in career adaptability and self-esteem are stable across the high school years and

230

to what extent time-specific fluctuation occurs at different phases of high school. In this

231

study, career adaptability was found to be relatively stable, with an individual-level

232

explanation available for over half of the variation across high school. It was expected

233

(Hypothesis 1) that there would be stable individual differences between student-athletes

234

across high school.8,12 One explanation for adaptability’s high degree of stability could be, as

235

previous studies14 have shown, that athletes tend to postpone their career-related activities;14

236

consequently, stable personality-related factors12 play a larger role in their adaptability at this

237

stage than more time-specific contextual and environmental factors. Overall, it seems that

238

individual involvement in vocational developmental tasks determines the extent of student-

239

athletes’ career aspiration development. Similarly, as expected (Hypothesis 2), self-esteem

240

was found to be relatively stable across high school, with an individual-level explanation

241

available for around half of the variation. However, an interesting finding was that

242

individuality’s influence decreased at the end of high school. This may indicate that the life

243

events concerning the upcoming transition can affect self-esteem at the individual level.24,26

244
245

In addition to overall high stabile individual-level career adaptability and self-esteem,
our stability hypothesis was further supported by the findings concerning time-specific
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246

variation predictions: Career adaptability in the middle of high school predicted career

247

adaptability at the end of high school. Timonen et al.9 suggested that starting high school and

248

subsequent transitions may trigger thoughts about adaptability. Those youths who self-assess

249

as having the resources to construct a career and being prepared for transitions will show high

250

career adaptability later in life. Individuals who focus on goals related to career transitions

251

and developmental tasks may also reflect more on their future endeavours.10

252

The present study’s second aim was to examine the developmental association

253

between self-esteem and career adaptability across time among student-athletes. As we

254

expected (Hypothesis 3), and in line with previous research,5,7,12,20 career adaptability was

255

positively associated with self-esteem at each measurement point and at the individual level

256

across high school. However, self-esteem at the previous time point did not predict

257

subsequent career adaptabilities at the following time point, as expected (Hypothesis 4). This

258

may be because both career adaptabilities and self-esteem showed high stability. It may also

259

be related to trait-like factors.12 No change was observed. The findings further suggested that

260

towards the end of high school, mutual variation between adaptability and self-esteem

261

increases, which may indicate that there are some common factors behind these constructs

262

that explain the association. Regarding the adaptability dimensions, a positive association

263

was found between level of control and self-esteem. Erol and Orth22 suggested that increased

264

self-esteem is related to a sense of control and better career opportunities. Additionally, in

265

line with Rudolph and colleagues’12 finding that a proactive personality predicts career

266

adaptability, student-athletes who self-assess as having a plan, assume an active role in their

267

career development, and feel that they are in control of their future may develop not only

268

career adaptability, but also high self-esteem.

269
270

The present study’s third objective was to examine the role of gender in the
development of career adaptability and self-esteem. The results showed that gender was
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271

positively associated with both the student-athletes’ overall level of career adaptability

272

(contradictory to Hypothesis 5) as well as with their overall level of self-esteem (Hypothesis

273

6), with males reporting higher overall career adaptability and self-esteem levels than

274

females. Concerning self-esteem, our findings are in line with previous studies.24, 26 It can be

275

speculated that as males have been shown to perceive their self-esteem more positively than

276

females during adolescence26 and as career adaptability is related to trait-like optimism,12

277

male student-athletes may, at least in part, derive their higher perception of adaptability from

278

their optimism about the future.14,30 Overall, our findings highlight that gender differences in

279

career adaptability and self-esteem levels should be considered when providing support for

280

youth athletes.

281

To conclude, given that the individual-level explained most of the variation in career

282

adaptability, it is important to recognize individuals with low levels of career adaptability

283

(and identify the reasons for that) and support the development of adaptabilities starting at the

284

beginning of high school (or even earlier). Such interventions can be achieved by facilitating

285

individual planning and the exploration of possible future paths, engaging in meaningful

286

conversations, and increasing these individuals’ sense of control. The association between

287

career adaptability and self-esteem across high school suggests that both are complementary

288

resources for positive development. Student-athletes with high self-esteem and career

289

adaptability might have more resources to explore other plans and pursue endeavours outside

290

of sports in the future.

291

The present study has some limitations that should be considered before generalizing

292

the results. First, the sample comprised high school students; the results might be different for

293

vocational school students. Second, the present study examined the effect of gender on career

294

adaptability and self-esteem. However, other factors may play a role in the development of

295

the studied constructs. In further studies, the role of different individual, school- and sport-
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296

related factors as well as sources of social support or pressure, such as coaches and teachers,

297

in student-athletes’ career adaptability and self-esteem development should be investigated

298

alongside the associations between these factors to gain a deeper understanding of the

299

possible confounding affecting the phenomena.

300

5 PERSPECTIVES

301

The present study contributes to the existing literature in three ways. First, we showed

302

that self-esteem and career adaptability are relatively stable across high school among

303

student-athletes, indicating that support for career-related activities should be individually

304

targeted early on during a dual career. Second, as the individual overall level of control was

305

positively associated with the individual overall level of self-esteem, student-athletes who

306

feel that they are in control of their future may develop not only career adaptability, but also

307

high self-esteem. Third, gender differences should be considered when providing support for

308

student-athletes’ dual career construction development and well-being.

309
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Table 1. Means (M), Standard Deviations (SD), and Bivariate Correlations between the Study Variables. Cronbach´s alphas are presented in the
diagonal.

Variables
1 SelfesT1
2 SelfesT2
3 SelfesT3
4 SelfesT4
5 ConcT1
6 ConcT2
7 ConcT3
8 ConcT4
9 ConfiT1
10 ConfiT2
11 ConfiT3
12 ConfiT4
13 CurioT1
14 CurioT2
15CurioT3
16 CurioT4
17 ContT1
18 ContT2
19 ContT3
20 ContT4
21 DCT1
22 DCT2
23 DCT3
24 DCT4
M

1
.77

2
.65c
.77

3
.55c
.59c
.77

4
.48c
.59c
.68c
.82

5
.27c
.18b
.17b
.13a
.85

6
.21c
.26c
.23c
.22c
.55c
.86

7
.16b
.18b
.28c
.20b
.45c
.52c
.84

8
.24c
.24c
.27c
.31c
.39c
.39c
.59c
.84

9
.34c
.23c
.24c
.18c
.54c
.36c
.36c
.38c
.89

10
.23c
.36c
.27c
.26c
.38c
.62c
.33c
.33c
.52c
.91

11
.22c
.31c
.45c
.35c
.24c
.36c
.50c
.44c
.45c
.49c
.85

12
.24c
.28c
.35c
.39c
.29c
.36c
.39c
.58c
.36c
.44c
.60c
.87

13
.32c
.18c
.22c
.14b
.60c
.37c
.34c
.24c
.62c
.38c
.25c
.31c
.90

14
.24c
.25c
.23c
.18b
.39c
.59c
.32c
.28c
.40c
.71c
.34c
.31c
.48c
.87

15
.12b
.17b
.33c
.24c
.25c
.34c
.52c
.35c
.33c
.39c
.68c
.45c
.33c
.39c
.85

16
.20b
.24b
.32c
.32c
.29c
.36c
.42c
.32c
.39c
.42c
.45c
.47c
.35c
.37c
.54c
.85

17
.50c
.35c
.39c
.31c
.53c
.33c
.36c
.33c
.67c
.41c
.37c
.38c
.64c
.40c
.33c
.33c
.85

18
.39c
.48c
.38c
.28c
.34c
.53c
.28c
.28c
.44c
.75c
.39c
.36c
.39c
.70c
.35c
.34c
.56c
.88

19
.35c
.42c
.57c
.40c
.30c
.32c
.47c
.38c
.40c
.44c
.64c
.46c
.34c
.40c
.63c
.41c
.54c
.58c
.85

20
.34c
.38c
.43
.51c
.31c
.28c
.32c
.44c
.37c
.40c
.46c
.61c
.31c
.39c
.42c
.45c
.53c
.48c
.63c
.83

21
.31c
.22c
.24c
.20c
.65c
.43c
.37c
.35c
.64c
.44c
.64c
.36c
.57c
.39c
.27c
.35c
.61c
.43c
.30c
.35c
.85

22
.28c
.38c
.31c
.28c
.43c
.72c
.36c
.31c
.44c
.76c
.41c
.38c
.40c
.67c
.33c
.33c
.39c
.68c
.38c
.34c
.52c
.84

23
.23c
.29c
.34c
.23c
.33c
.36c
.54c
.45c
.46c
.45c
.58c
.47c
.32c
.33c
.50c
.41c
.37c
.39c
.50c
.40c
.47c
.45c
.82

3.76

3.72

3.72

3.61

2.86

2.98

2.87

2.98

3.44

3.47

3.36

3.29

3.05

3.17

3.14

2.99

3.45

3.47

3.36

3.29

3.37

3.33

3.15

24
.23c
.28c
.29c
.34c
.26c
.29c
.39c
.61c
.31c
.29c
.40c
.60c
.29c
.25c
.34c
.38c
.31c
.26c
.34c
.53c
.38c
.35c
.56c
.84
3.10

Males

3.91

3.85

3.88

3.77

2.99

3.09

2.92

3.10

3,43

3.52

3.42

3.46

3.10

3.28

3.18

3.09

3.52

3.53

3.48

3.44

3.46

3.41

3.26

3.21

Females

3.62

3.60

3.57

3.45

2.73

2.87

2.82

2.87

3.45

3.42

3.30

3.12

2.99

3.06

3.09

2.93

3.31

3.37

3.24

3.14

3.28

3.26

3.05

3.00

SD
Males
Females

.62
.57
.63

.65
.63
.65

.68
.63
.68

.76
.73
.78

.80
.81
.78

.83
.84
.83

.81
.84
.84

.84
.81
.85

.69
.67
.70

.75
.77
.73

.71
.72
.70

.77
.73
.78

.73
.74
.72

.72
.75
.70

.72
.75
.68

.70
.75
.67

.73
.71
.74

.78
.77
.80

.79
.80
.76

.80
.79
.74

.76
.72
.78

.73
.74
.74

.75
70
.77

.84
.77
.87

396
397
398

Note 1. c= p < .001, b= p < .01, a= p < .05 Selfes = Self-esteem, Conc = Concern, Confi = Confidence, Curio = Curiosity, Cont= Control, DC =
Dual career concern, , T1 = measurement point 1, T2 = measurement point 2, T3 = measurement point 3, T4 = measurement point 4.

SELF-ESTEEM AND CAREER ADAPTABILITY

399
400
401

Figure 1. Factor model of career adaptability, self-esteem, and gender (Standardized coefficients; Only statistically significant paths reported).
SE_T1 = specific factor of self-esteem at time point 1, SE_T2 = specific factor of self-esteem at time point 2, SE_T3 = specific factor at time

20

SELF-ESTEEM AND CAREER ADAPTABILITY
402
403
404

21

point 3, SE_T4 = specific factor of self-esteem at time point 4, CA_T1 = specific factor for adaptability at time point 1, CA_T2 = specific factor
for adaptability at time point 2, CA_T3 = specific factor for adaptability at time point 3, CA_T4 = specific factor for adaptability at time point 4.
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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

The focus of dual career (DC) research has shifted from exploring
individual experiences within Athletic Talent Development
Environments (ATDEs) toward understanding the impact of the
environment and the broader cultural context on individuals’
developmental trajectories in Dual Career Development Environments
(DCDEs). To comply with national and EU recommendations for
socially responsible elite sport, many successful ATDEs list DC as one
of their primary values and advertise themselves as DCDEs in order
to attract more athletes. The present study aimed to evaluate
whether and how a talent development environment for youth
athletes in Finland has transformed from an ATDE to DCDE by
exploring the environment’s success factors and organisational
culture. This study is grounded in the theoretical framework of
Holistic Ecological Approach and follows the Real-Time Case Method.
Principal methods of data collection included interviews,
observations, and documents. The results indicated that the
environment was characterised by an incoherent organisational
culture, and the environment was identiﬁed as an ATDE rather than
a DCDE. We suggest that for the Finnish sports environment to
successfully transform into a functioning DCDE, changes in the
organisational culture are necessary and DC recommendations
should be integrated into the environment to provide resources for
student-athletes to develop a balanced life and the prerequisites to
succeed in future endeavours.
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Integration of sport with education or work has been termed dual career (DC) in the European sport psychology discourse. It has been argued that developing a DC would provide
athletes with resources and competencies to combine diﬀerent domains of life, help
create a balanced lifestyle, and improve well-being (Linnér et al., 2019; Stambulova
et al., 2015). However, DC pathways are also associated with potential challenges, such
as fatigue, role strain, and scarce social life, for the student-athletes attempting to ﬁnd
a balance between the diﬀerent demands (Condello et al., 2019; Stambulova et al.,
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2015). Thus, DC athletes would beneﬁt from a supportive environment that provides DC
competencies (e.g., planning, management, adaptability), focus on the whole person, and
where individuals from diﬀerent domains work together (De Brandt et al., 2018; Knight
et al., 2018; Linnér et al., 2019). Since the European Commission (2012) published the
DC guidelines for environments adopting talent development policies, subsequent
research on environmental inﬂuences has mainly focussed on the actors in the
student-athletes’ microenvironment (e.g., peers, coaches, and teachers) that underpin
the athletes’ development (Stambulova & Wylleman, 2019).
In a recent review, Stambulova and Wylleman (2019) recommended that DC research
should adopt a holistic environment approach and the Holistic Ecological Approach (HEA)
has been suggested as being key to broaden the understanding of the social factors that
inﬂuence student-athletes’ developmental trajectories (Henriksen et al., 2020). Originally,
Henriksen et al. (2010) introduced the HEA in athletic talent development research to
examine Athletic Talent Development Environments (ATDEs), and recently, the Erasmus+
Sport project Ecology of Dual Career (ECO-DC) used the HEA to understand the Dual
Career Development Environments (DCDEs) across Europe. Whereas ATDEs aim to guide
talented athletes to reach the highest levels in their respective disciplines (Henriksen &
Stambulova, 2017), DCDEs aim to encourage athletes to combine their sporting pursuits
with education or work (Morris et al., 2020). Henriksen et al. (2020) consequently
implemented the HEA in the study of a Danish athlete-friendly university and found
that a successful environment (a) had a DC support team working to integrate eﬀorts;
(b) arranged individual solutions and facilitates athletes’ choices through inspiring
stories; (c) connected student-athletes via narrative resources; (d) taught student-athletes
DC skills and encouraged them to take responsibility for balancing their DC endeavours;
and (e) had a philosophy that puts sports ﬁrst and recognised that ﬁnding a balance is a
process and that student-athletes must be seen as whole persons.
Küttel et al. (2018) conducted a cross-national research emphasizing that when the
new DC guidelines are applied at a national level, it is important to be aware of the gatekeepers’ (those who have the power to decide who gets particular resources) tendency to
base DC actions on their basic assumptions—in other words, on their taken-for-granted
beliefs and feelings (Schein, 1990). Thomsen and Nørgaard (2018) found that many
sports clubs expressed inconsistent statements and used education as a strategic instrument to recruit the most talented athletes. Henriksen et al. (2014) reported similar statements from a study of a less successful ATDE, where managers and coaches highlighted
that they have a balance between studentś sport and academic development, however,
they found an incoherent organisational culture that failed to provide guidelines on how
a student-athlete should develop in diﬀerent domains. This suggests that sports environments might brand themselves as being something they are not (e.g., advertise themselves as DCDEs) by using rhetoric that follows the recommendations in order to
attract more athletes. However, a real transformation of an environment requires
changes in its organisational culture (Schein, 1990).
The European Commission (2012) advocates for the responsibility in supporting athletes
in preparing for life after sport. A shift in focus from the individual student-athletes to the
whole environment (i.e., study domain, sports domain, and private life domain) facilitates a
broader understanding of the student-athletes developmental trajectories in DCDEs and
the functioning of the environment. The ﬁeld of DCDEs is relatively unexplored and
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while the recommendations and demands for changes in organisational culture have originated at the top (European Commission, 2012; Finnish Olympic Committee, 2020), no
previous research has examined how the talent development environments have integrated and implemented the DC guidelines. To evaluate whether and how an ATDE for
youth athletes in Finland has transformed into a DCDE, we examined the current environment of a Finnish sports academy. The study was guided by the following research questions: (a) What is the organisational culture of the Finnish sports academy? (b) How is DC
development organised in this academy? (c) What are this academy’s DC success factors?

Theoretical framework
This study is based on the HEA inspired by the ecological psychology (Bronfenbrenner, 1979)
of human development. The aim of the HEA is to extend the understanding of athlete
development from the individual level to the environment level. Based on the HEA, Henriksen et al. (2010) developed the Environment Success Factors (ESF) model. Furthermore, Henriksen et al. (2020) presented a Dual Career Environment Success Factors (DC-ESF) model,
where organisational culture is substituted by a DC philosophy (integrated set of key
ideas and values) that describes how DC support should be organised to increase the eﬀectiveness of dual career development environments. However, we have chosen to use the
organisational culture from the original ESF framework (Henriksen et al., 2010) as we feel
that organisational culture is vital in reaching our study aims. Hence, our model is a combination of the original ESF model and the DC-ESF model (Figure 1). The working model ﬁrst
illustrates the preconditions (e.g., ﬁnances, facilities, and human resources) that are available at the environment and the reasons for student-athletes to apply to the studied
environment. Processes including activities, coordination, and support services are daily
functions that, together with the organisational culture (Schein, 1990), aﬀect the individual
development of the student-athletes. The aforementioned elements contribute to the
levels of success, eﬀectiveness (success in producing desired outcomes), and eﬃciency
(ability to accomplish a job with a minimum expenditure of time and eﬀort) in the environment (European Commission, 2017). According to the European Commission (2017), when
evaluating eﬃciency of the DCDEs, DC service providers should consider the ability to
provide resources eﬃciently, the communication between stakeholders, and the policies
and procedures to help resolve problems experienced in the DC. Finally, the ESF model
is based on the organisational psychology of Schein (1990). Therefore, we have chosen
to deﬁne organisational culture as
a pattern of shared basic assumptions that the group learned as it solved its problems of
external adaptation and internal integration, that has worked well enough to be considered
valid and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct way of to perceive, think,
and feel in relation to these problems. (Schein, 1990, p. 111)

Moreover, organisational culture in the ESF model consists of three levels: artifacts,
espoused values, and basic assumptions. Artifacts are the physical manifestations of
the environment, including visible organisational structures and processes. Espoused
values are explanations of what the environment aims for (goals, strategies, and philosophies). Underneath the artifacts and espoused values are the unconscious actions,
and resistant to change values, known as the basic assumptions.
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Figure 1. The dual career ESF working model.

Organisational culture change has become a tool for sport psychology practitioners to
improve elite team environments (Cruicshank et al., 2015; Henriksen & Stambulova, 2017).
The motivation to change culture could arise because the new culture is expected to be
more successful or the new culture is imposed from above. However, scholars (Maitland
et al., 2015; McDougall et al., 2019) have noted that culture is treated as an easily transformable entity that can be manipulated by practitioners in sports, whereas organisational culture scholarship (Asch & Graeme, 2002) outside of sport has pointed out that
culture change is often anything but a straightforward process and is likely to involve
resistance. In this study, we see culture as dynamic (top-down processes also work
bottom-up) and multi-level (national culture aﬀects organisations, which further aﬀect
individuals’ values and beliefs) construct and recognise that the history of an environment
inﬂuences its functions (Martin, 2002).

Methods
The present study is based on the data collected from a project (ECO-DC) that received
ethical approval from the Ethics Committee of the Liverpool John Moores University
and University of Jyväskylä. We selected the case study design to investigate the
Finnish sports academy and its complexity within a real-life context from multiple perspectives and to develop a deep understanding of its holistic and meaningful characteristics (Hodge & Sharp, 2016). The present study was organised as a qualitatively oriented
instrumental case—that is, “the case is of secondary interest, it plays a supportive role,
and it facilitates our understating of something else” (Stake, 2005, p. 445). In other
words, we attempted to gain insight into how DC recommendations are implemented
to produce culture change in a sport environment (i.e., the sports academy). We acknowledge that the present study may not provide context-independent guidelines to be followed across environments, however, it can provide actors in the ﬁeld of DC with an
example (Flyvbjerg, 2006).
We positioned this study within the philosophical realm of critical realism, since we
aimed to explain social-psychological phenomena in a Finnish sports academy. Critical

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SPORT AND EXERCISE PSYCHOLOGY

249

realism is one perspective within the broader umberella of realist approaches that subscribe to an assumption that there is a reality independent of our knowledge of it (ontological realism) while maintaining that all our knowledge is fallible and theory-laden
(epistemological constructivism). The critical realist approach presented here uses Bhaskar’s (1989) stratiﬁed ontology. According to the Bhaskar (1989) the world has three overlapping levels: empirical level (i.e., observed experiences and events); actual level (i.e.,
unobserved but occurring experiences); and real level (i.e., unobservable causal
powers). Critical realism is especially relevant when studying emergent psychological processes in a particular socio-cultural context (Ryba et al., 2016, 2020), and complex
phenomena such as organisational culture (Maxwell, 2017). Furthermore, Wiltshire
(2018) stated that critical realism has the potential to produce impactful research (i.e.,
positive inﬂuence on the public policy or culture) by directing researchers to focus on
explaining the enduring social relations that produce real-world problems.
Using the HEA, we investigated the sports academy holistically, focussing on key agents
in three domains of the environment: sport, study, and private life. The ESF working model
was used to understand and explain the transformation of the environment from an ATDE
into a DCDE. This was accomplished by employing the ESF working model as a theoretical
basis and changing it into an empirical model based on the evaluation of the empirical data
collected in the environment (Henriksen & Stambulova, 2017).

The selection process and the introduction of the sport environment
According to the Finnish Olympic committee’s website (2020), there are 20 sports academies in Finland. We used an information-oriented case selection method—that is, we
chose an academy that had been established before DC policies were implemented—
in order to study how the Finnish sports academy has transformed from an ATDE into
a DCDE. The high school that operates alongside the academy is a middle-sized institution
(housing about 300 students), whose student body is composed of both student-athletes
and non-athlete students. Student-athletes live either in the dormitories or in private
housing. Student-athletes and coaches chosen for the case study represented a respected
endurance sport that requires a high volume of training. The participants (Table 1) of the
study comprised coaches, teachers, student-athletes, the principal of the school (a gatekeeper), a school counsellor, a mental trainer, a dormitory attendant (i.e., a person who
supports student-athletes in the dormitory), and the head of the academy (a gatekeeper).
Participants were given pseudonyms, and recognisable information about the environment has been kept to a minimum to maintain conﬁdentiality.

Interviews
The ﬁrst and third authors conducted semi-structured interviews in the environment. The
semi-structured interview guides that were created by the ECO-DC consortium and translated by the third author allowed the gathering of data on key items while simultaneously
leaving participants with more freedom to reﬂect and discuss topics excluded from the
guide. The interviews covered the thematic areas of environmental resources (e.g., how
would you describe the main resources of this DC environment?), social support (e.g.,
who do you consider as key helping persons in your eﬀort to combine sport and
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Table 1. Overview of data collection.
Observations
Place
At the school (12 h)

Dormitory (1 h)
At the sports academy (6 h)
At the competitions (5 d)

Activities observed

Informal interviews

Classes and teaching with student
and non-student athletes
Everyday interaction
School activity and behaviour
Student-athlete free time activities
Student-athlete behaviour
Training and coaching
Meetings
Everyday interaction
Coaching and student-athlete
behaviour

Mental trainer
Dormitory attendant
11 student-athletes
1 former student-athlete
2 coaches

Semi-structured interviews
Interviewee
Time
Place
High school principal
45 min
Sports academy cafe
The head of the academy
50 min
Meeting room
Teacher Jaana
37 min
Classroom
Teacher Milla
54 min
Classroom
Teacher Emmi
58 min
Cafe
Student counsellor Pihla
150 min
Phone
Student athlete Miika
21 min
Sports hotel cafe
Student athlete Johanna
46 min
Sports hotel cafe
Student athlete Viljami
38 min
Sports hotel cafe
Student athlete Anniina
33 min
Meeting room
Student athlete Tanja
48 min
Meeting room
Student athlete Paavo
25 min
School building
Coach Juuso
50 min
Sports hotel cafe
Coach Mika
49 min
Meeting room
Document analysis
Class schedule, website (school, academy, municipality), reports of the statistics of the sports academy (e.g., graduation
rates, medal results, number of elite athletes) social media, race results.

school), and the culture of the environment (e.g., how would you describe the values and
attitudes regarding the DC in this environment?). All participants were provided with a
consent form prior to being interviewed and were informed of the objectives of the
study as well as of their right to withdraw at any given time.

Observations
In an attempt to achieve contextual sensitivity, we also employed participant observation
(Spradley, 1980). According to Tangaard (2006), participant observation is a suitable
method to research social relationships because it enables the observation of a phenomenon or a participant under more authentic circumstances and aids in understanding the
culture in more depth. For the observations, we spent a total of 11 h at the school, 5 days
at competitions, 6 h at practice, and 1 h at the dorms. These hours consisted of informal
talks with student-athletes, coaches, and teachers as well as observations of interactions
between the actors in diﬀerent situations (classroom, competitions, and practice). The ﬁrst
author, who has a background in sports coaching, observed coaches and student-athletes
during practice, competitions, and student-athletes’ social events. The third author,
whose background is in education, observed teachers and student-athletes within the
school as well as at the dormitory. Notes were taken after observations and were used
as data items in the thematic analysis.
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Analysis of documents
Archives and documents were also employed as a substantial data source. The academy’s
and school’s social media accounts, websites (of the school, the academy, and the municipality), the academy’s training plans, competition results, class schedules, bus schedules,
and the summary of the statistics of DCDEs in Finland obtained from the Research Institute for Olympic Sports (2019) were juxtaposed with interviews and observations in order
to understand the essential features of the environment´s success factors.

Data analysis and interpretation
The data were analyzed by using thematic analysis at the latent level (Braun et al., 2016).
Thematic analysis was connected to the data-driven and theory-driven processes. This
approach was chosen to understand participants’ experiences and ﬁnd out whether
these experiences could be understood according to the theoretical framework of the
HEA (Henriksen et al., 2010) and the organisational culture (Schein, 1990). In line with
our critical realist approach, the generation of themes was inﬂuenced by the three
levels of ontology (Wiltshire & Ronkainen, under review).
The ﬁrst author read actively through all the transcribed interviews several times to
become familiar with the data. In the data-driven coding, the data was sorted into codes,
which represented the most basic unit of data (e.g., “going to school interferes recovery”).
At this stage, it was possible to look for demi-regularities and similar excerpts found in the
transcripts were segmented into themes (e.g., the previous quote was categorised under
the theme athletes skip and come late to class), which comprised a collection of quotes
expressing participants’ experiences. In critical realist approach, these themes can be
described as empirical themes attempted to describe participant´s intentions, hopes, concerns, feelings and beliefs as they are evident in the data (Wiltshire & Ronkainen, under
review). Next, the ﬁrst author moved from descriptive statements to a plausible statements
and empirical themes were developed into inferential themes (Wiltshire & Ronkainen,
under review). Inferential themes refer to inferences and conceptual redescriptions. For
example themes athletes skip and come late to class (i.e., participants expressed that
going to school interferes with their recovery) and inspiration by the alumni’s achievements
(i.e., participants expressed that they believed that being in the environment makes it possible to reach the elite level) developed in to the inferential theme we make (athletic) stars
(i.e, being part of the environment provided a promise of reaching elite level and guided
athletes on how to live). Finally, the empirical themes and inferential themes were categorised into the ESF working model. The analysis for all the participants was compared
for similarities, diﬀerences, and patterns in the data, which were synthesised to describe
the preconditions, processes, artifacts, espoused values, basic assumptions, and environment eﬀectiveness and eﬃciency (e.g., we make stars was categorised under basic assumptions). The initial empirical ESF model (Henriksen et al., 2010, 2020) and the mapping of
Schein’s three levels of organisational culture were based on the discussions and the
interpretations of the ﬁrst, third, and ﬁfth author, and was later modiﬁed based on the
data-driven and theory-driven processes.
We considered the quality of research to be in line with a realist perspective (Ronkainen
& Wiltshire, 2019), and our consideration of quality was aligned with the assertion that
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some interpretive accounts can be more accurate than others. We sought to address
threats to validity by considering three principles (Maxwell, 2017): descriptive validity
(how well the researcheŕs description corresponds to the available facts), interpretive validity (how well the researcher has understood participantś meanings and intentions), and
theoretical validity (how well the researcher provided an accurate explanation of the
phenomena). First, to achieve descriptive validity, note-keeping was done as soon as possible after observations and interviews (Maxwell, 2017) in order to improve the accuracy
with which authors could remember the events they had witnessed. Second, to
achieve interpretive validity (Maxwell, 2012), the ﬁrst and the third author discussed
whether they agreed what participants meant by saying something and later, the third
and the ﬁfth author engaged in a process meant to critically review the ﬁrst author’s
assumptions and initial interpretation of data to ﬁnd the most plausible interpretation.
Student-athletes from diﬀerent grades and backgrounds were selected in order to
gather a wide variety of perspectives on the environment to understand the diﬀerent
meanings and intentions relevant for understanding how the environment functioned.
The ﬁrst and the third authors also presented and discussed the ﬁndings of the study
in the environment (a joint meeting with coaches, teachers, a student counsellor, the
head of coaches, and the principal), which supported the interpretations of the data.
Third, our analysis were guided by theoretical validity (Maxwell, 2017), for example, all
the authors discussed how existing assumptions might be obscuring the phenomena
and reviewers acted as critical peers who challenged authors’ interpretations. Additionally, the initial data were complemented afterwards by non-structured interviews with
the mental trainer and the dorm attendant and a semi-structured interview with a
school counsellor to get an accurate picture of the environment.

Results
The empirical version of the ESF model based on the case environment (see Figure 2)
summarises the factors aﬀecting the environment. Below, we present the ﬁndings
related to the preconditions, processes, and organisational culture, followed by their
eﬀects on the student-athletes’ development and achievements, and the environment’s
eﬀectiveness and eﬃciency from the perspective of sports, school, and private life. The
results are organised under the general categories of the ESF model.

Preconditions
Trust in coaches, motivating conditions, professionalism, and attractiveness were central
themes when describing the facilitative preconditions of the environment. A third-year
student-athlete Viljami (male) oﬀered an example of the coaches’ qualiﬁcations and conditions in the environment: “in terms of sports, these like, conditions and coaches, the
level of coaching’s deﬁnitely really high, probably the best there is in Finland.” All the
interviewed student-athletes stated that they believe that coaches have the competence
to facilitate their athletic development. Other professionals (e.g., doctors, physiotherapists, and mental trainer) and the university’s sport science services further supported athletic aims. The mental trainer and a physiotherapist were hired to support the athletically
most successful student-athletes and to educate coaches. Preconditions were facilitated
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Figure 2. The empirical version of the dual career ESF model that summarises the most important
factors of the sports academy that is branding itself as a DCDE.

by the environment’s national goal of developing elite athletes, which provided access to
substantial funding and made the environment attractive to the most talented youth athletes. A student-athlete discussed the popularity of the environment as follows:
Well, I dunno, maybe that, the advertisement and the experience you get, like, from other
people who’ve gone to this school and then, of course, cus elite athletes (names excluded)
sprout out of this place so, they certainly like, get people interested. (Fourth-year studentathlete Tanja, female)

High workload, lack of time, and prioritisation of sports were central themes when identifying
barriers in the DC development process. Despite the ﬁnancial support received by the
academy, the participants discussed a number of barriers that they attributed to a lack of
funding—for example, teacher Milla (female) stated that they lack teacher training, and
both the coaches and the teachers noted that they had high workload due to a lack of personnel. Although, the high school that operated alongside the academy made it possible for
student-athletes to complete their education, it was not fully integrated and, therefore,
caused challenges for student-athletes. The current school system was straining the
student-athletes: all the student-athletes interviewed, except for second-year studentathlete Johanna (female), felt that the workload for the school was high. First-year studentathlete Paavo (male) stated that his daily life consisted mainly of training, school, or homework,
a situation that was further compounded by the distance from the dormitories to the school.
Furthermore, it seemed that sports facilities were prioritised over school facilities. Despite the
outdated teaching equipment (e.g., need for more online content for the courses) as mentioned by the interviewed student counsellor, and the lack of education for teachers (stated
by teacher Milla), the academy was investing in new demanding training courses.

Processes
The processes toward success were characterised by four themes: learning the athletic
lifestyle, inspiration by the alumni’s achievements, frequent testing, and high competition. First, the environment was characterised by learning the athletic lifestyle. Training
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schedules showed that instructed practice took place once per day on average, and the
interviews revealed that further athletic development was supported by coaches or relative experts who oﬀered sport-speciﬁc courses (including topics such as training theory,
well-being, nutrition). Second, role models and inspiring narratives were related to the
success of current elite athletes, as stated by third-year student-athlete Johanna
(female): “individuals want to come here because successful elite athletes have been
here, and you can see your own potential to reach the same level in sports.” Third, the
school’s modus operandi appeared to be frequent testing, which may be due to the teachers having to arrange compensatory exams for student-athletes who miss the exam
weeks. A teacher described the process as follows:
They had some camps during the exam week, well of course, that was so much work to us teachers then that because they missed ﬁve or four exams and there are only two retake dates, so
then we had to try to piece together a schedule to get them to take the tests, like someone
wanted to take theirs before the camp, someone wanted to take it afterwards, someone in
the retake and then we were there like, making tests all the time. (Teacher Emmi, female)

Fourth, the environment was characterised by intense competition. First-year studentathlete Anniina (female) revealed that lack of success was mentally taxing for some time
after a race, and third-year student-athlete Johanna described the atmosphere the following way: “here, it is a constant competition, and every day you see how fast your opponents
are.” Student-athletes Viljami and Johanna stated they had moved out of the dormitories
because they needed a place that was less engaged in matters related to sports.

Organisational culture
The key ﬁnding regarding the organisational culture of the environment was its incoherence
as a DCDE across the diﬀerent cultural levels observed (artifacts, espoused values, and basic
assumptions). The themes related to espoused values included creating a balance between
the student-athleteś sport and academic development, integration of eﬀorts, a holistic
approach, an everyone-will-graduate attitude, and an everyone-can-become-elite athlete
attitude. The gatekeepers and coaches stated that they had chosen to follow the current
DC recommendations. They highlighted that coaches and teachers cooperate and support
student-athletes to oﬀer a suitable environment for combining sports and school, and
that the school and the dormitory attendant help the students with their private life holistically. Furthermore, the production of elite athletes and the high graduation rate in the
environment were highlighted as the primary goals by the gatekeepers and the coaches.
Observations revealed that the artifacts contradicted the espoused values. The artefacts of the environment included the separation of school and sports, the close proximity
of the coach, the valuation of sports over education, and a focus on results. Clear tensions
between the coaches and the teachers was discovered, speciﬁcally in the meeting where
the authors presented the ﬁndings of the study. The dormitory attendant did provide
(private life) support for student-athletes; however, the support was related to practical
issues (e.g., room inspections to ensure cleanliness and taking student-athletes to
doctor if needed) and not to emotional issues (e.g., the student-athletes did not
mention the dormitory mother as a key person for supporting DC). The role of the
coaches as the closest persons was visible. Regardless of whether student-athletes
needed support in sports, school, or private life–related matters, they turned to their
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coaches, who typically felt obligated to help because there was no one else out there for
the student-athletes, which increased the workload of the coaches or forced them to limit
the amount of support they provided. The formal events arranged in the environment
showed that sports were valued over education. For example, the school’s websites
revealed that the school had an annual celebration day, but most of the award categories
were related to success in sports. Additionally, the result orientation was visible in a way
that only the student-athletes who had achieved success either in national (e.g., Finnish
championships) or international (e.g., junior world championships) competitions would
receive recognition on the academy’s website and on social media.
Themes like “we are a business”, “we make (athletic) stars”, “the school interferes with
the sports and the sports interfere with the school” inferred by the researchers helped to
understand the basic assumptions and the discrepancy between the cultural levels of the
espoused values and artifacts. Below, we will explore each theme in detail.

We are a business
The sports academy was dependent on student-athletes enrolment as described by a
coach: “ the funding is based on the number of the athletes … We need to get athletes
here to safeguard our own occupation.” The coach further stated that the parents are a
key factor in achieving this: “Parents will decide whether the youth will apply here, so
we need to convince the parents that they are taken good care of.” However, the
student-athletes attested that they did not apply to the academy for educational achievements, as described by a fourth-year student-athlete Tanja:
Well, it is a bit, that because everything here revolves so much around sports that, of course,
school’s probably the sort of thing that should counterbalance the scale, but then I’ve personally felt that I’ve come here to do sports, so then, as a result, you do everything on sports’
terms, even school.

Athletic success was used to promote the environment; the special national task of training elite athletes was advertised on the environment’s media accounts as and alumni who
had succeeded at the elite level were used to market the environment. The head of the
academy explained the mission of the environment as follows:
our mission, our core mission, of course, is to arrange the best possible sports coaching and
matters related to that, but because we’re very much aware that it’s very holistic, then other
matters have to be in order as well, ﬂexibility and understanding in school and, also that we
arrange for meals here, living arrangement and everything so that, when our mission is, after
all, to nurture as high-level athletes as possible and, as far as top-notch, elite athletes, so then
it’s not too much, that we don’t make too many compromises regarding …

We make stars
The basic assumptions of “we make stars” created a sport-focused culture, and the
student-athletes were more committed to athletic development than to educational
development. The most talented student-athletes were not either encouraged to continue on a DC pathway after graduation, as revealed by coach Mika’s (male) statement:
[Yes,] I do think that if an athlete is getting close to the level of a national team so that they’d
be able to build up the resources and throw themselves into that like, after sports high school,
the career of a professional athlete, so that would, that’d be important.
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Academic success and future educational pursuits did not seem to have any major signiﬁcance in the environment in general as discussed by student-athletes and teachers. This
was visible in the way that the overlapping demands and expectations between sports
and school led to student-athletes occasionally neglecting school-related tasks (e.g., skipping or being late, not submitting assignments). A ﬁrst-year student-athlete Anniina
described the attitudes of coaches and peers in the following way:
Well I dunno really because, somehow like. Of course it’s completely possible to reach goals
fairly well in school, but it maybe depends quite a lot on you yourself because, everyone’s sort
of like, everyone sort of thinks that sports ﬁrst and then if there’s time, then school, so then,
it’s maybe a bit …

Moreover, Teacher Emmi described the attitudes of the student-athletes the following
way: “even in third-year they think they can become world champions although external
facts would show something else, and they sacriﬁce so much for sports”. While studentathletes adopted the idea of sport being the most important element in life, this narrowed
their possibilities for private-life activities and to explore life in general.

The school interferes with the sports and the sports interfere with the school
Mostly, DC was understood to be a ﬂexible education plan and a plan B after ending one’s
athletic career or if the athletic career did not work out. The student-athletes and coaches
seemed to think that school interferes with sports and is a hindrance to reaching the elite
level. A third-year student-athlete Viljami gave the following example:
I was sick before and during the ﬁnal examination … I was just focusing on getting better
again and wanted to be healthy to be able to train again. I did not study much since my
thoughts were on the upcoming season.

Coaches were supposed to have regular meetings with the teachers; however, as stated
by the teachers, not all coaches attended the meetings. The school’s responsibility was to
be ﬂexible and to work around sports; teachers had adopted the idea that sports come
ﬁrst and arranged for additional examinations and assignments if a student-athlete had
missed classes due to sports. However, at the same time, some of the teaching staﬀ
suggested that the sports interfered with the school because student-athletes lacked
the time and the travelling disrupted the rhythm of the studies. Teacher Milla described
the situation as follows:
Of course, if you think about athletes speciﬁcally, then, to them this like, this educational
system supports their activities, it supports it in many ways because athletes have their
own curriculum and then, of course, even their daily schedule, when practice is held and
everything is like, for the athletes like the best possible options are chosen for them, but
then, on the other hand, because sports take up quite a big portion so, where actual studying
and teaching is squeezed in so that, I don’t know. I think that that’s not being done in the best
possible way at the moment.

Environment eﬀectiveness and eﬃciency
The sports academy measured its success in the number of student-athletes, the
number of elite athletes, and the number of students who graduate. The sports
academy did not follow up on educational pathway post graduation. Additional
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documents showed that the student-athletes have won several international championship medals and represent the national team at junior and senior levels. Considering
that the school’s success is measured in terms of graduations and that there were
no dropouts, (although 11 student-athletes had transferred to a diﬀerent school), the
environment is successful and eﬀective. From the standpoint of the academy not
focussing on academic achievements beyond student-athletes graduating and that
most student-athletes are able to graduate despite investing a minimum amount of
time and energy into their studies, the academy is eﬃcient in some criteria of
eﬃciency. Additionally, the sports academy made the most out of their limited
resources in terms of staﬀ. However, when evaluating eﬃciency as a DCDE (i.e., the
communication between stakeholders, the policies and procedures to help resolve problems experienced in the DC), the sports academy is not eﬃcient.
The themes related to DCDE eﬃciency included lack of support for autonomous
learning, lack of developing student-athletes as whole persons, lack of support for
developing academic competencies, and lack of communication between school and
sport domain. Observations showed that even in sports, the student-athletes were
not encouraged to learn but were given direct instructions. The school was quite
ﬂexible in terms of allowing student-athletes to study at their own pace; however,
some student-athletes felt the demands were too high and that training camps and
competition absences led to a higher workload compared to attending class. The
sports academy was also unable to help resolve the challenges (e.g., fatigue, role
strain) experienced in the DC nor were they able to support student-athletes’ individual
development. For example, the student-athletes expressed that they did not receive
enough everyday-life support, and second-year student-athlete Paavo speciﬁcally
noted that during the ﬁrst year, he had to cope with the majority of the challenges
by himself. It was evident that student-athletes were mostly viewed as athletes and
that the focus was on athletic development, which, together with the lack of time
and a high workload, resulted in a barrier against pursuing academic excellence and
developing as whole persons. It was also very clear that most of the actors in the
environment had a lot of responsibilities and roles, and not enough tools to cope
with all the demands, which was further aﬀected by the miscommunication. Although
many of the teachers were former student-athletes themselves, coach Juuso (male)
explained the lack of understanding of DC as follows:
Well, probably like, with the coaches and the principal and people like that, it’s actually, of
course we don’t have that many shared activities with the teaching side and with that, so
maybe not all teachers live the life of an athlete in that because they don’t know what it is,
they’ve never been in the scene themselves, and they might not even be interested in it at
all, it depends so much on the teacher there that how it is, how they see sports high
schools from the point of view of an athlete so … so I mean, without a doubt, they appreciate it, but the understanding of combining sports and studies certainly isn’t completely on
the same level.

Discussion
In this study, we explored whether and how a Finnish sports academy had transformed
from an ATDE into a DCDE, what the academýs success factors and organisational
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culture were, and how DC development was carried out in the academy. The main ﬁnding
was that the basic assumptions contradicted with the recent recommendations on DC
(Stambulova & Wylleman, 2019) and that the sports academy could be identiﬁed as an
ATDE, lacking some of the essential features of a successful DCDE. Comparing the features
of the Finnish sports to the features of Henriksen et al.’s (2020) study of what a successful
DCDE is, we can see several diﬀerences. First, the environment did not have a DC support
team, and the school and sport domains lacked communication and coordination.
Second, role models and inspiring narratives were limited to the athletic achievements
of the alumni. Third, the organisational culture was incoherent, and the understanding
of DC diﬀered between the domains, although all the actors had adopted the sportscome-ﬁrst ideology. As the integration of eﬀorts, the understanding of DC, and the
support for student-athletes inﬂuence the outcome of DC programmes (Knight et al.,
2018; Stambulova et al., 2015), the environment was successful and eﬀective, but not
eﬃcient as a DCDE.
Since the espoused values stated by the gatekeepers contradicted the basic assumptions, the present study of the sports academy complements the studies on the rhetorical
support of DC and the instrumental role of the education in the sporting environments by
Saarinen et al. (2020) and Thomsen and Nørgaard (2018). According to the Schein (1990),
culture is taught to new members by the leading ﬁgures and role models. Although the
persons’ background aﬀects their DC mindset, as shown in this study, student-athletes,
coaches and teachers had adopted the basic assumptions of the environment. Furthermore, in the sports domain, the aim to produce elite athletes may increase the pressure
for coaches to give direct instructions and target expert services to the athletically most
successful student-athletes, while in the school domain, the aim to have as many graduating students as possible may increase the pressure to arrange tests in the school to pass
the classes rather than to support autonomous learning. Moreover, although coaches
stated that they support DC, they may not have the tools or the training to understand
how it could or should be done eﬃciently, which was further impeded by the miscommunication between coaches and teachers. This study supports the idea that not only the
gatekeepers but also the coaches, teachers, and other actors would beneﬁt from receiving
training in the beneﬁts of DC, in supporting DC, and in integrating eﬀorts to be able to
optimise development environments.
Küttel et al. (2018) have noted that values, understanding, and beliefs of DC might be
inﬂuenced by the macro-level culture created by sports federations, or societal expectations. At the higher policy level, the Finnish Olympic Committee (2020), which provides
education and support to the environment, has a top-down inﬂuence on the sports
academy. They have stated that they support DC introducing three diﬀerent DC pathways: (a) sports as an occupation; (b) combining sports and education; and (c) combining
sports and another job. As the actions in the environment were mostly related to providing support to athletic development and the organisational culture of the environment
emphasized sports being the core, the coaches and student-athletes adopted the
“sports-as-an-occupation” ideology. However, according to Kalenius (2014), to ﬁnd
employment in Finland, one is typically required to possess a profession or a master’s
degree. This would indicate that to prepare for life after a sports career, one needs to
have tertiary education. Taking into account a recent shift in the educational policy in
Finland that emphasizes high school grades and course selections in tertiary education

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SPORT AND EXERCISE PSYCHOLOGY

259

admission (Opintopolku, 2020), the student-athletes in this environment may face challenges in the future (Korhonen et al., 2020).
Our ﬁndings are in line with previous DC studies that found that, when facing challenges in DC, student-athletes will prioritise sports (Saarinen et al., 2020; Stambulova
et al., 2015). Furthermore, when the student-athletes in this study faced challenges in
the sports domain, they reported a decrease in motivation toward the school. While adolescents’ essential developmental tasks are to develop an identity and to explore future
possibilities (Nurmi, 1991), the student-athletes in this environment appear to be vulnerable to an athletic identity foreclosure (Brewer & Petitpas, 2017). To optimise support for
the adolescent student-athletes in the academy, as scholars have advocated, the academy
should focus on the whole person approach: on fostering a culture that promotes continuing education (Knight et al., 2018), and on providing resources for the student-athletes
to explore life and improve their well-being (Ryba et al., 2016; Stambulova & Wylleman,
2019). It would be important for DCDEs to actually have a code of conduct and ethical
guidelines regarding the student-athletes’ next phase in life (Stambulova & Wylleman,
2019) rather than just fulﬁlling the minimum standard of higher policy. Moreover,
besides the code of conduct, open discussions about the meaning and value of this
code, how willing people are to commit to it, and how it can inform their work, is needed.
While looking at the changes the sports academy implemented in response to the DC
policy, the academy had hired new experts and was planning to arrange tertiary-level
education on their premises in cooperation with universities. However, it was evident
that such plans were mostly related to structural changes, not to attitudes or beliefs.
As the academy had come to exist before the DC guidelines caught on, the gatekeepers
may have felt pressure to brand themselves as a DCDE. It can also be speculated that as
the environment has a history of being a successful ATDE, the stakeholders might not see
the need for changes. Moreover, while acknowledging that bottom-up processes aﬀect
the broader culture, the environment delivers the message that it is functioning well in
terms of reaching its goals that might aﬀect the evaluation process of the higher policy
actors. In this sense, the national policies also require more profound means of evaluation
to assess whether the environment fulﬁls the criteria of a DCDE and to broaden the understanding of what a DCDE is—that it is not just a system that combines sports and education, but rather a system that provides student-athletes with resources and
competencies to combine diﬀerent domains of life.
In conclusion, the ﬁndings presented in this case study suggest that the Finnish sports
academy had adapted to the recommendations to provide for athletes’ sustainable routes
for athletes’ to reach the elite level by integrating a DC culture rhetorically. However, we
identiﬁed the Finnish sports academy as an ATDE rather than a DCDE, and the results indicated an incoherent organisational culture. Finally, the results showed that the transformation from ATDE to DCDE requires changes in the organisational culture of the
environment in order to function. The ﬁndings not only apply to this speciﬁc environment, but can be applied broadly to other ATDEs implementing DC practices. Considering
that DC provides the resources for student-athletes to develop a balanced life and the
prerequisites to attain academic/vocational dreams, our ﬁndings suggest that the basic
assumptions of the gatekeepers, the integration of the eﬀorts between the diﬀerent
domains, the education of the stakeholders, and the development of a support system
in the environment are crucial factors to achieve the transformation from ATDE to DCDE.
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