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“She is where I'd want to be in my career”: Youth ahletes’ role models and their

implications for career and identity construction
Abstract

Objectives:While role models have been documented to playearele in adolescents’
career development and identity exploration, inrspsychology they remain an untapped
resource. The present study drew on narrative igdaiexplore the patterns of role model
selection by adolescent student-athletes and tirativeé maps these role models provide for
self-construction. As a second objective, the stmlyght to understand the impact of gender

on the selection and meaning of role models.

Method:Eighteen Finnish student-athletes (10 women, eight) aged 17-18 participated in
conversational interviews. We analysed the dath thiématic and structural narrative
analyses.

ResultsThe participants identified two types of role maddlite athletes and family
members. Whereas young men were more likely tatstile most well-known athlete
superstars, young women were more concerned di®uelationship and similarities
between the role model and the self, engaging ireragploration to find a role model that
matched their needs. Most of the youth athletectegl the totalitarian ideologies of elite
sport and chose role models who could have otlesttittes and do other things alongside
sport.

Conclusions¥Finnish youth athletes are inspired by athlete mabdels whose lives are not
completely constituted by performance narrativeslitd sport. From an applied perspective,
role models could be incorporated into career celling with athletes to support identity

development and exploration of future selves.

Keywords: adolescent athletes, narrative inquingl @areer, athletic identity, gender, elite

sport
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“She is where I'd want to be in my career”: Youth ahletes’ role models and their
implications for career and identity construction

In vocational psychology, role models have beemtified as one important element in
the construction of adolescent identities and futtareers, and a valuable asset in career
interventions. Through role models, we become awhtke careers options and ways to
overcome obstacles in our career journeys. At dineestime, role models help us envision
what kind of people we want to become and whaossible for us. As Savickas (2013)
asserted, ‘the choice of role models is indeedcssaben about self-construction and the
character one prefers to enact in life’s dramall§®). In athletic career research, it has been
noted that youth athletes benefit from interactisith senior elite athletes who act as
potential role models (Henriksen & Stambulova, 20hdwever, no studies have specifically
focused on the presence, types, and potential pgygibal functions of role models in youth

pre-elite athletes’ lives.

Gibson (2004) described role models as “cognitmestructions based on an individual's
needs, wants, and ambitions” (p. 134). Role modiffisr from mentors in that they need not
be in any direct contact with the individual, altigh they can be. Research on the impact of
role models on young people’s career developmenirithcated that they have several
potential benefits. For example, role model expesias been found to be important for
intentions to pursue a specific career (Austin &téa2016). Role models offer building
blocks for identity (which is the main developménésk of adolescence; Erikson, 1968), and
can be important for career adaptability, motiva@md persistence in the chosen career
pathway (Garcia et al., 2019; Herrmann et al., 2&Evickas, 2013). Gibson (2004)
suggested that role models are selected basedhdargly and the desire to increase this
similarity (of skills, characteristics, social befaur, achievements and so forth). If we

believe that we can become like our role modeksy ttan offer inspiration and motivation to
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our daily lives. In contrast, superstars whose as®es are perceived unattainable might
actually provoke self-deflation (Lockwood & Kunde)97). Furthermore, role models who
are not related to adolescents’ career aspiratiogkt have low or no benefit in relation to
career development (Valero, Keller, & Hirschi, 2DIBherefore, it appears that certain types
of role models — that is, those who have pursusichdar educational/career path, who are
perceived to be similar, whose pathways the paditis know well enough, and whose
achievements are considered attainable — are nemiefibial from a career development

perspective than others.

Many researchers have argued that women in malendbed fields (which sport
arguably is) may especially benefit from femaleenwlodels because they convey the
message that success in this field is possiblec@ttat al., 2017; Herrmann et al., 2016).
This said, young women pursuing executive posit{@ntypically masculine domain) might
be unable to identify with senior women (their paita role models), perceiving them mean
and competitive and thus incompatible with theinddentities (Ezzedeen, Budworth, &
Baker, 2015). As such, young women who pursue edypareers face challenges in

negotiating their career identities and identifyexgmplary narratives that ‘work’ for them.

Studies into role models in sports have predomipdotused on the motivational impact
they may have on children’s and adolescents’ paysictivity, rather than on their role in
athletic career development (e.g., Adriaanse & Ssbite, 2008; Dunn, 2016; Vescio et al.,
2005; Young et al., 2015). While researchers harelly found that role models have a
positive impact on young people’s physical activayconcern has been raised that young
girls and women have few sporting role models ardr@uch less likely to have them than
young boys and men. For example, Vescio et al.3pfifund that young Australian girls
most often chose a family member or celebrity rotalel, and only 8.4 per cent chose a
sports role model. Furthermore, although it hasibeend that girls predominantly identify

3



77

78

79

80

81

82

83

84

85

86

87

88

89

90

91

92

93

94

95

96

97

98

99

100

101

with female role models, they might find it diffitwo identify female sporting role models
because they can appear ideologically contradididdyiaanse & Crosswhite, 2008). That is,
the characteristics of ‘an ideal’ woman (as carmetgtional and kind) and ‘an ideal’ athlete

(as tough, aggressive and competitive) might nsilyefit together.

In one of the few studies on role models in retat athletic career development,
Fleming, Hardman, Jones and Sheridan (2005) fauaichhale, youth rugby players chose
exclusively male athlete role models and their@aaf admiration revolved around
technical skills and competencies, decision-makiripe game, physical characteristics, and
character (e.g., aggression, fearlessness andgspiaf@l attitude). The identified qualities
were instrumental in athletic success, and veryrfem+instrumental or moral qualities were
identified. At the same time, elite female athletdmices for their career role models are
largely unknown. Over 40 years ago, Greendorfer {1 @xplored women'’s sporting role
models across the lifespan and found that femaletats were not significant role models for
female athletes. Also more recently, female ebttlballers in the UK reported that when

they had grown up, very few female sport role medheld been available (Dunn, 2016).

In sport, the lack of media visibility of women’pa@t has been previously connected with
the lack of female athletic role models for youmdgsgand women (Meier, 2015). Despite the
occasional increases in women'’s visibility in sgarinajor events such as the Olympics
(McGannon, Gonsalves, Schinke, & Busanich, 201®) averall TV coverage of women’s
sport continues to be dismally low (Cooky, Mess@&ekusto, 2015). This gender difference
in the access to career role models in sport nugtentially contribute to the difference in
student-athletes’ career orientations, with yourggnmmore likely to invest more exclusively
in their athletic careers whereas young women aiiem strongly committing to academic
achievement (De Brandt, Wylleman, Torregrossa, Befi& Van Rossem, 2017; Ryba,
Stambulova, Selanne, Aunola, & Nurmi 2017; Skrutseal, Karen, Nielsen, & Olesen,
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2018). These findings are also congruent with mebean gendered processes of career
construction and identity development, which hasaated that young women explore more

their vocational identities than young men (Negubi8ica, Pop, & Crocetti, 2015).

Despite some recent encouraging findings of growimgortunities for women in sport
and their placement as positive role models forythenger generation of female athletes
(Dunn, 2016), many scholars have stressed thatsgirt remains dominated by the
masculine discursive practices that celebrate aggne, dominance over others, risk-taking
and mental toughness. They have argued that menease in women’s participation does
not, in itself, produce a more gender-equal cul{@@oky & Messner, 2018; Fieldirigoyd
& Meén, 2011; Kavoura, Kokkonen, Chroni, & Rybal8pKavoura et al., 2015). In elite
sport, women’s presence has primarily grown astdh| but less so as managers, coaches, or
athletic directors. In addition, the key socialgsegents for young women in sport are often
fathers and other men (Cunningham, 2008; Kavouah €2015). Although an extensive
body of literature already exists on gender inetpial sport (Cunningham, 2008), girls’ and
women’s identity tensions in sport (Krane, 2001y#@aa et al., 2015) and media
representations that work to sustain the gendardmianiels, 2012; Trolan, 2013), less is
known about how today’s youth pre-elite athletesstauct their gendered career pathways

and what resources they draw upon to look towagdksing their ambitions in sport and life.

Given the paucity of literature on the potentiapant of role models in youth athletes’
career development, the present study invited ttadseted adolescents to tell about their
role models and the qualities associated with tle&senplary individuals. Our study extends
previous literature on athletic career and idertt#gyelopment by scrutinising the patterns of
the selection of role models and the narrative ntlagse role models provide for self-
construction. As a secondary objective, we explevhdther there is a gendered pattern in
the selection of role models. The following resbajuestions guided our inquiry: (1) Who
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are adolescent student-athletes’ role models? (&tWualities are important in the selection

of role models? (3) What are the gendered pattartige selection of role models?

Methodology

Several scholars have recently argued for the bereéfnarrative inquiry on studying
athletes’ identities and experiences (McGannon &Mdikon, 2019; Ronkainen, Kavoura, &
Ryba, 2016). More specifically, narrative inquirgshbecome an increasingly favoured
methodology in offering an avenue to understand fu@ntities, motivations, thoughts and
emotions are fashioned within a pre-given cultwratld, thus offering a balanced
perspective on structure and agency (McGannon &t&52015). In addition to its analytic
benefits (e.g., offering contextualised, temporal amotional portrays of individual lives),
narrative inquiry often produces research repbids dre accessible to a broad readership
(Smith, 2010). Narrative inquiry is typically paipant-led in that the focus is on their story
construction, and therefore aligns with recommaeandatto use open and inclusive questions
with adolescent participants (Eder & Fingerson,200 the present study, we draw on a
narrative approach from a realist philosophicalms The fundamental assumption of
realism is that reality, including social realigxists independently of researchers’
conceptions of it (ontological realism) while maiming that our knowledge is always
theory-laden, concept-dependent and fallible (episfogical constructionism) (Wiltshire,
2018). While sport psychology scholars have ofteoeiated narrative methods with
relativism, a realist perspective on narrativentdg and discourse is increasingly been
applied in other social science fields (MahoneyZ2®oscoe, Carson, & Madoc-Jones,

2011).

For the study, we have conceptualised role modets@viders of ‘narrative maps’ for
youth athletes’ career and identity developmene dtncept of narrative maps was

introduced by Pollner and Stein (1996) who argined, twhen people try to think of an
6
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unknown future, they draw knowledge and guidanemfexperienced others who have
already been there. The narrative maps offere@oplp — whether from familiar people,
autobiographies, or ancient tales — can be inflakemt shaping how they imagine their
futures, approach obstacles, and engage in adghgreparing for the future (Monforte,
Pérez-Samaniego, & Devis-Devis, 2018; Phoenix &K&y3a 2006; Sparkes & Stewart,
2016). For example, Phoenix and Sparkes (2006) tiigeconcept of the narrative map to
analyse how youth athletes imagined embodied agé&imgy suggested that young athletes
were only familiar with narrative maps drawn froamfily members, older teammates and
sports sciences that projected ageing as a proteesline and withdrawal. As such, young
athletes had little guidance on how to find positmeaning from ageing and look forward to
it. That is, the less variety we have in the nareatnaps that are at our disposal, the more

easily we get ‘locked in’ a specific storyline thiatits our ways of being and becoming.

Participants

The research participants were 18, Finnish adotesthletes (10 women, eight men)
aged 17-18 from a longitudinal mixed methods stexjyloring risk and resilience factors in
the construction of dual career pathways (i.e.ctimabination of sport and education). The
project was approved by the university ethics b@andl the participants were identified in
collaboration with the Finnish Sport Academies &part Federations to include the most
talented youth athletes across the country. Ab#ggnning of the study, the participants were
informed about the purpose of the study, the proeei(e.g., the audio recording of the
interviews) and their rights (e.g., confidentialitiye right to withdraw from the study at any
time). The participants provided written informeazhsent (in Finland, young people aged 15
and older can provide the consent independenthg.data presented in this study is from the

third wave of interviews with the participants.
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At the time of the interviews, the athletes werasidered elite in their age group, and a
few had already transitioned to the senior spdre participants mostly came from middle-
class families and were ethnic Finns, but livedifferent parts of Finland and competed in
team (football, basketball, ice hockey and artigtimup gymnastics) and individual (judo,
cross-country skiing, swimming, tennis, artistiergastics, alpine skiing, ski orienteering
and athletics) sports. In a previous interviewpaliticipants had indicated that they aspired
to become elite or professional athletes. The spudiocol with a full description of the

participants and methodology is published elsew(eanthors, 2016).

Procedure

Aware of the power relationships that exist in egsk relationships and especially when
interviewing young participants, the interviews eiepnducted using a conversational
approach where the researcher and participantcoli#ively constructed the discourse (Eder
& Fingerson, 2002). The interviews were focusedhentheme of identity, with a visual task
which is described elsewhere (authors, under reyiamd the role models as another topic of
conversation. A few weeks before the interviews semt the participants a message: “Who is
your role model? She or he can be anyone and telaiey area of life. Please send the name
before the interview”. The participants were thewited to take part in the conversational
interviews where the interviewer (the second orthivel author) explored the role models
with them. In these interviews, we focused on emptpthe (gendered) qualities of the role
models and the perceived similarity between th&égypant and the role model. We started
the dialogues surrounding role models by askingptrécipants to tell a little bit about them.
When patrticipants started telling about the rolalets, the interviewers followed up with
guestions that tapped into different qualitieshaf tole models (e.g., “What kind of qualities
does she or he have? What do you value in hemat) hihe perceived similarity between the

self and the role model (e.g., “Are you like th&&n you do that, too?”), and the desired
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similarity between the self and the role model (‘At/qualities does your role model have
that you would also hope to have?). We also askedtahe relationship between the
participant and the role model (“How did you gektmw your role model? Have you met
him or her? How do you follow him or her, or howytmu keep in touch?”). However, in
keeping with the conversational approach, eachvi@e unfolded differently and some
participants spontaneously developed a long unimpézd story about the role models,
whereas with others the researchers were asking quastions to learn more about the role
models and their perceived importance. The inésvgiwere audio-recorded and they lasted

between 27 and 71 minutes with an average of 47tesn

Narrative Analysis

After the interviews were transcribed, we readtthascripts several times, made notes
and discussed their content and form in the auttam meetings. The first author inductively
coded the interview passages that were relevahetoesearch questions, seeking to identify
repeated patterns and themes that run throughidhess We then worked with thematic
narrative analysis which focuses on identifyinggaus within the specific discourse of
stories (Smith, 2016). We first focused on one @gke time, trying to understand the
internal logic and patterns within each persondsys{Tod, Hardy, Lavallee, Eubank, &
Ronkainen, 2019). In line with Smith’s (2016) regcuandations, we were cautious not to
‘overcode’ and fragment the data and remained mlraffhow the themes gained meaning in
the broader context of the person’s story. Afterkimay on each story separately, we
compared the findings across cases, identifyingjaiities and differences in the patterns of
story construction. The developing narrative themese interpreted against previous
literature and relevant contexts (of elite spoout culture and national culture) to trace the

resources that shaped the story construction.
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As a second step of the analysis, we worked wetnectural approach to narrative,
seeking to identify the key plot(s) and types afratves in the data (Smith, 2016). We paid
attention to the level of complexity of the storidg®e ambitions expressed by the storytellers,
and the overall messages the stories contained abhadeal life course and personal identity
(in other words, what kind of narrative map wasgadeveloped). From each individual role
model story, we listed the narrative themes forntivegstory and started identifying overall
storylines that bind the themes together. We wsbtat descriptions of each participant’s
role model and then started clustering them togetha set of ideal types. After working
inductively to identify ideal types, we then ana&gshe building blocks of these stories in
light of previously identified narrative types ipa&t (e.g., performance, discovery and
relational elite athletic career narratives; Dog@aCarless, 2009; contrapuntal, monophonic
and dissonant dual career narratives; Ryba e€2@l.7). We then developed concise names
for each narrative and sought to identify discaniirg cases to challenge our initial
interpretations and to revise the typology. Thraugthe process, the second author acted as

a critical friend, offering feedback and her intetations of the emerging themes.

Validity

From a realist perspective informing our studyjdiy “is not a matter of procedures, but
of the relationship between the claim and the phesra that the claim is about” (Maxwell &
Mittapalli, 2010, p. 158). As such, validity pertainot primarily to the design and methods
(although they are important, too), but the qualditynferences that are made from the data.
Although it is not possible to test our accountsiast objective reality, we can scrutinise
these accounts against other evidence about theedtphenomenon and try to identify how

we might be wrong.

In our study, the authors had several meetingssttuds the participants’ perspectives
and meanings they gave on role models (interpretlidity; Maxwell, 2017). In identifying
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narrative types, we constantly sought for negatages that did not fit the categories, and the
second author acted as a critical friend highligipfieatures of participant stories that did not
seem to fit the developing categories. We also wtet$ the previous interviews conducted
with the participants to explore how our understag@f role model narratives ‘fits’ our
analyses of the previous data, while being awatthe young participants’ identities and
content of life design constantly evolve and sife also spent time discussing the interview
situations, how participants’ stories were co-cargged with the researcher, and how that
potentially affected the performance of the sto(Maxwell, 2017). To address theoretical
validity we discussed our explanatory account geaech group meetings with other
researchers working in areas of developmental mdggly and sport psychology to gain
feedback on the credibility of our account andntate alternative theoretical explanations.
For example, the gender differences in role model® discussed in relation to different
conceptual frameworks and ideas (mindfulness skidgemonic masculinity scripts, cultural
discourses sustaining the marginalisation of womeport) to identify plausible

explanations. The formal peer review acted astadurtest’ to our account.

Results

The adolescent athletes identified 25 role models, everyone except for one
participant identifying at least one role modeleTgarticipant who did not name a role model
had decided to terminate her elite athletic caredre months preceding the interview which
is could explain the lack of (athletic) role moddisom the 25 role models, 15 were
international elite athletes, nine were family mens(parents, an older brother and a
grandfather), and one was a coach (see table ff)elfollowing sections, we explore the
narrative types associated with the role modelsgamdiered patterns in the selection of these

role models.

[Insert table 1 here]
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The abstract athlete hero

Four young men told ‘athlete hero’ stories whereghlected role models were the
superstars (e.g., Olympic champions, world changarteam captains) of the young
athletes’ own sport. These hero stories alignet mations of hegemonic masculinity (tough,
competitive, and independent) and generally inaudsy little complexity, reproducing the
dominant constructions of ultimate success in s@og., winning the Olympic gold medal).

Marko, an aspiring gymnast, described his role rhode

Well, yes, it's Kohei Uchimura. He has done verl},wewell, he is a world champion
and an Olympic champion. So almost everything les dothe competitions is almost
perfect. And I just try to model him, and even ot able to do the same, I still try to do

my best.

The participants often struggled to identify othjaalities beyond the athletic success that

were attractive in the role model:

Interviewer: can you tell me why this player [Paf&tsyuk] appeals to you?

Teemu: Well, maybe because he is so skilled andagood things on the ice. That is

why | have followed him a lot.

Interviewer: do you know anything about his backgr? For example, if he came from

a poor background, or how he got into ice hockey?

Teemu: No, | do not really know about his backgbun

Interviewer: yes. And do you have any other athdeteerson or an imaginary figure, or

anyone who has the kind of qualities that you cawlichire?

Teemu: Well | do like Bolt, the sprinter

Interviewer: right

12
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Teemu: well, he has dominated the sprints, anddsolike him.

These storytellers generally had little backgrokndwledge of the role models’
biographies, personal characteristics, or livesidatof sport. As such, these narrative maps
provided the young men with very few resourcesfrigating dilemmas or setbacks (e.qg.,
injuries, choices concerning education/other caregationship issues, teams and coaches)
on the pathway to success. The exemplary athidgiatity was constructed within the
performance narrative plot, and other stories wendted either because the participants
were not aware of them, or because they were vaiate Most likely, the performance
narrative plot worked to omit relational identiti@shletic failures and emotions, because they
are not part of culturally privileged stories ofatlit means to be a successful athlete. When
some qualities were mentioned, they were perforeaalated and included the ability to
produce a top performance in an important compaetitiocus on training despite distractions,
‘being talented to train’ (work ethic), and selfrdmlence. The stories provided the young
men with a sense of control because the role madeigeyed the message that success
depended on self-determination and not social sujgp®ther conditions beyond the
individual. However, the stories contained littivece on how these individual qualities
could be obtained (or whether they were considemeate). When anything beyond sport
was mentioned, Timo explained that Teemu Selanikénf@sh ice hockey star) was also ‘an
amazing’ and ‘reasonable’ person. Notably, theedisl struggled in explaining any
similarities between themselves and their role nedeyond trying to become as successful
as the role models were or had been. In other wiindse stories depicted very few resources
available for connecting the present self withdbsired future self to guide identity

construction.
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The athlete hero who is also a ‘good guy’

Another narrative map, constructed exclusively aeparticipants, similarly
emphasised the heroic qualitites of elite athldtesvever, the two young men offering these
stories also tapped into broader cultural resoucésll about their role models’ lifestyle and

other social identities. Jani offered:

Jani: Roger [Federer] has always been my role maatel probably will be. He does
things well, and at least now, he is enjoying wietloes. Even if he had an injury and
he was away for half a year, he came back and werything again. | guess he did
what he felt the best for himself, took a breakhfaif a year when the game did not go

well, and then he returned with a positive mind.

Interviewer: have you met him or followed his ofe..?

Jani: well not especially, but | know that he hasife. And he is a father while playing

tennis and he is also a humorous guy. He is jokimg)so on.

Jani’'s story demonstrates a more multifaceted haeranap than the previous story, with
some importance given to the role model’s othentities and life contexts that were not
instrumental to athletic success. Other indiceéa sticcessful life’ were further explained by

Antti, an aspiring gymnast:

Well, Louis Smith, he got a silver medal in the2@lympics on the pommel horse
which is also my favourite, so that is the firghththat relates to my life. And you can
see that he does not take sport too seriously éVvenhas succeeded. He has done those
things well that he wants to do. And so he hasayfdNissan GT-R and so on, and it
looks like everything is well in his life. And atligan that he looks like a person to look
up to. We visited the UK 1, 5 years ago and weatadining camp at their gym, and |

got to meet him. And he seemed like a nice guy!
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Interviewer: And do you have other things that gdmire about him than being relaxed

and yet trying his best?

Antti: well, | heard he had done some modelling #ndgs, he has had a lot going on,

like his clothing brand, and different businessesitles gymnastics.

Antti’s admiration of the attitude of not takingaptoo seriously develops a counter-
narrative to the dominant performance narrativere/lsengle-minded dedication to sporting
excellence is the only way to succeed. The nagatiap accessed by these young men offers
a view on the future where it is possible to becanseiccessful athlete and keep the sport in
perspective, while also developing other identayratives while pursuing an elite athletic
career. However, similar to the abstract athlete Btories, these stories are thin in terms of
how the young athletes have come to identify wikse great athletes and how the non-sport
related qualities resonate with their own lives.s@ish, they offer only limited guidance on
how to navigate from the present to the idealisgdré, or how their own identities can be

connected with their ideal self in the future.

The successful athlete who is like me

While young men’s stories more often started fr@hecing one of the most well-known
contemporary sport stars and then, upon the rdse&sdollow-up question, trying to
identify similarities between the self and the noledel, young women were more reflective
of the self and matching the role model with thesbf the self and their own specific needs.
Six athletes (five women) selected role models liaak some biographical similarities or
specific qualities that they also had. The role eledvere, again, all highly successful in
what they were doing, but not necessarily the coptwary stars of participants’ own sport.
However, the type of personality and perceived lsimties were also important factors in

choosing the role model. Riina (gymnastics) ex@din
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369 [Maddie Ziegler] is a dancer, so she is doing sdmnreg very close to what | am doing.

370 She is also my age. Maybe the biggest reason fdvdieg my role model is her

371 personality; it touches me. She always does thamgisgets involved in new things even if
372 she has never done them before.

373 Interviewer: Do you see any similarities in her gamality and your personality?

374 Riina: Yeah | think we may have small similarifie®ur personalities. We are both

375 spontaneous people.

376 Three athletes also described their role modepeaple who had succeeded against the

377 odds. ‘Katri’ a short swimmer, chose a role modebwvas also a short swimmer but had
378 become an Olympic champion in the late 1980s bgldgvng her unique style of swimming.
379 In contrast to athlete hero narrative maps, thip ailso offered some guidance on how to
380 overcome potential barriers to success. The stiottyeorole model ensured the young

381 swimmer that despite having a ‘deviant’ swimminglpat was possible to succeed if she

382 focused on developing a specific style of swimming.

383 The participants also admired role models who hadeeded despite the lack of

384 resources and institutional support for their spotheir home countries — partly reflecting
385 their situations in their own sports. As Unto (Judrplained: “previously Finnish people
386 haven't been that great in skating, [but] he hanlable, as an individual skater, to become
387 successful internationally. It's the same thinguidio — there is the connection.” Collectively,
388 these role models offered the young athletes negrataps that assured that success was
389 possible even if they would not have the ideal emmental or physical resources for

390 achievement.

391 One of the most nuanced and detailed reflectionseomole model was offered by Vilma,

392 ayoung basketball player:
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Vilma: There is not really a player whose caregrduld think “that’'s what | want to

be” or “that’s the path she’s gone through, and dwd want to go the same path”. But
Ana Dabovich is like a player, | have watched hed ¢he way she plays... She seems
like she knows what she does on the court. Stenfgdent about herself, but then she is
not selfish. She plays for her team. She also tidke&ind of shots that | would like to be

able to do. | just feel like she is the kind ofyelal want to be.

Also, she is European so — she plays in WNBA Hauakso has played in Europe. So she
is kind of my role model because she is where #dtwo be in my career. | don’t know
her path if she has an education, because théeighing | want to do while | play
basketball. | want to go to an American Universihd get the Bachelors’ degree, but
when | come back, | want to do the Masters’ degtse, like after it. Not wait till my
career is over and then do it. But then [sighs]doh’t know any players that have done
it.

As Vilma illustrates, she considers the role magathletic qualities, personal qualities
(not to be “a selfish” player), and the broade fifath including education important. Her
frustration on lacking the ‘right’ kind of role metillustrates that media stories may portray
athletes in limited ways that do not communicatatdther identities they have besides their
athletic identities. More specifically, there apgseto be a gap in narrative maps available for
youth student-athletes to project on a future Waild include both athletic and educational
achievements. While only one athlete lamented ereXtlusion of educational identities in
public athlete narratives, her being female corsedtth previous literature showing that
young women more often find it important to inviesboth athletic and educational

identities.
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A mentor with knowledge and the right attitude

From the participants, only young women chose thiiletic mentors as their role
models. These two athletes’ mentors (one man, @mmean) were successful athletes who
were in close contact with the participants intlakily lives. The narrative maps provided by
these role models were much more detailed tharethas/ided by athlete heroes because the
young athletes had detailed knowledge of the raldets’ lives. In these stories, however,
the focus was also on the received guidance ontbd&come a successful athlete, whereas
other identities were not included. Ulla (athleidescribed her male mentor role model and

her ambition to become more similar to him:

Ulla: I thought of him [a Finnish skier] becauses has been a kind of role model,
always. Because he is a professional skier anteselite athlete’s life has been close to
me through him. He helped me when | was youngedatrdt know anything about
sport, or what you truly need to become a gooded¢hl’'ve noticed like; if he eats in a
certain way, | also want to eat that way. And tdisto advice from him. He has
competed against the very best in the world, anddseself-confidence, whereas | am
still at the beginning of my athletic career and need to competing abroad, for
example. And through him - and | have also realibad you cannot always be very

serious, that sport is not so serious after all.

Mentor role models could offer detailed narrativaps on behaviours, characteristics and
attitudes of elite athletes, and are likely to bmerfacilitative of career adaptability than
abstract athlete heroes. The stories illustratatidiose contact with the role models had
allowed young women to observe their daily life @hdices to understand the demands

associated with this ambitious life project. Késwimming) offered:
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She has had a very fine and long career, and ajhalhe has got older, she has always
had a passion for swimming. Even when things weteaming her way, she has
worked harder and changed her ways of doing thi6® is a bit like a mentor in my

own career. I'm privileged to have been so clodeeio

Besides the instrumental qualities (hard work, datitbn) and practical choices (what to
eat, how to train), the young women admired the nobdels’ career longevity and the
broader perspective on elite sport. Their admiratibthe mentors’ attitude to sport—that is,
not being overly serious despite being elite atisetfurther illustrates that Finnish youth
athletes do not seem to believe that a totalitaattitude to sport is the only way to

international success.

The parent(s) who has helped and cared for me

Six participants (four women) chose parents or @parents as their role models. None of
the participants specifically referred to their hmts; instead, two participants generically
talked about their parents, three focused on th#iers, and one chose her grandfather as the
role model. In these stories, the primary emphaass often on what the role models had
donefor the young athletes in giving practical and emati@®upport, rather than their
identities, achievements or other things they hatedn life. In addition, the stories mainly
focused on the sport domain, showing that the famgmbers the youth athletes relied upon
in sport-related matters were mostly men. Alispreaelite judoka, endorsed her father for

the help he was giving to her and her team:

My father just always supports me, and he is afsgeneral, the kind of person | would
like to be. He just takes care, and not only ofomeof everyone in our team. He is kind

of a father figure to everyone. He is interestetiomv well | do, and also in my
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462 schoolwork. He is interested in everyone’s schoddvamd well-being in our competition

463 team, and anyone from our team can go and talkntoitithey have any difficulties.

464 This narrative map offers guidance on how to baramt for a young athlete and a

465 relational person who cares for others but is sona¢wisconnected from participants’

466 personal situations and it is unclear how this goak is important for the youth athletes and
467 their identity construction at this moment of tinhethe overall interviews beyond the role
468 model story, the participants mainly focused orirtberrent life situations and their

469 ambitions and challenges, rather than caring fdrteiping others. Therefore, we assume
470 that the participants with the parental role maodap approached the question from a social
471 support perspective, thinking about who are theoirtgmt people in their sport-lives helping
472 them to pursue their dreams. While the participdigsussed a desire to become like these
473 role models (caring, a good parent), it is likedgttat this moment of time the participants’
474  focus was more on receiving from them, rather th@ing like them. Besides caring qualities,
475 few other things were mentioned, including workietHinding one’s own way’ and success

476 in work.

a77 The parental role models with no explicit link teetparticipants’ educational or athletic
478 identities are unlikely to be significant influerscieom a career development perspective.

479 However, similar to the mentor role models, thdipgants are likely to have detailed

480 narrative maps offered by the parental role modeésto their proximity, and therefore might
481 be important for youth athletes’ personal developinire a longer time perspective. These

482 stories, constructed within a relational narrafveused on care and connectedness, might be
483 an important counterbalance to the highly individiiig narrative maps provided by the

484 abstract athlete heroes of the sport-world.
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Discussion

For adolescent athletes whose identities are ahgualder construction, the access to
narrative maps through role models is one key mesoi@r imagining possible future selves.
In the present study, the adolescent student-athfetused on two types of role models: elite
athletes and parents. A key finding of our analyss that, although the participants
predominantly constructed stories of elite athleted their achievements, many of them
rejected totalitarian narrative maps circulatingha elite sport culture where athletes’
identities are constructed within a narrow perfanoenarrative enclosing them to a single
narrative plot focused on athletic success. Althotlg performance narrative has been
identified as the dominant cultural storyline aahle for identity construction in elite sports
(Douglas & Carless, 2009), many youth athletes weagn to alternative narrative maps
offered by the role models who did not take spavetrly seriously’ and had other identities
and interests in life. That is, successful athletese the preferred source of admiration for
the majority of participants, but for most of theitme performance narratives were not the
only ingredient in the role models’ identities. Té#@re, through selecting these role models
the athletes also gained assurance that they bawiel other identities besides their athletic

identities without compromising their chances fthiletic success.

The findings reflect the Finnish societal contextere younger generations place
growing value on leisure time and family, whileatonsidering work important (Pyoria,
Saari, Ojala, & Siponen, 2013). Finnish people heharter work hours compared to many
European counterparts, and they report low wokkdidnflict (Crompton & Lyonette, 2006);
the youth athletes’ role model choices reflectant phe broader social arrangement of work
(as not all consuming) and culturally valorisecead! life. Albeit the work ethic,
competitiveness and ambition remained vital eles#rdt made the role models admirable,

having other life roles and interests was not coieséd as contradictory to an elite athlete’s
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life. However, we also noted that only a few yoathletes talked about their role models’
romantic lives, or social relationships more geltgrdhis omission of relational identities
might be partly due to the lack of knowledge alibig aspect of their lives, as many elite
athletes prefer to keep their relationships ouhefpublic domain. In addition, because role
models also reflect the participants’ present idgebncerns, the youth athletes could have
dismissed the role models’ romantic lives as inaig. Indeed, the mean age of marriage is
postponed in Finland to over 30 (when the elitéedithcareer is presumably often over)

(Mayseless & Keren, 2014).

Despite such emphasis on ‘having a life’ besideststhe educational identity and
vocational pathways besides sport featured onbnarole model story, where a female
participant lamented for her lack of a dual careéx model. The talented adolescents’ stories
brought forward sport as their primary career idgmvhereas they did not develop stories
about role models for other careers alongsideter afite sport. The participants’ inclusion
in the study because of their status as highiyntatestudent-athletes could have partly led
them to tell sport-related stories because theytiigve assumed that this is the researchers’
primary interest. We also recognise that interviewesponses are performed to certain
audiences, and in our study, the male interviewln had conducted most of the interviews,
could have influenced participants’ choices toraligeir stories with traditional masculine
narratives of sport. In addition to the performigiof the stories to prioritise athlete
identities, it is also possible that dual careés mmodels were missing because they are not
easily available for athletes through the media titvads to focus on athletes’ sport
achievements, and for female athletes, on theiea@mce (Trolan, 2013). When we asked
our athletes to tell about their role models’ brerald/es, many of them had little knowledge
to share. Similarly, when we searched online ferrthle models athletes’ educations and

non-sport occupations, we found limited information
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As a second objective of the study, we soughteatifly gendered patterns in the role
model stories. Consistent with most previous s&jdieung men’s role models were only
men (except once when ‘parents’ were mentionedgreds young women chose both men
and women (Adriaanse & Crosswhite, 2008; Flemingl.e2005; Giuliano, Turner,
Lundquist, & Knight, 2007). Our findings indicatdtht for young women it is more
challenging than for young men to identify role ratsdwho link with their identities as
young women and prospective elite athletes. Addgaamnd Crosswhite (2008) argued that
female athletic role models do not fit the gendehatomy, and to be accepted as a sports
role model, a female athlete can hardly embodymaidant form of femininity. From a career
development perspective, it appears that many [geefemale athletes lack career role
models who could offer narrative maps specific Woaan’s athletic career, which could
potentially hinder the ability to envision a futyrathway for themselves in elite sport (see
also Faucett et al., 2017). The male role modédsies (e.g., fathers, mentors) are unlikely to
offer guidance for the young women on how to na@gpecific gendered elements of
athletic careers, such as the conflict betweersplogt life project and the cultural life scripts
pertaining to an ‘ideal’ woman'’s life, and quessabout whether and how to combine

motherhood and sport.

While young women are generally disadvantaged coeap@ young men in terms of
availability and exposure to female athletic roled®ls, our study also showed that they
engaged in more explorations of role models thaheoted with their identities and needs. In
contrast, the abstract athlete hero stories tolsldnye of the young men were thin in terms of
providing guidance on how to traverse the unknosvratns of the future. Having complex
and multifaceted narrative maps available has begued to be facilitative of identity
development and adaptability, and through the robdels (who more often were mentors

or parents) the young women arguably accessed adetaded narrative maps than young
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men. Therefore, while women’s challenge appeabetthe lack of role models that match
their specific needs, the young men would likelpdfe from exposure to more detailed and
nuanced stories about athletes’ lives, challengdsdentities that do not exclusively

perpetuate performance narratives embedded wiggeronic masculinity scripts.

Applied Implications

Vocational psychologists have suggested that raldets can offer career counsellors
ways to get to know their clients, help engagectients in self-reflection, and also provide
tools for career intervention (Savickas, 2013)um study, the invitation to tell about role
models triggered the young people to think abowtviind of athletes they want to become
and what kind of lifestyles they would like to leaks such, the research was already a type
of intervention with potential personal benefits fioe participants. We suggest that similar
conversations around role models in applied spoytipology and athlete career counselling
can help athletes in developing self-awarenessaarearer understanding of their interests
and needs. Asking young athletes to identify rotelels and to find odtowthese role
models reached success can be valuable in incgeaitetes’ awareness of how that
pathway might look like, and what resources theghtineed on that journey. Furthermore,
we suggest that developing interventions to espatidetes to a broad variety of potential
role models (e.g., in career development workshog@s)be valuable given that identity
construction depends on the narrative resourcalhbleto the individual (McGannon &
Smith, 2015). The study highlighted the specifeklaf dual career role models who could
offer young athletes with narrative templates oivlio balance these two achievement
domains. Given that many countries and educatiosétutions nowadays offer structural
support to dual careers of athletes, these progesmould incorporate lectures or workshops
with former dual career athletes to provide thetlg@thletes with potential role models.

Similarly, many athletes use blogs and other sougdia to share their stories, and sport
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psychologists and career counsellors could use thesrpose youth athletes to various

stories about how to live an elite athlete’s life.

Conclusions

The present study explored youth athletes’ role etootb understand what kind of
narrative maps they have at their disposal and tiese role model narratives can tell us
about their athletic and gender identity constarctWe found that most youth athletes
admired successful and highly skilled athletes \wdmmitment and work ethic, but also
aspired to live a balanced life where sport dogsrbaust their lives and identities. Young
women developed more nuanced stories and chosenaalels with closer proximity than the
young men, indicating that they might have the athge of accessing more detailed
narrative maps to guide action. Helping adolesstrdent-athletes access multiple role
models and especially dual career role models wofiiét them valuable resources to
develop more multifaceted identity narratives affdrgguidance on how to navigate the
challenging task of combining sport with educatidaving a broader range of narrative
maps at youth athletes’ disposal would be vitalafdaptability, sustaining well-being, and

restorying personal identity not tied to elite $pbthe need arises.
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Pseudonym (Gender)  Sport Role Models
Hanna (F) Cross-country skiing Father
Kimmo (M) Orienteering on skis Older brother (cross-counkigrs
Petter Northug (a Norwegian cross-country skier)
Antti (M) Artistic gymnastics Louis Smith (a British artisggmnast)
Alisa (F) Judo Dad
Anni (F) Judo Majlinda Kelmendi (a Kosovo Albanian judoka)
Sanna (F) Football Neymar Jr (Brazilian footballer)
Timo (M) Ice hockey Teemu Selanne (Finnish ice hockey pJayer
Topi (M) Football Mum and dad
Marko (M) Artistic gymnastics Dad
Kohei Uchimura (a Japanese gymnast)
Katri (F) Swimming Janet Evans (an American former swimmer)
Hanna-Maria Seppala (a Finnish swimmer)
Vilma (F) Basketball Ana Dabovi(a Serbian basketball player)
Teemu (M) Ice hockey Pavel Datsyuk (a Russian ice hockey player)
Usain Bolt (a Jamaican sprinter)
Ulla (F) Athletics Martti Jylh& (a Finnish skier)
Jani (M) Tennis Roger Federer (a Swiss tennis player)
Riina (F) Artistic group Maddie Ziegler (an American dancer, actress and
gymnastics model)
Coach
Mum and Dad
Nea (F) Judo Grandfather
Unto (M) Judo Mika Poutala (a Finnish speed skater)

Table 1. Participants’ role models



Highlights:

We studied youth pre-elite student-athletes’ rotleis in Finland

» Participants’ role models were elite athletes ardify members

* Men continue to be the dominant role models intspor

* Young women developed more nuanced stories andsateicher narrative maps

* Most Finnish youth athletes reject totalitarianalbgies of elite sport



