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Abstract
As an athlete develops through their respective talent pathway, those who are continually retained will eventually reach a

critical transition point, whereby successful selection will commonly result in a part-time to full-time performance pro-

gramme transition. Though such offerings remain sport-dependent, these transitions are typically accompanied by sub-

stantial increases in training demands, which further add to the risk of injury and overreaching. Given the significance

of such junctures, investigating the preparedness of athletes to endure these changes warrants further research. Semi-

structured interviews were undertaken to examine the experiences of those involved in such pathway transitions, speak-

ing with four national performance pathway athletes who had recently moved from part-time to full-time programmes

and five national performance pathway coaches. Interview responses were analysed deductively, using the holistic athletic

career model and reflexive thematic analysis. The findings indicated that (un)successful athlete transitions were depend-

ent on physical factors (load management and recovery provisions), psychosocial factors (dealing with adversity, social

pressures, and external influence) and access to resources (support services and resource barriers). Practical implications

included the need for key stakeholders to i) ensure a moderation of load is applied for transitioning athletes, ii) provide

support and guidance to equip the athletes to deal with psychosocial strain, and iii) educate athletes on the benefits of

resources to aid recovery provisions and fatigue management. These insights are valuable, as they can help inform coa-

ches, key stakeholders, and National Governing Bodies to support athletes better in the future.
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Introduction
Models of talent identification and development are com-
monplace within professional sport, helping clubs and gov-
erning bodies to identify and develop world-class
athletes.1,2 The talent development process typically starts
with young athletes (perceived as potentially talented)
being afforded professional development provisions
within each sport’s respective talent development
pathway.3,4 Navigating the talent pathway includes over-
coming several significant hurdles, both external (e.g. edu-
cational transitions) and internal to the sport (i.e. ongoing
reselection and deselection). These challenges outline the
broader holistic considerations for talent transitions, as out-
lined by Wylleman,5 which encompasses not only athletic
demands but also the psychological, psychosocial and
vocational factors that influence athlete development and
talent pathway progression. With a focus on within
sport transitions, from childhood/adolescence, the talent
pathway is commonly represented as a part-time pro-
gramme, partly due to beliefs around the appropriate

development of young athletes,6,7 and the limited availabil-
ity and access to such athletes due to educational commit-
ments and alike. As talent pathway athletes reach late
adolescence/early adulthood, and following rigorous selec-
tion processes, those athletes fortunate enough to attain
scholarships or professional contracts will commonly
undertake a transition into full-time training programmes,
typically described as the junior-to-senior transition.8,9

Such transition could be identified as significant, given
the dramatic increases in physical and psychosocial

Reviewer: Tom Mitchell (Leeds Beckett University, UK)

1Department of Rehabilitation and Sport Sciences, Bournemouth

University, Bournemouth, UK
2Higher Education Sport, Loughborough College, Loughborough, UK

Corresponding author:
Rich J Kite, Department of Rehabilitation and Sport Sciences,

Bournemouth University, Bournemouth, UK.

Email: rkite@bournemouth.ac.uk

Original research article

International Journal of Sports Science

& Coaching

1–11

© The Author(s) 2025

Article reuse guidelines:

sagepub.com/journals-permissions

DOI: 10.1177/17479541251334740

journals.sagepub.com/home/spo

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9336-4625
mailto:rkite@bournemouth.ac.uk
https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/eur/journals-permissions
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/spo
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F17479541251334740&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2025-04-23


demands,9,10 potentially derailing or accelerating an ath-
lete’s development. Therefore, this area is worthy of
further exploration, as the experiences of pathway transi-
tions from both athletes’ and coaches’ perspectives are rela-
tively unknown. Thus, such insight can better inform key
stakeholders in the future, helping provide additional
support to athletes transitioning across pathways.

In consideration of physical training volumes, various
sports have demonstrated processes to systematically
expose athletes to higher quantities of training load as they
age.11,12 In the context of this paper, load has been aligned
with Soligard et al.’s.13 definition as the cumulative amount
of stress placed on an individual from single or multiple train-
ing sessions. Applying incremental increases to training load
can facilitate an adaptation to tolerate future training volumes,
ultimately bridging the gap between part-time and full-time
training frequency and duration expectations. However,
without these planned progressions of load, dramatic rises
in volume increase injury occurrence.11 Indeed, when observ-
ing training loads in football14,15 and handball,16 dramatic
changes of load (i.e. spikes) and excessive training volumes
(particularly during transitions) have been associated with
higher injury potential. Ultimately, load management is a crit-
ical factor for consideration, whereby sufficient volume must
be provided to increase performance, yet, simultaneously
managing load for recovery and injury mitigation.

Whilst the physical consequence of excessive training
load can be detrimental, it is apparent that psychosocial
and academic vocational demands might also be similarly
impactful. For example, several studies17–19 investigating
athlete transitions from youth/junior to senior environments
have established varying degrees of consensus in four main
areas of difficulty: i) physical tolerance (i.e. adapting to the
new workload and having to constantly work hard to prove
oneself); ii) psychological strain (i.e. establishing a new ath-
letic identity within a new environment); iii) social strug-
gles (i.e. having to prove oneself to peers, likewise
external stress from spouses and family); and iv) vocational
influence (i.e. demands from higher education and pres-
sures associated to higher education culture).

Social issues may also arise from athletes transitioning
into a new environment. For instance, various authors9,18,20

have reported on how athletes may be required to change
lead coaches when transitioning from part-time to full-time
programmes. Consequently, such transitions likely result in
the formation of a new coach-athlete relationship, which
could bring about new stresses, routines, and expectations
that can greatly influence (un)successful athlete transitions.
Additionally, the quality of such relations can impact athletes
deeply.21 For example, research has highlighted how dissat-
isfaction towards new coaches can negatively influence per-
formance and, in some instances, contribute to early sporting
retirement.22

A consequence of increased physical, psychological, and
social demands is the probable need for short-term survival.

‘Survival’ can be summarised as the ability to endure over-
stimulation without encountering injury or overreach-
ing.23,24 Survivorship has typically been investigated
within youth athlete selection, usually accounting for mat-
urational variation, e.g. late maturing athletes, who are
physically disadvantaged compared to average and early
maturing athletes, being consistently overstimulated, subse-
quently having to ‘survive’ training and annual selection
processes.23,25 Moreover, it seems appropriate to consider
survivorship as an element athletes may endure when tran-
sitioning across performance pathways due to the steep
adaptations required to handle new training volumes (i.e.
physical demands) and associated psychosocial stressors.

Given the abovementioned physical, psychosocial and
vocational considerations, this study looked to elements
of the holistic athletic career model26,27 as a theoretical
framework. According to the holistic athletic career
model, athlete development is affected across six interre-
lated areas (athletic, academic, psychological, psycho-
social, financial and legal). The holistic athletic career
model has previously been used to study dual-career devel-
opment28–30 and well-being.31 Thus, providing a robust,
holistic and novel approach with which the present study
sought to understand the multidimensional nature of
pathway transitions from athletes’ and coaches’
perspectives.

More specifically, this study sought to use the holistic
athletic career model to investigate the processes believed
to be employed by coaches when exposing athletes to
increasing training demands and loads, and the retrospect-
ive experiences of national performance pathway athletes
having recently undertaken such pathway transitions. The
aims of the study were: i) to explore the experiences of
pathway transitions from both athletes’ and coaches’ per-
spectives, and ii) to identify key considerations that may
influence both positive and negative transition outcomes.
The attainment of such insights will prove beneficial as to
whether current provisions are sufficient, as well as high-
lighting potential pinch points and future resources which
may better aid athletes’ transitions across performance
pathways.

Methodology
This research was guided by interpretivist onto-
epistemological assumptions, as it explored data to interpret
the phenomenon of interest. As such, this work assumed
that the experiences of athletes and coaches were neither
singular nor objective, but rather embedded within their
social, political, cultural and economic contexts.32,33

Moreover, as interpretive researchers, we recognised the
influence of our own social reality, and so in this work,
we interpreted participant responses through a process of
sense-making and speculative reasoning, putting forward
‘a truth’ rather than ‘the truth’ to the reader.34
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Consistent with these metaphysical beliefs, the
research used a qualitative methodology, ensuring onto-
epistemological alignment. Specifically, this research
employed semi-structured interviews to collect data, devel-
oping a breadth and depth of understanding. Institutional
ethical approval was granted prior to data collection com-
mencing (attained from Loughborough College).
Informed consent was obtained through an information
sheet explaining the research process and giving partici-
pants time to consider the information before deciding to
participate.

Sampling and participants
Participants were purposively selected. This approach was
adopted to ensure that all participants were ‘information
rich’ in relation to the phenomenon in question.32,35 In
this instance, prerequisites included participants being
coaches/athletes actively engaged within a national high-
performance pathway and undertaking a full-time training
programme (or the equivalent in training demands, e.g.
dual-career athletes). Whilst dual-career athletes are more
typically associated with partnership programmes that
allow for both educational and sporting endeavours, such
structures appear relatively new and require further devel-
opment/adoption within European nations (compared to
America, where they are more established).36 Hence, the
athletes in the present study did not have the fortune of
such partnerships and, instead, trained with (and were
expected to match the training schedules of) full-time pro-
fessional athletes whilst also completing a university
degree (with the fortune of some flexibility from the univer-
sity) as a means to access such training.

Personal connections were used to recruit eligible
coaches/athletes, and the funders of this study, the
Talented Athlete Scholarship Scheme (TASS), also
reached out to their partners. Participants came from a
diverse range of sports, with coaches (n= 5; years in
role= 6± 4yrs) active in athletics (sprinting and throwing),
cricket, football and rugby, and the athletes (n= 4; years in

part-time training= 9± 1yrs, years in the performance
pathway= 3± 2yrs) competing in athletics, rugby, sailing
and swimming. The sample size was chosen as this
allowed the researchers to conduct what we considered a
manageable number of interviews within the timeframe
put forward by the funders, whilst allowing for sufficient
conceptual depth.37 Furthermore, following guidance
from Malterud, Siersma, & Guassora38 informational
power was considered sufficient, given the study’s clear
aims, the specific eligibility criteria required to participate
in the present research (sample specificity), the precise
focus of the interview schedule (quality of dialogue), and
the analytical approach adopted. To help safeguard the
identification of participants, anonymisation was imple-
mented throughout (see Table 1).

Methods
The present study employed semi-structured interviews,
which were conducted via Microsoft Teams. This method
of data gathering was chosen, as it allowed the researchers
to scrutinise participants’ subjective experiences,32 aligning
with the research aims and the researcher’s
onto-epistemological assumptions. Due to the required
inputs from both athletes and coaches, two interview sche-
dules were created. Although each interview schedule fol-
lowed a similar line of questioning, the vocabulary used
was adjusted to account for the participant’s perspective.
Interview schedules were developed, ensuring open ques-
tions were applied, including relevant prompts to attain a
deeper understanding of responses. To improve the
quality of each interview schedule, these were reviewed
by a critical friend (PhD qualified researcher within the
subject area) who commented on the clarity, flow, and
focus of the questions asked. Following this process,
minor refinements were made (see Appendix 1 for complete
interview schedules). The duration of the interviews ranged
from 18 to 37 min, although the shortest interview was
somewhat of an anomaly, with the average interview
lasting 31 min.

Data analysis
All interviews were transcribed verbatim before being
uploaded to a qualitative analysis software (QSR NVivo
14). Following this, a deductive approach was applied
using the holistic athletic career model, grounded in
Braun and Clarke’s reflexive thematic analysis to gather
and derive insight from participant experiences.39,40

Reflexive thematic analysis consisted of six phases: (1) all
data being read in an immersive manner, (2) coding the
raw data, (3) constructing themes, (4) developing and
reviewing themes, (5) refining, defining and naming
themes and (6) production of results and discussion.39,40

Table 1. Participant pseudonyms and their years active within the

respective sports.

Participant Years in Sport Years in Performance Pathway

Athlete A 11 4

Athlete B 12 2

Athlete C 15 5

Athlete D 11 1

Coach A 14 6

Coach B 2 2

Coach C 18 10

Coach D 29 10

Coach E 17 4
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To ensure the credibility and trustworthiness of the ana-
lysis process, the lead researcher (RK) engaged in dialogue
with the second author (ZP), who was not immersed in the
initial generation of codes and themes, giving voice to their
interpretations.41 For example, RK read and reread the tran-
scripts to understand each participant’s subjective experi-
ence. RK then reflected after reading each transcript,
outlining thoughts about each individual’s ‘story’.
Following this, RK coded the data, using the holistic ath-
letic career model as a framework. Finally, he presented
the themes generated from the codes to ZP, whose com-
ments on their coherence, credibility and significance
helped in the co-construction. These interactions encour-
aged reflexivity, challenging the construction of knowledge
by exploring multiple and alternative explanations of the
data, prompting the researchers to question and query
their own context-bound assumptions. Thus, this process
allowed the research team to reflect and think deeply
about the data, prioritising the experiences of the sample
and ensuring the data analysis were plausible and defend-
able. From this process, three co-constructed themes were
presented: (1) Physical Considerations, (2) Psychosocial
Considerations, and (3) Access to Resources.

Results and discussion
The following section integrates the results and discussion.
This approach offers a more comprehensive interpretation
of the findings by presenting and contextualising these
simultaneously.

Physical considerations
Fatigue management was observed as a clear requirement
of a successful athlete transition, echoed by all the partici-
pants in varying manners. In particular, fatigue manage-
ment was highlighted in two main areas: load
management and recovery provisions. Athletes were par-
ticularly encouraged by the efforts from their coaches to
moderate their loads upon transition, whereby Athlete A
said:

“I’d probably say the intensity of the gym went up, and I
would say the first couple of months had a bit of an effect
on my performances because I was knackered! But the
coaches knew that, and the coaches communicated to
each other, so it wasn’t like, why are you being so bad
today? They understood that we were getting battered in
the gym.”

Similarly, Athlete C stated:

“They controlled, like, all my S&C programmes, so they’d
obviously not overdo it on them. They kind of, like, intro-
duced me into those sessions quite gradually, so I wasn’t,

like, overloading. And then, from a technical perspective,
it was just kind of, like, adding another day in gradually.”

Such approaches were equally acknowledged and shared
by the coaches, with Coach A stating:

“So, what we’ve got to really factor in is, is making sure
that basically, we can increase that level of exposure grad-
ually when they’re ready for it. And I think that’s really
important during transitions.”

Whilst limited research has investigated training demand
variations during athlete transitions, based on the responses
in this study, the work was able to establish an average
increase in weekly training frequency from 4± 1 sessions
to 6± 2 sessions. In addition to training frequency, athletes
consistently remarked on how a week’s accumulation of
session load had equally increased. Athlete B expands
upon the typical frequencies of sessions and distances
undertaken in both part-time and now full-time
programmes:

“[Previously] we trained twice a week, and then it depends
but two or three gym sessions at like 7 am in the morning.
[Now] it’s four or five sessions a day, we’ve got a skills
block, we’ve got a units block, proper training, team
meeting, gym, and that’s three days a week as well as
games.”

Likewise, when Athlete D was asked about their part-
time training, they responded with:

“Maybe three to four hours a week [in the sport] and the
gym. That was probably about four or five sessions per
week, for up to an hour”.

When asked how this compared to their full-time train-
ing, their response highlights a significant increase in both
frequency and duration:

“It’s like four days a week on average, but four hour ses-
sions. So yeah, quite a big increase”.

Whilst the present research was unable to capture exact
comparisons of load undertaken between training pro-
grammes, it is apparent that weekly training load and fre-
quency increased by approximately 64% following
transitions. The findings align with similar investigations
within football,42 tennis,12 cross-country skiers43 and biath-
lon44 which also established an increase in the frequency
and intensity of sessions following transitions. More specif-
ically, biathlon noted that seasonal training volume and fre-
quency was 48% and 51% greater following a
junior-to-senior transition, respectively. Moreover, previ-
ous research has highlighted how excessive loads and
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loading ‘spikes’ are associated with an increased risk of
injury,14,15 underlining why graduated exposure is
perhaps most practical to optimise performance and
reduce injury potential. As such, it is encouraging that in
this study, many of the athletes’ training loads were grad-
ually being increased over time, rather than sudden jumps
in load expectations (creating a loading spike), helping tran-
sitioning athletes acclimatise.

However, a lack of consideration to modify loads for
athletes making pathway transitions was postulated to
result in negative outcomes. For example, Coach C said:

“Look, if you’re making them jump straight in at the deep
end, that’ll cause injury. I think it’s difficult to be able to
define, because everything is new to them, but it’s about
pitching training at the right level. Yes, you need to test
them, but you’ve got to avoid injury as well.”

Likewise, Coach E expanded by commenting on the
wider issues related to excessive load following programme
transitions:

“With no adjustment to load, you’re going to be looking at
injury or lack of enjoyment in what they’re doing. But then
again, does [an athlete’s] injury come from not only fatigue
of their body, but mentally they’re just fatigued. So, they’ll
probably execute an action that they might not have thought
too much about. You know, they’ve gone to turn, getting
their foot caught because they’re tired, which then causes
an injury. I think it’s their exhaustion that’s going to
cause it, not just physical exhaustion, but mental
exhaustion.”

Such responses follow a logical assumption that sudden
exposure to excessive training loads may result in injury or
declines in performance. These notions are supported by
wider literature that generally advocates the safeguarding
of transitioning athletes from immediate high-load expos-
ure, due to fears of burnout and injury.12,45,46

On recovery provisions, all of the athletes and four of the
five coaches remarked on the requirement for necessary
recovery interventions, ranging from nutrition advice/
support, monitoring of sleep and active recovery provisions
(to list a few). For example, Athlete B stated how sleep had
been an important factor for their recovery:

“I just made a conscious effort to sleep more, rather than
being on my phone at night. Sleep helps so much with
your recovery and just destressing. I sound lazy, I know,
but there’s science behind it (laughs).”

Likewise, Athlete D further highlights how nutrition was
essential for their recovery by saying:

“I started to take my nutrition much more seriously, and
that started to help with my recovery and energy levels. I
thought that I was eating healthy, but the timings of the
nutrition and getting all that synced up around the sport
and training, that was the issue. I guess once I’d figured
that out, it was quite a big gain in terms of recovery”.

Similarly, Coach C commented on the recovery provi-
sions athletes can utilise to aid recovery:

“So, I think in the main, it’s making sure that there’s some
sort of daily maintenance, trying to encourage them to do
prehab work. And you know, the first thing to do when
they wake up, just spend half an hour going through
some self-myofascial release stuff, some mobility stuff,
maybe some core or some prehab type work that they
need to do.”

Given the high accumulation of load endured within full-
time programmes (as discussed above), the need for recov-
ery provisions is greater to aid adaptation and mitigate
excessive fatigue. Indeed, a body of knowledge currently
exists that supports recovery provisions as a means with
which to enhance performance and reduce injury potential,
with examples investigating nutrition,47 sleep,48,49 and
active recovery.48,49 However, caution must be raised
towards which provisions are provided, given interventions
such as self-myofascial release techniques lack consensus
in their contributions towards recovery.50,51 Likewise, a
recent review52 reported how post-exercise stretching and
mobilisation have demonstrated minimal impact on recov-
ery, emphasising a focus on ‘other’ recovery methods.
Nonetheless, by undertaking provisions that are preventa-
tive to injury and proactively encourage recovery, athletes
are likely more able to deal with the physical demands
placed on them when entering full-time programmes.

Conversely, poor load and recovery management were
reported as potential barriers to successful athlete transi-
tions. In particular, non-functional overreaching (i.e. the
increased exposure to excessive fatigue, heightened risk
of injury and lack of recovery) was established as a signifi-
cant consequence of poor transition management. Concerns
towards the lasting effects of fatigue were highlighted by
the athletes, with Athlete B stating:

“Obviously, fatigue was a big thing early on, so maybe I
couldn’t give 100% in every session. I mean, mentally, it
was pretty tough just to balance my life and stuff
(laughs). I really had to get organised to manage the
stress and just stay on top of everything, and even then, I
was still chasing my tail.”

Similarly, Athlete D spoke of their experience:

Kite and Parris 5



“I could almost get through the training, get through the
gym, and be knackered, but kind of be alright. Then I
would sit behind a desk and try and do some work and
be like…I’m frazzled. I’ve got absolutely nothing left.”

Non-functional overreaching embodies both the physical
and mental aspects of training, defined as physical and emo-
tional exhaustion for more than two-weeks but less than six-
months.53 Physically, an accumulation of overload (via
volume and/or intensity of sessions) and a lack of sufficient
recovery and adaptation will ultimately result in an athlete’s
performance being negatively impacted.54 Indeed, until suf-
ficient rest and recovery are provided, it is likely that per-
formance will remain or regress further into a deficit. In
support of such findings, research in handball identified
that the intensive training undertaken within the talent iden-
tification pathway commonly resulted in injury or over-
reaching.16 Moreover, coaches should be mindful of not
just the physical but also the mental and emotional strain
placed upon athletes during the transition period55 and the
long-term impact this can have both on performance and
general well-being. This was further acknowledged by
Athlete D, who said:

“I think most athletes, when they are given the chance to go
full-time, they will sort of lap it up. They can’t wait to get
going, and it becomes their everything. Of course, that
can cause injury, but the pressure of it all as well, that
can cause people to spiral out of control. I guess it’s
about being smart with it and thinking about the bigger
picture”.

During athlete transitions, regardless of the provisions
afforded, it is evident that athletes are required to endure
a period of ‘survival’ to acclimatise to the higher training
demands. This consistent overstimulation embodies both
physical and psychological stress. Yet, the intensity of sur-
vival varies depending upon the acknowledgement and
management of load. Therefore, it is critical that coaches,
key stakeholders and NGBs provide appropriate load man-
agement to transitioning athletes (including the graduated
exposure to training loads upon initial transitions).
Likewise, athletes should be educated on the benefits of
recovery provisions and understand the need to take owner-
ship of such recovery sessions during their personal time.
Moreover, in addressing both components (load manage-
ment and recovery provisions), optimising fatigue manage-
ment will likely reduce the risk of injury and non-functional
overreaching, enhancing athlete transitions across perform-
ance pathways.

Psychosocial strain. It is apparent that many athletes will be
required to overcome varying levels of pressure and
moments of adversity during training and

competition.17,56,57 Athlete A conveyed their awareness
of such stresses in saying:

“You’re going to have ups and downs. Don’t expect it to be
like an upward curve all the time, and just manage around
that. Because coaches do put a lot of pressure on us. Like, if
you don’t get these [performances], or whatever, the coach
might bomb you off to a different squad, and everything that
comes with that.”

Likewise, a comment from Athlete B emphasises a real-
isation of consequence when operating within a perform-
ance environment, previously not acknowledged, or
considered prior to their transition:

“On the talent pathway, you can kind of get away with what
you want; it’s more about fun. Obviously, you want to win,
but there’s nothing really riding on it, if you know what I
mean? But, say when I’m playing internationally now,
it’s more serious, there’s more expectations, there are
actual consequences if you don’t put in the work or
you’re playing badly.”

This was further acknowledged by the coaches, where
Coach D states how some academy environments
embrace challenges to enhance athlete development:

“I mean, ultimately, if you want to be convinced of some-
body’s coping within a professional environment, your
academy environment, which is the stepping stone, it has
to be challenging. It has to test the players and put them
under some pressure.”

This finding is similar to that reported by Rye et al.,55

Finn and McKenna18 and Andronikos et al.,17 where parti-
cipants highlighted psychosocial strain as an area that ath-
letes are required to endure/overcome in order to
successfully transition across pathways. Whilst adversity
may be typically viewed as more pertinent ‘bumps in the
road’,58 such as injury or deselection, being able to ‘cope’
with pressure should not be overlooked and is arguably
an underpinning skill required in overcoming adversity.59

Given this, coaches, key stakeholders, and NGBs should
look to equip athletes with the tools to enhance coping
skills and confront adverse situations. Indeed, existing
research has emphasised why intentional challenge and
subsequent skill development may be beneficial to athletes,
helping them overcome potential barriers in the future.58,60

Therefore, coaches should make significant efforts to
educate and equip athletes with the skills required to
endure such challenges. Moreover, coaches should also
acknowledge the organic stress/pressure placed upon ath-
letes during transitions. For these reasons, coaches should
resist considering deselection or disparaging early perfor-
mances, recognising that this is likely to add further
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stress. Instead, coaches should acknowledge that an ath-
lete’s abilities are likely to improve once they are familiar
with the new environment and its demands.

Athletes also noted transitions placed high amounts of
strain on social and vocational lives. This was echoed by
all of the athletes (emphasising varying areas of strain)
and acknowledged by coaches as a potential pinch point.
For example, Athlete B, highlights the strain placed on
their education:

“It was a hard transition! I think mainly, in terms of the
hours around lectures, so on the part-time pathway, they
kind of factor in lectures and stuff, and they make it work
around them, so that was easy. But, when you go full-time,
they don’t really factor that in. It’s kinda like the sport is
your job, not being a student. So, that was pretty tough.”

Likewise, Athlete C demonstrates both vocational and
social strain:

“I think my body kind of adapted to it quite quickly because
I was only sixteen, so I feel like if you throw anything at a
sixteen-year-old, at least physically, they’re going to be
fine. But mentally, it is hard because you’ve got a lot of
things going on when you are that age. School starts
getting serious, relationships start being a thing, stuff like
that, you kind of miss out on those, because it’s all to do
with what you prioritise.”

Awareness of such issues was further acknowledged by
the coaches, with Coach B stating:

“Our programme starts at sixteen years old, and I mean
that comes alongside some pretty big life events. Moving
away from home, puberty, wanting to be out and about.
Then you’ve got peer pressure and everything. Of course,
it’s about balance; they’ve got to be dedicated, but if
they’re miserable, is that going to work out? Probably
not, so it’s just understanding what’s good for them at
that moment.”

Indeed, when athletes transition, their social circles
outside of the sport may be negatively impacted, as more
time may be spent on training, recovering, and competing,
thus potentially ‘missing out’ on some social experiences.
Vocationally, athletes may also limit themselves in terms
of education and employment, prioritising training and
competition instead.61 Whilst such a level of dedication
has been described as a necessity for performance athletes,
given that it is, in most cases, positively associated with
sporting success,62,63 coaches should be mindful that such
sacrifices can significantly impact and strain athletes, both
in the immediacy and later in life, and thus some
‘balance’ or compromises in this regard may be beneficial.

Social pressures may also arise as a catalyst from within
the new sporting environment. Socially, players may now
be required to interact with a very different set of personal-
ities, given the wider reaching age bands of professional
sport, compared to the more age-restricted academy
setting - but also the associated lifestyle differences of a
professional sports person. Coach D provides such insights
on social pressures:

“When a young player is suddenly getting paid to play, but
you know that they’re living circumstances and their life
circumstances are very different to the rest of the playing
squad… you can’t expect them to be in the same place psy-
chosocially and from a personality point of view. Even up
to, say, the age of twenty/twenty-one, there needs to be a
degree of mentoring and care provided.”

Therefore, coaches should find a combination of support
and challenge, ensuring that their relationship with the
athlete is one of caring, helping them develop wider skills
beyond those concerned solely with sporting perform-
ance.5,8 Likewise, the encouragement and utilisation of
support services, such as lifestyle advisors and psycholo-
gists, will further support and aid such experiences during
transitions.5

External influences have also been noted as contributing
factors to stress.18,64,65 For example, parents with unrealis-
tic expectations and high pressures to perform may cultivate
athletes to hold a fear of failure and reduced motivation,
potentially inhibiting athlete progression.64,65 Whereas
parents with appropriate support, such as praise and encour-
agement, have been related to positive outcomes.66,67 This
may suggest why all the coaches in this study reported the
importance of understanding their athletes beyond the
sporting setting (e.g. understanding family situations and
external demands, to list a few). For example, Coach B said:

“When looking at the top coaches in the sport, away from
the pitch and tactics and stuff, it’s the social side. That is
what they do really well. Like, they know what’s going on
in people’s families, they know what’s going on behind
the scenes, and I think if you, as a coach, can kind of
develop those relationships in a positive way by just
having good communication skills and taking on board
the information. That can only be a good thing, right?”

In support of above, a similar stance was outlined by
Coach D in saying:

“Yeah, like my number one bit of advice is always to get to
know the whole player, get to know the whole person. You
know, so you don’t treat them as just another player or just
another one off the conveyor belt. It’s that relationship, the
trust comes first above everything. Find out about their life
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circumstances, family circumstances, education circum-
stances, work out who they are, how they operate.”

In summary, psychosocial stress is likely to be signifi-
cant when athletes progress from part-time to full-time pro-
grammes. Additionally, as an athlete transitions across
performance pathways, their identity will likely evolve,22

which may include negative feelings towards ‘missing
out’ on social and vocational experiences/opportunities. In
a similar vein, athletes will require support and mentorship
to navigate the new/different psychosocial demands of
senior sport.5,55 Thus, we encourage coaches to find a
balance between support and challenge where possible,
caring for the athletes’ interests beyond purely sports
performance.

Access to resources. When both athletes and coaches were
asked to report on the qualities of successful athlete tran-
sitions, many reported on the usefulness of additional
support services and professional expertise (e.g. psychol-
ogists and nutritionists) in adapting to increased training
demands and expectations. For example, Athlete B
stated:

“Yeah, so we have strength and conditioning coaches, so
they do the gym, and then we have a nutritionist who we
can book meetings with if we need to.”

Echoing the above, Athlete C outlines the benefits of
such resources:

“In my situation we had access to the nutritionist, the psych-
ologist, we had physios and everything because obviously
when you’re making that transition, obviously you’re train-
ing more, so you kind of need that extra support. It can just
help you get up to speed.”

Whilst it is perhaps unsurprising that access to additional
support services and expertise were seen as beneficial to
successful athlete transitions, as per existing litera-
ture,17,68,69 it does further illustrate the importance of a
multidisciplinary approach. Moreover, previous research
has also highlighted how skills, such as psychological
ones, can be further ingrained across a range of tasks and
environments inherently provided across a multidisciplin-
ary team.70 Indeed, multidisciplinary support can allow
for wider-reaching development and support of the
athlete, with an agreed and united approach to ensure pro-
gress is attained.68

Although many sports can access a diverse range of ser-
vices and expertise, others may be limited with provisions
afforded due to the resources available to them, presenting
a possible barrier to athlete progression.17 This was high-
lighted by Coach A:

“Recovery or fatigue tracking is not something we can actu-
ally do. And that’s genuinely due to resources. We just
don’t have the money or the manpower. So, we’re limited
in what we can do, to be honest.”

Although a lack of resources may be somewhat of an
impasse, we propose that coaches and stakeholders get cre-
ative, finding alternative, and cost-effective methods to
overcome such hurdles. For example, in the instance of
fatigue tracking, collecting individual player rate of per-
ceived exertion (sRPE)71 may prove beneficial in the
absence of global positioning system (GPS) tracking72

(we refer readers to a simplistic guide for utilising sessional
RPE developed by Turner et al.71). Additionally, utilising
local institutions (e.g. universities) may also prove worth-
while, whereby access to resources are readily available
in the forms of equipment (e.g. GPS or heart rate tracking)
and personnel (e.g. students and qualified professionals) as
a few examples. Furthermore, such offerings are usually
two-fold, as whilst such support may provide athletes
with previously unobtainable services, institutions may
benefit from academic research outputs and professional
development opportunities.

In summary, athletes are encouraged to take advantage
of the provisions made available to them, and likewise,
coaches and key stakeholders should encourage these
(with time availability agreed upon). Given that such
resources have a high probability of directly impacting
the success or failure of the prior points (psychological
strain and physical considerations), highlighting the level
of importance support services and professional expertise
may have.

Conclusion
The present study was able to highlight three areas of foci
(physical considerations, psychosocial strain and access to
resources) that were identified as crucial in relation to
pathway transitions. Physical considerations encompass
the acknowledgement of prior load tolerance abilities, the
applied management of fatigue (via an incremental increase
of training load) and the utilisation of interventions to aid
recovery. Conversely, the lack of awareness of current
load tolerance, poor fatigue management (i.e. the lack of
load moderation) and/or absence of recovery provisions
were identified as barriers to successful athlete transitions.
Indeed, the present study found a 64% increase in training
frequency following transitions, highlighting the vast dif-
ferences between pathway demands and demonstrating
the need for wider support (i.e. load management and
recovery provisions). In regard to psychosocial strain, it
was discussed that pathway transitions may offer unique
challenges (e.g. social exclusion and pressure). As such,
coaches should be mindful of this, tailoring their approach
accordingly by ensuring that athletes are equipped to handle
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such scenarios. Likewise, coaches, key stakeholders, and
NGBs should contemplate an athlete’s holistic develop-
ment, doing their best to provide access to additional
expertise while ensuring the coach-athlete relationship is
caring.

The findings of the present study offer some reflections
and practical applications for coaches and sporting organi-
sations to consider. First is the need to be aware of current
vs future load tolerance. For instance, coaches should be
mindful towards the substantial increases in load when tran-
sitioning through the talent pathway, as previously
reported9,12,46,73 and established within this research. To
enhance load tolerance, it is advisable that coaches offer
graduated programmes when approaching and following a
talent pathway transition. Secondly, the research estab-
lished the need for recovery provisions to benefit the
increased load endured. Therefore, coaches and key stake-
holders should ensure athletes are aware of recovery provi-
sions offered or provide education on the benefits of
provisions the athlete can self-manage (i.e. sports therapy
provisions, nutrition, etc.). Lastly, clubs and organisations
should be aware of the benefits/pitfalls of access/absence
of wider supporting provisions and resources. Having
access to psychologists, nutritionists, and sports scientists
(amongst others) has been demonstrated to benefit perform-
ance as well as athletes’ general well-being, more so as a
necessity than a nicety. In turn, access to support contri-
butes to the resolution of the need for recovery provisions,
which consequently aids the resolution of the initial point,
the need to manage the training load (highlighting a poten-
tial domino effect).

As with all research, the current findings must be consid-
ered in light of the methodological limitations of this study.
For instance, the work was limited to interviews of athletes
who had successfully transitioned into their respective full-
time performance pathways. The absence of inputs from
athletes who failed to transition successfully into the per-
formance pathway, who would then ultimately be with-
drawn from their full-time programmes, may have
highlighted other areas for discussion with respect to
pathway transitions. Additional considerations of the
present study are the sample’s representativeness in relation
to other sports, athletes, and coaches more broadly. Indeed,
the relatively small sample size could be seen as a limita-
tion, impacting on the generalisations this research can
make. Despite this, the work might have the potential to
produce naturalistic generalisations. That is, the findings
may resemble, or ring true, to the experiences of those
working in similar contexts.74 As such, this research may
offer important initial steps for many coaches, key stake-
holders, and NGBs to consider, recognising that specific
sports will offer unique challenges that require further
investigation. Therefore, this study has helped shed light
on the barriers to, and the qualities of successful pathway
transitions, whilst raising some critical questions about

how coaches, support staff, and NGBs can better aid
athlete transitions in the future.75–78

Ethical considerations
Institutional ethical approval was obtained from Loughborough
College.

Consent to participate
Written consent was obtained from all participants prior to data
collection.

Consent for publication
Participants are made aware that data will be used for publication
(within consent).

Declaration of conflicting interests
The authors declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect
to the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article.

Funding
The authors disclosed receipt of the following financial support for
the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article: This
work was supported by the Talented Athlete Scholarship Scheme,

ORCID iD
Rich J Kite https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9336-4625

Supplemental material
Supplemental material for this article is available online.

References
1. Vaeyens R, Güllich A, Warr CR, et al. Talent identification

and promotion programmes of Olympic athletes. J Sports
Sci 2009; 27: 1367–1380.

2. Johnston K, Wattie N, Schorer J, et al. Talent identification in
sport: a systematic review. Sports Med 2018; 48: 97–109.

3. Vaeyens R, Lenoir M, Williams AM, et al. Talent identifica-
tion and development programmes in sport. Sports Med 2008;
38: 703–714.

4. Till K and Baker J. Challenges and [possible] solutions to
optimizing talent identification and development in sport.
Front Psychol 2020; 11: 1–14.

5. Wylleman P, Alfermann D and Lavallee D. Career transitions
in sport: European perspectives. Psychol Sport Exerc 2004; 5:
7–20.

6. Côté J and Vierimaa M. The developmental model of sport
participation: 15 years after its first conceptualization. Sci
Sports 2014; 29: S63–S69.

7. Lloyd RS and Oliver JL. The youth physical development
model: a new approach to long-term athletic development.
Strength Cond J 2012; 34: 61–72.

8. Bruner MW, Munroe-Chandler KJ and Spink KS. Entry into
elite sport: a preliminary investigation into the transition
experiences of rookie athletes. J Appl Sport Psychol 2008;
20: 236–252.

Kite and Parris 9

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9336-4625
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9336-4625


9. Drew K, Morris R, Tod D, et al. A meta-study of qualitative
research on the junior-to-senior transition in sport. Psychol
Sport Exerc 2019; 45: 101556.

10. Williams GG and MacNamara Á. Challenge is in the eye of the
beholder: exploring young athlete’s experience of challenges
on the talent pathway. J Sports Sci 2022; 40: 1078–1087.

11. Read PJ, Oliver JL, De Ste Croix MBA, et al. An audit of
injuries in six English professional soccer academies.
J Sports Sci 2018; 36: 1542–1548.

12. Perri T, Norton KI, Bellenger CR, et al. Training loads in
typical junior-elite tennis training and competition: implica-
tions for transition periods in a high-performance pathway.
Int J Perform Anal Sport 2018; 18: 327–338.

13. Soligard T, Schwellnus M, Alonso J-M, et al. How much is
too much? (Part 1) International Olympic Committee consen-
sus statement on load in sport and risk of injury. Br J Sports
Med 2016; 50: 1030–1041.

14. Bowen L, Gross AS, Gimpel M, et al. Spikes in acute:
chronic workload ratio (ACWR) associated with a 5-7
times greater injury rate in English Premier League football
players: a comprehensive 3-year study. Br J Sports Med
2020; 54: 731–738.

15. Tiernan C, Comyns T, Lyons M, et al. The association
between training load indices and injuries in elite soccer
players. J Strength Cond Res 2022; 36: 3143–3150.

16. Bjørndal CT, Andersen SS and Ronglan LT. Successful and
unsuccessful transitions to the elite level: the youth national
team pathways in Norwegian handball. Int J Sports Sci
Coach 2018; 13: 533–544.

17. Andronikos G, Westbury T, Brazo-Sayavera J, et al. Factors
contributing to the quality of the junior-to-senior transition
in Greek athletes. Int J Sport Exerc Psychol 2021: 1–18.
DOI: 10.1080/1612197X.2021.1891116

18. Finn J and McKenna J. Coping with academy-to-first-team
transitions in elite English male team sports: the coaches’ per-
spective. Int J Sports Sci Coach 2010; 5: 257–279.

19. Wylleman P and Lavallee D. A developmental perspective on
transitions faced by athletes. In: Weiss MR (eds)
Developmental sport and exercise psychology: a lifespan per-
spective. Morgantown, WV: Fitness Information Technology,
2004, pp.507–527.

20. Colvin M, Blom L and Bastin C. The impact of season success
on new coach-athlete relationships. J Study Sports Athl 2012;
6: 311–324.

21. Zhao C and Jowett S. Before supporting athletes, evaluate
your coach–athlete relationship: exploring the link between
coach leadership and coach–athlete relationship. Int J Sports
Sci Coach 2023; 18: 633–641.

22. Franck A and Stambulova NB. Individual pathways through
the junior-to-senior transition: narratives of two Swedish
team sport athletes. J Appl Sport Psychol 2020; 32: 168–185.

23. Pion J, Lenoir M, Vandorpe B, et al. Talent in female gymnas-
tics: a survival analysis based upon performance characteris-
tics. Int J Sports Med 2015; 36: 935–940.

24. Jones BD. New evidence of relative age effects in ‘super-elite’
sportsmen: a case for the survival and evolution of the fittest. J
Sports Sci 2018; 36: 697–703. Epub ahead of print 2018.

25. Ford PR and Williams MA. No relative age effect in the birth
dates of award-winning athletes in male professional team
sports. Res Q Exerc Sport 2011; 82: 570–573.

26. Wylleman P. A developmental and holistic perspective on
transiting out of elite sport. In: APA Handbook of sport and
exercise psychology, volume 1: sport psychology. Vol. 1.
New York: American Psychological Association, 2019,
pp.201–216.

27. Wylleman P, Reints A and De Knop P. A developmental and
holistic perspective on athletic career development. In:
Managing high performance sport. New York: Routledge,
2020, pp.191–214.

28. Morris R, Cartigny E, Ryba TV, et al. A taxonomy of dual
career development environments in European countries.
Eur Sport Manag Q 2021; 21: 134–151.

29. Stambulova NB and Wylleman P. Psychology of athletes’
dual careers: a state-of-the-art critical review of the
European discourse. Psychol Sport Exerc 2019; 42: 74–88.

30. Stambulova NB, Ryba TV and Henriksen K. Career develop-
ment and transitions of athletes: the international society of
sport psychology position stand revisited. Int J Sport Exerc
Psychol 2021; 19: 524–550.

31. Kuettel A and Larsen CH. Risk and protective factors for
mental health in elite athletes: a scoping review. Int Rev
Sport Exerc Psychol 2020; 13: 231–265.

32. Sparkes AC and Smith B. Qualitative research methods in
sport exercise and health: from process to product. New
York: Routledge, 2013.

33. Gratton C, Jones DI and Jones I. Research methods for sports
studies. London: Routledge, 2014.

34. Guba EG. The alternative paradigm dialogue. In: Guba EG
(eds) The paradigm dialogue. San Francisco: Sage
Publications Inc., 1990, pp.17–30.

35. Strauss A and Corbin J. Basics of qualitative research techni-
ques. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications Inc., 1998.

36. Vidal-Vilaplana A, Valantine I, Staskeviciute-Butiene I, et al.
Combining sport and academic career: exploring the current
state of student-athletes’ dual career research field. J Hosp
Leis Sport Tour Educ 2022; 31: 100399.

37. Nelson J. Using conceptual depth criteria: addressing the chal-
lenge of reaching saturation in qualitative research. Qual Res
2017; 17: 554–570.

38. Malterud K, Siersma VD and Guassora AD. Sample size in
qualitative interview studies: guided by information power.
Qual Health Res 2016; 26: 1753–1760.

39. Braun V and Clarke V. Using thematic analysis in psych-
ology. Qual Res Psychol 2006; 3: 77–101.

40. Clarke V and Braun V. Thematic analysis. J Posit Psychol
2017; 12: 297–298.

41. Smith B and McGannon KR. Developing rigor in qualitative
research: problems and opportunities within sport and exer-
cise psychology. Int Rev Sport Exerc Psychol 2018; 11:
101–121.

42. Lundqvist C, Gregson W, Bonanno D, et al. A worldwide
survey of perspectives on demands, resources, and barriers
influencing the youth-to-senior transition in academy football
players. Int J Sports Sci Coach 2024; 19: 162–170.

43. Walther J, Haugen T, Solli GS, et al. From juniors to seniors:
changes in training characteristics and aerobic power in 17
world-class cross-country skiers. Front Physiol 2023; 14. Epub
ahead of print 2023. DOI: 10.3389/fphys.2023.1288606.

44. Solli GS, Flom AH and Talsnes RK. Long-term development
of performance, physiological, and training characteristics in a

10 International Journal of Sports Science & Coaching 0(0)

https://doi.org/10.1080/1612197X.2021.1891116
http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/fphys.2023.1288606


world-class female biathlete. Front Sports Act Living 2023; 5.
Epub ahead of print 2023. DOI: 10.3389/fspor.2023.1197793.

45. Güllich A and Barth M. Effects of early talent promotion on
junior and senior performance: a systematic review and
meta-analysis. Sports Med 2024; 54: 697–710.

46. McCall A, Jones M, Gelis L, et al. Monitoring loads and non-
contact injury during the transition from club to national team
prior to an international football tournament: a case study of
the 2014 FIFA World Cup and 2015 Asia Cup. J Sci Med
Sport 2018; 21: 800–804.

47. Heaton LE, Davis JK, Rawson ES, et al. Selected in-season
nutritional strategies to enhance recovery for team sport
athletes : a practical overview. Sports Med 2017; 47:
2201–2218.

48. Dobrosielski DA, Sweeney L and Lisman PJ. The association
between poor sleep and the incidence of sport and physical
training - related injuries in adult athletic populations : a sys-
tematic review. Sports Med 2021; 51: 777–793.

49. Bonnar D, Bartel K, Kakoschke N, et al. Sleep interventions
designed to improve athletic performance and recovery: a sys-
tematic review of current approaches. Sports Med 2018; 48:
683–703.
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