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Erasmus+ Sports: Cooperation Partnerships

- Mental Health and Transition to the Labor Market

Abstract

Background and General Objectives

Managing dual careers, where athletes balance their demanding sporting careers with academic or professional
pursuits, presents a unique set of challenges. Elite athletes are expected to perform at the highest level while
simultaneously working toward educational qualifications or career readiness. This balancing act can create significant
stress and mental health issues. According to the Athlete365 Career+ Programme, more than 60% of athletes
experience difficulties in managing these commitments, leading to high dropout rates, particularly as they transition out
of competitive sports (Stambulova & Wylleman, 2015; Athlete365 Career+, 2022). The pressure to excel both in the field
and in their educational or professional lives creates a complex landscape of demands, which often leads to mental health
issues such as anxiety, burnout, and depression (Knight, Harwood and Sellars, 2022).

The sports of swimming and all related aquatic disciplines pose unique challenges. Swimmers often spend
between 20 to 30 hours per week training, which leaves little time for academic commitments or career planning (Ryba
et al.,, 2017). This creates a precarious situation for many athletes, where the singular focus on athletic success
overshadows the need for future career preparation. Upon retirement, many athletes report feeling unprepared for life
outside of sports, with limited professional qualifications or work experience to secure stable employment (Larsen et al.,
2013).

For female swimmers, swimmers with disabilities, and those from economically disadvantaged
backgrounds, these challenges are even greater. Female athletes tend to receive less media coverage, lower
sponsorship, and reduced financial incentives, which limits their ability to invest in long-term career planning (Capranica
& Guidotti, 2016). Likewise, disabled athletes face systemic barriers, such as limited access to training facilities or
insufficient adaptive equipment, making their dual-career paths more challenging to navigate (Stambulova et al., 2017).
Moreover, disadvantaged swimmers frequently encounter financial constraints that exacerbate their struggles to
balance competitive sports with education, limiting their access to career development resources (Wylleman et al., 2013).

One of the key findings in recent research is the critical role that social support networks play in helping
athletes navigate the challenges of dual careers. Studies have shown that athletes with strong emotional, informational,
and practical support from family, coaches, peers, and mentors are better able to balance their educational and sporting
commitments (Henriksen et al., 2020). Social support serves as a buffer against the stresses associated with managing
two demanding roles, and its absence is linked to higher dropout rates and lower academic or career achievement (Knight,
Harwood and Sellars, 2022). Studies on athletes in dual careers consistently show that those who benefit from supportive
environments are more likely to experience academic success and career satisfaction after their sports careers
(Stambulova et al., 2021). On the other hand, a lack of social support is often associated with higher dropout rates and
poorer mental health outcomes (Knight et al., 2021).

Moreover, the motivation for dual careers and the athlete's athletic identity have been identified as
significant factors influencing the success of dual-career efforts. Athletes who strongly identify with their sporting careers
may find it more difficult to invest time in education or career development outside of sports, particularly if they perceive
that their future success depends solely on their athletic performance. Conversely, athletes who place greater importance
on their education are often more successful in managing dual careers, as they prioritize academic or professional pursuits
alongside their sporting achievements (Knight, Harwood and Sellars, 2022).

For swimmers, whose daily schedules are often more rigid than those of other athletes, the role of support
systems is particularly crucial. Coaches play a central role in facilitating balance by promoting flexibility in training
schedules and encouraging academic development alongside athletic training (Guidotti et al., 2015). Additionally, the
support provided by peers within the swimming community helps athletes share strategies for managing dual
commitments, which can reduce feelings of isolation or stress.

Challenges in Dual Career Transitions

Transitioning from elite sports to the labor market is a particularly challenging period for athletes. For many
swimmers, the transition from elite sports to the labor market is a critical turning point. The lack of career preparation
during their swimming careers often leaves them struggling to define a clear path in the workforce (Capranica & Guidotti,
2016). Research from Sweden shows that athletes who receive career counseling and job placement services during
their sports careers are more likely to secure meaningful employment after retirement (Stambulova et al., 2015). These
programs offer athletes the flexibility to develop transferable skills that can be applied in the workforce, allowing them to
build a stable professional foundation while still competing.

For female athletes, these transitions can be especially challenging. Research highlights that female athletes
often receive less media coverage, lower sponsorship opportunities, and reduced financial incentives compared to their
male counterparts, which leaves them more vulnerable to financial insecurity post-retirement from sports. This inequality
in support can create significant barriers to their ability to transition smoothly into the labor market (Programmes, 2023;
Knight et al., 2022). Similarly, athletes with disabilities face systemic challenges such as inaccessible training
environments, insufficient adaptive equipment, and limited career pathways, all of which hinder their ability to
balance sport and education (Programmes, 2023).
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The lack of adequate dual-career programs in many sports organizations exacerbates the issues faced by
these athletes. While some countries, such as Sweden, have developed comprehensive support systems for athletes that
include career counseling, job placement services, and educational programs, many regions still lack the infrastructure to
provide these resources. Research from Sweden on world-class athletes highlights the success of these dual-career
systems, where athletes are given the flexibility to pursue education and career opportunities while maintaining their
competitive sports status (Knight et al., 2022).

Mental Health Concerns

Another critical aspect of dual-career management is its impact on athletes' mental health. Research indicates
that elite swimmers who do not engage in career development experience higher rates of burnout and mental health
issues, particularly during major transitions, such as retirement (Lavallee et al., 2012). In contrast, athletes who participate
in dual-career programs report better mental health outcomes, including lower levels of anxiety and depression, as well
as greater life satisfaction (Stambulova & Wylleman, 2019).

Athletes involved in structured dual-career programs, which include mental health resources such as
counseling and stress management workshops, are better equipped to handle the pressures of elite competition
(Stambulova et al., 2021). For swimmers, whose sport is known for its physically and mentally demanding nature, access
to mental health resources is critical. Without such support, many athletes experience significant psychological strain,
leading to premature retirement from the sport (Ryba et al., 2017).

The mental health challenges faced by athletes also has long-term consequences. The inability to transition
smoothly out of sports or the stress of managing dual careers can result in long-term psychological issues, which affect
both their personal and professional lives. This is why it is crucial to provide athletes with holistic support that includes
not only career development but also mental health services that address their unique challenges (Knight et al., 2022).

Role of Digital Tools and Sustainability

In addition to providing career and mental health support, the Athlete2Career project will emphasize the use of
digital tools to ensure accessibility for all athletes, regardless of their location or financial resources. By leveraging
technology, the project will minimize the need for travel, reduce the environmental impact, and offer athletes greater
flexibility in managing their dual careers. The use of online platforms for career counseling, mental health resources,
and educational content will ensure that athletes have access to the support they need, whenever and wherever they
need it.

Moreover, the project will promote sustainability by implementing social practices to allow athletes to have
more support during their career.

Athlete2Career: Addressing the Dual Career Challenge

The Athlete2Career project is designed to address the multifaceted challenges faced by athletes in managing
dual careers. By providing flexible educational programs, mental health resources, and inclusive support systems,
the project aims to reduce dropout rates and improve the overall well-being of athletes, particularly those from
underrepresented (i.e. vulnerable) groups. The project’s focus on sustainability and digital innovation further enhances
its capacity to provide long-term support for athletes, ensuring that they are prepared for life both during and after their
sporting careers.

The project's general objectives are as follows:

1. Dual-Career Support: Develop flexible educational and career pathways that enable athletes to juggle their
sporting commitments while pursuing education or professional development.

2. Mental Health Resources: Provide targeted mental health support aimed at reducing stress, anxiety, and
burnout during career transitions.

3. Inclusion and Diversity: Ensure tailored support for female athletes, disabled athletes, and those from
disadvantaged backgrounds, promoting equal access to opportunities and resources.

4. Sustainability: Incorporate eco-friendly practices using digital tools and sustainable behaviors, reducing
travel, and limiting paper use.

By combining these approaches, Athlete2Career offers a holistic solution to the pressing issue of dual-career
management in the athletic community. With the provision of structured support, flexible educational options, and mental
health services, the project will empower athletes to succeed both on and off the field, ensuring that they are well-prepared
for their future careers beyond sports.

The Athlete2Career project is structured into four work packages (WPs) to ensure systematic and effective
implementation of all activities:
1.  WP1: Project Management and Coordination focuses on overseeing all aspects of project execution,
including financial management, coordination between partners, and adherence to timelines.

2.  WP2: Development of Dual-Career Pathways and Mental Health Resources focuses on designing and
delivering dual-career education and mental health support. Activities include developing workshops,
educational materials, and resources for athletes. This WP runs from Months 1 to 12 and is led by Sports
Federations in each partner country.

3. WP3: Digital Platform Development is responsible for creating the digital platform that will serve as the
central hub for resources and training modules. This WP runs from Months 1 to 18.
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4. WP4: Dissemination and Evaluation ensures that project results are communicated effectively to all target
groups and stakeholders. This WP includes workshops, conferences, and media outreach, as well as the
continuous evaluation of project outcomes. This work package runs from Months 6 to 24 and is managed by
the LEN European Aquatics.

Together, these work packages ensure that the Athlete2Career project meets its objectives through structured
planning, development, and evaluation processes, with collaboration between all key partners.



