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‘I WOULDN'T DO ANYTHING DIFFERENTLY ... ALTHOUGH I WON'T 
LET MY CHILD GO IN THAT DIRECTION’– SUCCESSFUL HUNGARIAN 
OLYMPIANS’ UNDERSTANDINGS AND EXPERIENCES AT THE CLOSE 
OF ELITE SPORT CAREERS
„NEM CSINÁLNÉK SEMMIT MÁSKÉNT… AZÉRT AZ ÉN GYEREKEM 
NEHOGY EBBE AZ IRÁNYBA MENJEN” – SIKERES MAGYAR 
OLIMPIKONOK TAPASZTALATAI, ÉLMÉNYEI A HIVATÁSOS 
SPORTKARRIER LEZÁRÁSÁT KÖVETŐEN

Whilst the relationship between sport-related success and its effect on the identity of athletes has been acknowledged, less 
attention has been paid to understanding this relationship from the perspective of the individual. Elite sport follows the logic 
of individualism, competitiveness, and productivity, while elite athlete performance is depicted as being a remedy for society’s 
ills by empowering control over health and serving as a good example for future generations. This dualism is reflected in the 
viewpoints of elite athletes: in their experiences, reflections, and memories. The aim of this paper is to formally examine through 
Hungarian elite athletes’ experiences how elite sport is related to components of the athletic identity and their potential impact 
on individual sustainability. Results show (1) how essential the role of coaching is in elite athletes’ careers, (2) how sport is seen 
as a protective shield, indicating the importance of life-long career planning, and (3) that there is cognitive dissonance regarding 
the identity of elite athletes.
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Miközben a sportsikerek személyes identitásra gyakorolt hatása széles körben ismert, kevesebb figyelem terelődik arra, hogyan 
látja ezt az egyén, sportolói perspektívából. A hivatásos sport a verseny, az individualizmus és a hatékonyság logikáját követve 
elüzletiesedik, míg a sportolói csúcsteljesítményre gyakran a társadalmi bajok gyógyírjaként tekintünk: mert követendő példát 
mutat a jövő generációi számára, és felvértez egészségünk megőrzésére. Ez a kettősség tükröződik az élsportolók látásmódjában 
is: tapasztalataikban, reflexióikban és emlékeikben. A kutatás célja, hogy a sportolók tapasztalatain keresztül elemezze hogyan 
határozza meg a hivatásos sport a sportolói identitást, és annak az egyéni fenntarthatóságra gyakorolt hatását. Az eredmények 
azt mutatják, hogy (1) az edző szerepe kulcsfontosságú a hivatásos sportoló harmonikus karrierjéhez, (2) a sport egyfajta védő-
burok, ahol fontos az életre szóló karriertervezés és (3) a hivatásos sportolói identitást kognitív disszonancia jellemzi.

Kulcsszavak: egyéni fenntarthatóság, fenomenológia, hivatásos sportoló, identitás, sport 
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A growing body of research has shown that elite athletes 
– i.e. those seen as successful by society – experience 

their careers differently as individuals. There is academic 
agreement that elite sport is a risky profession. The com-
petitive logic that drives athletes to continuously aspire for 
high-level performance is associated with risk-taking and 
a disregard for health and well-being (Overbye, 2018).

This dualism has existed since elite sports became a 
business – a fairly recent phenomenon compared to the 
development of the rest of the economy, since sports pro-
fessionalism and its commercialization only started with-
in the last four decades (András, 2003; András et al., 2019; 
Dénes & Misovitz, 1994; Szathmári & Kocsis, 2020). The 
logic of elite sport is characteristic of the capitalist society 
that created it. Elite sport is the product of a growth-based 
society (Harangozó, Csutora & Kocsis, 2018; Kerekes, 
Marjainé & Kocsis, 2018; Kocsis, 2018), with its attendant 
subsystem and ideological support. Organized according 
to the logic of productivity, efficiency, evaluation, com-
parison, hierarchy, etc., elite sport reflects the conditions 
of society and makes its pitfalls even more visible (Liegey, 
Madelaine, Ondet & Veillot, 2013).

Due to its system logic and risky consequences, some 
sports scientists have turned to identity-related concepts 
to challenge this dualism and elaborate whether and how 
elite sport might be individually sustainable (Dohlsten, 
Barker-Ruchti & Lindgren, 2020). Sustainability can 
mean various things, and individuals may weigh differ-
ent aspects of the latter concept in slightly different ways 
(Király et al., 2013). Researchers have claimed that it is 
rather complex and difficult for sport to meet the require-
ments of sustainability, as this would involve athletes, 
coaches, associations, organizers of sporting events, de-
cision makers, representatives of the economic ecosystem, 
and sports-related social organizations, too – insofar as 
sustainability is based on long-term thinking and forward 
planning, and a rejection of short-term alternatives in or-
der to achieve long-term goals (Dingle & Mallen, 2020). 
This means, on the one hand, promoting the ecological as-
pects of sustainability – making sports green –, as well as 
fostering economic sustainability, legacy and profitability 
(Preuss, 2019). Last but not least, continuity in sports in 
the form of youth education and career planning could be 
also a part of this (Bohó et al., 2015; Szathmári, 2017). 
Yarmoliuk (2019) differentiated between environmental, 
social, and economic aspects in decision-making process-
es concerning sports sustainability. Researchers suggest 
that sustainability represents “a condition or set of con-
ditions whereby human and natural systems can continue 
indefinitely in a state of mutual well-being, security, and 
survival” (Jones, Selby & Sterling, 2010, p. 19). 

While security and survival have become increasing-
ly important topics for humankind, surprisingly few re-
searchers have so far tried to build a concept of individual 
sustainability around elite sports. Lindsey (2008) defines 
individual sustainability as a longer-term shift in person-
al identity, ability, and/or attitude through development in 
relation to participation in sports. Loland (2006) empha-
sizes the relevance of human-centered perspectives and 

conducting elite sports in a way that can increase mutual 
well-being and respect. Kim et al., (2019) argue that we 
should create positive organizational practices to ensure 
the mental health of sports-related employees. 

Earlier research focused on the psychological aspects 
of sport. In terms of the early burnout of athletes, Coak-
ley (1992) examined whether we should talk about a social 
problem or individual mistakes. Finally, it has come to 
light that there is a flaw in social organizations, and their 
transformation is inevitable. Athletes’ difficulty in bring-
ing professional careers to a close has also emerged as an 
issue. In terms of success, Fletcher and Sarkar (2012) and 
Lundqvist (2011) analyzed the stress tolerance of Olympic 
champions in terms of individual sustainability. 

While the researchers suggest that the demands and re-
sources of careers in elite sport limit their career sustain-
ability as elite athletes, they also reveal that a short-term 
career in sport does not prevent longer-term sustainability 
in other sphere. An increasing number of jobs/careers are 
becoming unsustainable due to high employer- and con-
textual demands, occupational stress, burnout, and lack 
of work-life balance (Richardson & McKenna, 2020). The 
physical, psychological, and emotional demands of a ca-
reer in elite sport often end in burnout and chronic levels 
of stress and injury that lead to the end of athletes’ ca-
reers (Thelwell, Weston & Greenless, 2007). This claim 
also supports those of other scholars who have argued that 
whereas some demands can be challenging, they are not 
inherently detrimental to work experience and to achiev-
ing short- and long-term goals and developing individual 
sustainability (Crawford, LePine & Rich, 2010). Rich-
ardson and McKenna (2020) argue that, although the de-
mand for a high level of performance may limit individual 
sustainability in elite sport, this should not be inherently 
problematic and may be something that can be “managed 
away.” However, doing so may negatively impact athletes’ 
motivation to participate, and hence subsequent perfor-
mance. 

In our exposition, individual sustainability is revealed 
by a focus on athletes as human beings and on personal 
needs. These traits allude to elite sport stakeholders’ inter-
est in building trust, honor, and diversity, which elements 
may make elite sports more sustainable (Annerstedt & 
Lindgren, 2014; Barker-Ruchti, Rynne, Lee & Barker, 2014; 
Szathmári, 2017). Lawson (2005) meticulously researched 
the relationship between sustainability and elite sport and 
concluded that elite sport’s sustainability – due to its inher-
ent logic – is fragile. This fragility is closely connected to 
the identity formation of athletes. Athletes who can restruc-
ture and preserve their identities prior to finishing their ath-
letic careers might be better able to cope with the loss of 
the latter than those who maintain a strong commitment to 
their identities as athletes until their careers end, or even 
subsequently. It may be that those athletes who engage in 
self-preservation by controlling their investment into their 
athletic identity are also those who can more effectively 
steer their career transitions (Lally, 2007).

Athletes’ identities incorporate the cognitive, affec-
tive, behavioral, and social aspects associated with their 
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roles (Brewer, Van Raalte & Linder, 1993). “Like all role 
identities, an athlete’s identity is developed through the 
process of constructing and interpreting meanings with-
in various social interactions. In this sense, athletes use 
socially constructed norms, values and beliefs associated 
with the sporting role to help understand the world around 
them” (Ryan, 2018, p. 1). Thus, understanding the identity 
component of athletes is a vital task when investigating 
the experiences of athletes, and research into identity in 
relation to individual sustainability in elite sport may of-
fer insight into this specific parameter (Cosh, LeCouteur, 
Crabb & Kettler, 2013).

While an individual’s identity can consist of various 
dimensions, it is probable that one of these will become a 
dominant lens through which the others are viewed (Lally, 
2007). Ideas about identity formation can thus contribute 
to understanding how sustainable elite sport can be ex-
panded. Thus, the aim of this paper is to reveal athletes’ 
needs and concerns regarding sustainable elite sport. Spe-
cifically, we aim to answer the following research ques-
tion: What aspects of identity-construction influence the 
identities and individual sustainability of elite athletes? 
We try to elaborate how the sample athletes make sense 
of their elite sports careers, including what they see as im-
portant factors in relation to their success, and what they 
see as problems. In this sense, we seek to understand indi-
vidual sustainability in sports as the product of the corre-
spondence between the demands of an elite sport system 
and the individual athlete’s personal needs and potential 
(Schubring & Thiel, 2014).

Materials and methods

Procedure
The purpose of our research was to understand which ele-
ments of the non-growth paradigm in sport can be nudged 
to make sport a more sustainable economic activity. The 
basis is in-depth interviews with elite athletes that were 
examined using interpretative phenomenological analysis 
(IPA). (We also created a questionnaire with 23 statements 
to quantitatively reveal and help understand related issues 
with the help of sample groups in Hungary (Szathmári & 
Kocsis, 2020)). IPA is a qualitative research method that 
is increasingly used, primarily in psychology. The basics 
of IPA are related to phenomenology and hermeneutics, 
which emphasize that individuals’ experiences can only 
be interpreted in context. The IPA-based approach allows 
the researcher to view a specific experience from an “in-
sider perspective,” treating the researcher as an expert. 
The method seeks to identify and understand the experi-
ence as much as possible, and to understand how the per-
son involved in the study interpreted it (Gelei, 2006; Kas-
sai, Pintér & Rácz, 2017). The aim of IPA research is thus 
to explore personal, lived experiences with phenomena, 
such as – in our case – athletes’ career experiences (Smith, 
2011). Qualitative research can help with understanding 
customers’ / consumers’ experiences and evaluations of 
a particular service (Fett, Bruns & Lischka-Wittmann, 
2009; Mitev, 2012). IPA is, therefore, an interpretative, 

hermeneutical method that can appear at several levels in 
the research process.

Participants
Targeted sampling was used. The five athletes we inter-
viewed gave us access to a specific phenomenon that rep-
resented a “perspective” rather than a population. Follow-
ing the recommendations of Smith et al. (2009), a state of 
homogeneity can be identified. Regarding the experiences 
of athletes, homogeneity should be present in the sense 
of the athlete’s basic experiences and transitions, and the 
time spent on professional sporting activities. Accord-
ingly, the main characteristics of the sample members’ 
sporting experiences were similar in terms of individual/
team sports, popularity, domestic/international success, 
Olympic embeddedness, supporting system, and in how 
much time they had been inactive at the time of the in-
terview. During the interview lead-up process, we identi-
fied five professional athletes whose selection process we 
considered homogeneous according to the criteria detailed 
below. One of the criteria was the sport itself – namely, 
interviews were restricted to athletes who had competed 
in individual sports (e.g. swimming or athletics). This was 
necessary because, according to Baker, Yardley and Coté 
(2003), team sportsmen’s experiences apparently differ in 
terms of the effects of success/failure, expectations, and 
other psychological factors.

Another important criterion is the outcome of profes-
sional careers: in terms of measurement, our athletes had 
been awarded national championship titles, were interna-
tionally ranked, had participated in the Olympics, and can 
be identified as elite athletes. Also, the role of the time-ho-
rizon was considered an important criterion: we includ-
ed athletes whose professional careers had finished some 
years ago, but who had formerly competed for more than a 
decade, so they had a reasonable distance from and some 
insight into this phase of their lives. The former profes-
sional athletes had not entirely ended their sport-related 
activities; in some form, they were still connected with the 
system. Based on their own experiences, Larkin, Eatough 
and Osborn (2011) suggest using a sample of three to six 
people. This is suitable for describing similarities and dif-
ferences between individual cases.

Sample selection was based on Miles and Huber-
mann’s (1994) classification that employs intensity-based 
criteria and comparable sampling techniques. The essence 
of the former is investigating information-rich cases. The 
research question is always open, is focused on explora-
tion (not explanation), on process (not result), and aims at 
reporting (not identifying causes or consequences). The 
research question should also involve a special context 
(not, for example, a comparison of contexts). At the begin-
ning of the research, we formulated a two-level research 
question (a first-level research question was followed by 
a second-level research question that could be theoretical-
ly grounded) (Somogyi et al., 2018). Our main research 
question was “What aspects of identity-construction in-
fluence the identities and individual sustainability of elite 
athletes?”
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Contact was based on pre-established relationships. 
This ensured that all the above-mentioned “intensity cri-
teria” were met. Interviews were documented in a friend-
ly environment known to the athletes. This prior contact 
ensured an open and frank atmosphere, and increased the 
chance that subjects could boldly express themselves.

Data collection
We implemented a semi-structured interview with each 
participant. Semi-structured interviews were used be-
cause the method permits the researcher’s questions to 
guide the interview process while simultaneously allow-
ing topics identified by the participants to be elaborated 
upon via probing (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). Furthermore, 
with the use of non-numerical data this line of research 
helps explore and describe the “quality” and “nature” of 
how people behave, experience, and understand, and thus 
helps link people’s actions to their beliefs (Brown, 2005). 
A semi-structured interview process was applied that in-
corporated the results of former questionnaire survey. In-
quiring about the phenomenon we wanted to investigate 
(including experiences of injury, failure, or success) dur-
ing the interviews allowed the identity of the interviewees 
to be evaluated in the context of the given experience.

Interviews were documented in 2015, each lasting be-
tween 60 and 90 minutes. Prior to these, participants were 
oriented about the object of the research and gave their 
informed consent. Recordings were made which were lat-
er destroyed. Documentation were transcribed and major 
nuncupative elements were labelled (such as chuckling 
and meaningful silences) and noted down. 

Data analysis
In perusing the interview transcripts – so-called immer-
sion in the data – the researcher “takes on the interview-
ee’s viewpoint” (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014) and makes 
the transcript better through analysing, explaining, inter-
preting and conceptualizing using free content analysis 
(Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009). Conceptual commentary 
is “torn” from the direct text and is utilized to originate an 
understanding of the person on a more holistic level. It is 

characterized by the entire dialogue: the “dialogue” be-
tween the preliminary knowledge of the researcher, and an 
ongoing understanding of the interviewee’s experiences.

The next step was the creation of emerging themes (Pi-
etkiewicz & Smith, 2014) by exploring all the interviews 
from a different perspective to that of the participants. In 
this, more emphasis was placed on the researcher’s organ-
izing and interpretative role. While creating a “new body” 
of outcomes, the themes continuously develop. A topic may 
become an emerging issue when it arises in at least half of 
the interviews (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009), and these 
topics should be written down in the transcript. In imple-
menting this method, the researcher can incorporate psy-
chological constructs into the process of interpretation.

Results
In the following sections, we explore the narrative types 
associated with identity construction through the selection 
of the latter experiences. Comparing the situation of ath-
letes in sport to the situation with the environment, and 
examining the boundaries thereof, we must then look at 
what is socially desirable. Efficiency gains in the short 
term – or performance-related results in Hungarian sports 
– may not support human individual sustainability in the 
long term. In addition to physical and psychological fac-
tors, sport is also part of the human environment. 

Coding of the first interview indicated that emotional 
affection was emphasized – athletes talked about coach-
es, parents, and age groups using several motifs (“desire,” 
“love,” “shield”) that were analogous to the terms used in 
a relationship. Mention of these relationships occurred fre-
quently in all interviews, so they may be considered dis-
tinct topics. Experience related to the attitude to training 
and fierce competition was also crucial (Figure 1).

Thereafter, we sought to identify the connections (such 
as chronological links) between the emerging themes and 
those overarching topics that could cover several subtop-
ics. By using quotes from the interview transcripts and 
trying to reveal the patterns and groups of topics among 
the interviews, further interpretation of unfolding themes 
– called “master themes” – can be developed (Smith, 

Figure 1.
Exploratory themes that emerged during the coding process

Source: own compilation

 

PARENTS' ROLE DESIRE MENTAL/PHYSICAL HEALTH
you are your own person sport as love always pain

there is no fight coaching for love ‐‐> crazy coach physical ‐‐> psychologist mental
familiy pressure ‐‐> study easier way vs. learning enormous load ‐‐> hit back

TRAINING COACHES' ROLE ABROAD
monotonous, hideous luck, responsibility horizon

playfulness <‐‐‐> get results no private life ‐ after own's head scholarships
no training ‐‐> still success no killing‐noticed‐was built up money, better facilities

COMPETITION VISION AGE GROUP RELATION
injustice sport as protective cover trust only yourself <‐‐> society
happiness closed world: grime ‐‐‐> cleaner, easier embarassing not to study
eternal pain black hole, vacuum marriage, children later

IDENTITY: WHO HAVE I BECOME?
never give up

tomorrow will be better
start at the bottom

role model, positive personality traits
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Flowers & Larkin, 2009). During the analysis, the re-
searcher interprets how the interviewee has interpreted 
their experience; this dual interpretation is a process of 
“double interpretation” wherein the second, scientifically 
and systematically performed interpretative work of the 
researcher can be considered a part of the reflective phe-
nomenological attitude of IPA – as opposed to interview-
ees “naturally adjusted” pre-reflective observations, using 
Husserl’s expressions (Smith et al., 2009).

Primary and secondary themes

The indicative identity of athletes was constructed 
within a performance-based narrative plot. By explor-
ing the identity-construction aspects of elite athletes in 
the re-readings and rearrangements of the text, stories 
emerged around three unfolding themes: the (a) “central 
role of coaching” during the careers of elite athletes; 
elite sport reflected as a (b) “protective cover”; and (c) 
“social connectedness” related to identity development 
(Figure 2).

a.  The “central role of coaching”: Closely associated with 
other emerging themes (parents, training, competition, 
and desire). The role of coaches (as part of a supporting 
system) is remarkable in terms of the original discovery 
of the athletes (“seeing something in me”), managing 
them properly (“not killing me”) and long-term plan-
ning (“built up”). We identified motifs associated with 
long-term planning (athlete-coach-sport), athletes who 
face “burn-out,” and other factors. “I was lucky with 
my coach as he did not burn me out in the drive to be 
successful; I was systematically built up to be good.” 

The coaches’ role emerged as vital in shaping the ath-
lete’s identity and creating the chance for an individual-
ly harmonious career: “I think the most serious problem 
is that an athlete counts as long as they are active. While 
an athlete is in this phase of their life, they should be 
prepared for the next period.” A lack of the elements of 
long-term planning, a human-centered approach, and a 
life-long program may be components of an elite sport 
system, and a missing part of the individual athlete’s 

Figure 2.
Primary and secondary themes identified and unfolded during the IPA process

Source: own compilation

 

Gains Lack of... Age-group Problems Cognitive 
dissonance Child-like values

Appreciation, 
relationship, 

coach, emotions, 
love

Concept, working 
system, lifelong 
program, human 

focus, 
appreciation, long‐
term perspective

Privileges, 
comparison, exit, 

integration, 
otherness

Mentality, health, 
age group, human 
relationships, 
transition

Belief, values Motif, playfulness

It was the 
expectation of the 
[trainers at the] 
swimming pool 
that educational 
studies would 
continue.

...these days 
people ‐ who do 

something terrible, 
worthless ‐ gets 
into the focus of 

society.'

‘Those of my age 
group got married 
earlier and had 
babies earlier. 

There is no healthy 
golden mean, only 

extremes.’

Ask anyone at the 
top! Sport is not 
healthy anymore.'

‘I wouldn't do 
anything 

differently ... 
although I won't 
let my child go in 
that direction.’

‘[Participating in 
the] Sydney 

[Olympics] was like 
taking a kid to the 
amusement park.’

…results must be 
produced at all 

cost for coaches so 
that they can 
prove their 
existence.'

To offer 
alternatives and 
not to let go of 

one's hands when 
they quit.'

Everyone loves 
athletes. Especially 

if you are 
successful. In life, 
you can never 
normally do 

something that 
everyone 

unconditionally 
accepts and loves.'

I can understand 
the people who ‐ it 
will sound rude ‐ 
jump out the 

window to finish 
their participation 
in athletics or any 

sport.'

After retirement, it 
was complicated 
for me, and it was 
a severe problem 
that time was 

running out of my 
hands, days and 

hours, deadlines of 
all kinds.'

Little ones should 
be playful. This is 

the biggest 
mistake in relation 
to performance 
constraints.'

...he did not burn 
me out in the drive 
to be successful; I 
was systematically 

built up to be 
good.'

‘Only the very 
crazy stay there for 

that minimal 
amount of money, 
doing it with love.’

‘I went around the 
world because of 
my running and 

jumping.’

It was a space: a 
vacuum and I felt 
that I couldn't find 
my place in my age 

group.'

I think the most 
serious problem is 
that an athlete 
counts as long as 
he/she is active.'

...hold hands for a 
few years and be 
by her side as she 

becomes 
independent and 
switches over to 
everyday life.'

Role of coaching Protective cover  Social connectedness
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personal needs, and have potentially negative effects on 
individual sustainability:

…results must be produced at all costs for coaches, so 
that they can prove their worth, and, as a result, a child 
can be burned out or unmotivated by the age of 15. Lit-
tle ones should be playful. This is the biggest mistake 
in relation to performance constraints.

b.  “Protective cover”: The role of contradictions, such 
as the comparison of the internal / external world and 
active / formerly active athletes, is essential in identity 
construction. “Everyone loves athletes. Especially if 
you are successful. In life, you can never normally do 
something that everyone unconditionally accepts and 
loves.” An individual’s identity can consist of various 
dimensions, while the existence of a “protective cov-
er” is identified as a dominant lens through which “the 
outside world” is viewed. Sport is like a small world 
surrounded by a protective sheath that separates and 
protects athletes, yet making it extremely difficult to 
quit. A “closed world” that “itself is dirty, but still 
simpler, cleaner (!) and not as infected as the outside 
world.” Age as a sub-theme also forms the basis of 
continuous comparison in relation to social status, be-
coming a substantial part of subjective social self-im-
age. 

I have a very tight agenda as an athlete, so my days are 
tied to a schedule. After retirement, it was complicated 
for me, and it was a severe problem that time was run-
ning out of my hands, days and hours, deadlines of all 
kinds. At that time, I was much more disciplined, plus 
at our pool it was crazy not to learn well.

Constant comparison was also related to raising aware-
ness about what sport (“worldview” sub-theme) could give 
athletes in return. A “black hole” or “vacuum” may arise 
after emerging from under the protective cover of a life 
in sports. Athletes who can restructure and preserve their 
identities prior to finishing their athletic careers might be 
better able to cope with such losses. Accordingly, restruc-
turing and preserving their identities prior to finishing 
their athletic careers might help them to cope with the ex-
perience of loss:

I can understand people who – this will sound rude – 
jump out of the window to finish their participation 
in athletics or any sport. Well, it is a very, very ter-
rible feeling. I have not gotten that far, thank God, 
but maybe because I am a tougher breed. But it has 
also occurred to me, I’ve thought: ‘what the hell I 
am looking for in this world? I am not good at an-
ything!’ And from this point on, you feel useless, 
there is none of the confirmation you get from sport, 
and you cannot find it anywhere else, because to find 
it... you have worked 150% so far, and now there is 
a world in which every normal person who has been 
with you for 15 years has already taken these steps.

Here, security is considered key in terms of to what extent 
it is available to athletes. Personal security comes under 
threat during transition periods (starting and finishing a 
career, turning professional etc.) so a systematic approach 
that can protect oneself becomes essential. 

Continuing in education, thereby increasing the chance 
of developing a dual career, was an expectation of parents 
which later became standard at sports clubs, but was not 
part of long-term planning:

It was the expectation of the [trainers at the] swimming 
pool that educational studies would continue. They 
knew that a lot of parents would take their children 
out if they did not learn well, so it was in the pool’s 
interest that they studied. And the two don’t rule each 
other out.

c.  “Social connectedness”: This is represented by the mo-
tif of a child and can be found in all three stakeholders 
(athlete, parent, coach). Two of the interviewees work as 
coaches, all of them have children, and all made state-
ments not only about their athletic- but also their coach-
ing and parental identity. 

A positive personality can be acquired from doing 
sport and they [athletes] can carry these [this latter 
attitude] with them throughout their lives and it will 
be useful everywhere. But I am not going to force my 
children to pursue sport, like my parents did not want 
me to be a top athlete. I do not want to obstruct them 
either, because I know you can play a positive role in 
society through sport.

Principles that emerged included “never give up,” “tomor-
row will be better,” and “start at the bottom.” 

I think the veteran World Championships show how 
much power they [athletes] have. If you use this [pow-
er] skilfully and well, you can pass on things that you 
may not have known about before. Certain values that 
a person acquires when he or she becomes a role mod-
el.

As a trainer, playfulness is emphasized as a focal point of 
identity construction, but as a retired, successful elite ath-
lete and parent cognitive dissonance appears: the foremost 
desire is for children not to choose the path of becoming 
an elite athlete. 

In other words, these stories indicated that very few 
resources were available for bridging the athletic identity 
with a desirable future identity to manage identity con-
struction. “I would not do anything differently. I am grate-
ful to my mom and my family for making this decision, 
for persevering, and for finally accepting my decision. 
Although I wouldn’t let my child go in that direction.”  
The latter quote is an indication that the desired balance 
between short- and long-term interests (essential for in-
dividual sustainability) in Hungarian elite sport has been 
severed. 
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Discussion

The purpose of this study was to investigate i) the identity 
formation of elite athletes through experiences in sport, 
and ii) how to facilitate the development of a harmonic, 
individually sustainable sporting career. While the perfor-
mance narrative was referred to as the prevailing storyline 
available for identity construction, results revealed three 
higher-order themes that are critical elements of the iden-
tity construction strategy (i.e., the central role of coaching, 
protective cover, and social connectedness; see Figure 2). 
For the individuals in the present study, their collective 
sporting experiences were mostly positive, such that all 
perceived that would do the same again. However, in line 
with the claims of Howells and Fletcher (2015), cognitive 
dissonance appeared when athletes revealed that they hope 
that their child will not follow their path. The understand-
ing of identity construction elements presented here (i.e., 
security and social connectedness) complement pre-exist-
ing work (Szathmári & Kocsis, 2020) about the connection 
between sport and individual sustainability. With pressure 
mounting on athletes to make the most of their athletic 
“investment,” the temptation for them to compromise their 
future by exploiting their bodies for short-term gain and 
by cheating is growing (Barker et al., 2011), so a well-bal-
anced life based on “The Joy of Effort” is essential (Lo-
land, 2012).

The results reported in this research also extend previ-
ous work by positioning the mental and physical health is-
sues produced by environmental and psychological factors. 
(Coyle, Gorczynski & Gibson, 2017). Elite athletes have a 
broadly comparable level of susceptibility to high-preva-
lence mental disorders (such as anxiety and depression) as 
the general population (Rice et al., 2016; Nicholls & Levy, 
2016; Vveinhardt, Fominiene & Andriukaitiene, 2019). 
Elite sport can cause health problems: psychological and 
physical pressure (Levy, Polman, Nicholls & Marchant, 
2009), and a lack of long-term planning represent the fo-
cal areas that contradict the principles of sustainability. 
The elements described here (e.g. coaching) complement 
pre-existing work on the structure and function of social 
connections. For example, the fact that coaches functioned 
as externally situated helpers (Chatfield & Hallam, 2015), 
and provide long-term planning and impartial advice to 
athletes, is consistent with Clutterbuck’s (2001) concep-
tualization of the mentor/coach (Sandardos & Chambers, 
2019). Moreover, parent-child mutual disclosure and the 
sharing of emotions contributed to personal and relation-
al growth (Brown, Webb, Robinson & Cotgreave, 2019). 
Applying IPA to the interviews, we extended Rynne and 
Mallett’s (2014) study to find that sustainable practices 
were present but not guaranteed in the coach-athlete re-
lationship development. This finding in part supports the 
relation to sport coaching. The humanistic approach is one 
that is person-centred and emphasizes the empowerment 
of the individual in relation to achieving personal goals 
in ways that respect the athlete as an emotional, political, 
social, spiritual, and cultural being (Cassidy, Jones & Po-
trac, 2004; Lyle, 2002; Potrac, Brewer, Jones, Armour & 

Hoff, 2000). Achieving sustainability and organise human 
activities in a sustainable manner has become a task and 
an objective that we as humans must achieve partly by cre-
ating structures and new ontology that move individual 
behaviour in the desired direction (Heikkurinen, Rinkin-
en, Järvensivu, Wilén & Ruuska, 2016; Kocsis, 2018). 

Congruent with this research, previous studies have 
reported that transition periods (especially retiring) are 
of particular importance in relation to athletes’ careers. 
Practical remedies (e.g., providing proactive support) and 
coaching are well-acknowledged instruments for support-
ing athletes with the transition phase (Hallman, Breuer, 
Ilgner & Rossi, 2019; Park, 2012). The concept of sustain-
able sport is consistent with theoretical findings: athlet-
ic identity at the time of retirement exhibits a significant 
relationship with coping processes, emotional and social 
adjustment, pre-retirement planning, and anxiety about 
career decision-making (Grove et al., 2008). Interestingly, 
it appears that retirement may play an essential role in the 
evolution of experiences due to the associated distancing 
from events (cf. Coakley, 1983).

According to the athletes, their coaches were essential 
points of contact during their careers. They played a sig-
nificant role in maintaining the identity of athletes and the 
individual sustainability of the whole system. Chambers 
(2017) also reflects in an analysis of Australian profes-
sional sports that one of the higher-order themes related 
to players’ mental health concerns the player-development 
manager relationship. The expression of this shortage has 
parallels in the appearance of problems at a more general 
social level. A lack the elements of long-term planning, a 
human-centred approach, and a lifelong program all harm 
individual sustainability.

Offer (2006) claims that real individual sustainability 
means finding the right balance between short-term enjoy-
ment and long-term security. Here, security is considered 
vital in terms of how much it is available to the athletes. As 
described, sport is a “protective cover” for participants. 
The analysis revealed that some of the positive outcomes 
were indicative of illusions regarding personal growth 
(Howells & Fletcher, 2015). The findings of this study also 
showed that a dual career is a real long-term identity-cre-
ation option, although as Stambulova, Engström, Franck, 
Linnér, and Lindahl (2015) state, maintaining a constant 
and equal focus on both sports and studies may compro-
mise athletes’ private life, health, and well-being. Educat-
ing athletes who just start their elite sport career on how to 
making way for the positive values they represent (Kovacs 
& Doczi, 2020) and helping them access multiple dual-ca-
reer role models would help them to envisage more diverse 
identity narratives and directives about how to steer the 
task of combining elite sport with education (Ronkainen, 
Ryba & Selänne, 2019).

Limitations

The study applied retrospective interviews; as such, it may 
have been hard for participants to recall various experienc-
es and how these influenced their overall sense of identity. 
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The research is also limited because it was only feasible 
to prepare a single interview with each participant, which 
may not have been adequate in this investigation of a com-
plex experience. The responses of the athlete participants, 
who were mainly male, may not reflect those of the broad-
er sporting elite and related environment. Their inclusion 
may limit the generalizability of the findings; collecting 
additional information from other sportspeople, including 
a more equal gender distribution, would strengthen the 
knowledge base.

Conclusion and directions for future 
research

There is no firm hypothesis in the literature or well-ground-
ed theory about the individual sustainability of athletes in 
elite sport. Therefore, this research was not intended to 
justify or refute theories. Rather, the exploration of the 
comments and experiences of the participants about dif-
ferent topics help to expand the main topic. As there is 
little information available in this field, the approach we 
adopted is particularly suitable: we can base our hypoth-
eses on the experiences of those who are involved in it. 
Accordingly, the participants were athletes, who, through 
their speech created the literature for analysis. The physi-
ognomy of the study does not require the formulation of an 
assumption, but it does specifically address the research 
questions. The main question in our research plan was the 
following: what aspects of identity construction influence 
the identities and individual sustainability of elite athletes? 
The study findings indicate that coaches and the athletes’ 
supporting system should help increase athletes’ individ-
ual sustainability, insofar as athletes themselves lack the 
related know-how. The stakeholders in elite sport should 
anticipate demand from athletes in relation to implement-
ing sustainability principles and perspectives.

The analysis shows that there is cognitive dissonance 
regarding the identities of elite athletes. This emphasizes 
that coaching, the “protective cover” and “social connect-
edness” (in the form of life-long career planning) should 
play an important role in moving elite athletes’ lives in a 
more individually sustainable direction. 
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