
 
 

www.tass.gov.uk 

 

Title: Supporting Adolescent Athletes’ Dual Careers: The Role of an Athlete’s Social Support 

Network 

Authors: Knight, C., Harwood, C., & Sellars, P. 

Year: 2018 

Keywords: Dual career, sport, education, adolescence, social support 

Sports: Tennis, Football, Hockey, Swimming, Shooting, Pentathlon, Sailing, Alpine ski-racing 

& Badminton 

Journal: Psychology of Sport and Exercise 

Main Theme: Social support  

Secondary Themes: Role of the support network, factors optimising support 

 

Aims: The aims of the study were to (a) understand the role of the social support network in 

facilitating a dual career in sport and education and (b) gain insights into factors that enable 

this support to be optimised.  

Method: A two-stage qualitative design was adopted. Stage one focused on understanding 

the support required from, and delivered by, members of adolescent athletes’ support 

network across a variety of sports within the UK. Stage two examined the extent to which 

the findings from adolescent participants in the UK aligned with, or differed from, the 

experiences of elite athletes in different sports and countries who had achieved success in 

their sport while maintaining their education. The data from stages one and two were 

combined due to their similarities in the role of the support network in helping the 

adolescences maintain their dual careers.  

Results and Practical Implications: The role of the support network appeared to be 

characterised by five themes. The support network needed to (a) recognise the dual career 

athletes’ needs and make adaptive changes, (b) anticipate barriers and suggest solutions, (c) 

demonstrate a belief in the value of education and a dual career, (d) remove barriers to the  
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maintenance of a dual career, and (e) create an autonomy-supportive environment to foster 

dual career athletes’ independence. To enable significant others to provide this support, it 

appeared that three factors were important. Participants indicated that, (a) focusing on the 

whole person, (b) integrating efforts within the support network, and (c) fostering a culture 

that promotes continuing education, would enable optimal support from their network. 

These results highlight the need for members within the athletes’ support network to 

provide support for one another and share similar beliefs and expectations relating to sport 

and education. The identification of specific roles and responsibilities to be fulfilled by each 

member of a support network, as well as understanding the sporting and educational 

demands and goals of athletes would be useful to guide support for a dual career during 

adolescence. 
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