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Aims: Several studies have examined career pathways in elite sport with retrospective 

designs, but few studies have explored how youth elite athletes construct narratives about 

their future lives and how their dreams and hopes relate to their careers in sport and other 

life contexts (e.g., education). Collecting visual and verbal representations of youth athletes 

“dream days” (i.e., their construction of a best possible day sometime in the future), will 

help to understand how people construct subjectively meaningful career paths and 

narrative identities.   

Method: Narrative inquiry emphasises the storied nature of human life and suggests that 

stories are central to our thoughts, behaviours, and actions. 17 Finnish, first year student-

athletes aged 16-17 took part in the study. All participants were pursuing sport and 

education in upper secondary schools, were competing at international level, and had 

started or were expected to start transitioning into senior level competition in the future. 

The student-athletes competed in team and individual sports and both summer and winter 

Olympic sports. The participants were asked four weeks before the interview to think about  
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and create a representation of a “dream day” to bring to the interview. This could be a 

picture, photographs, magazine, and newspaper clips etc. The dream day stood for a real 

day for the athletes and how they wanted to live it (e.g., activities they would do, the people 

they are with, and how it makes them feel). 10 participants completed the task and the 

other 7 did not produce a visual representation. In the interviews, the athletes were asked 

to tell a story about their dream days, which included verbal narratives from all individuals 

and exploration of meanings that participants assigned to visual images they had produced.  

Results and Practical Implications: The study identified three overall storylines that 

provided a narrative structure for the dream day stories: (1) a day on holiday, (2) a day of 

peak athletic performance, and (3) a regular day. A day on holiday included a morning with 

no alarm clock, a good breakfast, and leisure activities throughout the day; the most 

important element of these days was “relaxing”. Most participants included some 

recreational sport activities, but without the competitive element. The key people in the 

holiday dream days were athletes’ friends as that was often missing from their everyday 

lives. This dream day simultaneously focused on “not doing” and “not having” certain 

things. A day of peak athletic performance centered on a major sporting event, with the 

remaining of the day focused on pre-competition routines. These stories were situated 

further in the future within the peak phase of participants’ athletic careers (age 20-30). 

These stories were mainly individualistic and contained little exploration of other narrative 

resources beyond the elite sport narrative which focused on winning a major event. When 

others emerged, it was mostly teammates and parents. Education was also a central 

consideration in one participant’s life design (i.e., moving to the US for university). The third 

type of dream day was a regular day consisting of school/work, sports, and free time. Some 

participants situated their dream days within their present life contexts as student-athletes 

and included both schoolwork and sport training. These stories drew strongly on their daily 

lived experiences and routines. The only difference to an average day was in having a little  
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bit more of a relaxed schedule. These stories did not highlight other individuals, for 

example, family, coaches, and teammates were not mentioned. One athlete illustrated that 

his occupational pathway of becoming a dentist, remained more of a “dream” than a plan 

that he was actively striving for and explained that professional tennis was his plan and a 

bigger dream compared to his future career as a dentist. The current study indicated that 

student-athletes’ future narratives are contextualised within various cultural discourses of 

leisure and recreation, elite athlete career, friendships, and education. The short time span 

of their future perspectives and focus on a break from current pressures indicate that career 

counsellors, coaches, and teachers’ need to be aware of talented adolescents’ demanding 

work schedules and aim to increase communication between schools and talent 

development systems to facilitate pathways that combine both pursuits.   
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