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This study combines the holistic ecological and holistic developmental approaches
through a mixed methods intrinsic case study with a convergent design to explore
how a dual career (DC) development environment (DCDE) facilitated student-athletes’
transition to a Scandinavian university. The case was explored through multiple sources
of data inspired by the research methodology in the holistic ecological approach and the
DC-Environment Success Factors (DC-ESF) working model. Semistructured interviews,
with student-athletes and support providers, and documents analysis were complemented
by a quantitative monitoring of the student-athletes’ transition experiences. Findings are
presented in a joint display by merging the qualitative and quantitative data in an
empirical version of the DC-ESF model. The empirical model summarizes the case by
situating the environment in student-athletes’ development and showing a challenging
transition with athletic and nonathletic demands and a well-coordinated and supportive
environment with a mission of a balanced and synchronized whole and targeting
empowerment of the whole person. The student-athletes developed their DC compe-
tences and a holistic attitude to development, improved in sport and study, and in their
ability to balance their DC. This study contributes to the literature by bridging the gap
between transition and environment research. By integrating the two approaches, the
study explicitly shows the fit between the student-athletes’ needs and the environment’s
support leading to the conclusion that effective DCDEs works to meet student-athletes’
needs by helping them to develop DC competencies to create and maintain an optimal DC
balance.

Keywords: dual career development environment, holistic developmental approach,
holistic ecological approach, student-athlete, transition

Research into athletes’ dual careers (DC;
Stambulova&Wylleman, 2019) has been growing
worldwide (Stambulova et al., 2021). Increasing
the understanding of how to facilitate athletic
development in combinationwith further education
has been in focus across, for example, Australia,

New Zealand, continental Europe, United King-
dom, and Scandinavia (European Commission,
2012; Ryan et al., 2017; Stambulova & Ryba,
2013). A shared precondition across these nations
is that they, in contrast to the collegiate system in the
United States of America, keep the spheres of sport
and education separate, requiring cooperation
between educational and sporting organizations
to facilitate balancing sport and study. Working
toward these ends, European DC research has been
stimulated by two approaches in recent years. First,
understanding how athletes develop in holistic
ways, including developmental pathways with
related transitions and coping, also referred to as
the holistic developmental approach (Wylleman
et al., 2013). Second, studying how sport and study
stakeholders collaborate in DC development
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environments (DCDE; Henriksen et al., 2020)
from the holistic ecological approach
(Henriksen&Stambulova, 2017). To our knowl-
edge, researchers have so far not combined
these two approaches to explore student-ath-
letes’ development within a particular environ-
ment. In this study, we integrate these
approaches to explore how a DCDE facilitated
student-athletes’ transition to a Scandinavian
university.

The Holistic Developmental Approach and
University Transition

The holistic developmental approach stimu-
lates researchers and practitioners to consider
student-athletes as whole persons by outlining
interconnected athletic and nonathletic levels in
their development (psychological, psychosocial,
academic/vocational, and financial; Wylleman
et al., 2013). This is embodied in the holistic
athletic career model (Wylleman, 2019). A
core of the approach is to support athletes toward
performance success while developing as a per-
son (Preston & Fraser-Thomas, 2018). Previous
research targeting student-athletes’ transition
to university (e.g., Brown et al., 2015; Debois
et al., 2015; Harrison et al., 2020; Tekavc
et al., 2015) showed that they experienced de-
mands across all the levels of development.
Student-athletes reported athletic demands
with a need to train and perform at a higher
level and performance and injury setbacks, and
academic demands with increased study re-
quirements and independency. They also re-
ported psychological demands including
developing an identity, maintaining motiva-
tion, and taking personal responsibility; psy-
chosocial demands including relocating for
sport with less parental support, a new social
network, and managing relationships; and
financial demands with a need to work to
make ends meet. This brief overview illustrates
the dynamic life situation student-athletes are
in, and the need for them to balance time and
energy (Eccles & Kazmier, 2019) to manage a
DC. Stambulova et al. (2015) found that to feel
adjusted in the DC pathway, student-athletes
needed to strive for an optimal DC balance,
defined as “a combination of sport and studies
that help student-athletes achieve their educa-
tional and athletic goals, live satisfying private

lives, and maintain their health and well-being”
(p. 12). In previous research, student-athletes’
personal resources have been key for successful
DC adjustment (Debois et al., 2015; Stambulova
et al., 2015), and proficient support compen-
sated and/or complemented the student-athletes’
own resources in an autonomy-supportive way
(Stambulova&Wylleman,2019).Student-athletes’
perceptions of personal resources have been
explored across several articles (e.g., Brown
et al., 2015; MacNamara & Collins, 2010).
Personal resourceswere recently conceptualized
as DC competences in the Gold in Education and
Elite Sport project across nine European coun-
tries. Student-athletes’ DC competences were
synthesized into four main factors (De Brandt
et al., 2018) including DC management (with
an emphasis on organization- and time man-
agement, planning, and prioritizing), together
with career planning, emotional awareness, and
social intelligence and adaptability. Student-
athlete participants across the European coun-
tries acknowledged all the competences as
important for managing their DC (De Brandt
et al., 2018).

The Holistic Ecological Approach and
DCDE Research

The holistic ecological approach (Henriksen&
Stambulova, 2017) was originally developed to
study athletic talent development environments
(Henriksen, 2010). The approach stimulates re-
searchers and practitioners to consider DC as a
social affair, and DCDEs as purposefully devel-
oped systems that aim to facilitate athletes’
investment in combining their competitive sport-
ing careers with education or work (Morris et al.,
2021). Expanding on the work into DC support
(Defruyt, 2019; Knight et al., 2018; Pink et al.,
2015), the Ecology of DC project was initiated
across seven European countries (e.g., Denmark,
U.K., and Spain) to explore DCDEs and their
effectiveness. Working models based on the
holistic ecological approach were introduced
(Henriksen et al., 2020). The DCDE working
model describes the structure and components
of a DCDE across micro- and macro levels, and
sport, study, and private life domains. The DC-
Environment Success Factors (DC-ESF)working
model summarizes the factors that explain the
functioning of a DCDE. The DC-ESF model
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takes as its starting point the preconditions of the
environment, including financial, human, and
facilities. The model then illustrates how the
DCprocesses (e.g., daily activities, coordination,
and support) and the philosophy of a DC support
team affect the student-athletes’ development as
athletes, students, and persons, and their acquisi-
tion of DC competences. Central in the model is
the philosophy of the DC support team described
as a set of values and beliefs about how to support
student-athletes’ development. Components of
the model are interrelated and influence the envi-
ronment effectiveness, in view of the student-
athletes’ athletic and academic achievements,
well-being, and satisfaction. That is, to help
student-athletes in developing and maintaining
optimal DC balance (Stambulova et al., 2015).
Through a cross-case analysis of the seven

cases across Europe (e.g., Henriksen et al.,
2020; Korhonen et al., 2020; Linnér et al.,
2020), Storm et al. (2021) summarized 10 essen-
tial features of successful DCDEs in 2 overall
themes: holistic structure and shared DC philos-
ophy. Holistic structure implied the presence of a
central entry point for DC support through a
dedicated DC support team responsible for coor-
dinating sport and study, integration of efforts
across the environment, and a clear understand-
ing of DC issues and support from DC support
providers, family, coaches, teachers, and peers.
Student-athletes in these environments also had
access to expert support and to rolemodels and/or
mentorships from which they could learn. A
shared philosophy within a DC support team
included whole person and empowerment ap-
proaches by taking an interest in student-athletes’
experiences across domains (e.g., coaches asking
about studies) and by supporting them in devel-
opingDC competencies tomanage their DC in an
autonomous way. Support staff recognized that
student-athletes required individualized solutions
and therefore provided sport and/or study flexi-
bility. They also cared for athletes’mental health
and well-being and maintained an open and
proactive approach to the continued development
of the environment (Storm et al., 2021).

The Scandinavian DC Context

We provide a brief overview of the Scandina-
vian DC context to facilitate contextualized
understanding and naturalistic generalization
(Smith, 2018). In Scandinavia, sport is organized

through sports clubs. Positive youth development
through sport (Dorsch et al., 2020) is valued and
complemented by promoting high performance
sports in a socially responsible manner by, for
example, ensuring athletes’ DC development
(The Danish Top-level Sport Act—Act No. 288
of 26, 2004; Swedish Sports Confederation,
2018). The DCDEs situated within this sociocul-
tural setting typically rest on collaborations
between, for example, a club, sports federation,
athlete-friendly university, and local authority, to
facilitate flexibility and development. Students
are entitled to a state-funded grant (plus optional
loan) to support further education. Student-
athletes compete for their sport clubs and in
education have the same study requirements as
all other students.

Aim and Objectives

We aimed to integrate the holistic ecological
and holistic developmental approaches to explore
how a DCDE facilitated student-athletes’ transi-
tion to a Scandinavian university. A key aspect of
effectiveDCDEs is supporting student-athletes in
the process of developing and maintaining opti-
mal DC balance (Stambulova et al., 2015). The
objectives were to (a) investigate the factors
perceived to influence the effectiveness of the
DCDE in facilitating the university student-
athletes’ coping with the demands of their DC
transition and (b) analyze student-athletes’ sport
and study performances, and changes in their
perception of demands, coping, DC balance,
and satisfaction throughout their first educational
year, as additional indicators of the environ-
ment’s effectiveness.

Method

We designed the study as a mixed methods
intrinsic case study with a convergent design of
“QUAL+quan” type (Creswell & Creswell,
2018), meaning qualitative data is central and
quantitative data is supportive. We explored the
complexity and uniqueness of a specific bounded
case (Hodge&Sharp, 2016). That is, a university-
based DCDE and student-athletes’ development
within it. Inspired by the researchmethodology in
the holistic ecological approach (Henriksen &
Stambulova, 2017) and the DC-ESF working
model (Henriksen et al., 2020), we investigated
the case using multiple sources of data.
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We position the study within postpositivism with
a realist ontology and a modified objectivist
epistemology (Smith et al., 2012). In this respect,
the environment and student-athletes’ develop-
ment are part of a reality that is external to the
researchers and that can be accurately described
using a combination of methods. We acknowl-
edge that although striving for accuracy, such a
description will only be an approximation
(McGannon et al., 2021).

Case Description and Participants

The case, henceforth the Alpha environment,
was selected because it is known as a good
practice example of a DCDE in Scandinavia. It
had 8 years of experience in providing DC sup-
port, strong sport–study collaborations, a sport
domain with an outspoken focus on DCs, and a
study domain with an academic program de-
signed for DCs. There was a history of admitting
sub-elite athletes in one individual sport,meaning
athlete not involved in junior national teams but
recognized as having athletic potential, and
developing them toward international elite ath-
letes. In recent years, the environment had been
expanded to include other sports, but in this study,
we narrowed the case toward the sport with the
longest history of participating in the DC pro-
gram.TheAlpha environment consisted of a sport
science bachelor program in cooperation with a
nonprofit foundation specialized in the individual
sport under study. The university was responsible
for the academic education, whereas the founda-
tion was responsible for physical and sports
training. Together they shared a DC support
team to coordinate the environment. The founda-
tion employed coaches, organized training at a
high performance center, and worked to promote
the sport and DCs to stakeholders. The university
organized the program designed to help
student-athletes in both their ongoing athletic
career and in acquiring knowledge relevant to
their future vocational career, with courses in
physiology, psychology, leadership, economy,
and marketing.
The participants were nine university student-

athletes (both males and females; not specified to
avoid disclosing the sport) with a mean age of
21.0 years (SD = 1.80) and four support provi-
ders (3 males and 1 female) with a mean age of
41.33 years (SD = 8.39). The student-athletes
represented the athletes in the focal sport admitted

the current year and studied in the bachelor
program with student-athletes from also other
sports. The support providers all had university
degrees, represented different roles (forthcom-
ing), and had worked together since the start of
the environment.

Data Collection: Procedure, Instruments,
and Ethics

We present our methods in the order of their
implementation. We explored the case through
documents analysis, a quantitative monitoring
of student-athletes’ transition experiences, and
semistructured interviews with the student-
athletes and support providers.
Analysis of documents, including webpages,

social media, PowerPoint presentations, and
pamphlets about the environment and study pro-
gram,were used to acquaintwith the environment
and provided information for follow-up questions
in interviews. Performance reports with official
sport and study statistics were also collected to
provide data on student-athletes’ development,
including their competitive sports scores and
study credits taken.
Throughout the educational year, the student-

athletes completed the DC monitoring survey
once a month during lectures or online when
absent (August–May, 10measurements; comple-
tion rate was 95.6%). The survey was developed
for the study and inspired by the athletic career
transition and the holistic athletic career models
(Stambulova, 2009; Wylleman et al., 2013). The
survey contained five parts and targeted the stu-
dent-athletes’ perceptions of the previous week.
First, student-athletes were asked to take aminute
and recollect their DC experience. Second, a
single-item question was presented: “How well
have you balanced your dual career?” Prior to
data collection the student-athletes were intro-
duced to the concept of DC balance (Stambulova
et al., 2015). In the following parts, three sub-
scales were presented measuring perceptions of
demands, coping, and satisfaction, in relation to
sport, study, private life, social life, and financial
situation (5 items/variable). For example: “How
demandingwas your/Howwell did you copewith
: : : sports/studies/private life/social life/financial
situation?” Perceptions of balance and coping
were reported on a 6-point (Very poor to Excel-
lent) scale, and levels of demands and satisfaction
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on a 11-point (Very low to Very high) scale. The
survey included a table clarifying that: sports im-
plies all types of training and competition; studies
implies attending classes, exams, and studying;
social life covers friends and peer relationships;
private life includes everyday chores, hobbies, and
leisure time; and financial situation means every-
thing related to economy. Background information
(e.g., age, gender, and sports level)was collected at
the final measurement. Individual profiles were
made for the student-athletes with graphs showing
the dynamics of their perceived demands, coping,
DC balance and satisfaction across the educational
year, and used in the interviews.
Semistructured interviews (Smith & Sparkes,

2016) were conducted with the student-athletes
after the end of the educational year. In the
introductory part, student-athletes were asked
about their background and previous DC experi-
ence. An explorative part followed about their
experiences, balance, and perceived support dur-
ing their transition to the environment. For exam-
ple: “Please, share your experiences of going
through this year and managing your : : :
sports/studies/private life/social life/financial sit-
uation? Please, describe how you have balanced
yourDCduring this year?” In the explorative part,
the student-athletes’ individual profile was dis-
played on a computer and used as a reference tool
for recollection. In thefinal part, they summarized
their experiences.
Semistructured interviews were also con-

ducted with the DC support team. In the intro-
ductory part, the support providers were asked
about their background, role, and function in the
environment. An explorative part followed
about their perspectives on the environment
and its functioning, including micro- and macro
levels. For example: “Who do student-athletes
communicatewith?Howdoes support providers
in sport and study collaborate?” They were also
asked to reflect on student-athletes’ situation
and support: “What support is provided to
student-athletes in relation to their : : : sports/
studies/private life/social life/financial situa-
tion?” In the final part, support providers were
asked to reflect on future challenges for the
environment. Interviews were conducted in a
university conference room (n = 11) or online
for one student-athlete and one support pro-
vider. Student-athlete interviews lasted
75 min (SD = 9.0), and support provider inter-
views lasted 64 min (SD = 25.2).

Following national ethical standards, an invi-
tation to take part in the study was sent to, and
accepted by, the DC support team. In further
dialog. it was decided that the environment iden-
tity would be kept confidential, and the first
author was invited to a start-up day in which
the study aim, procedure, and ethics (confidenti-
ality, voluntary participation, and right to with-
draw) were presented to the student-athletes. The
first measurement took place the week after, and
the student-athletes were reinformed about the
study and choose to opt in by signing an informed
consent and answering the survey or opt out by
leaving papers blank. All chose to opt in. Before
each interview, participants were reinformed
about the study and signed an informed consent.
The contextual details provided might enable a
few insiders to recognize the DC support team;
this possibility was discussed with and accepted
by the team.

Data Analyses

Following our convergent—“QUAL+quan”—
design, our data analysis consisted of (a) analyzing
qualitative data by means of a coding reliability
thematic analysis, (b) quantitative data bymeans of
two-level growth models, and (c) making a “joint
display of data” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018,
p. 220) by merging the qualitative and quantitative
data in an empirical version of the DC-ESF model,
acting as a summary of the case.
We employed an analytical strategy that has

been used in previous holistic ecological approach
research (Henriksen et al., 2020; Linnér et al.,
2020) by conducting a thematic analysis (Braun
et al., 2016) in the following steps. In the first
step, interviewswere transcribed and read several
times to familiarize with the data. In the second
and third steps, the data were coded from a
deductive–inductive perspective. Meaning units
from interviews and documents were categorized
into high-order themes. These themes were
derived from the DC-ESF working model (e.g.,
preconditions and processes) and the holistic
athletic career model (e.g., academic and athletic
levels of development) acting as coding frames
(Braun & Clarke, 2019). Lower order themes
were then inductively generated to describe the
components in the empirical version of the
DC-ESFmodel, for example, “DCunderstanding”
in Preconditions, “Coordination and communica-
tion” in Processes, “Empower the person” in
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Philosophy of the DC support team, and so forth
(see all components and themes in Figure 1). As
themes were generated, previously coded materi-
als were checked for signs of the new themes. The
fourth and fifth steps involved a cyclical process
of going back and forth between sources of data,
themes, and model to develop the empirical
model and case description.
To quantitatively explore the effectiveness of

the environment, we performed four two-level
growth model analyses to investigate the linear
change in the student-athletes’ levels of demands,
coping, DC balance, and satisfaction throughout
the year. On Level 1 (within-person), we re-
gressed the four constructs on time to indicate
potential change. On Level 2 (between-person),
the change parameters were nested within parti-
cipants. All analyses were performed in Mplus
(Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2020) using a Bayes-
ian estimator and theMarkov ChainMonte Carlo
simulation procedures with a Gibbs sampler. We
did 200,000 iterations with a potential scale
reduction factor around 1 considered as an indi-
cator of convergence. Model fit was assessed
using the posterior predictive p value (PPp)

and its 95% confidence interval. In Mplus, “the
95% confidence interval is produced for the
difference in the f statistic for the real and repli-
cated data. A positive lower limit is in line with a
low posterior predictive p value and indicates
poor fit” (Muthén & Asparouhov, 2012, p. 315).
Credibility interval (CI) was estimated for all
parameters. In comparison to the traditional con-
fidence interval, the CI indicates the probability
that the parameter, given the observed data, lies
between the two values. We rejected the null
hypothesis if the 95% CI did not include zero
(Zyphur & Oswald, 2015). To analyze student-
athletes’ development in sports and studies, we
calculated themagnitude of the effect of themean
difference between student-athletes’ sports score
across all competitions in the season before enter-
ing the environment and the season following the
first year. The estimation followed Lakens (2013;
spreadsheet Version 3.4) to produce the most
appropriate and sample size corrected effect
size (in this case Hedges gav; small ≥ .20; mod-
erate ≥ .50; large ≥ .80).
Finally, the comprehensibility and alignment

between the qualitative and quantitative data,
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empirical model, and description were discussed
with the aim of providing a comprehensive, but
not too heavy illustration of the case, resulting in a
final case description and the empirical model of
the Alpha environment. The first author is a
former student-athlete and was responsible for
the analysis, and the article is a part of his PhD
project. The co-authors acted as critical friends by
using their expertise in the associated approaches
and methods. In all steps of the analysis, we
critically discussed coding, analytical choices,
and interpretations to come to an agreement about
the accuracy of the findings (McGannon et al.,
2021). Central to this process was the co-authors’
challenging interpretations and providing in-
sights. To enhance trustworthiness, the case
description and model were shared with the
DC support team, and separately with four of
the student-athletes including one dropout, to
establish the degree to which our findings reso-
nated with them through synthesized member
checking (McGannon et al., 2021). The descrip-
tion and model were considered accurate upon
minor clarifications.

Results

The Empirical Model of the Alpha
Environment

Wepresent the results by describing the empir-
ical model of the Alpha environment summariz-
ing how the student-athletes’ development was
supported (see Figure 1). We use abbreviations
when referring to student-athletes (SA1–9) and
support providers (sport manager = SP1, physi-
cal coach = SP2, bachelor program director =
SP3, and sports coach = SP4).

Situating the Transition and Context

The student-athletes had graduated from high
school 1.67 years ago (SD = 1.66) and all but
one from a sports-oriented school. Two of them
summarized their previousDC experiences: “you
learned some structure and planning, to get as
much out of the time as possible” (SA1) and “it’s
become a bit of a habit to have dual careers, even
if the sports investment is more serious now than
what it was during high school” (SA7).
Being in an individual sport, student-athletes

“domany percent of training on their own” (SP4),

and in relation to the university transition, the
coach continued saying:

In principle no 18 year old can live off this sport : : : so
after high school you need to give yourself time to
continue to invest, and academia is one of these paths
: : : and as a promising athlete after high school you
usually become very alone at your club, you have no
sparring, which speaks to the importance of trying to get
athletes together in the same place, and that’s where this
environment comes in (SP4).

Below we describe the student-athletes’ tran-
sition (i.e., developmental) context and in line
with the DC-ESF model follow with describing
the Alpha environment’s preconditions.

Student-Athletes’Transition Demands. Figure 2
shows the student-athletes’ perceptions of demands
throughout the educational year.When transitioning
to the Alpha environment the student-athletes expe-
rienced a peak in study demands (M = 8.89;
SD = 1.05). Managing studies remained the most
demanding throughout the year. In the interviews,
the student-athletes acknowledged the increased
study requirements: “Studies are more intense
now than in high school” (SA6) and “I had no
experience from university studies, so I felt it was
very difficult in the beginning to knowwhere the bar
was” (SA1). Included in managing study was an
increased study independence with fewer hours of
scheduled classes compared to high school: “it’s a
completely different personal responsibility at the
university” (SA9) and to develop their study tech-
nique: “you need to get into other types of study
techniques : : : it becomes challenging in the begin-
ning, when you don’t know how tomanage” (SA6).
Thestudent-athletes competedat thehighestnational
(n = 6)and international (n = 3) level andhadspent
2.55 years (SD = 2.40) competing at senior level.
Coming to the Alpha environment, they worked to
manage a continued increase in training and com-
petitive level: “It’s beenmore training,more physical
training,more technical training,more competitions,
all that stuff” (SA8). The student-athletes were in
competitive season half of the educational year
(M = 5.11 of 10 months; SD = 0.93) and as one
said: “It’s mainly a summer sport, and studies are
mostly during the winter, when I can decide for
myself when to train” (SA3). The quantitative data
also confirmed this showing a decrease in sport
demands during thewinter reaching the lowest point
in December (M = 3.11; SD = 1.96). During the
spring/preseason, the sport demands progressively
increased tofinally surpass studyasmost demanding
(M = 6.44;SD = 2.40). Tomanage the sport–study
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integrationwasadynamicprocess, andkeydemands
in the intersect between sport and study included
preparing for an exam and in parallel continue to
maintain training hours and maintaining studies
while traveling/away for competitions: “It’s been
difficult to balance when I feel there is not enough
time : : : partly when I’ve been away competing or
when it’s been a lot of studying, in connection to an
exam” (SA3).
Overall, private life demands remained on an

average level throughout the year, but with indi-
vidual differences (Mrange = 3.67–5.13; SDrange =
1.17–2.98). The student-athletes’ all spoke of an
increased personal responsibility as the major
demand in their psychological development.
Central to this was taking care of everyday chores
as part of living by themselves, managing their
own time with the increased study independence,
and planning much of their own training as
compared to having training in their study sched-
ule during high school: “you have no one who
says like ‘now you should study : : : or train’”
(SA5), and “now I have to clean the whole
apartment, I have to cook, shop and plan dinners”
(SA4). All the student-athletes but one had re-
located to the Alpha environment. Being in the
psychosocial process of establishing a new social
network, their social life demands were the high-
est at the onset of the year (M = 6.00;
SD = 2.93): “I didn’t know anyone moving
here” (SA8). As the year progressed, social

demands were on an average level (Mrange =
3.56–4.33; SDrange = 1.17–2.93) with student-
athletes’ working to maintaining a social life
and relationships: “you don’t have much time
for social life : : : the big difference if you
compare us with other students is how little
time we spend on just hanging out with people”
(SA7). The student-athletes’ financial demands
were on an average level but increased as they
approached the competitive season. Eight out of
nine student-athletes hadworked part time during
the year, for on average 7.1 hr per week
(SD = 4.73) to maintain a sufficient economy
for pursuing a DC covering travel, equipment,
and competition fees. They typicallyworked 8 hr
shifts at a warehouse and as one reflected: “a day
with work is a day with study or sport that I miss
: : : but it is something I have to do” (SA5). They
also tried to obtain and maintain sponsorship to
facilitate their financial situation but “it’s difficult
to find” (SA5).

Environment Preconditions. The student-
athletes’ benefitted from having “good coaches
who help a lot” (SA7) and DC understanding
among the environment staff: “the teachers under-
stand the situation, and the coaches understand,
that you cannot always give a hundred percent in
both areas” (SA2). DC understanding was facili-
tated by the DC support team having specific but
also dual roles, for example, the physical coach
and program director were also teachers in the
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Figure 2
Student-Athletes’ Perceptions of Demands Throughout the Year on Group Level

Note. Once a month the student-athletes answered, “How demanding was your : : : sports/studies/private life/social life/
financial situation?” using a 11-point (Very low to Very high) scale. See the online article for the color version of this figure.
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study program, sports/foundation manager was
also a coach, and sports coach was also a national
team coach and a former teacher in the program.
The physical coach and sport manager were espe-
cially important as their roles transcended the
environment domains: “The manager has a little
more responsibility for holistic support; that all of
life should come together” (SP4), and “the physi-
cal coach is their teacher and their coach : : : he
meets them in different contexts and can show
understanding of both sports and study” (SP3).
Beyond the DC support team, the student-

athletes acknowledged their supportive families.
Parents were often a source of advice and pro-
vided emotional support. Some of the student-
athletes also had a sibling or partner who studied
at university or pursued a DC that they could
share and discuss strategies with: “I use my
brother quite a lot to talk about motivation, and
my family asks me if I have studies and stuff
under control” (SA5).
Flexibility was built into the study program to

optimize the DC preconditions:

We create conditions that work for their DC : : : we have
reduced the study pace to 75 percent : : : we record all
lectures and we have lectures on fixed times and days
during a week : : : these three things make it flexible and
possible for them to plan in advance (SP3).

All lecture recordings and related studymaterials
were accessible through an online platform and a
student-athlete reflected on the flexible conditions:
“There is possibility to go away on competitions
and camps without in essence missing anything”
(SA9). The student-athletes had access to a fully
equipped high performance center, training facili-
ties at five surrounding clubs, the campus gym,
testing, profile clothing, and cars for commuting:
“You have the preconditions tomanage the sport in
the most efficient way” (SA7). The support provi-
ders acknowledged the student-athletes’ financial
situation as a barrier and tried to help with job
interviews but were not able to domuch: “We have
no scholarships or things like that” (SP1). One of
them concluded: “It’s not just to be organized and
motivated, it’s also how they solve the financial
issue : : : they work, train and study, and then all
become more tiring and difficult” (SP3). The DC
support team all had jobs with sport and/or study-
related task, but worked only part time, about 30%,
in the environment: “we have a fairly small per-
centage of employment to run this, butwant to help,
so some things I do in my spare time” (SP1).

DC Processes

Inauguration. At the onset of the educational
year, the student-athletes took part in welcoming
events with information and social activities to
acquaint with the environment, DC support team,
facilities, and each other. The majority of the
student-athletes formed a new social network
and friendships with student peers through the
university inauguration, a 10-day social event for
first-year students organized by second-grade
students, the Student Union, and Student Health
Services: “I’m very happy that I took part,
because I made a lot of friends, also outside of
sports” (SA4).

Coordination and Communication. The DC
support team communicated almost daily through
phone, text messaging or email, and met once a
week to coordinate their actions:

Wemeet and discuss how things are : : : As coaches, we
find out how things are going in school and if anyone is
falling behind. We share if we’ve seen any signs of
problems : : : We plan and sync schedules, so we don’t
schedule practice when they have lectures (SP4).

The student-athletes met someone in the DC
support team almost every day, and there were
continuous informal checks to keep track of
student-athletes’ well-being. All the support pro-
viders emphasized the importance of being avail-
able, building trust, and being open to talk to
student-athletes about more than just sport or
studies:

It doesn’t matter if it’sMondaymorning or Sunday night
: : : if they have problems with their partner, economy,
school or life in general : : : you have to be there,
develop the relationship and make them feel safe to
pick up the phone (SP1).

Upon taking on too much work along with
volunteering tasks and feeling stressed about
sport and study, one of the student-athletes re-
flected: “The manager told me that I can’t be
everywhere at once and provided a bunch of [poor
self-management] examples. I recognizedmyself
inmost of them and trust her, so I dared to let go of
some things” (SA4). A key part of the communi-
cation was using a social media group to “keep
track of where they are and how they feel” (SP2),
and so that “student-athletes can connect with
each other to go and train, or hang out, andwe can
share information about sports and studies”
(SP1). If the DC support team identified an issue,
they did not have qualifications to take care of,
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they could refer student-athletes to a physiother-
apist (connected to the environment) or use their
professional networks to guide them to external
experts.

LinkingTheory and Practice. Acore aspect of
the DC process was integrating a theory to prac-
tice exchange in the student-athletes’ everyday
life. The study program was designed to support
student-athletes in their athletic development by
utilizing their ongoing career experiences in the
courses: “Everythingwe have readwe’ve been able
toconnect toour sport andmostwrittenassignments
or exams we apply to ourselves” (SA2). As the
physical coach/teacher said: “they apply what they
read to themselves, and this becomes a kind of
support by building their knowledge” (SP2). The
coaches also connected training to theory: “We
don’t just practice the sport,wealsowant to increase
their knowledge of the sport” (SP4), and therefore
“the sport training is both theoretical and practical,
so they do exercises that they afterwards get theo-
retical knowledge on” (SP1). Guest lecturers were
frequently invited to promote additional learning in
areas like “how to get sponsoring or start a business,
personal branding, or media training” (SP1).

Study Flexibility and Follow-Ups. The student-
athletes were on average on the road due to sports
for 10.5 days/month (SD = 3.01), and they con-
tinued in the program supported by the built-in
study flexibility. If student-athletes were absent
during exams, they most often did it at a retake
occasion a few weeks later or asked their teachers
for a prolonged deadline. This demanded goodwill
and understanding on behalf of the teachers, and
the program director was active in promoting this
in a biannual program council together with
teachers, student-athlete representatives, and the
sports manager, and by communicating key prin-
ciples: “we say that if you are to teach in this
program, you are expected to be filmed and be
flexible” (SP3). To help student-athletes adapt to
the university study, the program director orga-
nized follow-up meetings about once a month:
“they get help and support and can learn study
techniques [including reading or writing strate-
gies] or how to structure their everyday better”
(SP1). In courses known to be difficult to pass, the
program director connected older students as
mentors, and lecture halls were organized in
proximity to “encourage student-athletes between
grades to socialize and meet each other to share
advice” (SP2).

Flexible TrainingWith Development Plan. The
student-athletes trained4.7 hrperday (SD = 1.52),
organized, and carried out mainly by themselves or
togetherwith sport peers of their choice. To support
and guide them in their development, the coaches
would sit down with the student-athletes and dis-
cuss their plan about once a month: “We talk about
howtoplanor about accepting reality : : : that some
weeks they cannot train as much : : : or something
else they can do less than theywould like to, and the
importance of eating or sleeping well” (SP4). A
student-athlete reflected on the coach support say-
ing: “having coaches available as a sounding board
: : : hasmade it easier [toplananddevelop]” (SA9).
Group Training and Competition. Group

training was provided twice per week at the
high performance center. Pressure practices
and annual in-house championships were com-
mon: “We usually train in a way to take advan-
tage of being a group. We include competitive
elements, so they get training on things that are
important in competition, but that are difficult
to practice on by themselves” (SP4). At the high
performance center, the student-athletes would
train next to both current junior and senior
athletes and alumni student-athletes providing
opportunities for friendships and knowledge
exchanges: “It’s cool to see those connections
being established, the younger ones get role
models and the older ones get to be role models
and answer questions” (SP4). Physical training
was organized at the campus gym twice a week
by the physical coach and three study program
graduates working as coach interns: ”the
student-athletes need organized strength and
conditioning training, but it also meets a need
around the social aspects, that student-athletes
from different sports meet in the gym and that it
becomes a gathering place” (SP2). To stimulate
learning across sports, the student-athletes
from various sports organized group sessions
for each other. Every other week they could test
a different sport and learn its traditions of
training from their peers.

Peer Support. The student-athletes met peers
within and across sports and education levels
every day. The social exchanges provided them
with a sense of fellowship: “the big difference is
that before I was alone : : : and now there are so
many who think in a similar way” (SA7). The
students helped each other by sharing lecture
notes when absent, keeping track of deadlines,
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making friends and finding spare-time jobs, and
were a strong source of inspiration for each other:
“our grade is a group who have a strong will : : :
there’s discipline, you solve things and you can
learn from each other almost every day” (SA4).

Philosophy of the DC Support Team

TheDC support team shared a philosophywith
basic values about providing support.

A Balanced and Synchronized Whole. The
DC support team worked toward the mission of
a balanced and synchronizedwhole for the benefit
of student-athletes’well-being. As two of the DC
support team members explained:

What student-athletes come for is a whole, and it’s
important that it’s experienced as a whole : : : for
them it doesn’t matter who finances what, what’s impor-
tant is that things work together so that there are no sport
and study clashes (SP4), and Even if study is organized
great, and sports is organized great, doing each by itself
is not enough. You must coordinate and talk to each
other to share a responsibility for the whole, but also
genuinely care for the student-athletes, ask them how it
goes and help them with flexible solutions (SP3).

Student-Athletes Are Whole Persons. The DC
support teamacknowledged thedifficultyofknow-
ing beforehand who will succeed in sports, and
therefore promoted hard work and the importance
of education: “It’s important they don’t live in a
dream world : : : not many will make a living off
their sport, so they need their education” (SP1).
The core value of considering student-athletes
from a whole person perspective was exemplified
by the sports manager saying: “I’ve been an elite
athlete, I know how much, or rather how little the
sport really mattered throughout my career, so I’m
more interested in how they feel and how their
support providers, boyfriend, girlfriend, or grades
affect them” (SP1).

Empower the Person. The DC support team
considered their key role as empowering the
student-athletes to develop in an autonomous
way: “the idea is not just to be a coach but to
educate them so that they can take care of them-
selves and understand how to organize their
training. When they leave, they should be
able to do much themselves” (SP2). As a
student-athlete reflected, the coaches did not
provide all the answers, rather “they get you to

think more for yourself, showing you the
path” (SA1).

Sport and Study Enrich Each Other. The DC
support team considered sport and education as
enriching each other. When combined into one
and the same developmental journey, skills
learned in one area could be transferred and
benefit the development and performance in
the other:

You develop more as an athlete because you get knowl-
edge through university, and through sport you learn
things that are important academically, [like] under-
standing that few things in life come for free and if
you want to become good or learn something you have
to put time into it (SP4).

Making Each Other Better. According to the
DC support team, the developmental journey
toward excellence was difficult to walk alone.
Rather it was best achieved as a joint enterprise
with other people. The coach reflected on the
benefit of working in groups saying:

For many years I thought group training was just to save
money, but the more I work with elite athletes the more
I’ve realized how important the group is : : : you get
sparring, learning from each other, and social aspects
like motivating and comforting each other (SP4).

The support provider stated: “we try to build an
environment with an open atmosphere, where
anyone can ask questions and we support each
other” (SP2). This element was well captured by
one student-athlete: “people here support and
push me all the time, and I’ve never experienced
anything like this before” (SA4).

Student-Athletes’ DC Competencies

The student-athletes emphasized their DC
management competencies including planning
in advance, prioritizing, and following the plan
with discipline: “I have a fairly structured every-
day life : : : I have a plan for training, I know
when an exam should be submitted and when I
need to work on it” (SA9). The student-athletes
occasionally lost their way, which typically
involved procrastinating study: “all of a sudden
you have lots to do, because you didn’t keep track
of what needed to be done” (SA7). More often
they did, however, “keep track of the situation”
(SA1) and worked to “take care of what’s most
important first” (SA7).
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Student-Athletes’ Development as Athletes,
Students, and Persons

All the student-athletes summarized the first
year in the environment as a “rich learning experi-
ence” (SA6) related to self and sports:“I’ve learned
so much about myself : : : about the sport and
about sport science : : : good things that I takewith
me in my backpack” (SA3). They highlighted the
sport–study exchange as a resource for their devel-
opment: “I got theory on everything that I thought
and felt [in the transition], it was there onpaper : : :
aha its normal and it happens to more people : : :
why has no one told me this before, that it’s like
this” (SA4).Being in theenvironment provided the
student-athletes with personal realizations linked
to their own development, for example, under-
standing what it takes to succeed in the sport, the
importance of rest or nutrition, seeing failure as
learning, and that there is a life alongside sports.
The commonality of their insights was that of
broadening their perspective from mainly
sports toward a long-term and holistic attitude
to development:

I want to manage my studies and perform well in sports,
but this cannot take up all of life. You need other things
as well for a good whole. That’s probably the biggest
change coming here, and we learned already in the first
course that you need to have a whole to feel well. In high
school it was very much just sport-study, it wasn’t this
whole and as you embraced this through the courses you
also adapted your everyday life a bit more (SA2).

Environment Effectiveness

The student-athletes passed 95% of their study
credits during the year (M = 42.61 of 45;
SD = 4.85). Their sport score across competi-
tions (measured in conventional units to avoid
disclosing the sport) improved moderately from
the season before entering the environment

(M = 152.51; SD = 5.76) to the season follow-
ing thefirst year (M = 155.03; SD = 3.58;Hedges
gav = 0.48). Seven student-athletes continued the
second year (22% dropout). The reason for drop-
ping out was that they wanted to pursue a different
education. The dropout rate and reason were con-
sistent with historical data in the environment.
Related to developing in sport and study, a

central aspect of an effective environment is
helping student-athletes to manage their DC
and develop and maintain optimal DC balance.
To account for this, two-level growth models
were calculated (see Table 1). The models
showed good fit to data for all constructs. In terms
of DC balance and coping, the results showed a
credible, positive linear change, indicating an
increased level of coping and balance during
the educational year. The results also revealed
that demands and satisfaction had no credible
linear change during the educational year. Taken
together, these findings showed that perceived
levels of demands did not change, but the student-
athletes’ ability to cope improved and they
became better at balancing their DC, while re-
maining the same level of satisfaction.
In the interviews, the student-athletes also

reflected on DC balance as dynamic but improv-
ing throughout the year and mainly affected by
study load and the need to work:

It was difficult in the beginning to balance, to find the
right amount of time to put into things but after the first
semester I felt I knew what was expected in school, I
found the right amount of time for studies to pass exams
and it became easier to see how much you could work
and how much you could practice to still recover and
make it work (SA1).

Altogether, the student-athletes were satisfied
with their first year in the environment, having
good conditions, support, and friends, as exem-
plified byoneof them saying: “I’ve receivedmore
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Table 1
Changes in Student-Athletes’ Perceptions of Balance, Coping, Demands, and Satisfaction

Variable

Baseline Model fit Linear change

M SD PPp 95% CIa B 95% CIb

Balance 3.75 1.04 .40 [−9.06, 12.94] 0.08 [0.01, 0.15]
Coping 3.48 1.03 .40 [−8.65, 12.50] 0.05 [0.01, 0.09]
Demand 4.15 1.97 .40 [−8.93, 12.65] 0.04 [−0.06, 0.13]
Satisfaction 6.60 1.31 .40 [−8.92, 12.44] 0.04 [−0.06, 0.13]

Note. PPp = posterior predictive p value.
a 95% confidence interval. b 95% credibility interval.

118 LINNÉR, STAMBULOVA, AND HENRIKSEN



help here from coaches, friends, and teachers, and
I’m satisfied because it’s so well laid out : : : you
have time for both sport and study, and it’s
possible to combine” (SA8).

Discussion

We explored a DCDE at a Scandinavian uni-
versity and how it supported their student-
athletes’ DC transition. We did so by integrating
the holistic ecological (Henriksen&Stambulova,
2017) and the holistic developmental approaches
(Wylleman et al., 2013) through a mixed meth-
ods case study. We selected the Alpha environ-
ment based on its reputation as a successful
DCDE, and it was no surprise that there was
convergence across the sources of information
with both qualitative and quantitative data show-
ing that the Alpha environment was successful in
supporting their student-athletes’ development.
Below we summarize the case and relate it to the
literature.
Based on the empirical model, the case of the

Alpha environment and student-athletes’ devel-
opment therein can be summarized as: (a) the
student-athletes’ experienced a dynamic and
challenging transition with holistic demands,
(b) they benefitted from DC understanding and
support from coaches, teachers, family, and
peers, and access to good facilities, (c) a DC
support team integrated the efforts of sport and
study networks and had support providers with
dual roles working across the environment do-
mains, (d) sport and study domains were con-
nected with each other to provide synergies in
student-athletes’ everyday life, (e) student-
athletes took a personal responsibility for their
everyday life and planning, facilitated by flexi-
bility in sport and study and interactions with
coaches, (f) the DC support team shared a philos-
ophy targeting empowerment of thewhole person
and believed in the value of education and peer
exchanges, (g) student-athletes developed their
DC competences and moved toward a holistic
attitude to development, (h) they earned their
study credits, performed well in sport, felt satis-
fied, and improved in their ability to balance their
DC, and (i) there was a good fit between student-
athletes’ needs and the support provided.
The holistic ecological approach (Henriksen&

Stambulova, 2017) helps researchers and practi-
tioners to shift their attention toward the environ-
ment and how it influences student-athletes’

development. When used to study DCDEs
(Henriksen et al., 2020; Linnér et al., 2020),
researchers across Europe identified essential
features of success (Storm et al., 2021). The
findings of the Alpha environment support these
features including a dedicated DC support team,
integration of efforts, DCunderstanding fromkey
support providers, flexibility in sport and study,
presence of rolemodels, a shared philosophywith
whole person and empowerment approaches, and
caring for student-athletes’ well-being. Findings
of Alpha environment also support the central
role of coaches for the daily integration of sport
and study in athletes’ DCs (Linnér et al., 2020)
and the importance of support providers valuing
not only performance success but education and
personal development (Knight et al., 2018; Pink
et al., 2015; Preston & Fraser-Thomas, 2018).
The holistic developmental approach

(Wylleman et al., 2013) helps researchers and
practitioners to understand that athletes are going
through transitions at different levels of develop-
ment throughout their career and emphasizes the
competences needed to cope with demands. The
demands experienced in the transition to the
Alpha environment appeared very similar to
Brown et al. (2015). Like previous researchers
(Harrison et al., 2020; Tekavc et al., 2015), we
identified demands across student-athletes’ ath-
letic and nonathletic levels of development, for
example, increased sport and study requirements,
personal responsibility, and anew social network,
as well as relevant DC competencies (De Brandt
et al., 2018).
In previous research (Linnér et al., 2020),

DCDEs and their functioning have been
described as effective without exploring the
actual needs of its student-athletes. Other studies
have shown the demands student-athletes face
(Debois et al., 2015; Tekavc et al., 2015) and
called for relevant support in broader terms. By
integrating the holistic ecological and develop-
mental approaches, we were able to situate the
Alpha environment in the student-athletes’ devel-
opment and extend the previous research by
explicitly showing the fit between student-ath-
letes’ developmental needs and support provided
in the environment.
There were several examples of how the sup-

port matched student-athletes’ needs in the envi-
ronment. Sport–study clashes were minimized
through coordination and flexibility in the study
program structure. Student-athletes’ challenge of
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renewing their social network was facilitated by
organizing the environment to make student-
athletes connect with each other across the envi-
ronment and making them resources for each
other through role modeling and knowledge ex-
changes. Transitioning to the environment, the
student-athletes also needed to take more respon-
sibility for integrating sport, study, and private
life in a sustainable lifestyle; that is, to adapt and
learn to balance their DC at the university level.
This was supported by the promotion of the core
value of a balanced whole. By taking part in the
everyday activities infused by a sport–study
exchange and the philosophy of the DC support
team, for example, writing exams linked to per-
sonal experiences, or discussing their planning
with coaches, the student-athletes developed a
holistic career awareness and a sense of self-care
in their DC lifestyle. They started to recognize
that to optimally develop they needed to consider
their needs across their levels of development, by
at times doing something other than sport or study
to feel well (Eccles & Kazmier, 2019). This shift
toward a more holistic attitude added to their DC
competences of planning, prioritizing, and self-
discipline (De Brandt et al., 2018) and together
with the provided flexibility helped them to
make minor adjustments in their everyday life
to maintain their DC balance. Taken together,
the findings of Alpha environment show that the
student-athletes’ needed support in coping with
their DC transition (Harrison et al., 2020), and
that an effective DCDE work to meet student-
athletes’ needs by helping them develop DC
competencies, to create and maintain their opti-
mal DC balance (Stambulova et al., 2015).
Although successful in supporting their

student-athletes, the Alpha environment did not
meet all the needs of their student-athletes and
still had challenges. The major challenge was
financial, with student-athletes needing to work
which made the DC more difficult. The support
providers also turned every coin to make ends
meet and at times used own spare time to provide
support. For the continued development of the
Alpha environment, we see four main target
areas: (a) improving student-athletes’ financial
situation and support providers’ time for DC
support, (b) moving from a person-bound setup
for exam flexibility, which required high efforts
into promoting goodwill among the study staff, to
formalized legal agreements for study flexibility
at the university (European Commission, 2012;

Linnér et al., 2020), (c) expanding the sport–
study collaboration to include also other sports,
and (d) developing proactive support for student-
athletes’ various career transitions, including
organized expert support beyond physiotherapy.

Method Discussion

Wedid not include “in situ”observations in our
design as the holistic ecological researchers typi-
cally do (Henriksen & Stambulova, 2017). We
compensated for this by a longitudinal monitor-
ing of the student-athletes’ transition experiences
to still show the effectiveness of the environment
“in situ.”This also enabled us tomove beyond the
retrospective designs previously used to measure
environment effectiveness (Henriksen et al.,
2020). The commensurability of our methods
was supported by the two-level growth models
focusing on the within-person level in the analy-
sis, making it more compatible with the idiosyn-
cratic nature of the qualitative data. The key
argument here is that all people do not develop
in the same way and the changes at the individual
level (i.e., the within-person variance) are impor-
tant to take into consideration in the analysis. Yet,
a limitation to our quantitative method is that we
focused on linear change, and not all change is
linear. Unequal sample size across methods is a
known threat to validity in convergent designs
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). We therefore kept
the student-athlete sample size consistent across
our methods. To enable this, we used a Bayesian
estimator for the two-level growth models to, in
comparison with the Frequentist approach,
increase the likelihood of providing robust and
reliable results with a small sample size (Yuan &
MacKinnon, 2009). We acknowledge that the
sample size was small at the between-person
level, but as findings were inferred from the
within-person level, we did not consider this as
an issue. A limitation to our qualitative part is that
we relied solely on the student-athletes’ accounts
for their experiences outside sport and study,
therefore, in future studies, interviewing family
or peers might add to the understanding of the
private/social life in student-athletes’ DCs.

Future Research and Practical Implications

We see the benefit of future research exploring
new ways of integrating the holistic ecological
and holistic developmental approaches. Avenues
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for thismay include exploring theDCas a journey
through DCDEs. Focusing on how the differ-
ences in structure and culture of both sending
and receiving environments work as resources or
barriers for student-athletes’ development, and
how the environments help student-athletes in
developing corresponding DC competences.
Future research can also situate the changes in
student-athletes’ identity within an environment
by focusing on the “student-athletes’ develop-
ment as athletes, students, and persons” in the
DC-ESF model while still describing the whole
environment.
We recommend DC practitioners to develop a

support that is “situated” in student-athletes’
development and integrates a whole person and
whole environment perspective. This means
identifying what holistic needs student-athletes
have and organizing the environment to meet
these needs. We believe this study of the Alpha
environment, situated in the Scandinavian DC
context, also may evoke analytical and naturalis-
tic generalizability (Smith, 2018) by inspiring
researchers and practitioners to explore and opti-
mize DCDEs in their relevant contexts.
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