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Abstract

In recent years, there is a growing interest amongst researchers regarding athletes’ retirement. While research in this
area in western countries is slowly building, research in Hong Kong athletes has gained little attention. The present study
examined Hong Kong elite athletes’ reasons for retirement and the influence of the retirement reasons on their perception of
general life satisfaction and adjustment quality which reflected how well they adapted to their post-retirement life. Analysis of
self-administered questionnaires from 75 retired athletes suggested that important reasons for their retirement were difficulties
in coordinating sport and study or working demands, and physiological (e.g., injury, age) and financial reasons. Most of
them perceived the transition out of sport as a smooth experience. Financial, physiological and burnout (tired of the lifestyle)
reasons for retirement were found to be significantly negatively associated with athletes’ general life satisfaction. The more
they retired due to the three kinds of reasons, the less satisfied they felt toward their current life.
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Introduction of competitive sport. So, for some athletes, retirement

might be an opportunity for starting a new life.
In recent years, there has been a growing interest

amongst researchers regarding athlete retirement. While Much research focused on examining why some
some research showed that retirement for athletes is athletes were able to adjust better to retirement than
traumatic and negative (Grove, Lavallee, Gordon & others (Chow, 2002; Drawer & Fuller, 2002; Gordon,
Harvey, 1998; Ogilvie & Howe, 1986), others have found 1995; Sinclair & Orlick, 1993; Taylor & Ogilvie, 2001;
contrary results. For example, in the studies of Coakley Thomas & Ermler, 1988). A number of studies found
(1983) and Sinclair and Orlick (1993), they found that that retirement reasons could have effects on athletes’
athletes might even feel relieved from the high demand perceived adjustment quality, that is, how well they were




BREHT=5—H

Journal of Physical Education & Recreation (Hong Kong) Vol.13 No.1

able to adapt to their post-retirement life (Gordon, 1995;
Sinclair & Orlick, 1993; Taylor & Ogilvie, 2001). For
example, Taylor and Ogilvie (2001) argued that athletes’
free choice to end sports career was the most desirable
of reasons for retirement. The decision resides wholly
within the control of the athletes. Sinclair & Orlick (1993)
reported that some athletes considered they have achieved
their goals in sports, or they felt more time was needed
to stay with their family, so they decided to terminate
their sports career. These athletes usually perceived better
adjustment to post-retirement life. On the contrary, some
research studies found that when athletes were forced to
retire due to physical injury or declining in performance,
they usually experienced more difficult adjustment to post-

sports retirement life.

This study explored the major factors that lead to
Hong Kong elite athletes’ retirement and the influence of
the factors on their adaptation to post-retirement life and
the perception of life satisfaction.

Method

Participants

The target population of this study was retired elite
athletes in Hong Kong who had previously represented
Hong Kong to participate in major international games,
such as the Olympic Games, Asian Games, East Asian
Games, the Commonwealth Games, and the World
Championships. A convenience sampling method was
adopted in this study. The questionnaires were sent to
retired athletes by mail or in person through the National
Sport Associations (NSAs) of Hong Kong.

A total of 182 questionnaires were sent out and 75
completed questionnaires were returned. The response rate
was 41.2%. Of the 75 respondents, 42.7% (n = 32) were
female and 57.3% (n = 43) were male.

The mean length of retirement was 116.86 months (SD
= 113.41). About 13% (n = 10) of them had retired for
no more than 12 months. The other 87% (n = 65) had
retired more than 12 months, varying from one year to

40 years at the time of the survey.

Their retirement age ranged from 15 to 50 years
old. The mean retirement age was 27.18 (SD = 5.93).
About 72% of them (n = 54) retired at the age of 30
years or younger. About 56 % (n = 42) of them were
not married and 44% (n = 33) of the athletes were
married at the time of sport retirement. About 89% (n =
67) of them had high school and above education, and
11% (n = 8) had primary and secondary school education.

About 73% were full-time athletes. The remaining
27% of the respondents (n = 17) were amateur athletes
and had paid jobs before sport retirement. For the full-
time athletes, most of them (66%) reported that they
started looking for jobs immediately after retirement,
whereas the other (34%) set out looking for jobs later.
The mean length before they started job-hunting was 9.44
months (SD = 11.04). Regarding their economic status,
about 80% (n = 59) considered their current economic

status as from average to very high.

About 85% of the respondents (n = 64) were
born in Hong Kong, 15% of them were born in other
countries and areas such as Mainland China, and Macao.
All of them had represented Hong Kong in competing
internationally, 60% (n = 45) of the athletes won
medals for Hong Kong, while 40% (n = 30) didn’t win
any medals. The athletes had represented Hong Kong
competing in 25 different sports.

Instrument

An Athlete Retirement Questionnaire for Hong Kong
was developed by the researcher based on the scales and
findings from previous research (Schaefer, 1992; Sinclair
& Orlick, 1993). The questionnaire was designed to have
the respondents complete the questionnaires themselves.
Apart from personal information, the following three major

aspects were measured.

The major factors that lead to athlete retirement
were measured in the questionnaire with 15 items using
a 5-point Likert Scale ranging from 1 (not important at
all) to 5 (extremely important). The fifteen reasons for
sport retirement were analyzed using principle components
analysis procedure with varimax rotation. From this
procedure, seven factors were extracted explaining 65% of
the variance. The factor structure and corresponding items
is presented in Table 1. The mean score for each factor
was calculated. These factors were used as the basis of

subsequent analysis of retirement reasons.
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Table 1. Dimensions of Retirement Reasons.

Factors Reason items

In-team situation

Fear that further goals won’t be achieved

Not very good relationship with teammates
Not very good relationship with the sport organization
De-selection to the national team

Health state
Injury
Age

Physiological reasons

Lack of motivation

Having already reached personal goal

Desire to have more personal time
Desire to get married/have children

Financial reasons

Lack of financial support

Desire to improve economic status

Individual support
Other role demands

Burnout Tired of the life style

Lack of support from family/friends

Difficulties in coordinating sport and study/working demands

Perceived adjustment quality was measured with one
item by asking the athletes to recall their memory of
within one year after retirement to evaluate their self-
adjustment at that time. The 5-point Likert Scale was
used ranging from 1 (very bad) to 5 (very good). In this
study perceived adjustment quality was limited to within
one year after retirement because it is a more critical
period of time for athletes to recollect their memory
about retirement adjustment. General life satisfaction was
the athletes’ self-evaluation of their current life. It was
also measured with one item (are you satisfied with your
life now?) using 5-point Likert Scale ranging from 1 (very
dissatisfied) to 5 (very satisfied).

Results

Perceived Adjustment Quality

The results of the analysis showed no significant
mean differences between male and female athletes (t
= 55 df =71, p =
athletes (t = .04, df = 69, p = .97), between those who
retired without injury and with injury (t = -23, df = 71,

.59), between single and married

p = .82) in their perceived adjustment quality (see Table
2). Moreover, there were no significant differences in
perceived adjustment quality (F = .26, df = 2, p = .77)
amongst the three retirement age groups (15-20, 21-30, 31
and above) (see Table 3).

Table 2. Independent-Samples T Test for Perceived Adjustment Quality in Different Genders,

Marital Status, Health State Groups.

Socio-demographic variables n M SD t p
Gender

Female 32 3.56 .84 .55 .59
Male 41 3.46 71

Marital status

Single 42 3.52 74 04 97
Married 29 3.52 .83

Health state

Without injury 15 347 1.06 -23 82
With injury 58 3.52 .68
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Table 3. One-way ANOVA of Perceived Adjustment Quality in Three Age Groups.

Age groups SS MS F D

Between group 32 .16 26 71

Within groups 41.93 .60

Total 42.25

Current General Life Satisfaction between male and female athletes (t = .23, df = 73, p

The current findings showed that athletes retired = 82), or between single and married athletes (¢ = -1.17,

. . . . . df = 71, p = .25). And no significant differences in
without injury tended to perceive higher general life ' S
general life satisfaction was found among the three age
groups of the retired athletes (F = .14, df = 2, p = .87)

(see Table 5).

satisfaction than those who retired with injury (t = 2.19,
df = 73, p < .05) (see Table 4). However, no significant
difference in current general life satisfaction was found

Table 4. Independent-Samples T Test for Current General Life Satisfaction in Different
Genders, Marital Status, Health State Groups.

Socio-demographic variables n M SD t p
Gender

Female 32 3.28 .85 23 82
Male 43 3.23 97

Marital status

Single 42 3.17 91 -1.17 25
Married 31 342 92

Health state

Without injury 16 3.69 95 2.19 03*
With injury 59 3.14 .88

* Significant level p < .05

Table 5. One-way ANOVA of Current General Life Satisfaction in Three Age Groups.

Age groups SS MS F p

Between group 24 A2 14 .87

Within groups 61.94 .86

Total 62.18

Dimensions of Retirement Reasons and “financial reasons” (mean = 3.39) were the dominant

. . . factors for retirement. Other factors were reported to be
By comparing their means of the seven retirement ) o
less important: “lack of motivation” (mean = 2.61), “burnout”
(mean = 2.56), and “inteam situation” (mean = 2.38), “individual

support” (mean = 2.37) (see Table 6).

factors, it was found that the “other role demands”
(mean = 3.57), “physiological reasons” (mean = 3.49)

Table 6. Descriptive Statistics of Dimensions of Retirement Reasons.

Mean SD
other role demands 3.57 1.22
physiological reasons 3.49 1.05
financial reasons 3.39 1.14
lack of motivation 2.61 .99
burnout 2.56 1.27
in-team situation 2.38 1.02
individual support 2.37 1.18
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Relationship between Retirement Reasons and
Perceived Adjustment Quality

No significant correlation was found between the

retirement factors and athletes’ perceived adjustment quality

(see Table 7). That is, athletes’ perception of adjustment
quality was not associated with each of the retirement

factors respectively.

Table 7. Pearson Correlation Analyses between Retirement Factors and Perceived Adjustment Quality.

Pearson Correlation with

Reason factor ) ) ) p
perceived adjustment quality

Physiological reasons .06 .62
Individual support -.05 .68
Financial reasons 02 .85
Other role demands -.16 25
Lack of motivation 03 17
In-team situation -20 .09
burnout .07 .59

Relationship between Retirement Reasons and
Current General Life Satisfaction

The findings indicated significant negative correlation
between “physiological reasons” (e.g. injury, age) and
general life satisfaction (r = -23, p < .05), between “financial
reasons” (e.g. lack of financial support) and general life
satisfaction (r = -42, p < .05), and between “burnout” (tired
of the lifestyle of being an elite athlete) and general
life satisfaction (r = -.24, p < .05). That is, the more
important physiological, financial reasons and burnout were
perceived as retirement reasons, the lower level athletes’
current general life satisfaction would be. However, no
significant correlation was found between “other role
demands” and general life satisfaction (r = .04, p = .75),
between “lack of motivation” and general life satisfaction
(r = -01, p = 97), and between “individual support” and
general life satisfaction (r = -.16, p = .16).

Discussion

The Dimensions of Retirement Reasons

The results from this study support previous research
and theories on the reasons for retirement. The findings
suggested that the Hong Kong athletes in this study
retired from elite sport predominantly because of other
role demands (difficulties in coordinating sport and work,
study demands), physiological reasons (e.g., age, injury),
and financial reasons. These reasons are consistent with
results from previous studies on athlete career termination (Chow,
2001; Kerr & Dacyshyn, 2000; Schaefer, 1992; Sinclair &
Orlick, 1993).

The factor “other role demands” such as difficulties
in coordinating sport and study and/or working demands
was reported as an important cause of retirement. Possibly
it is because in Hong Kong many elite athletes also
need to engage in other full-time or part-time jobs to
earn their living because the grant support from the
government could hardly sustain their life. Some athletes
are full-time students who had to cope with heavy
workload in school. These elite-amateur athletes need to
work or study, and at the same time, commit to intensive
training and competition schedules. When the athletes feel
difficult in coping with the demands, they may choose to

terminate their sport career.

The factor “physiological reasons” appeared to
be another important factor, which coincided with the
common findings of other studies that age and physical
injury contributed to sport retirement (Chow, 2001; Drawer
& Fuller, 2002; Kerr & Dacyshyn, 2000; Lavallee, Grove
& Gordon, 1997, Werthner & Orlick, 1986). It’s known
that age is a key criteria for retirement from work.
Therefore, it appears that aging is a common factor that
leads to both sport retirement and general work retirement.
Apart from aging, health status is another important cause
to retirement, especially in sports which have very high

demands for athletes’ physical status.

Although Financial reasons was also an important
factor that lead to athletes’ retirement in Hong Kong,
it was not an important factoring other countries (Shou
& Yu, 2005; Lavallee et al.,, 1997; Sinclair & Orlick,
1993; Werthner & Orlick, 1986). The reason behind may
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be those studies were conducted in China, Australia and
Canada, where the governments offered a lot of support
to competitive sports development, therefore their elite
athletes didn’t worry about the financial problem. Whereas
in Hong Kong, where the government didn’t attach so
much importance to elite sports development and didn’t
offer sufficient financial support to the elite athletes, so
financial concerns became an important reason to athlete
retirement.

The other four factors lack of motivation, burnout,
in-team situation, and individual support were also found
in other previous studies (Kerr & Dacyshyn, 2000;
Lavallee et al., 1997; Schaefer, 1992; Swain, 1991),
whereas might not have the same contributions among
all the retirement reasons. In this study, lack of support
from family and/or friends (individual support) and in-
team situation (e.g., relationships with teammates, sport
organizations) were not important reasons for retirement.
Possibly the athletes felt they had received sufficient
support from their family and friends, so that they
didn’t contribute their retirement to lack of individual
support. Similarly, the athletes might be able to maintain
good relationships with their team-mates and with their
organization. Therefore competition within the team was

not furious.

The Influence of Retirement Reasons on
Athletes’ Perceived Adjustment Quality
and General Life Satisfaction

Athletes’ retirement reasons appeared to have no
significant associations with their perceived adjustment
quality. Possibly, this is because other factors might be
more crucial to athletes’ adjustment to civilian life, such
as social support and athletes’ ability in coping with
sports retirement.

The athletes” general life satisfaction was found
negatively influenced by their financial status, age, whether
they had injury or not upon retirement and feeling of
being tired of the athlete lifestyle. A lot of researchers
have reported that if athletes pressured for financial
reasons and/or physical health or injury problems to quit
competitive sport, they would have a harder transition
period (Chow, 2001; Kerr & Dacyshyn, 2000; Werther &
Orlick, 1986). In particular, financial reasons for retirement
appeared to be a good predicator of adjustment quality.
The more athletes retired for financial reasons, the more
likely they would perceive difficulty in adjustment after
their retirement.

Conclusion

The study indicates that most elite athletes decided
to retire due to difficulties in coordinating sport and work
and study demands, age, physical injury, lack of financial

resources, or desire in improving economic status.

With increased understanding in the important
reasons for athlete retirement, the government and related
sport organizations can take relevant measures to retain
capable athletes. So that elite athletes will stay securely
and longer in sport to contribute more to the sport
development of Hong Kong.

The present study indicates that no matter what
caused the retirement of Hong Kong elite athletes, it does
not seem to affect their life adjustment. However, athletes
who retired mainly due to financial reasons, physiological
reasons (e.g., age, injury) and burnout (tired of the
lifestyle) reasons tended to felt less satisfied with their
current life. The knowledge of these factors will benefit
related persons and organizations to assist retired athletes
to adapt to post sports life.

As convenient sampling method was used and the
recall of the retirement experience, a limitation exists that
may reduce the generalizability of the study. Some of the
athletes assessed in this study had been retired for a long
period of time at the time of data collection. Therefore,
it may be desirable to control for the time factor. In
future studies, it will be useful to examine whether
perceptions of life adjustment quality change as a function

of time.
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