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Abstract

This cross-sectional study explored the perceived challenges and needs of a convenience 
sample of European elite athletes regarding multilevel support services (dual career, mental 
health, and career retirement). Athletes recruited through the networks of the EU-funded 
“PORTAL” project partners in five European countries completed a 50-item semi-structured 
electronic questionnaire. Information relative to career path, career challenges and needs, 
and the perceived relevance, availability, satisfaction, frequency of provision, and possible 
digital implementation of 12 potential career support services were considered for analysis. 
Respondents (n = 136; 46% female; 44% retired; 75% Olympic/World) highlighted diffi-
culties during their athletic and dual career paths, with limited formal recognition from 
sport (41%) and academic/vocational environments (43%), and inadequate preparation for 
retirement (48%). For retirement preparation, career transitions and mental health support 
services were considered crucial (5 pts/6), although the perceived effectiveness of currently 
available services was low (3 pts/6). Among the 12 evaluated services, workshops, career 
development/networking, financial planning, and mental health counselling were rated as 
the most relevant (4 pts/5). Most services (10/12) were reported as available by fewer than 
half of respondents (range: 20–44%), with a generally perceived low satisfaction (range: 
2.5–3.2 pts/5). Positive perceptions emerged for possible digital implementation of all 
12 services (range: 3.8–4.2 pts/5), with a service-dependent preferred frequency of provi-
sion varying from weekly to occasional. Considering the importance of multidimensional 
support systems for addressing practical, psychological, and emotional retirement-related 
challenges, although descriptive of the present sample and not generalizable to all European 
elite athletes, these end-user-informed findings may guide the development and implemen-
tation of a digital platform supporting athletes throughout their dual-career and retirement 
pathways and life beyond sport.

Keywords: elite athletes; career retirement services; dual career services; career support 
services; mental health support services; survey
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1. Introduction
The transition out of elite sport represents one of the most demanding and challenging 

phases of an athletic career, requiring athletes to renegotiate their psychological, social, 
vocational, and financial trajectories, often after years of full dedication to athletic perfor-
mance [1–3]. This challenge is increasingly framed within a broader sustainability and 
good-governance perspective in sport, whereby sporting systems are expected to protect ath-
letes’ rights and wellbeing not only during, but also beyond, their competitive careers [4,5]. 
Hence, ensuring athletes a fair and supported exit from competitive sport is not merely a 
matter of individual coping, but a structural responsibility shared by sport organizations, 
educational institutions, and policy makers operating across different national contexts [6,7]. 
From this standpoint, dual-career pathways (e.g., combining elite sport with education or 
vocational training) emerged as a crucial aspect facilitating sustainable athletic careers and 
elite athletes’ career transition out of sport, by equipping them with the educational, pro-
fessional, and identity resources necessary to prepare for life after sport before retirement 
actually occurs [3,8].

Retirement from elite sport is far from being a single event. Rather, it unfolds as a long-
term, multifaceted process involving identity reconstruction, skill transfer, reintegration 
into society, and entry into a stable labour market. Its success depends heavily on advance 
preparation, particularly through the dual-career experiences accumulated during the sport-
ing career, as well as on effective coping strategies [9–11]. When inadequately supported, 
this process can lead to unemployment, financial hardship, social isolation, and heightened 
vulnerability to mental health problems, risks that are further amplified by sudden or 
involuntary career endings such as those caused by injury or deselection [12–14]. Recog-
nizing these vulnerabilities, the International Olympic Committee, through its Consensus 
Statement on Mental Health in Elite Athletes [15] and subsequent Mental Health Action 
Plan [16], highlighted the need to integrate mental health care into sport organizations, 
including normalized help-seeking, early screening, and continuous access to psychological 
services across the athletic career [17–20]. Furthermore, policy and scientific guidance 
have progressively positioned dual career as a key tool to facilitate athletes’ transitions and 
retirement [3,21,22].

A consistent body of evidence indicates that multi-stakeholder, multidimensional 
approaches are required to place athlete welfare at the centre of sustainable sport devel-
opment. As protective factors against adverse transitions, structured retirement planning, 
dual-career (e.g., combining elite sport with education or vocational training), and timely 
access to career counselling and mental health services were consistently reported [9,23–29]. 
In particular, dual-career engagement fosters identities beyond sport and strengthens the 
social and professional networks that ease reintegration after retirement, while confidential 
and culturally sensitive mental health services help counter the stigma that still discourages 
help-seeking among elite athletes [30,31]. Therefore, sport organizations are increasingly 
urged to offer comprehensive and holistic transition support as both an athlete-rights issue 
and a matter of organizational responsibility [32,33].

This responsibility has been reinforced at the European policy level. The European 
Parliament [34] recently stressed the need to protect athletes’ fundamental rights, including 
fair working conditions, and to reframe retirement as a stage of empowerment rather than 
disadvantage. Furthermore, programs such as the IOC’s Athlete365 Career+ illustrate how 
education, mentorship, and transition services can be scaled across contexts [35]. However, 
actual support implementation remains uneven, as national assistance models continue to 
vary substantially and limited resources constrain consistency across countries [9,33,35,36]. 
Digital innovation is increasingly regarded as a scalable, cost-effective avenue to bridge 
these gaps, allowing online platforms and mobile applications to integrate career guidance, 
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dual-career counselling, financial and health literacy, mentoring, and peer-support networks 
within a single, borderless resource [37–39]. In this context, the Erasmus+-funded PORTAL 
project was recently financed in direct response to this need, with the aim of developing and 
launching an online platform (e.g., including digital resources and a network of Real-Life 
Transition Officers) to support elite athletes, particularly those with fewer opportunities, 
throughout their transition to post-sport life [40].

Translating this ambition into the actual development of a multi-dimensional, holis-
tic support platform genuinely tailored to offer key mental-health and career transition 
services requires more than a single source of evidence. Notably, the development and 
implementation of the PORTAL platform have been grounded in an iterative, multi-source 
evidence-generation process, in which scientific knowledge, organizational practice, and 
the lived experience of athletes are deliberately triangulated [41] to inform platform design 
(Figure 1). Specifically:
1. The first phase of this process deeply examined the scientific evidence base on career 

transitions and mental health support in elite sport, combining a systematic literature 
review [42] with a complementary integrative umbrella review of the review-level, 
conceptual, and position-statement literature [43]. Together, these two manuscripts 
mapped the key determinants, protective factors, and persistent implementation gaps 
reported in the international literature, while also proposing a first harmonized frame-
work of intervention domains potentially suited to digital delivery.

2. Evidence alone cannot capture how these recommendations translate, or fail to trans-
late, into everyday organizational practice. Therefore, the second phase of this process 
turned to the institutional perspective, surveying major European sport organizations, 
predominantly National Olympic Committees (NOCs), on the policies, programs, 
and practices in place to sustain elite athletes’ career transitions, mental health, and 
career retirement [33]. The study showed that service provision remains fragmented, 
frequently restricted to medallists, and constrained by limited funding and the absence 
of formal regulatory frameworks, revealing a persistent gap between evidence-based 
recommendations and institutionalized practice [33]. However, this institutional per-
spective captured only one side of the picture, as it did not include the direct voice of 
athletes, who are the ultimate intended beneficiaries of the platform.

3. The third and necessary piece of this triangulation encompasses elite athletes’ perceived 
challenges and needs, representing a key aspect in developing sound and sustainable 
support services. Hence, by directly surveying active and retired European elite 
athletes, the present study aimed to explore the potential end-users’ perspectives and 
complement scientific evidence and organizational practice, allowing the three sources 
of evidence to be compared and integrated through triangulation (Figure 1).
This triangulated design is not merely a methodological sequence but a deliberate 

epistemological choice [41] to link research-based knowledge on the main stakeholders 
involved in elite athletes’ mental health and career assistance to the development of innova-
tive digital solutions, sustainable in the long term. In fact, to structure a sound, user-friendly, 
cross-national, and sustainable online platform, there is a need to bridge the gap between 
literature-based recommendations, evidence regarding main support practices at the sports 
organization level, and elite athletes’ actual perceived challenges, needs, and attributed 
value to different career assistance services. This iterative and multi-level research and 
implementation process is key to avoiding misalignment between the scientific evidence, 
the real perceived priorities of intended platform end-users, and actual implementation 
within innovative digital support solutions.
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Figure 1. An iterative, triangulated research journey toward the development of the Project POR-
TAL’s digital platform. The evidence base combines the scientific literature [42,43], organizational 
practice [33], and athletes’ voices (i.e., the present study), which are integrated to inform the evidence-
based, end-user-informed implementation of the PORTAL digital platform and its network of Real-Life 
Transition Officers.

Therefore, the present study has been conceived as the third missing pillar towards 
the development of innovative and evidence-based digital solutions for the support of elite 
athletes’ mental health and career transition under the PORTAL project. In this respect, 
evidence-based knowledge [42,43], eminence-based information [33], and the athletes’ 
voices were considered the key foundation to develop a sustainable and cross-national online 
platform. Within this framework, the present study intended to complete the triangulation 
by directly investigating the perspective of European elite athletes regarding support services 
in place for their career transitions and mental health needs. Specifically, the aim of the 
present study was four-fold: (a) to explore European elite athletes’ sport and dual career 
pathways, and prior experience of career transition-related support; (b) to narratively 
integrate their emerged perceptions with evidence- and eminence-based main findings 
derived from previous research carried out under the PORTAL project [33,42,43], through 
a summary joint display; (c) to assess how a set of selected career and mental health 
support services are perceived in terms of relevance, availability, satisfaction, and possible 
implementation within an online platform across national contexts; and (d) to identify 
gaps between athletes’ expressed needs and existing provision that may inform the further, 
evidence-based development and implementation of the PORTAL mental health and career 
transition support platform.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Design

The present study was supported by the European ERASMUS+ Sport Lump Sum 
Grant “SupPorting OlympiAns Transitioning to Real Life in concern in their mental health—
PORTAL” project (101184857-ERASMUS-SPORT-2024-SCP). Furthermore, the Institutional 

https://doi.org/10.3390/sports14110491

https://doi.org/10.3390/sports14110491


Sports 2026, 14, 491 5 of 35

Review Board of the University of Rome “Foro Italico” (CAR 284/2026) ensured that ethical 
standards were respected in relation to qualitative excellence and scientific rigor [44,45]. 
The PORTAL project consortium included partners of different typologies, such as academic 
institutions, National Olympic Committees (NOCs), and innovation/education organiza-
tions from Italy, France, Romania, North Macedonia, and Croatia (e.g., “San Raffaele” Open 
University of Rome, Institut National du Sport de l’Expertise et de la Performance (INSEP), 
the Romanian Olympic and Sports Committee, the Macedonian Olympic Committee, the 
Croatian Olympic Committee, Stichting European Network for Innovation and Knowledge, 
and Sport Innovation Hub).

Within the broader PORTAL project research framework, the present study represented 
the survey phase aimed at collecting eminence-based information from potential end-users 
of the online platform regarding their perceived challenges and needs in relation to career 
transitions, mental health, and support services. This phase was developed in continuity 
with previous project-related research activities [33,42,43]. Specifically, two preparatory 
phases informed the present study. First, the mapping of policies, programmes, and prac-
tices related to career transitions, mental health, and support services for elite athletes 
across European sporting contexts, as evidenced by our study on European major sport or-
ganizations [33], contributed to the identification of a set of services whose availability and 
potential implementation gaps could have had an impact on European elite athletes’ career 
pathways and perceptions. Second, contemporary scientific evidence and recommendations 
derived from a systematic [42] and an integrative umbrella literature review [43] provided 
an updated overview of relevant intervention areas, major support services categories, and 
possible online implementation opportunities that should be verified in relation to elite 
athletes’ actual perceived priorities. This body of information was used to:
• Define main research priorities of the present study, in relation to the assessment of 

European elite athletes’ perceptions and opinions on relevant multi-dimensional career 
assistance services;

• Develop a suitable, tailored research instrument to investigate these aspects in our target 
community (e.g., European elite athletes representing both genders and practicing 
different sports disciplines).

2.2. Questionnaire Development and Structure
To collect relevant information on elite athletes’ perceived challenges and needs con-

cerning their dual career pathways, career transitions, mental health, and support services, 
a semi-structured electronic questionnaire was used. Notably, the tool consisted of both 
closed- and open-ended items to allow the simultaneous capture of standardized indicators 
and richer, context-dependent insights that reflect athletes’ lived experiences, emerging 
concerns, and nuanced interpretations of their support ecosystems. In particular, closed-
ended items (e.g., Likert-type, dichotomous, and multiple-choice questions) were intended 
to obtain standardized, quantifiable, and directly comparable responses across respondents, 
whereas open-ended questions served to capture contextualized explanations, nuances, 
and organizational complexities that cannot be reduced to predefined categories, thereby 
enabling a balance between quantitative information and interpretive depth and generat-
ing richer insights that strengthen both the analytic validity and the ecological relevance 
of the data. Notably, according to previous studies [46–48], in a semi-structured survey, 
open-ended items stimulate reflection and the free expression of perceptions and opin-
ions on the proposed thematic fields without constraining respondents to pre-defined 
response choices. More specifically, closed-ended items were used to obtain structured 
and comparable quantitative information on athletes’ profiles, support experiences, and 
service evaluations, whereas open-ended items were included to deepen the interpreta-
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tion of the quantitative findings. Accordingly, to achieve a contextualized understanding 
of elite athletes’ perceptions in this area, both quantitative and qualitative analyses were 
conducted [49,50].

Notably, to address elite athletes’ perceived challenges and needs concerning career 
transitions, mental health, and support services, no specific and valid semi-structured 
tool is available. Therefore, the semi-structured questionnaire administered in the present 
study was developed, refined, and finalized through a telematic focus group. In particular, 
all PORTAL project partners from Italy, France, Romania, North Macedonia and Croatia 
were involved, following recommendations for focus group-based qualitative inquiry and 
collaborative instrument refinement [50,51]. This procedure mirrored the consensus-based 
approach adopted in the previous survey of European sport organizations conducted within 
the PORTAL project [33], thereby ensuring methodological consistency across the project 
outputs. In particular:
• A preliminary version of the instrument was developed by the PORTAL project’s 

academic partner (e.g., the Italian “San Raffaele” Open University of Rome) and 
subsequently discussed among all project partners. In this first stage, a pool of items 
(e.g., including closed-ended and open-ended items) was formulated, aligned to the 
research core objectives.

• In the second stage, consortium partners were involved in the refinement process 
through distance communication strategies (e.g., email, web calls) to (a) discuss the 
scope and relevance of the proposed content and structural organization of the semi-
structured questionnaire; (b) identify any questions that may require rewording and/or 
further development; (c) achieve agreement on the overall organisation of the semi-
structured questionnaire including the thematic sections, item typology (e.g., open and 
closed-ended), clarity of wording, and grouping of items; and (d) establish clear proce-
dures for administering the questionnaire and collecting, extracting, and analysing data, 
while minimising potential preconceptions and/or influences on participants’ views.

• At the end of this process, the refined version of the tool was processed through a 
structured consortium agreement (see Section 2.5 Data Analysis) on items’ content 
relevance within each thematic section. Based on this consensus procedure, further 
final revisions were performed, resulting in the final English draft version of the tailored 
semi-structured questionnaire.

• In considering the cross-national nature of the present study, data collection was 
conceived in project partners’ national languages. Therefore, the final English draft was 
back-translated into Croatian, French, Italian, North Macedonian, and Romanian (see 
Section 2.3 Translation into national languages) before further methodological stages;

• Then, a piloting phase was performed through both internal testing within the project’s 
research team [52] and a preliminary administration to a small sample (n = 2) of elite 
athletes from all project partner countries [50]. This phase was deemed crucial to 
ensure that the clarity, interpretability, and practical usability of the tool were satisfied, 
and that items were understood as intended, reflecting athletes’ lived experiences and 
perceptions. Collected feedback was used to proceed to the final revisions of the tool.

• Finally, after the piloting phase, the semi-structured questionnaire was deemed appro-
priate for administration in the current study. The final English version is presented in 
the Supplementary Materials S1.
Notably, in the present study, the tailored semi-structured questionnaire developed for 

data collection was conceived as a needs-assessment instrument to explore elite athletes’ per-
ceived challenges, needs, and perceptions across distinct, content-driven thematic domains, 
rather than as a psychometric scale designed to measure an underlying latent construct 
through a set of interrelated items. In fact, psychometric instruments are developed to 
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quantify latent constructs or behavioural tendencies. Conversely, in the present study, the 
semi-structured questionnaire was intentionally designed as a tailored, mixed-format tool 
to elicit athletes’ perceptions, priorities, and lived experiences regarding career and mental 
health support (e.g., availability of services, challenges, needs, problems, concerns, and ex-
pected services usage). Therefore, according to the exploratory, end-user driven aims of the 
present study, the applied methodological focus was on content relevance, ecological validity, 
and cross-national comprehensibility rather than on formal psychometric validation proce-
dures (e.g., construct modelling, reliability testing) [53]. Overall, the iterative, multi-source 
development procedures (i.e., grounding items generation in systematic and umbrella 
review [42,43], organizational mapping [33], and structured consortium consensus) were 
aligned to recommended best practices [53] for the development of new semi-structured 
tools. In particular, content validity was established through expert/stakeholder consensus 
on the relevance and representativeness of items in relation to thematic domains and content 
areas under investigation rather than through post hoc statistical validation alone [53]. Each 
tool section was designed to encompass both closed-ended items (e.g., Likert-type scale; 
dichotomous and multiple-choice questions) and open-ended questions (Supplementary 
Materials S1) to ensure standardized, comparable measurement across respondents, and to 
capture contextualized explanations, nuances, and organizational complexities that cannot 
be reduced to predefined categories, respectively. Two different Likert-type response for-
mats were used. Items concerning importance, relevance, effectiveness, and satisfaction in 
the sections on career path, transition challenges and needs, and platform expectations were 
rated on a 6-point scale (1–6), whereas the evaluation of the 12 selected services was rated 
on a 5-point scale (1–5). Because the target respondents comprised both active and retired 
elite athletes, the questionnaire was designed to allow retrospective responses. Hence, the 
final version of the semi-structured questionnaire used in the present study included six 
main thematic sections to collect relevant information regarding:
i. participants’ demographics and sport profile (e.g., age, gender, sports discipline, sport-

ing experience/Palmares);
ii. career path and dual-career experiences;
iii. transition challenges and needs (e.g., perceived challenges and needs, and previous 

experience of support services in relation to career transition and mental health);
iv. evaluation of 12 selected career assistance and transition services (Figure 2), namely: 

(1) in-house mental health counselling; (2) in-house healthy lifestyle and nutrition 
counselling; (3) access to external mental health and nutrition professionals; (4) mental 
health and healthy lifestyle/nutrition awareness training; (5) educational workshops; 
(6) living and moving support; (7) career development and networking; (8) financial 
planning and management support; (9) legal or contractual assistance; (10) social 
support services; (11) individual coaching sessions; and (12) mentorship from re-
tired athletes. Particularly, each service was evaluated by respondents in relation to 
perceived relevance, availability, satisfaction, preferred frequency of provision, and 
opinions regarding possible/necessary digital implementation. The selection of these 
12 services resulted from a structured, multi-source process. First, the systematic 
and umbrella literature reviews conducted within the PORTAL project [42,43] iden-
tified the intervention domains most consistently associated with sustainable career 
transitions and mental health support. Second, the study on major European sport 
organizations [33] mapped the services most frequently provided across European 
contexts, together with the principal gaps in current provision. Third, these candidate 
services were discussed, refined and prioritized during the consortium focus group, 
ensuring that the final set reflected both the available scientific evidence and the practi-
cal relevance recognized by project partners. This procedure ensured continuity across 
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the project’s outputs, aligning the services investigated in the present study with those 
identified in the previous PORTAL published studies.

v. expectations regarding the PORTAL digital platform;
vi. the role of the Real-Life Career Transition Officer.

Figure 2. Graphical representation of the 12 selected support services.

2.3. Translation into National Languages
In the present study, the electronic semi-structured questionnaire administration was 

conducted in the project partners’ national languages (e.g., Croatian, French, Italian, North 
Macedonian, and Romanian). Therefore, the English version of the tool was translated 
into multiple national languages following established principles for cross-cultural adapta-
tion [54–56], linguistic accuracy, conceptual equivalence, and cultural appropriateness [57]. 
Before translation, relevant aspects of the questionnaire content (e.g., terminology, context, 
and intended meaning) were discussed within the project’s consortium to agree on equiva-
lence in meaning with respect to the present study’s objectives. Then, the translation from 
English to each target language was performed by a bilingual translator, preferably a target 
language native speaker. Subsequently, the translated version was reviewed by a second 
translator and subject-matter expert to identify potential issues and improve conceptual 
equivalence rather than literal correspondence. Further translation accuracy procedures 
were also applied within project partner countries, where feasible. Specifically, to ensure 
consistency and preservation of meaning between versions, a third translator, who had 
not seen the original English version, independently translated the text back into English. 
Furthermore, the pre-final translated version was also pre-tested with a small sample of elite 
athletes representative of the target population, allowing the identification of possible mis-
understandings or culturally sensitive wording. This structured translation and adaptation 
process was aimed at minimizing linguistic bias and enhancing the cross-cultural compara-
bility of the questionnaire by ensuring semantic, idiomatic, experiential, and conceptual 
equivalence between the original and translated versions [54,55,57,58].

2.4. Participants and Data Collection
Participants were recruited in person or through electronic communication (e.g., email) 

and invited to consent to participation in the study. They received information about the 
study’s purpose and primary research objective, the scope of the PORTAL project, and what 
completing the semi-structured questionnaire would involve. They were also informed that 

https://doi.org/10.3390/sports14110491

https://doi.org/10.3390/sports14110491


Sports 2026, 14, 491 9 of 35

participation was voluntary, their responses would remain confidential, and all collected 
data would be handled anonymously. Furthermore, participants were assured that there 
were no correct or incorrect answers and that they could withdraw from the questionnaire 
at any time, for any reason, without consequences.

Written informed consent was secured from all participants before the questionnaire 
was administered. Participants completed the questionnaire anonymously, and their re-
sponses were stored electronically for subsequent data analysis. Questionnaire administra-
tion was conducted electronically between April and May 2025.

Eligibility criteria for potential respondents were (i) being an active or retired elite 
athlete, with no restriction concerning sports disciplines; (ii) being aged ≥18 years; (iii) 
having competed in organized sport for at least 5 years at the highest competition level in 
their sport at national or international levels; (iv) being or having been involved in sports 
practice for at least 10 h per week. Accordingly, two respondents who were 17 years old 
at the time of questionnaire completion and eight respondents who selected the response 
category “less than 5 years” of competition at the highest level were included, as they reached 
18 years of age and five years of competition at the highest level, respectively, within the same 
calendar year. Potential respondents were identified through project partners’ networks, 
including sport federations, sport clubs, academic institutions, and national records of elite 
athletes. Therefore, recruitment followed a non-probability, convenience-based sampling 
strategy, relying on the reach and engagement of each partner’s national network. As a 
result, the number of respondents varied substantially across countries, and findings should 
not be interpreted as statistically representative of the national or European populations of 
elite athletes [59].

2.5. Data Analysis
The present study adopted a mixed-method approach to data analysis. Both quanti-

tative and qualitative analyses were applied to provide a comprehensive overview of the 
collected data, ensuring rigor and richness of the main findings. Quantitative analyses were 
conducted using STATA statistical software version 19.5 (StataCorp LLC, College Station, 
TX, USA), whereas open-ended responses were analyzed separately through a qualitative 
thematic analysis [49,50].

Descriptive statistics were initially computed for all variables. Continuous variables are 
reported as means ± standard deviations (SD), while categorical variables are expressed as 
absolute frequencies and percentages (%). In addition, 95% confidence intervals (95%CIs) 
were calculated for the service-level evaluations and platform expectations, using the t 
distribution of means and the Wilson score method for proportions. Sex (male and female), 
sport type (Individual and Team sport), and career phase (active, in retirement, and re-
tired) were considered grouping variables in the inferential analyses. Given the markedly 
uneven country-specific sample sizes, country-level data are reported only descriptively 
and were not included as a grouping variable in inferential comparisons. Regarding the 
applied inferential statistical approach, selected analyses reflected item typologies. For 
categorical questionnaire items (e.g., multiple choices), Pearson’s chi-square tests (p ≤ 0.05) 
were applied to verify differences between groups. For scale items, although Likert-type 
items are ordinal by nature, individual item scores were treated as continuous. This ap-
proach is supported by extensive methodological evidence [60] that parametric tests such 
as ANOVA remain robust to violations of interval-scale assumptions, particularly for scales 
with five or more response categories and adequate sample size. Therefore, for these item 
scores, normality and homogeneity of variance were checked (p > 0.05) to select the proper 
(parametric or not parametric) analysis. In case the normality and homogeneity of variance 
were met, between-group differences were examined using one-way analysis of variance 
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(ANOVA), followed by Bonferroni-adjusted post hoc tests where appropriate. For non-
normally distributed variables, the Mann–Whitney U test was used to compare two groups, 
whereas the Kruskal–Wallis test was applied to comparisons involving more than two 
groups (p ≤ 0.05). Furthermore, sensitivity analyses were also systematically performed 
for every scale-based comparison reported as statistically significant under the parametric 
approach and are reported alongside the corresponding ANOVA results. For significant 
ANOVA results, partial eta squared (𝜂p 2 ) was computed for effect sizes (ES). Interpretation 
was in line with Cohen’s guidelines (0.01 ≤ 𝜂p 2  < 0.06 a small effect, 0.06 ≤ 𝜂p 2  < 0.14 a 
medium effect, and 𝜂p 2 ≥ 0.14 a large effect) [61].

For sections including multiple items referring to the same domain, the internal con-
sistency of the 12 individual item scores (here intended as a descriptive indicator of the 
homogeneity of the 12 individual item scores) was first assessed using Cronbach’s α co-
efficient, with acceptability threshold set at α ≥ 0.70 [62]. Specifically, section-level mean 
scores were calculated for the relevance, satisfaction, and possible implementation sections 
and used to summarize participants’ responses for bivariate comparisons by sex, sport 
type, and career phase. Notably, for the satisfaction section, participants were instructed 
to select “can’t tell” when they had no experience with a given service. Therefore, these 
responses were treated as non-evaluable and excluded from score calculation. Accordingly, 
service-level means were calculated on evaluable responses, and the section-level satisfac-
tion score of each participant was calculated as the mean of their evaluable items. Athletes 
who selected “can’t tell” for all 12 services (n = 22) were not included in the bivariate 
comparisons of satisfaction (n = 114). Additionally, count variables were computed for 
the number of services reported as available (possible answers “Yes” or “No”), for the 
preferred platform interaction modalities and frequency (i.e., frequency of online-platform 
use, preferred interaction modality, and preferred engagement format with the Real-Life 
Transition Officer), and for Real Life Transition Officer’s preferred qualities. Missing data 
were limited and were treated as missing values. They were not replaced with estimated 
values, and all analyses were conducted on the available responses.

In addition to the descriptive and bivariate analyses, mixed-effects models (p ≤ 0.05) 
were performed for the repeated service-level ratings across the 12 proposed support-
service domains, with ratings nested within respondents and a random intercept for each 
respondent. Linear mixed-effects models were used for relevance, satisfaction, and pos-
sible implementation scores, whereas a mixed-effects logistic model was used for service 
availability (coded as 1 = available and 0 = not available). Service domain, sex, sport type, 
and career phase were included as categorical fixed effects, the latter to account for the 
heterogeneity of needs and experiences across active, in retirement, and retired athletes. 
Reference categories were in-house mental health counselling for service domain, female 
for sex, individual sport for sport type, and active athletes for career phase. Models were 
estimated by maximum likelihood. Only main effects were retained in the final models, 
as the interactions between service domain and sex, sport type, and career phase did not 
improve model fit (likelihood-ratio tests, all p ≥ 0.139). The overall effect of each predictor 
was tested with a joint Wald test. To control for multiplicity, the contrasts between each 
service domain and the reference domain were interpreted only when the overall effect 
of service domain was significant, and the corresponding p-values were adjusted using 
the Holm method within each model. Intraclass correlation coefficients (ICCs) were also 
calculated to quantify within-participant clustering, using the latent-scale residual variance 
(π2 /3) for the logistic method. Complete model estimates are reported in Supplementary 
Materials S2 (Table S8). Given the number of bivariate comparisons, these were regarded 
as exploratory, and their interpretation was based on effect sizes and on the consistency 
between parametric and non-parametric tests.
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Additionally, responses to the eleven open-ended items underwent qualitative the-
matic analysis, comprising familiarization with the data, initial coding, development of 
themes, their review and refinement, and final interpretation [49,50]. Coding followed 
a hybrid deductive-inductive approach, consistent with established qualitative methods 
in sport and exercise research [50]. Initial deductive categories mirrored the structure of 
the questionnaire sections, with each of the eleven open-ended items embedded within 
a specific thematic area (e.g., career information (n = 2), transition challenges and needs 
(n = 1), evaluation of career transition services relative to relevance, availability, satisfac-
tion, possible implementation, and frequency of provision (n = 5), platform expectations 
(n = 2), and the Transition Officer role (n = 1)). This process was intended to provide an 
initial analytic anchor for coding process, consistent with the thematic coding logic adopted 
in previous PORTAL studies [42,43]. These section-specific categories were treated as a 
starting scaffold rather than a fixed scheme, with meaning units extracted from responses 
and grouped inductively according to conceptual similarity and recurrence, allowing cross-
cutting content to converge into higher-order themes. First, responses were read in depth 
within each partner country and translated into English by bilingual members of each 
partner institution, who were familiar with both the study objectives and the questionnaire 
content. To support conceptual equivalence across languages, a random subset of translated 
responses was cross-checked by the first author (F.D.R.) against an independent translation 
of the original-language responses obtained through web-based automated translation tools 
(i.e., Google Translate, Google LLC, Mountain View, CA, USA). Consistent with previous 
methodological work on cross-cultural qualitative research, automated translation was used 
as an auxiliary verification tool rather than as a substitute for human translation [63,64]. In 
addition, during the coding process, translated excerpts perceived as ambiguous or unclear 
in meaning were referred back to the partner of the country of origin for clarification before 
being coded. As translation preceded coding, this step represented a potential source of 
interpretative bias, since nuances of the original wording may not be fully preserved across 
languages. To reduce the risk of potential coding bias, and consistent with framework-based 
approaches to the management and organization of qualitative data [65,66], two authors 
(F.D.R. and C.R.) independently reviewed the translated material through multiple read-
ings and performed an initial coding of meaning units using a structured Microsoft Excel 
template (Microsoft Corporation, Redmond, WA, USA, version 16.114.3). In particular, 
responses were grouped into preliminary thematic clusters based on similarities in content 
and meaning. In case of disagreement between the two coders, a third author (F.G.) was 
consulted to reach a final consensus [65,66]. Although no statistical coefficient of inter-
coder agreement (e.g., Choen’s κ) was calculated, consistent with recommended practice in 
qualitative research [67], the systematic process of independent coding, comparison, and 
third-author arbitration was intended to ensure analytic rigor and reduce interpretative 
bias [68]. These clusters were then discussed and refined through a focus group [51] 
during a project meeting to reach shared interpretation and thematic agreement across all 
consortium partners. To complement the qualitative synthesis, the frequency of occurrence 
of each final thematic cluster was also calculated and reported as absolute frequencies and 
percentages (n, %).

Finally, to integrate the present findings with those of the previous PORTAL studies, 
a summary joint display was developed [69]. For each of the 12 selected services, the 
matrix aligned the main evidence emerging from the systematic and integrative umbrella 
reviews [42,43], the provision reported by European sport organizations [33], and the 
evaluations provided by elite athletes in the present study (i.e., relevance, availability, 
and platform preferences). Two authors (F.D.R. and F.G.) independently classified the 
correspondence among sources as convergence with provision gap, partial convergence, 
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divergence, or limited evidence across sources, and disagreements were resolved through 
discussion. This integration was interpretative and descriptive, and was not intended as a 
formal statistical comparison among sources.

3. Results
3.1. General Findings

A total of 136 athletes (n = 62 female and n = 74 male, mean age: 32.6 ± 12.1 years, 
range: 17–66 years) from Croatia, France, Italy, North Macedonia, and Romania were 
included. Notably, as described in Section 2.4, two participants were aged <18 years at the 
time of questionnaire administration but turned 18 within the same calendar year and were 
therefore retained in the analysis. The sample was mainly composed of athletes competing 
in individual sports (55.9%) at the highest competitive levels, with most participants having 
competed at the Olympic or Paralympic (41.2%) or world (33.8%) level. Participants were 
predominantly either retired (44.1%) or active (42.6%), with a smaller group currently 
going through the retirement transition (13.2%); more than one-third had competed for over 
15 years (36.0%). In terms of education, a bachelor’s degree (33.1%) was the most frequently 
reported level, followed in equal proportion by high-school diplomas and master’s degrees 
(30.9% each). Country-specific demographic information and distributions are presented 
in Table 1.

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of the samples participating in the questionnaire of the study.

Variables Croatia
n (%)

France
n (%)

Italy
n (%)

North 
Macedonia

n (%)

Romania
n (%)

Total
n (%)

Age (years)
Female 45.3 ± 19.2 41.6 ± 8.6 30.2 ± 7.3 24.8 ± 3.0 26.3 ± 8.3 30.5 ± 10.7
Male 34.4 ± 16.3 43.3 ± 6.0 34.6 ± 11.0 37.7 ± 8.4 32.1 ± 10.4 34.3 ± 13.0
Total 35.6 ± 16.7 42.1 ± 7.7 31.6 ± 8.7 33.0 ± 9.4 29.0 ± 9.7 32.6 ± 12.1

Sport type Individual 7 (20.0) 10 (90.9) 15 (60.0) 5 (45.5) 39 (72.2) 76 (55.9)
Team 28 (80.0) 1 (9.1) 10 (40.0) 6 (54.5) 15 (27.8) 60 (44.1)

Competition 
level

Olympic/Paralympic 
Games 17 (48.6) 10 (90.9) 9 (36.0) 4 (36.4) 16 (29.6) 56 (41.2)

World 7 (20.0) 0 (0.0) 11 (44.0) 3 (27.3) 25 (46.3) 46 (33.8)
Continental 2 (5.7) 1 (9.1) 2 (8.0) 2 (18.2) 8 (14.8) 15 (11.0)

National 9 (25.7) 0 (0.0) 3 (12.0) 2 (18.2) 5 (9.3) 19 (14.0)

Career phase
Active 16 (45.7) 4 (36.4) 11 (44.0) 4 (36.4) 23 (42.6) 58 (42.6)

In retirement 2 (5.7) 0 (0.0) 3 (12.0) 1 (9.1) 12 (22.2) 18 (13.2)
Retired 17 (48.6) 7 (63.6) 11 (44.0) 6 (54.5) 19 (35.2) 60 (44.1)

Years 
competing

Less than 5 years 1 (2.9) 0 (0.0) 1 (4.0) 0 (0.0) 6 (11.1) 8 (5.9)
5–10 years 8 (22.9) 1 (9.1) 7 (28.0) 3 (27.3) 17 (31.5) 36 (26.5)

10–15 years 11 (31.4) 3 (27.3) 11 (44.0) 1 (9.1) 17 (31.5) 43 (31.6)
More than 15 years 15 (42.9) 7 (63.6) 6 (24.0) 7 (63.6) 14 (25.9) 49 (36.0)

Education 
level

High school degree 14 (40.0) 1 (9.1) 7 (28.0) 4 (36.4) 16 (29.6) 42 (30.9)
Bachelor’s degree 11 (31.4) 2 (18.2) 10 (40.0) 4 (36.4) 18 (33.3) 45 (33.1)
Master’s degree 7 (20.0) 6 (54.5) 8 (32.0) 3 (27.3) 18 (33.3) 42 (30.9)

PhD 2 (5.7) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 2 (3.7) 4 (2.9)
Other 1 (2.9) 2 (18.2) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 3 (2.2)

Note: Respondents in the “Less than 5 years” category reached five years of competition at the highest 
level within the calendar year of data collection. Country-level values are reported for descriptive 
purposes only. Given the small, uneven country subsample, they were not compared inferentially.

Country-level sample sizes were markedly uneven, ranging from n = 11 in France 
and North Macedonia to n = 54 in Romania, reflecting the convenience-based recruitment 
strategy across partner networks rather than a proportionally stratified national represen-
tation. Accordingly, country-level data are reported for descriptive purposes only and 
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should be interpreted as trends within the present sample rather than as representative 
nation profiles.

3.2. Findings Regarding the Career Path of Participants
Most respondents reported combining sport with education or training and identified 

themselves as dual-career athletes (69.1%). However, formal recognition of dual-career 
status was far less common, being reported by only 41.2% of respondents in the sport 
context and 43.4% in the academic/vocational contexts. University education was the most 
frequently reported educational pathway (77.9%).

Responses to the scale-based items (1–6 pts.) showed a moderate-to-high (4.5 ± 1.3 pts.) 
perceived effectiveness in managing time across multiple domains (e.g., balancing sport 
with academic/vocational duties), a high (5.4 ± 0.9 pts.) perceived relevance of academic 
education as facilitator for successful career transitions, a moderate (4.6 ± 1.3 pts.) sat-
isfaction with the educational pathway followed during the sporting career, and a high 
perceived importance of both mental health support (5.4 ± 1.0 pts.) and digital support 
tools (5.1 ± 1.2 pts.) during the dual-career phase of an elite athlete. Most categorical 
dual-career variables did not differ according to sex, sport type, or career phase. However, 
females assigned greater importance to mental health support during the dual-career phase 
than males (F(1,134)  = 8.67, p = 0.004, 𝜂p 2  = 0.061, Mann–Whitney U: p = 0.002) and rated 
digital support tools as more relevant (F(1,134)  = 14.62, p < 0.001, 𝜂p 2  = 0.098, Mann–Whitney 
U: p < 0.001), whereas individual-sport athletes reported greater time-management effec-
tiveness than team-sport athletes (F(1,134)  = 6.35, p = 0.013, 𝜂p 2  = 0.045, Mann–Whitney U: 
p = 0.013). At the descriptive level, the scale-based dual-career variables showed different 
patterns across country subsamples, with the highest perceived time-management effective-
ness reported in North Macedonia (5.1 ± 1.0 pts.), the highest relevance of education for 
transition in North Macedonia and Romania (5.6 ± 0.7 and 5.6 ± 0.8 pts., respectively), and 
the highest relevance of digital support tools in France (5.5 ± 0.9 pts.), North Macedonia 
(5.4 ± 0.9 pts.), and Romania (5.3 ± 1.0 pts.), whereas Croatian athletes generally reported 
the lowest values for most of these dimensions. Taken together, these findings underline the 
central role of dual-career experiences in athletes’ preparation for the post-sport transition. 
Although most participants engaged in a dual career and rated education, mental health 
support, and digital tools as highly valuable resources, the limited formal recognition of 
dual-career status, in both the sporting and the academic contexts, points to a persistent 
gap between athletes’ lived experiences and the institutional acknowledgement of their 
dual commitments. Table 2A,B summarize the dual-career profile of the participants.

Table 2. (A) Dual-career profile of the participants by country. (B) Scale items results (Mean ± SD) 
regarding the participants’ dual career profile.

(A)

Variable Croatia
n (%)

France
n (%)

Italy
n (%)

North 
Macedonia

n (%)

Romania
n (%)

Total
n (%)

Education/training while 
competing

Yes 25 (71.4) 6 (54.5) 19 (76.0) 9 (81.8) 39 (72.2) 98 (72.1)

No 6 (17.1) 2 (18.2) 3 (12.0) 2 (18.2) 6 (11.1) 19 (14.0)

Occasionally 4 (11.4) 3 (27.3) 3 (12.0) 0 (0.0) 9 (16.7) 19 (14.0)

Education/training type *

University degree 27 (77.1) 7 (63.6) 22 (88.0) 6 (54.5) 44 (81.5) 106 (77.9)

Vocational training 8 (22.9) 1 (9.1) 3 (12.0) 3 (27.3) 3 (5.6) 18 (13.2)

Online 
courses/certifications 0 (0.0) 1 (9.1) 6 (24.0) 3 (27.3) 7 (13.0) 17 (12.5)

Other 0 (0.0) 2 (18.2) 1 (4.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 3 (2.2)
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Table 2. Cont.

(A)

Variable Croatia
n (%)

France
n (%)

Italy
n (%)

North 
Macedonia

n (%)

Romania
n (%)

Total
n (%)

Dual career
Variables

Self-identified 
dual-career athlete 23 (65.7) 5 (45.5) 19 (76.0) 8 (72.7) 39 (72.2) 94 (69.1)

Formal recognition in 
sport context 17 (48.6) 4 (36.4) 9 (36.0) 6 (54.5) 20 (37.0) 56 (41.2)

Formal recognition in 
academic/vocational 
context

17 (48.6) 4 (36.4) 10 (40.0) 6 (54.5) 22 (40.7) 59 (43.4)

(B)

Variable Croatia France Italy North 
Macedonia Romania Total

Additional scale items relative 
to career pathways
(1–6 pts.)

Time-management 
effectiveness 4.1 ± 1.3 4.5 ± 1.6 4.8 ± 1.2 5.1 ± 1.0 4.5 ± 1.3 4.5 ± 1.3

Relevance of education 
for transition 5.2 ± 1.0 5.5 ± 0.9 5.3 ± 0.9 5.6 ± 0.7 5.6 ± 0.8 5.4 ± 0.9

Satisfaction with 
educational pathway 4.6 ± 1.0 4.1 ± 1.7 4.3 ± 1.5 5.2 ± 1.0 4.6 ± 1.2 4.6 ± 1.3

Importance of mental 
health support during 
dual careers

5.1 ± 1.0 5.4 ± 1.5 5.1 ± 1.4 5.9 ± 0.3 5.6 ± 0.7 5.4 ± 1.0

Relevance of digital 
support tools 4.3 ± 1.2 5.5 ± 0.9 5.2 ± 1.3 5.4 ± 0.9 5.3 ± 1.0 5.1 ± 1.2

Note: * Multiple responses allowed. Country-level values are reported for descriptive purposes only. 
Given the small and uneven country subsamples, they were not compared inferentially.

3.3. Transition Challenges and Needs Perceived by Participants
Almost half of the participants (47.8%) reported having received or receiving no career 

transition support, whereas the remaining respondents reported receiving either a few or 
multiple services. Among the services received, workshops specifically focused on life after 
elite sport were rarely provided, being reported by only 16.2% of respondents.

The most frequently identified challenges concerned career development and job search 
(55.9%), financial planning and stability (51.5%), emotional adjustment (e.g., loss of athletic 
identity, 44.9%), and the development of new skills (42.6%), whereas rebuilding social 
networks was less frequently reported (20.6%). Emotional adjustment was reported more 
frequently by female than by male athletes (58.1% vs. 33.8%). At the descriptive level, 
the frequency of some challenge domains differed across country subsamples. Career 
development and job search were most frequently reported in Romania (72.2%), North 
Macedonia (63.6%), and Croatia (57.1%), and least in Italy (28.0%) and France (27.3%), 
whereas financial planning and stability were most prominent in Croatia (71.4%) and 
Romania (53.7%).

On the 6-point Likert scale, career transition support services (5.34 ± 0.96 pts.) and 
mental health support services (5.10 ± 1.15 pts.) were both rated as highly important, 
whereas the perceived effectiveness of currently available services was substantially lower 
(2.93 ± 1.50 pts.). Females attributed greater importance to mental health support than 
males (F(1,134)  = 11.27, p = 0.001, 𝜂p 2  = 0.078, Mann–Whitney U: p < 0.001). At the descriptive 
level, mean importance attributed to mental health support ranged from 4.69 pts. in Croatia 
to 5.45 pts. in France. In addition, ratings of career-related mobility, intended as the 
importance attributed to relocating and being willing to move for education, training, or 
employment opportunities during the transition, differed according to sex (F(1,134)  = 5.27, 
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p = 0.023, 𝜂p 2  = 0.038) and sport type (F(1,134)  = 5.91, p = 0.016, 𝜂p 2  = 0.042, Mann–Whitney 
U: p = 0.013), with higher scores reported by female and individual-sport athletes. However, 
gender differences in career-related mobility did not reach statistical significance under the 
non-parametric sensitivity analysis (Mann–Whitney U: p = 0.096) and should be interpreted 
with caution. Similarly, descriptive country-level ratings of career-related mobility ranged 
from 4.14 pts. in Croatia to 5.36 pts. in France, whereas perceived service effectiveness 
was lowest in Italy (2.24 ± 1.11 pts.) and Romania (2.74 ± 1.44 pts.) and highest in France 
(3.64 ± 1.37 pts.), North Macedonia (3.45 ± 2.10 pts.), and Croatia (3.34 ± 1.37 pts.). Full 
results are presented in Table 3, with the complete data disaggregated by sex, sport type, 
career phase, and country reported in Supplementary Materials S2 (Tables S1 and S2).

Table 3. Transition challenges and support needs perceived by the participants.

Variable Total

TOP Perceived transition challenges, n (%) *

Career development and job search 76 (55.9)
Financial planning and stability 70 (51.5)
Emotional adjustment (loss of athletic identity) a 61 (44.9)
Developing new skills 58 (42.6)
Rebuilding social networks 28 (20.6)
Other 5 (3.7)
Importance and perceived effectiveness (1–6 pts.), Mean ± SD

Importance of mental health support services a 5.10 ± 1.15
Importance of career-transition support services 5.34 ± 0.96
Importance of career-related mobility a,c 4.87 ± 1.23
Perceived effectiveness of available services 2.93 ± 1.50

Note: * Multiple responses allowed; percentages do not sum to 100%: percentages refer to the number 
of observed frequencies relative to each variable out of 136 total respondents. a  sex, c  sport type 
(p < 0.05). SD = Standard Deviation.

3.4. Participants’ Evaluation of the 12 Selected Support Services: Relevance, Availability, 
Satisfaction, Frequency of Provision, and Possible Implementation Through Digital Solutions

The evaluation of the 12 service domains in relation to the perceived relevance, avail-
ability, satisfaction, possible implementation, and preferred frequency of provision is sum-
marized in Table 4, while the full disaggregated values by career phase and country are 
reported in Supplementary Materials S2 (Tables S3–S5). Ratings of the 12 items within 
each of the relevance, satisfaction, and possible implementation sections showed high ho-
mogeneity (Cronbach’s α = 0.966 for relevance, 0.979 for satisfaction, and 0.956 for possible 
implementation), consistent with the substantial within-participant clustering indicated by 
the ICCs of the mixed-effects models (ICC = 0.678–0.781), suggesting that respondents rated 
the 12 service domains in an internally coherent manner rather than that item redundancy 
inflated the coefficient.

Overall, relevance scores indicated that participants considered the 12 proposed ser-
vices moderately to highly relevant for promoting mental health and successful career 
transitions in elite sport. In particular, educational workshops, career development and 
networking, financial planning and management support, and in-house mental health 
counselling received the highest ratings (ranging from 3.80 to 3.85 pts. on the 5-point Likert 
scale). By contrast, individual coaching, social support services, and mentorship from 
retired athletes were among the lowest-rated domains (ranging from 3.47 to 3.57 pts.).
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Table 4. Evaluation (mean ± SD [95%CI]) of the 12 selected services, ordered by descending 
perceived relevance.

Service Domain
Relevance 
(1–5 pts.)
[95%CI]

Availability
n (Yes %) d,e 

[95%CI]

Satisfaction † 
(1–5 pts.) d 

[95%CI]

Possible 
Implementation 

(1–5 pts.)
[95%CI]

Preferred 
Frequency of 

Provision (%)

Educational workshops 3.85 ± 1.24
[3.64–4.06]

28 (20.6)
[14.6–28.1]

2.63 ± 1.50
[2.30–2.96]

4.10 ± 1.01
[3.92–4.27]

Occasionally
(41.9%)

Career development and 
networking

3.84 ± 1.28
[3.62–4.06]

28 (20.6)
[14.6–28.1]

2.65 ± 1.52
[2.31–2.98]

4.10 ± 1.06
[3.92–4.28]

Occasionally
(36.0%) ‡ 

Financial planning and 
management support

3.82 ± 1.26
[3.61–4.04]

27 (19.9)
[14.0–27.3]

2.60 ± 1.48
[2.28–2.93]

4.18 ± 1.00
[4.00–4.35] ‡ 

Monthly
(40.4%)

In-house mental health 
counselling

3.80 ± 1.22
[3.59–4.01]

76 (55.9)
[47.5–64.0]

3.18 ± 1.45
[2.89–3.47]

4.22 ± 1.04
[4.04–4.40]

Weekly
(48.5%)

Mental health and healthy 
lifestyle/nutrition awareness 
training

3.78 ± 1.21
[3.57–3.99]

46 (33.8)
[26.4–42.1]

3.01 ± 1.50
[2.69–3.33]

4.10 ± 1.04
[3.92–4.27]

Monthly
(40.4%)

In-house healthy lifestyle 
and nutrition counselling

3.73 ± 1.24
[3.52–3.94]

73 (53.7)
[45.3–61.8]

3.15 ± 1.49
[2.84–3.45]

4.13 ± 1.02
[3.96–4.31]

Monthly
(42.6%)

Access to external mental 
health and nutrition 
professionals

3.72 ± 1.21
[3.51–3.93]

59 (43.4)
[35.3–51.8]

2.97 ± 1.50
[2.64–3.29]

4.12 ± 1.04
[3.95–4.29]

Monthly
(40.4%)

Legal or contractual 
assistance

3.62 ± 1.28
[3.40–3.84]

30 (22.1)
[15.9–29.7]

2.48 ± 1.53
[2.14–2.83]

3.93 ± 1.15
[3.74–4.13]

Occasionally
(48.5%)

Living and moving 
(relocation) support

3.58 ± 1.30
[3.36–3.80]

33 (24.3)
[17.8–32.1]

2.60 ± 1.48
[2.27–2.93]

3.81 ± 1.20
[3.60–4.01]

Occasionally
(50.7%)

Mentorship from retired 
athletes

3.57 ± 1.33
[3.34–3.79]

43 (31.6)
[24.4–39.8]

2.90 ± 1.64
[2.56–3.24]

3.90 ± 1.20
[3.69–4.10]

Occasionally
(42.6%)

Social support services 3.54 ± 1.29
[3.32–3.76]

27 (19.9)
[14.0–27.3]

2.60 ± 1.57
[2.26–2.95]

3.90 ± 1.22
[3.70–4.11]

Occasionally
(40.4%)

Individual coaching sessions 3.47 ± 1.29
[3.25–3.69]

46 (33.8)
[26.4–42.1]

2.85 ± 1.62
[2.50–3.20]

3.91 ± 1.13
[3.72–4.10]

Monthly
(34.6%)

Note: †  Satisfaction excludes “can’t tell” responses, with the number of evaluable responses ranging 
from 79 to 99 across services. ‡  Calculated on 125 respondents, as this item was not available for North 
Macedonian respondents (n = 11). Section-level effects: Relevance: none; Availability: career-phase 
(p = 0.001); Satisfaction: career-phase (p = 0.007); Implementation: none; no sex/sport-type effects. 
Significance symbols on column headers: d  career phase (section-level effect, p < 0.05); e  percentages 
refer to the number of observed frequencies relative to 136 total respondents.

The exploratory mixed-effects model indicated that perceived relevance differed across 
the service domains (χ2 (11) = 54.73, p < 0.001). Compared with in-house mental health 
counselling, social support services (b = −0.27, 95%CI −0.43 to −0.10, p = 0.015), individual 
coaching (b = −0.33, 95%CI −0.50 to −0.17, p < 0.001), and mentorship from retired athletes 
(b = −0.24, 95%CI −0.40 to −0.07, p = 0.044) received significantly lower relevance ratings, 
whereas the remaining domains, including living and moving support (p = 0.066), and 
legal assistance (p = 0.194) did not differ significantly. None of the grouping variables had a 
significant overall effect on relevance, with no differences according to sex (p = 0.249), sport 
type (p = 0.932), or career phase (p = 0.355). This null pattern was consistent with non-
parametric sensitivity analyses (all p > 0.10). At the descriptive level, mean relevance scores 
ranged from 2.97 pts. in the French subsample to 3.91 pts. in the Romanian subsample, with 
intermediate values in the Italian (3.61 pts.), Croatian (3.64 pts.), and North Macedonian 
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(3.86 pts.). The ICC was 0.698, indicating substantial within-participant clustering across 
service-level relevance ratings.

Availability scores were markedly lower than perceived relevance. In-house mental 
health counselling (55.9%) and in-house healthy lifestyle and nutrition counselling (53.7%) 
were the most frequently available services, whereas several practical and transition-oriented 
services, including financial planning (19.9%) and social support (19.9%), were among 
the least available. The mean number of available services differed according to career 
phase (F(2,133)  = 7.76, p = 0.001, 𝜂p 2  = 0.104, Kruskal–Wallis: p = 0.001), with active and in-
retirement athletes reporting greater availability than retired athletes. In the mixed-effects 
logistic model, all service domains except in-house healthy lifestyle and nutrition counselling 
were less likely to be reported as available than in-house mental health counselling (odds 
ratios ranging from 0.07 to 0.43, p ≤ 0.017), and retired athletes were less likely than active 
athletes to report services as available (odds ratio = 0.22, 95%CI 0.10–0.50, p < 0.001). The 
ICC on the latent scale was 0.536.

Satisfaction (rated on the 5-point Likert scale), calculated only among participants 
able to provide an evaluative response (n = 114), was moderate overall and differed ac-
cording to career phase (F(2,111)  = 5.25, p = 0.007, 𝜂p 2  = 0.086, Kruskal–Wallis: p = 0.006), 
with lower satisfaction observed among retired athletes (2.60 ± 1.34 pts.) than among 
active (3.37 ± 1.32 pts.) and in-retirement (3.55 ± 1.31 pts.) athletes. In the mixed-effects 
model (1035 evaluable ratings from 114 respondents), satisfaction was significantly lower 
than for in-house mental health counselling across several domains, including educational 
workshops, career development and networking, financial planning, living and moving 
support, legal assistance, and social support services (all p < 0.01), and was lower among 
retired athletes than active athletes (b = −0.79, 95%CI −1.31 to −0.27, p = 0.003). At the 
descriptive level, mean participant-level satisfaction was lowest among Italian athletes 
(2.25 ± 1.21 pts.), who reported lower satisfaction than Croatian (3.48 ± 1.13 pts.) and Ro-
manian (3.30 ± 1.43 pts.) athletes. In addition, the lower satisfaction observed in team-sport 
athletes did not reach statistical significance (p = 0.087). The ICC was 0.781, indicating 
marked within-participant clustering across service-level satisfaction ratings.

Possible implementation scores were generally high across all domains (means ranging 
from 3.81 to 4.22 on the 1–5 scale), indicating broad support for including these services in 
the planned PORTAL platform. No significant effects emerged for sex, sport type, or career 
phase, consistent with non-parametric sensitivity analyses (all p > 0.35). Notably, at the 
descriptive level, mean implementation scores were highest in Romania (4.27 ± 0.83 pts.) 
and Croatia (4.10 ± 0.80 pts.) and lowest in North Macedonia (3.28 ± 1.27 pts.) subsamples. 
In the mixed-effects model, living and moving support, legal assistance, social support 
services, individual coaching, and mentorship from retired athletes received significantly 
lower implementation ratings than in-house mental health counselling (all p ≤ 0.001), 
whereas no significant effects emerged for sex, sport type, or career phase. The ICC was 
0.678, again supporting the relevance of accounting for participant-level clustering.

Finally, the preferred frequency of provision varied across services: in-house mental 
health counselling was the only service for which weekly provision was most often pre-
ferred (48.5%), whereas a monthly frequency was favoured for the other mental-health- and 
education-related services (e.g., in-house healthy-lifestyle counselling, external profession-
als, awareness training, and financial planning; 40–43%), and an occasional or on-demand 
frequency was preferred for the more practical, transition-specific services such as legal 
assistance, living and moving support, social support, and mentorship (40–51%).
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3.5. Platform Expectations
As shown in Table 5, the most frequently selected desired platform features were 

in-house mental health counselling (75.0%), career development and networking (59.6%), 
financial planning and management support (55.9%), and educational workshops (47.8%), 
indicating a clear preference for integrating mental health, practical transition support, and 
career-oriented resources within the platform.

Table 5. Expectations regarding the online support platform.

Variable Total 95%CI

Most desired platform features (TOP-5), n (%) † 

In-house mental health counselling 102 
(75.0) 67.1–81.5

Career development and networking 81 (59.6) 51.2–67.4
Financial planning and management support 76 (55.9) 47.5–64.0
Educational workshops 65 (47.8) 39.6–56.1
In-house healthy lifestyle and nutrition counselling 53 (39.0) 31.2–47.4
Mental health and healthy lifestyle/nutrition awareness training 53 (39.0) 31.2–47.4
Access to external mental health and nutrition professionals 50 (36.8) 29.1–45.1
Legal or contractual assistance 42 (30.9) 23.7–39.1
Social support services 33 (24.3) 17.8–32.1
Individual coaching sessions 33 (24.3) 17.8–32.1
Living and moving (relocation) support 30 (22.1) 15.9–29.7
Mentorship from retired athletes 30 (22.1) 15.9–29.7

Expected frequency of platform use, n (%) a,d 

Weekly 68 (50.0) 41.7–58.3
Monthly 33 (24.3) 17.8–32.1
Occasionally 24 (17.6) 12.2–24.9
Daily 11 (8.1) 4.6–13.9

Importance of mobile accessibility (1–6 pts.), Mean ± SD a 5.46 ±
0.85 5.32–5.61

Note: †  n (%) of N = 136 selecting the feature among top five; percentages do not sum to 100%: 
percentages refer to the number of observed frequencies relative to each variable out of 136 total 
respondents. SD = standard deviation. Significance: a  sex, d  career phase (p < 0.05).

Disaggregated values are reported in Supplementary Materials S2 (Table S6). Expected 
platform use was predominantly weekly, followed by monthly use. Frequency of use differed 
according to sex (p = 0.004) and career phase (p = 0.025). Female and currently active 
athletes more often reported weekly or daily use, whereas male and retired athletes showed a 
preference for more dispersed, occasional patterns of expected use. No differences emerged 
in relation to sport type, and weekly use was the most frequently expected pattern in all 
country subsamples (Supplementary Materials S2, Table S6). Mobile accessibility was rated 
as highly important (5.46 ± 0.85 pts. on the 6-point Likert scale), with females assigning 
greater importance than males (F(1,134)  = 6.42, p = 0.013, 𝜂p 2  = 0.046, Mann–Whitney U: 
p = 0.016). At the descriptive level, the highest importance was attributed by Romanian 
(5.74 ± 0.64 pts.) and Italian (5.56 ± 0.64 pts.) athletes and the lowest by Croatian athletes 
(4.97 ± 1.06 pts.).

3.6. Role of the Real-Life Career Transition Officer
Regarding the expected and desired profile of the Real-Life Career Transition Officer, 

the most cited qualities were a deep understanding of athlete life (81.6%), emotional and 
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mental health support-related expertise (61.0%), advocacy for athlete rights and opportuni-
ties (60.3%), and career development and networking skills (54.4%).

Monthly (31.6%) and on-demand (29.4%) contact were the most frequently selected 
interaction frequencies, followed by weekly (23.5%) and occasional (15.4%) interaction. 
These preferences differed according to sex (p = 0.005) and sport type (p = 0.047), but 
not according to career phase: female athletes more often preferred regular, scheduled 
contact (monthly or weekly), whereas male athletes leaned towards on-demand interaction. 
Regarding mode of engagement, a mixed format combining one-to-one sessions, online 
communication, and group discussions was preferred by most participants (51.5%), fol-
lowed by one-to-one sessions only (31.6%). At the descriptive level, the mixed format was 
mostly preferred in Italy (64%) and Romania (61%), whereas North Macedonian athletes 
most commonly preferred one-to-one sessions (55%). Preferences regarding the Transition 
Officer are reported in Table 6, with values disaggregated by subgroup in Supplementary 
Materials S2 (Table S7).

Table 6. Preferences regarding the role of the Real-Life Career Transition Officer.

Variable/Category n (%)

Preferred qualities (up to three) *

Deep understanding of athlete life 111 (81.6)
Emotional and mental health expertise 83 (61.0)
Advocacy for athlete rights/opportunities 82 (60.3)
Career development and networking skills 74 (54.4)
Preferred frequency of interaction a,c 

Monthly 43 (31.6)
On-demand 40 (29.4)
Weekly 32 (23.5)
Occasionally 21 (15.4)
Preferred mode of engagement

A mix of all three 70 (51.5)
One-on-one sessions 43 (31.6)
Online communication 16 (11.8)
Group discussions/round tables 7 (5.2)

Note: * Up to three responses allowed; percentages do not sum to 100%: percentages refer to the 
number of observed frequencies relative to each variable out of 136 total respondents. Significance: 
a  sex, c  sport type (p < 0.05).

3.7. Thematic Analysis of Open-Ended Responses
Regarding the thematic content analysis conducted on the open-ended responses, 

after exclusion of empty or non-informative comments, 130 of 136 participants (95.6%) 
contributed to the qualitative synthesis. Response rates for the individual open-ended 
items varied considerably, ranging from approximately 4% for optional free-text comment 
fields to 88% for the main open-ended questions. Following initial coding of meaning 
units, responses were grouped into broader macro-themes based on conceptual similarity 
and recurrent content patterns, in line with the thematic coding logic adopted in previous 
PORTAL studies [42,43]. The most recurrent theme concerned the need for practical career-
transition support identified in 63 participants (48.5%). Responses in this cluster referred 
mainly to job-search assistance, career planning, employability, educational or vocational 
guidance, and the need to better understand opportunities outside sport.

A second major theme concerned accessible and continuous mental health support, 
reported by 41 participants (31.5%), and included references to emotional adjustment, anxi-
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ety, identity-related difficulties, and the importance of confidential psychological support 
during both the athletic career and retirement transition.

A third theme concerned expectations for a trustworthy, interactive, and easy-to-access 
digital platform, identified by 40 participants (30.8%), with respondents emphasizing 
accessibility across time and place, mobile usability, structured and updated information, 
and the possibility of interactive communication rather than passive content only.

Participants also emphasized the importance of individualized, flexible, and athlete-
centred support (n = 29, 22.3%), stating that services should be adapted to personal needs, 
sport demands, and career phase. In addition, 20 participants (15.4%) highlighted the value 
of peer exchange, mentoring, and trusted relationships, particularly through contact with 
former athletes or a stable reference person able to guide the transition process.

Finally, 17 participants (13.1%) referred to financial, legal, and organizational guidance, 
including financial literacy, contractual advice, and practical support with post-sport life 
organization. For example, one participant emphasized the need for:

“Concrete support in planning the future beyond sport, not only emotionally but also 
professionally”,

whereas another respondent highlighted the importance of:

“A platform that is easy to access, reliable, and able to connect athletes with the right 
people at the right time”.

Overall, the qualitative findings reinforced the quantitative results by showing that 
athletes not only perceived transition support as relevant but also expected it to be accessible, 
personalized, and integrated across psychological, educational, career-related, and practical 
domains. Table 7 summarizes the six main themes identified.

Table 7. Main themes identified in the open-ended responses.

Theme Description n %

Practical career-transition support
Need for career planning, job-search assistance, 
employability, educational and/or vocational guidance, 
and understanding opportunities outside sport

63 48.5

Accessible and continuous mental health 
support

Need for psychological support, emotional adjustment, 
anxiety management, and support available across the 
athletic career and retirement transition

41 31.5

Trustworthy, interactive, and easy-to-access 
digital platform

Expectation of a platform that is accessible, easy to use, 
mobile-friendly, interactive, and based on reliable and 
updated information

40 30.8

Individualized, flexible, and athlete-centred 
support

Need for support tailored to personal circumstances, 
sport demands, timing, and career phase 29 22.3

Theme Description n %

Peer exchange, mentoring, and trusted 
relationships

Value attributed to former athletes, mentoring, peer 
dialogue, empathy, and a trusted reference person 20 15.4

Financial, legal, and organizational guidance
Need for financial literacy, contractual/legal support, 
and practical help with logistics and post-sport 
organization

17 13.1

Note: Of the 136 participants, 130 (95.6%) provided at least one informative open-ended response 
and were included in the thematic analysis. Response rates to individual open-ended items varied 
considerably, from approximately 4% for optional free-text comment fields to 88% for the main open-
ended questions. As participants could contribute to more than one theme, percentages do not sum 
to 100%.
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3.8. Integration with Previous PORTAL Findings
The integration of the present findings with those of previous PORTAL studies is 

summarized in the joint display reported in Table 8. For scientific evidence, the table 
reports frequency of occurrence (%) relative to the research focus of the 117 primary 
studies included in the systematic review [42], and of the corresponding intervention 
domain among the 52 manuscripts included in the integrative umbrella review [43]. For 
organizational service provision, reported percentages refer to the share of each service 
by surveyed European sport organizations [33]. Then, regarding the perspectives of elite 
athletes as end-users, the table shows relevance mean scores (Likert-type scale 1–5 pts.), 
resulting rank, availability (%) and desired platform implementation (%) of the selected 
12 services rated by the 136 respondents in the present study.

For each service, based on the level of alignment of the three sources of information, a 
correspondence judgment was formulated as follows:
- Convergence with provision gap: service supported by the literature and rated among 

the most relevant by athletes, but rarely provided and available;
- Partial convergence: service supported by the literature and relevant for athletes, with 

intermediate provision and availability;
- Divergence: service emphasized in the literature but attributed lower relevance by athletes;
- Limited evidence across sources: service marginally addressed in the literature, rarely 

reported by organizations, and attributed lower relevance by athletes.
Convergence with a marked provision gap emerged for educational workshops, career 

development and networking, and financial planning, which were recommended in the 
literature [42,43], and rated among the three most relevant services by elite athletes, but 
were available to approximately one in five respondents, and only 35% of the surveyed 
sports organizations reported currently providing career transition services [33]. Partial 
convergence emerged for the four mental health and healthy lifestyle services, which were 
supported by the literature and showed higher organizational provision and availability. 
Divergence emerged for social support services and mentorship from retired athletes, 
which were emphasized in the literature but ranked among the last relevant services by 
respondents. Finally, legal assistance, living and moving support, and individual coaching 
showed limited evidence across sources.
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Table 8. Summary joint display integrating scientific evidence, organizational provision, and athletes’ evaluations for the 12 selected support services, ordered by 
descending perceived relevance.

Service Domain Scientific Evidence [42,43] European Sport Organizations 
Provision [33]

Athletes’ Evaluations: Relevance 
(Rank); Availability; Platform 

Preference
Correspondence Among Sources

Educational workshops

Career transition and retirement as 
research focus (40.2%), with flexible 
educational pathways and dual-career 
planning recommended;
education and literacy (100%)

Most frequently reported career service 
(29.0%)

3.85 (1st);
20.6% available;
desired by 47.8%

Convergence with provision gap

Career development and networking

Career support addressed by 7.7% of 
primary studies, although career 
counselling, job placement, and 
professional networking were 
recommended;
identity, transition, and career support 
(57.7%)

Career counselling: 19.4%;
job placement and networking: 9.7% 
each

3.84 (2nd);
20.6% available;
desired by 59.6%

Convergence with provision gap

Financial planning and management 
support

Financial insecurity identified as a major 
transition risk

Financial planning: 9.7% of career 
services; financial aid: 19.0% of 
additional services

3.82 (3rd);
19.9% available;
desired by 55.9%

Convergence with provision gap

In-house mental health counselling

Mental health support as main research 
focus (47.0%) and psychological support 
recommended as central to sustainable 
transitions;
clinical treatment pathways (46.2%) and 
mental health literacy (100%)

In-house psychologists: 17.1% of mental 
health services reported

3.80 (4th);
55.9% available;
most desired platform feature (75.0%)

Partial convergence

Mental health and healthy 
lifestyle/nutrition awareness training

Mental health support as main research 
focus (47.0%) and stigma reduction and 
help-seeking recommended;
education and literacy (100%) and 
screening (67.3%)

Awareness training: 20.0% of mental 
health services reported

3.78 (5th);
33.8% available;
desired by 39.0%

Partial convergence

In-house healthy lifestyle and nutrition 
counselling Lifestyle and load management (63.5%) Nutrition counselling: 21.4% of 

additional services reported

3.73 (6th);
53.7% available;
desired by 39.0%

Partial convergence

Access to external mental health and 
nutrition professionals

Mental health support as main research 
focus (47.0%);
clinical treatment and referral pathways 
(46.2%)

Most frequently reported mental health 
service (34.3%)

3.72 (7th);
43.4% available;
desired by 36.8%

Partial convergence

Legal or contractual assistance Not specifically addressed Legal assistance: 9.5% of additional 
services reported

3.62 (8th);
22.1% available;
desired by 30.9%

Limited evidence across sources
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Table 8. Cont.

Service Domain Scientific Evidence [42,43] European Sport Organizations 
Provision [33]

Athletes’ Evaluations: Relevance 
(Rank); Availability; Platform 

Preference
Correspondence Among Sources

Living and moving (relocation) 
support Relocation addressed only marginally Travel/logistics: 19.0%; housing: 2.4% of 

additional services reported

3.58 (9th);
24.3% available;
desired by 22.1%

Limited evidence across sources

Mentorship from retired athletes Mentorship programs and peer support 
recommended; peer programs (98.1%) Not reported

3.57 (10th);
31.6% available;
desired by 22.1%;
valued in open-ended responses (15.4%)

Divergence

Social support services
Social support and peer programs 
(98.1%) [43]; social networks outside 
sport

Social support: 19.0%; peer support: 
14.3%

3.54 (11th);
19.9% available;
desired by 24.3%

Divergence

Individual coaching sessions
Addressed indirectly through 
self-management and coping skills 
(80.8%)

Not reported
3.47 (12th);
33.8% available;
desired by 24.3%

Limited evidence across sources
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4. Discussion
This study examined European elite athletes’ perceived challenges, needs, and expec-

tations concerning career transitions, dual career pathways, mental health, and support 
services. Particular attention was paid to the relevance and availability of selected services, 
athletes’ satisfaction with existing provision, their preferred frequency of provision, and 
opportunities for implementation through digital solutions. Overall, the findings suggest 
that athletes considered career transitions and mental health support highly relevant. How-
ever, they reported limited experience with structured initiatives, low perceived availability 
of several essential services, and only moderate satisfaction with the support currently 
available. Furthermore, across both quantitative and qualitative findings, mental health 
services, career development, financial assistance, and individualized support solutions 
emerged as central priorities.

These findings are broadly consistent with the international literature in this field, 
consistently showing that elite athletes attribute high value to career transitions and mental-
health support yet frequently encounter fragmented, under-resourced, or hard-to-access 
provision [1,9,29,33,42,43]. The recurring gap between the high relevance elite athletes 
attributed to these services and their limited availability reflects a structural gap that sus-
tainable, long-term, and cross-national support systems are expected to address [33,35]. 
In this framework, a deeper understanding of elite athletes’ perceptions regarding the 
relevance, availability, and implementation expectations is a necessary precondition for 
promoting an adequate, evidence-based, sustainable, and continuous development of multi-
dimensional support systems. Hence, the present findings should be considered not as a 
final outcome, but as end-user perceptions and preferences that may inform the develop-
ment of scalable, digitally enabled support infrastructures (e.g., the PORTAL platform), 
grounded in elite athletes’ expressed priorities and relevant to long-term, cross-national 
policy implementation.

A first relevant finding concerns the elite athletes’ career path and dual-career profile. 
Most participants identified themselves as dual-career athletes, reporting a combination 
of sport with education and/or vocational training during their career. However, the 
formal recognition of their dual-career status was substantially low in both sport and aca-
demic/vocational contexts. This pattern echoes recent evidence on dual-career elite athletes, 
frequently lacking adequate support to combine their sport and academic/ employment 
demands and being poorly recognized and inconsistently safeguarded at the institutional 
level [8,36,70,71]. This gap suggests that engagement in a dual-career pathway does not 
necessarily correspond to structured institutional recognition [3,72]. Such a pattern is 
consistent with the previous literature showing that, despite the policy attention devoted 
to dual career development in Europe [21,73], implementation remains uneven and elite 
athletes often navigate these pathways with limited formal support or inconsistent insti-
tutional backing [1,8–10,37]. The present findings are also aligned with the conclusions 
of our systematic and integrative umbrella reviews, which identified dual-career engage-
ment, anticipatory planning, and educational flexibility as important protective factors 
for smoother transitions, while also highlighting persistent disparities in accessibility and 
practical implementation across countries and sport systems [42,43].

The greater importance attributed by female elite athletes to mental health support 
during the dual career phase and to the availability of digital support tools emerged in the 
present study deserves particular attention. Although the present study was not specif-
ically designed to address the mechanisms underlying these gender differences in elite 
athletes’ perceptions regarding career services, findings may reflect a stronger perceived 
need for structured psychosocial support and accessible resources among female elite 
athletes. More broadly, female athletes continue to face well-documented inequalities in 
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visibility, resources, funding, and institutional recognition within elite sport, often having to 
work harder to obtain comparable opportunities and acknowledgement [8,70,74–77]. These 
structural conditions may plausibly translate into a stronger perceived need for dedicated 
psychosocial and practical support, as well as for digitally accessible resources, among 
female elite athletes [71,78]. Consistently, research on elite female footballers [70] has 
shown that women pursuing a dual career face additional obstacles compared with their 
male counterparts, such as the limited recognition of their athlete status, fewer dedicated 
support services, and the persistent gender pay gap, which may push female athletes to 
invest more heavily in education and plausibly heighten their perceived need for struc-
tured psychosocial and career-transition support. Finally, gender differences in athletic 
career trajectories may also be influenced by the importance assigned to particular sports 
within national contexts, potentially shaping athletes’ motivations for relocation and/or 
transnational migration. Female elite athletes reportedly face a greater need to support 
themselves financially than their male counterparts, often requiring them to combine their 
sporting careers with additional paid work [72,79,80]. Similarly, the higher perceived time-
management effectiveness reported by individual-sport athletes suggests that dual-career 
demands may be experienced differently across sport contexts [1,81], showing that athlete 
development and transitions are shaped by sport-specific and contextual factors. These find-
ings reinforce the idea that elite athletes’ needs and perceptions are not homogeneous, but 
rather shaped by both personal and contextual characteristics. In this regard, our previous 
integrative umbrella review [43] also emphasized that sustainable athlete career pathways 
should be conceptualized as intertwined, lifespan processes influenced by mental-health 
vulnerabilities, dual-career engagement, identity dynamics, and contextual conditions, thus 
supporting the need for differentiated and flexible support systems rather than single-level 
interventions [1,81–83].

A second major finding concerns the clear mismatch between high importance at-
tributed to support services and the relatively limited support participants received through-
out their career. Almost half of the respondents reported receiving no career transitions 
support, as well as limited learning opportunities (e.g., workshops specifically focused on 
life after elite sport). This is consistent with previous evidence [9,11,12,42,43,84], which 
highlighted substantial gaps in reaching psychological support services, in effectively plan-
ning their career transitions, and in managing their dual-career, despite the recognized 
importance of these dimensions for sustainable post-sport development. Notably, in the 
present study, the most frequently reported challenges concerned career development and 
job search, financial planning and stability, emotional adjustment, and new skills develop-
ment [1–3]. In this regard, the present results are consistent with the view that athletic 
retirement is not only a psychological adjustment, but a broader process involving identity, 
employability, financial security, and everyday life organization [9,11,12].

The present findings should also be contextualized in relation to evidence on European 
major sport organizations’ policies and practices in relation to elite athletes’ multidimen-
sional support [33]. In particular, European major sport organizations showed that mental 
health and career transition services remain fragmented, variably structured, and often 
dependent on national resources and organizational priorities [33]. However, organiza-
tional efforts towards mental health support implementation and provision showed an 
encouraging trend, with several sport bodies reporting ongoing actions to meet elite athletes’ 
mental health and literacy needs. Nonetheless, important gaps are still present, with some 
countries lacking structured services or relying on partial initiatives only. Similarly, career 
transition services were reported as currently available only in a minority of countries, 
with several others still in development or entirely lacking such provision. Moreover, even 
where and/or when services are offered, accessibility is mainly directed to medallists and 
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top-profile athletes, thereby raising concerns about equitable access and long-term support 
throughout the athletic pathway [9,33,35,36]. In this regard, the perceptions of participants 
in the present study mirror the challenges and gaps identified at the organization level. In 
particular, the study of Guidotti and colleagues [33] reported that France accounted among 
the most structured contexts, with dedicated departments for career transitions support and 
articulated mental health services provision, whereas Croatia and Romania were character-
ized by more informal or still-developing arrangements. Notably, Italy showed important 
gaps in the provision of structured mental health support, whereas North Macedonia occu-
pied an intermediate position, with selected services already in place but not yet reflecting 
a fully comprehensive and institutionalized system [33]. Although these organizational 
differences offer a useful interpretative context, the country-related trends observed in the 
present study were descriptive and derived from small and uneven convenience subsamples. 
Therefore, they cannot be attributed to differences in national support systems, and any 
correspondence with the organizational findings should be regarded as a hypothesis for 
future research rather than as evidence of country effects [35,36].

In the present study, high ratings were observed for both career transitions support ser-
vices and mental health support services, suggesting that elite athletes do not perceive these 
domains as secondary or optional, but rather as central components of a sustainable athletic 
pathway. This interpretation is consistent with the previous literature in this field, which 
emphasized the crucial role of mental health assistance, dual-career planning, proactive 
identity negotiation, and integrated multidimensional guidance [15,37,42]. Furthermore, 
the present findings reinforce the need to acknowledge the importance of screening, edu-
cation, literacy, support systems, identity-career development resources, and coordinated 
policy frameworks to sustain elite athletes’ career journeys, which call for sound and sus-
tainable interventions [1,43]. Furthermore, the high relevance participants attributed to 
educational workshops, career development and networking, financial planning and man-
agement support, and in-house mental health counselling amplifies the need to substantially 
establish such services, also in light of the markedly lower perceived availability. This gap 
represents a major outcome of the current study, suggesting that elite athletes are not merely 
expressing abstract preferences but are specifically indicating concrete service gaps and pri-
orities for sound, sustainable and long-term career support strategies and implementation. 
Notably, in-house mental health and healthy lifestyle and nutrition counselling were rated 
among the most available services, whereas several practical and career transition-oriented 
services (e.g., financial planning and social support) were less frequently available. Mild 
satisfaction emerged, when evaluable, with even lower ratings among retired athletes, sug-
gesting that support may have been insufficient, poorly timed, or not adequately aligned 
with actual needs, especially in the past years. This interpretation is consistent with the 
previous literature, showing that support provision was slowly developed in many national 
and sport contexts, mostly reactive rather than preventive, and that many elite athletes often 
transition to the retirement stage of their career without adequate preparation, assistance, 
and guidance [11–13]. Accordingly, previous findings showed that many sport organiza-
tions still rely on temporary initiatives, underdeveloped services, or informal arrangements 
rather than stable, integrated systems [33].

The service-level analyses further reinforce this point. Across the 12 selected service 
domains, relevance was generally moderate to high, accompanied by positive scores for pos-
sible digital implementation, suggesting that elite athletes clearly perceived these services as 
desirable components of a future digital support platform [85,86]. The mixed-effects models 
added an important layer of interpretation, showing that elite athletes’ evaluations were 
not random, but clustered meaningfully within participants. In other words, respondents 
tended to show internally coherent patterns across multiple ratings, supporting the robust-
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ness of the observed service hierarchies. Importantly, the 12 selected services should be 
regarded as one of the core outcomes of the present study, because they provide a structured 
and practice-oriented map of elite athletes’ priorities in relation to career transition and 
mental health support. In particular, the prominence of educational workshops, career 
development and networking, financial planning and management support, and in-house 
mental health counselling indicate that elite athletes do not simply ask for generic support, 
but for integrated resources able to address psychological wellbeing, employability, plan-
ning for life beyond sport, and practical transition-related challenges. At the same time, the 
lower availability and only moderate satisfaction observed across several domains show 
that these priorities are still only partially translated into accessible and well-structured 
services [33,42,43]. Thus, the evidence-based 12-service framework proposed in this study 
represents a particularly relevant outcome of the study, because it helps identify not only 
what elite athletes perceive as most needed but also which support components they con-
sider most urgent to be strengthened and most suitable to be offered through sustainable 
digital solutions. The lower ratings assigned to domains such as living and moving support, 
legal assistance, social support services, individual coaching, and mentorship from retired 
athletes should not necessarily be interpreted as a lack of interest. Rather, they may indicate 
a hierarchy of perceived urgency, with mental health, educational, and career-development 
resources seen as more foundational. Importantly, the qualitative findings suggest that 
mentoring, peer exchange, and individualized support remain highly valued when framed 
as part of integrated pathways rather than isolated interventions [1,42].

Another key contribution of the present study concerns elite athletes’ expectations in 
relation to a support digital platform. The most frequently selected desired features focused 
on in-house mental health counselling, career development and networking, financial 
planning and management support, and educational workshops. This pattern closely 
matches the priorities identified in the previous literature, which highlighted the need 
for integrated, multidimensional guidance through digitally enabled support systems 
capable of combining screening, literacy, self-management, identity-career development, 
and coordinated support structures [15,37,42,43]. Hence, the present findings not only 
support previously emerged trends and priorities but also add the potential end-users’ 
perspectives on the relevance and possible implementation of key mental health, dual career, 
and career transitions support services to be considered for the design and development of 
tailored digital solutions for elite athletes. Furthermore, the frequency of expected platform 
interaction and the high importance attributed to mobile accessibility further suggest that 
elite athletes do not view digital support as a passive archive of information, but rather as 
something that should be usable regularly, flexibly, and in a low-threshold manner. This 
interpretation is reinforced by the thematic analysis, which identified the expectation of a 
trustworthy, interactive, and easy-to-access digital platform as one of the most recurrent 
themes. Therefore, a support digital platform should not simply “contain” services, but 
should be designed to function as an accessible and credible support ecosystem, able to 
bridge the gap between evidence-based recommendations, fragmented service provision, 
and elite athletes’ real needs. This is particularly relevant when considering that scalable, 
cross-national, and digitally enabled resources are still lacking despite the growing evidence 
base in this field [15,37,42,43].

The findings regarding the Real-Life Career Transition Officer are equally informative. 
Participants most frequently valued a deep understanding of athlete life, emotional and 
mental health expertise, advocacy, and career development/networking skills. This suggests 
that this professional figure is expected to function not only as an information provider, 
but as a relational and multidimensional figure able to understand elite athletes’ specific 
contexts and accompany them across different phases and needs [1,37,83]. The preference 
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for monthly or on-demand interaction, together with the popularity of mixed engagement 
formats, further indicates that flexibility is an essential component of effective support. The 
qualitative findings supported the importance of trusted relationships, mentoring, and 
peer exchange, highlighting that the human component of support remains central even 
within a digitally mediated system. In this sense, the present findings support the idea that 
the platform to be developed under the PORTAL project should be conceived as a hybrid 
model in which digital accessibility and human guidance are complementary rather than 
alternative dimensions of support [1,37,43].

Career phase represented a further source of heterogeneity that deserves consideration. 
Although the perceived relevance and possible digital implementation of the 12 services did 
not differ across career phases, retired athletes reported lower availability of and satisfaction 
with support services than active and in-retirement athletes, whereas weekly or daily use 
of the platform was expected by a larger proportion of active athletes. These stage-specific 
patterns suggest that the priorities attributed to support services are shared across the 
athletic lifecycle, whereas access to and quality of support may be more favourable for 
athletes currently competing or approaching retirement. This pattern may reflect the recent 
development of support provision in several national contexts [33]. Alternatively, retired 
athletes may evaluate past provision more critically, in light of the challenges experienced 
after leaving sport. For the PORTAL platform, these findings indicate that core services 
content may be shared across career phases, whereas delivery modalities and engagement 
frequency should be adapted to the specific stage of the athletic career [1,2].

Descriptive variation across country subsamples was observed for several outcomes, 
including previous support experiences, selected challenge domains, service evaluations, 
mobile accessibility, and preferred interaction modalities. However, due to the marked 
imbalance in country sample sizes and the convenience-based recruitment, these differences 
were not tested inferentially and should be regarded as non-generalizable trends within 
the present sample rather than as representative national profile. Nonetheless, the organi-
zational evidence [33] and the wider literature in this field [42,83] indicate that national 
sport systems differ substantially in governance, funding, service formalization, and the 
degree to which support is embedded across the athletic lifecycle [33,42,83]. Furthermore, 
findings support the need for a shared European framework that guarantees minimum 
standards of elite athlete support, while allowing sufficient flexibility to adapt services to 
national, cultural, organizational and individual realities. For the PORTAL platform, this 
should be translated into its architecture, to be both standardized and adaptable, ensuring 
common evidence-based core content while remaining responsive to country-specific needs 
and support cultures [83].

The joint display reported in Table 8 shows that the services most valued by elite 
athletes, namely educational workshops, career development and networking, and financial 
planning, are the same services recommended in the literature but provided by a minority 
of sports organizations [33,42,43]. Notably, career support was the focus of only 7.7% of the 
primary studies included in the systematic literature review [42], suggesting that the gap 
concerns not only service provision but also the available empirical evidence. Conversely, 
the divergence observed for social support services and mentorship from retired athletes 
which were emphasized in the literature but attributed lower relevance by athletes, may 
indicate that these components are perceived as valuable when embedded within integrated 
pathways rather than as stand-alone services, as suggested by the open-ended responses.

Taken together, the present quantitative and qualitative findings strengthen the ratio-
nale underlying the PORTAL project initiative. Respondent elite athletes clearly expressed 
the need for a not episodic, fragmented, or limited support before and after their sport ca-
reer retirement, but rather continuous, multidimensional, and accessible across the athletic 
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pathway. Mental health support, dual-career development, career planning, employability, 
financial guidance, and individualized orientation emerged as recurrent priorities across 
sections [1,3,9,11,37,84]. The convergence between closed-ended and open-ended responses 
is a major strength of the study, showing that elite athletes’ needs are not only statistically 
visible but also narratively consistent. Even more importantly, when interpreted alongside 
the other research carried out under the PORTAL project, these findings indicate that the 
main needs identified by elite athletes appear to be well grounded in the evidence base, al-
though only partially reflected in existing national practices. In this sense, the present study 
extends previous work by connecting evidence, implementation, and end-user experience 
within a single interpretative framework [33,42,43].

Some limitations should be acknowledged for the current study. First, although the 
tailored semi-structured questionnaire was developed through an iterative, multi-source, 
and consensus-based process grounded in scientific evidence [33,42,43] supporting its con-
tent validity, formal psychometric validation of the instrument was not envisioned. In this 
regard, it should be considered that the instrument was developed as a needs-assessment 
and data-collection tool to capture participants’ perceptions, opinions, and lived experi-
ences (e.g., encompassing largely independent, content-driven domains) rather than as a 
psychometric scale intended to assess underlying latent constructs. Therefore, standard 
psychometric validation procedures were considered not applicable in this study. Future 
research should further examine athletes’ motivations and attitudes toward the use of 
career transitions and mental health support services, which may provide valuable insight 
to inform the ongoing adjustment and refinement of these services. Second, the study 
was based on self-reported questionnaire data, which may have been influenced by recall 
bias, subjective interpretation, and personal experience. Third, the sample was recruited 
through a non-probability, convenience-based strategy relying on the project’s partner 
networks, and may not fully represent European elite athletes and sport systems. Fourth, 
country-specific sample sizes were markedly uneven. Consequently, both country-specific 
and overall findings should be interpreted as descriptive of the present sample rather than 
as generalizable estimates for the broader population of European elite athletes. Future 
cross-national studies should consider a stratified sampling design ensuring proportional 
representation of each country a priori or, where reliable national registers of elite athletes 
are available, the application of post-stratification weighting techniques, to allow legitimate 
cross-country comparisons while mitigating the risk of sampling bias. Fifth, the inclusion 
of active, in retirement, and retired athletes enriched the perspective of the study but also 
increased heterogeneity, as some responses were prospective and/or based on ongoing 
processes, while others were retrospective. Although career phase was accounted for as a 
fixed effect in the mixed-effects models and as a grouping variable in bivariate analyses, the 
small size of the in-retirement subgroup (n = 18) did not allow separate subgroup analyses. 
Similarly, competition level was not modelled, given the unbalanced distribution of respon-
dents across categories, and future studies with larger and more balanced samples should 
examine whether support needs differ according to competition level. Sixth, the qualitative 
analysis was conducted as a thematic content analysis of open-ended responses and should 
be interpreted as descriptive and exploratory rather than as an in-depth qualitative inquiry. 
Moreover, open-ended responses were translated into English prior to coding. Although 
translations were cross-checked against web-based automated translation tools (i.e., Google 
Translate) on a random subset of responses and ambiguous excerpts were clarified with 
the partners of the countries of origin, some linguistic and cultural nuances present in the 
original languages may not have been fully captured, representing a further potential source 
of interpretive bias. In addition, the study assessed athletes’ perceptions of the relevance 
and possible digital implementation of support services, and not the effectiveness, usability, 
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or actual uptake of digitally delivered interventions, which should be evaluated in future 
implementation studies of the PORTAL platform. Finally, the mixed-effects models were 
performed as complementary analyses and should be interpreted accordingly.

Despite these limitations, the study presents several strengths. It involved elite athletes 
from multiple European countries, adopted a mixed-methods perspective, and combined 
descriptive, inferential, multilevel, and thematic analyses to examine a topic of growing 
relevance in sport policy and athlete welfare research. Most importantly, it provides end-
user perceptions and preferences that may inform the development and implementation of 
a digital support ecosystem for athletes transitioning beyond elite sport. The three-level 
convergence between review-level evidence and recommendations [42,43], organizational 
mapping [33], and elite athletes’ perceived challenges and needs explored in the present 
study might represent the scientific framework to develop adequate, end-user-driven, scal-
able, cross-national, multidimensional, digital solutions to address the important gaps in 
elite athlete support provision. In particular, systematic and integrative umbrella reviews 
identified mental health support, dual-career pathways, proactive career planning, practi-
cal guidance, and digitally enabled support as key components of sustainable transition 
systems [42,43]. Then, the survey conducted at the European sport organizational level 
reported that implementation remains uneven and often underdeveloped across national 
contexts [33]. Finally, the present study investigating elite athletes’ perceptions on career 
transitions and mental health services’ needs and expected provision yielded findings 
consistent with previously emerged trends, with several domains perceived as highly rele-
vant, yet insufficiently available or only moderately satisfactory when provided/accessible. 
Therefore, the present findings do not simply suggest that certain services are desirable but 
also show that the priorities established in the literature are only partially translated into 
structured practice, and that athletes clearly perceive this gap [1,15]. In this regard, the 
study offers an empirical bridge between the evidence synthesized in the previous PORTAL 
reviews, the organizational realities identified in the survey of sport organizations, and the 
actual perceptions of athletes, thus providing a particularly solid basis for the next stages of 
platform development [33,42,43].

5. Conclusions
The present study provides evidence, from a convenience sample of European elite 

athletes across five countries, that dual career, career transitions, and mental health support 
are perceived as highly relevant, while still reporting limited availability and only moderate 
satisfaction with existing services. Across both quantitative and qualitative findings, mental 
health support, career development, financial guidance, and individualized assistance 
emerged as consistent priorities. The results indicate that support should not be confined to 
the final stage of retirement but rather conceived as a continuous and multidimensional pro-
cess that begins with the dual-career pathways pursued during active competition years and 
extends well beyond the end of the sporting career. In this regard, elite athletes expressed 
clear expectations for support systems that are practical, accessible, personalized, and able 
to integrate psychological, educational, vocational, financial, and relational dimensions. The 
findings also indicate that athletes are favourable towards digital solutions to address cur-
rent service gaps, particularly if designed as trustworthy, interactive, and mobile-accessible 
environments, although the effectiveness, usability, and actual uptake of such solutions 
remain to be evaluated. At the same time, elite athletes emphasized the importance of the 
human dimension of support, particularly through empathetic and competent Transition 
Officers able to provide guidance across different needs and career phases. Importantly, 
when interpreted together with the previous PORTAL review studies [42,43] and the survey 
of European major sport organizations [33], the present findings suggest that the main 
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needs identified by athletes appear to be well grounded in the available evidence base 
but remain only partially translated into structured and accessible services across national 
contexts. In this sense, the study highlights not only what athletes need but also the gap 
that still exists between evidence, policy, implementation, and lived experience. These 
findings have direct implications for the further development of the PORTAL platform. 
Specifically, they support the inclusion of integrated resources for mental health, career 
planning, employability, financial literacy, mentoring, and personalized career transition 
support, alongside flexible opportunities for interaction and referral. Although country-
level findings were descriptive and non-generalizable, the variation observed across country 
subsamples is consistent with the view that European-level support initiatives may benefit 
from combining common standards with sufficient flexibility to accommodate national and 
organizational specificities. Overall, the present findings are consistent with the view that 
supporting athletes’ transition beyond elite sport is not only a matter of individual wellbeing 
but also of social sustainability, athlete rights, and responsible sport governance [33,35,42]. 
Future research should continue to examine how these support systems can be implemented, 
evaluated, and adapted across sporting contexts while maintaining the active involvement 
of elite athletes in the design and implementation of sustainable dual-career and transition 
pathways, tailored to their real needs.
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