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School-aged athletes face the need to balance competitive sports

and their studies. In doing so they follow what is called a dual-career

pathway. Both pursuits take time and e�ort, both are expected to lead

to success, and either could lead to a life-long career. A dual-career

pathway beginswhen children start to play sports andmight continue

throughout the school years and beyond. Research shows that it is

beneficial to combine sport and studies, but it is also challenging.

How can kids optimally juggle their sport, studies, social, and private

lives? How do they gain the benefits of a dual career and avoid

harming their prospects in sport or school? This article explains

what a dual career is, why it is important, and why it is di�cult. It

also describes the skills and strategies for coping with dual-career

challenges and presents tips from researchers to achieve success in

dual-career pursuits.
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WHAT IS A DUAL CAREER?

Many young readers are engaged in sport training and competitions
while simultaneously pursuing an education. In the field of sport
sciences, such a combination is called a dual career. A dual

DUAL CAREER

Dual career is a
combination of sport
and studies (or work).

career requires managing two major activities, both of which are
important. Young people are in school during the same years that
are favorable for developing talent in sport. So, young athletes
find themselves on a dual-career path. Researchers in the field of
talent development estimate that it takes 10,000h of purposeful
practice to reach an expert level in sports, music, or performing
arts [1]. Therefore, an athletic career often begins during childhood
and continues through youth and adulthood as the young person
progresses through primary school, secondary school, high school,
and college/university education. Such an athletic career flows
through the following stages:

• Initiation—an introduction to sports and playing for fun,
• Development—an emphasis on one sport, learning sport-specific
skills, and involvement in structured practice and competitions,

• Mastery—achieving a personal peak in sport performance and
possibility of pursuing sport professionally,

• Discontinuation—leaving competitive sports and shifting priorities
to education or work.

WHY IS A DUAL CAREER IMPORTANT?

Sport psychology researchers view athletes as whole individuals,
who not only engage in sport, but also have other life priorities
such as education, work, family, friends, and hobbies. Human life is
viewed as a personal journey through various “landscapes,” which
include physical places, historical periods, and developmental stages
(childhood, youth, adulthood, and older ages). We rarely journey alone
in life. Parents, siblings, teachers, coaches, teammates, and peers
might place expectations and demands on us, and also provide us with
support and care. For example, in one study researchers interviewed
athletes from all over the world about their dual-career experiences
[2]. All the athletes interviewed acknowledged the importance of their
support networks. Supporters in the athletes’ lives had a strong belief in
the value of education and awhole-person approach, they understood
what athletes go through, and they helped the athletes to face barriers
along the way. An athlete’s support network and the help those people
supplied were viewed as key factors for dual-career success.

In life’s journey, it is important to do things at the right time, which
requires good planning and preparation for the future. Athletes with
dual careers aim to win in the short and long run. Winning in the
long run means preparing for adult life by getting an education, which
provides future job and financial security. Researchers interviewed
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15 former Olympic athletes and revealed that dual-career athletes
adjusted better and experienced less di�culty finding their places in
society after exiting sport than did those athletes who put sport ahead
of everything else [3]. So, by having multiple pursuits, student-athletes
create a safety net for the future. Winning in the short run means
reaping more immediate benefits of combining sport and studies.
One of these benefits, revealed by another group of researchers,
is that changing from a mainly mental activity (studies) to a mainly
physical one (sport) is a form of recovery from the other activity [4].
These athletes also built resilience by thinking “It is great to do well
in both sport and school, but if I fail in one, I have the other to fall
back on.”

WHY IS A DUAL CAREER DIFFICULT?

In both sport and studies, young people have goals or visions of what
they want or ought to achieve. Some goals are set by the young
people themselves and may include making a national team or “acing”
a school test. Other goals might be communicated to young people
by coaches, teachers, family members, or peers, and then accepted
by young people. The di�culty of each new goal is determined by
the person’s resourcefulness, which means the degree and quality

RESOURCEFULNESS

Resourcefulness is the
degree and quality of
resources the person
has to reach the goal or
meet the challenge
in mind.

of resources this person has to reach the goal in mind. Resources

RESOURCES

Resources are the
person’s internal assets
and relevant external
factors facilitating
goal achievement.

are internal (such as a person’s character, skills, and experience)
and external (such as the availability of support) factors or assets
facilitating goal achievement. Depending on their resourcefulness,
a young person might see a goal as routine (readily achievable),
challenging (di�cult, but achievable with additional resources), or
risky (too far from readily achievable). The same demand or goal can
present a di�erent level of di�culty from person to person, depending
on how resourceful the person is.

Sport and studies each present their own challenges but combining
them into a dual career adds a whole new layer of challenge. For
example, doing important things on time, allowing time for physical
and mental recovery, and still finding time to nourish friendships and
participate in family events can be especially challenging. One group
of researchers created a questionnaire to study student-athletes’
challenges and their dual-career competencies [5]. These

DUAL-CAREER

COMPETENCIES

Dual-career
competencies are
experiences,
knowledge, skills, and
attitudes helping
student-athletes to
deal with dual career
challenges. Such
competencies create a
good part of
student-athletes’
resources.

competencies included using time e�ciently, prioritizing tasks, setting
realistic goals, viewing setbacks as growth opportunities, seeking
advice from the right people at the right times, listening and
learning from others and from past experiences, and being flexible
to alter plans if necessary. Responses from 3,247 student-athletes
representing nine European countries revealed that the participants
found all the competencies important, and possession of such
competencies contributed significantly to their success in coping with
dual-career challenges.
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WHAT ARE THE SECRETS OF DUAL-CAREER SUCCESS?

In one interesting study, researchers surveyed and interviewed
athletes at the beginning and the end of the first educational
year at a national elite sport school [4]. The athletes confessed to
experiencing challenges and noted that it was impossible to constantly
invest 100% into both sport and education. The research showed
how the sport-education balance was individual and changing.
Depending on how they perceived the relative importance of sport
and academics, student-athletes could be divided into—and freely
shift between—three categories: students who engage in sport,
athletes trying to study, and student-athletes searching for an optimal
dual-career balance (Figure 1).
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Figure 1

Dual-career
pathways and
strategies. Athletes fall
into, and can freely
switch between, three
di�erent dual-career
pathways, depending
on how they view the
relative importance of
sport and studies at a
given time. Each
pathway is
characterized by
specific strategies for
balancing sport and
studies.

Student-athletes in the first category dream of high achievement in
sport, but over time often find these dreams unrealistic and invest
more of themselves in education. In their dual-career pathway, they
maintain sport engagement for social reasons or for the love of the
game. The second category of student-athletes sees sport as their
passion and education as a need, so in their pathway, they focus
more on sport training and competitions, while doing just enough to
maintain their studies. The third category of student-athletes tries to
find an optimal dual-career balance. Dual-career balance is defined
as a combination of sport and studies that allows student-athletes to
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reach their sport and study goals, lead a satisfactory social and private
life, and stay healthy both mentally and physically. In o�ering some
useful strategies to find such balance, researchers [4] recommended
that young people:

• Make shifts between prioritizing sport and studies. Givemore time
and e�ort to the prioritized role and any relevant tasks, while
simply maintaining the other role and relevant tasks;

• Combine planning for the competitive sport season and the
academic year;

• Develop support networks (family, sport and study peers,
coaches, teachers, and counselors) and communication skills to
get help when needed; and

• Work on dual-career competencies.

HOWCAN YOUWORKON YOUR DUAL-CAREER

COMPETENCIES?

There are basic competencies that are transferable or movable from
one activity or sphere of life (where they were initially developed) to
another, making these competencies even stronger. To conclude this
article, here are some recommendations, based on our many years
of research in this field, for becoming more resourceful when dealing
with dual-career challenges:

1. Set realistic goals. Goals should be challenging but achievable.
Avoid risky goals that might compromise your mental health and
wellbeing. When feeling overwhelmed by steep goals, ask for
support to re-negotiate those goals.

2. Keep expanding your resources by learning from important events
in your life and from multiple people. Use your own or your peers’
experiences to learn what to do and what to avoid when facing
dual-career challenges. Consult with the people you trust when you
need help processing the lessons you have learned.

3. Work on your timemanagement by setting a daily schedule. Decide
what is the most important task of the day and set aside the proper
time for it first. Then, plan other activities around it, and do not
forget to save time for recovery. Although the priority for that day
might not be what you really want to do, put an earnest e�ort into it.

4. Keep things in perspective and plan for the near- (days, weeks,
months) and long-term (years) future, based on your past
experiences and present situation. Planning should be flexible
because life circumstances change, and plans must be adjusted.

5. Watch your stress. Stress can be good if helps you grow. You
should learn how to use good stress to your advantage, and how
to recognize, avoid, and cope with unnecessary stress. Often,
unnecessary stress comes from conflicting demands from authority
figures. For example, a teacher might not be supportive of your
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athletic goals, or a coach might not see the value of academics. Do
not keep such stress inside; communicate the situation to parents,
counselors, or other people who support you.

6. Stay positive! In the journey of life, there are no truly good or bad
events, only opportunities for self-discovery and personal growth.
Often, what looks like a loss might turn into a gain in the long run,
but the opposite is also true. Therefore, learn from your past, live
in the present, and plan for the future to be successful in your dual
career and your life journey!
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YOUNG REVIEWERS

MASSIMO, AGE: 5

Hey, I am Massimo. I am 5 years old. I am curious and I like to learn new things. My

passions are dinosaurs, astronauts, and football. I like ice-cream and playing video

games with my sister. I love exploring nature and running in London’s parks.

MONICA, AGE: 8

My name is Monica. I am 8 years old and live in London. Reading, science, art, and

swimming are my favorite things to do. Also, I play tennis and piano, and I like going

to Italy during the holidays to play with my grandparents and friends. I enjoy reading

books, cooking, using the computer, and watching cartoons.

SUYANG, AGE: 15

Hello, I am a current 9th grader. I have been involved in a several science and

speech competitions, I have been swimming for 10 years and I love it! I love reading

books (mostly science books and biography), my favorite historical character is

Chinese poet Sushi (Su Dongpo). I am interested in pursuing careers ranging from

Engineering, to Medicine, and AI. I am excited to be a reviewer for “Frontiers for

Young Minds.”
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