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Introduction 

This paper reports on the findings of a project investigating the life skills development of players occurring in 

the sport of Australian football from the perspective of the players. Life skills can be defined as the skills 

required to deal with the demand and challenges of everyday life (Holt, Tamminen, Tink & Black, 2009). 

Effective life skills programs ensure transfer of knowledge and the development of positive behaviours such as 

assertiveness, self-awareness, decision making, communication, problem solving, and critical and innovative 

thinking (Nasheeda, Abdullah, Krauss & Ahmed, 2018). Many of the existing programs are implemented based 

on the value of life skill components. Frequently programs are developed to cover particular content, and little 

The aim of this research was to investigate the current life skills education programs 

offered by the Australian Football League (AFL) for elite footballers in order to 

determine the retention of life skill knowledge and transfer beyond sport. Life skill 

education in sport is an increasing phenomenon. Life skills sport programs are capable 

of delivering positive outcomes when nurtured through a deliberately designed 

curriculum and purposeful teaching strategies. However, it is not known how life skills 

are learned and importantly what the impact of life skills education on long term 

behavioural changes is. It is apparent from the literature that there is a need to identify 

how knowledge is acquired and importantly retained through life skills education 

programs. This was a qualitative research project from a life history perspective. Twenty 

footballers who had been delisted from an elite Australian football club and had 

subsequently returned to a South Australian state-based football club took part in semi-

structured interviews. The data was analysed through an inductive thematic analysis. 

Two themes emerged from the data: football related development and holistic 

development. It was clear that football clubs placed importance on the development of 

life skills that transfer beyond the sport. However, given the footballers in this research 

have not fully transferred into life after sport, their perception of the broader 

transferability of their life-skill development beyond sport is limited. This research 

concludes that the current format of life skill education (delivering content) that the 

players in this study were exposed to was not effective because the players failed to be 

able to make connections from the program to life outside of football. Therefore, the 

programs are unlikely to have any long-term benefit to player health and well-being 

during their post-elite football life. 

Australian football, Life-skills, Education, Life history, knowledge transfer KEYWORDS 
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importance is given to designing life skills programs based on sound teaching and learning principles (Nasheeda 

et al., 2018).  

While life skills education programs are increasingly popular throughout the world of sport there remains a lack 

of information about the effectiveness of these programs in influencing long term, sustainable change for the 

participants  (Nasheeda et al., 2018). There is a need to address the general lack of understanding of how life 

skills are learned and importantly the impact of life skills education on long term behavioural changes. It is 

apparent from the literature that there is a need to identify how knowledge is acquired and importantly retained 

through life skills education programs. Recently Debois, Ledon and Wylleman (2015) identified further research 

on athlete development at different domains of development including vocational development is needed.  

 

Life skills education in elite professional sport 

Life skills education is an increasingly popular phenomenon in adult sport settings, including elite sport. This 

is largely in response to the intense competitive pressures faced by elite athletes and the growing concern for 

individuals’ health and well-being as they develop their career while trying to maintain a balance between life 

on and off the field (Manzini & Gwandure, 2011; Pink, Saunders & Stynes, 2015). In the Australian football 

context, research suggests that that allowing for the dual career development of footballers is important and may 

facilitate both player well-being and on-field performance (Pink et al., 2015). In addition, Pink et al., (2015) 

argued that football clubs have an ethical responsibility to support the development of dual careers to assist 

players find meaning in life beyond the sport. Dual career refers to “the challenge of combining a sporting career 

with studies or work, which remains a source of concern for most high-performance athletes” (Ryba et al. 2015, 

p. 125). 

Life skills programs in professional sport settings are frequently associated with post sporting career options 

preparing the player for life after sport (Anderson, 2012; Hickey & Kelly, 2008).  The Positive Transitions 

Model for Sport Retirement (Meker, Stankovitch & Kays, 2000; Stankovitch, Meeker & Henderson, 2001), the 

Career Assistance Program for Athletes (Petitpas, Danish, McKelvain & Murphy, 1992), the Strategies program 

(Coleman & Barker, 1991), Going for Goal (Danish, 1997; Danish et al., 1992a, 1992b), Project Ithuseng 

(Draper, Forbes, Taylor & Lambert, 2012), and the Life Development Intervention (Danish, Petipas & Hale, 

1993) are examples of these programs.  Life skills programs in adult sport settings have been shown to improve 

the morale and performance of players (Manzini, 2012) in addition to developing inter- and intra-personal skills. 

However, there is a lack of research into the continuing effects of these programs beyond the sporting context. 

This study looks specifically at Australian Footballers’ experiences with the MAX 360 developed by the AFL 

Player’s Association (AFLPA). MAX 360 offers individualised development action plans for both on and off 

the field. The program aims to simplify the tracking of a player’s career and maximise individual growth in all 

areas of their life (Fillipou, 2014). Through conversations with player, club and industry the aim of the program 

is an off-field development action plan to direct players’ development path towards industry in a meaningful 

and targeted manner (Fillipou, 2014). The MAX 360 program contains the following components: “Getting 

organised (implementing personal and professional self-management skills); Learning and Growth (engaging 

in appropriate educational or work experience programs); Financial Ownership (understanding basic financial 

management and future proofing); Personal Brand (identifying personal values and strengths and displaying 

these to others) and; Resilience and Thriving (building skills, knowledge and networks to become resilient, 

manage stress, and bounce back or know where to get help when needed)” (International Sports Care, 2019).  

According to Martinek and Lee (2012), knowledge of whether the life skills transfer from the sport setting where 

the programs are implemented to other parts of the participants’ life often remains disconnected from 

descriptions of the programs. This disconnection is often because transfer from the educational context in the 

sport settings is not an explicit concern of the program provider. This disconnect potentially affects the efficacy 
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of the programs because the transfer from the program offered in the sport setting to life outside of football is 

not established (Gould & Westfall, 2013).  

We believe that the designers of sport based education programs should proceed with consideration of Danish, 

Taylor, and Fazio’s (2003) recommended four teaching strategies for sport-based life skills programs focussed 

on transfer: 1. Instructors discuss how the life skills taught in the program link to sport performance; 2. 

Instructors provide participants with examples of how the life skills can be used in ‘real life’ settings; 3. 

Instructors provide participants with opportunities to practice the life skills presented in their sport setting before 

then assisting in helping the participants create plans for using these skills in contexts outside the sports club 

setting; and 4. Instructors debrief with participants on their successful and unsuccessful life skills application in 

sport and life ‘beyond the club’. In summary, life skills sport programs are capable of delivering positive 

outcomes when nurtured through a deliberately designed curriculum and purposeful teaching strategies (Camiré, 

Trudel & Forneris, 2012; Teck Koh & Camiré, 2015). 

 

Methodology 

The aim of this research was to explore the current life skills education programs offered by the AFL for elite 

footballers from the perspective of players who had been in the AFL system. The research questions were: 

1) What are the opportunities for life skills development in elite Australian football? 

2) To what extent is the life skills education knowledge transferrable beyond sport? 

 

Theoretical framework 

This was a qualitative research study from a life-history perspective, specifically, a stage in a life cycle approach. 

The life history approach is part of narrative inquiry, which provides an avenue for the telling of people’s stories 

in order to understand their experiences within specific places or situations (Creswell, 2012; Goodson & Sikes, 

2001; Webster & Mertova, 2007). Stage in a life cycle approaches (which can be captured through a life history 

approach) are underutilised in sport career transition research (Gordon & Lavallee, 2012). Investigation of 

athlete experiences through stage in a life cycle approaches have been argued as being a useful addition to the 

current literature on sports transitions (Gordon & Lavalee, 2012). Adopting a stage in a life cycle approach is 

one way that this paper adds value to the extant literature in sport life skills education.  

The footballers who took part in this study chose to return to state based leagues rather than leave sport entirely, 

therefore, they have not yet fully transitioned into life after sport. This reflects Coakley’s (2006) and Kelly and 

Hickey’s (2008) assertion that retirement from sport can be viewed as a process rather than a single moment for 

many players.  

 

Participants 

Sample sizes in life history research tend to be relatively small to allow for the focus to be on the richness of 

the data (Goodson & Sikes, 2001). Ten footballers aged between 20 and 31 years of age took part in this study. 

All of the footballers had played in the elite AFL competition and had returned to play in the sub-elite and semi-

professional South Australian National Football League (SANFL) state league competition following the end 

of their elite football careers. The footballers’ careers in the AFL had lasted between 1 and 8 years. Two 

footballers had played over 100 games in the AFL, and three had not played a game in the elite competition 

while on an AFL team list.  

All SANFL state league clubs were invited to participate in the research with three granting permission. 

Participants were sourced from those three clubs. The majority of the footballers (n=9) were forced into 
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retirement from the AFL competition through deselection (delisting) and 1 footballer chose to leave the AFL 

competition after contract negotiations did not conclude satisfactorily.  

Following institutional ethics approval, participants were recruited purposefully (Patton, 2002) through the 

football managers in the SANFL clubs. The football managers were provided with an information letter detailing 

the study, which was then forwarded to the footballers in their clubs who had played in the national AFL 

competition. Following receipt of the information letter, participants were able to contact the researchers directly 

to indicate their interest in the study.  

 

Procedures 

Participants took part in a semi-structured interview which lasted between 28-60 minutes. The length of the 

interview was dependent on the comfort level of the participant with the topics and the level of self-reflection 

they felt was necessary (Polkinghorne, 1989). A semi-structured interview guide was utilised to ensure similar 

questions were asked of participants, however, the procedure also allowed for the interview to be directed by 

participants’ responses (Patton, 1990). Each interview explored topics including what induction programs the 

footballers were involved in, what additional programs they completed throughout their career and what 

information they continue to use since retiring from elite level football.  

 

Analysis 

As qualitative research, thematic analysis of the data was appropriate. Thomas and Harden’s (2008) three step 

inductive thematic analysis process was used to analyse the data. This involved the individual transcripts 

initially being coded line by line by two of the authors. Following the initial coding, the codes were grouped 

and refined until finally organised into descriptive themes. We then used a data synthesis approach to the 

analysis, to explore the themes within the context of the research questions (Thomas & Harden, 2008).  

 

Trustworthiness 

Creswell and Miller (2000) encourage using several of the nine strategies they outline for establishing 

trustworthiness in qualitative research because “the emphasis of a study will vary depending on the project, the 

audience for whom we are writing, and the people available to provide an assessment of our project” (p. 129). 

This study incorporated peer review and an audit trail. As the focus in a stage of life approach to life history is 

on the richness of the data, thick, rich description was an important component in establishing the 

trustworthiness of this study. Through rich, thick descriptions the reader can gain a sense of what was 

experienced by participants, such that they might have experienced it themselves (Creswell & Miller, 2000). 

While the focus of qualitative research is not necessarily to generalise for all people, rich descriptions can assist 

in determining the transferability of the findings to other settings (Creswell & Miller, 2000).  

To comply with Australian ethical guidelines, member checking was included in this study through participants 

being provided with a copy of their interview transcript and given two weeks to review and request changes if 

required. If no response was received within two weeks, the transcript was taken to be an accurate account of 

the interview. None of the participants requested any changes to their interview transcripts.  

Peer review or peer debrief is the process of an external ‘examiner’ reviewing the research process and findings 

in order to provide critique and support for the researchers (Creswell & Miller, 2000). According to Lincoln 

and Guba (1985), the peer reviewer can enhance the quality of the research by asking the difficult questions 

regarding methods and interpretations. In this study, this involved the primary researcher maintaining regular 

contact with an established expert in football operations management to discuss the process and findings. Smith 
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and McGannon (2017) recommended this approach of utilising a critical friend during the reflective process 

rather than rely on inter-coder reliability.  

 

Results and discussion 

The data informing this paper forms part of a larger project on the transition experiences of elite Australian 

footballers who return to state-based leagues after their elite career has finished (Agnew, Marks, Henderson & 

Woods, 2018). The scope of this paper is limited to the concepts relating to the education and life skill 

development of footballers. Two themes emerged from the life history approach consideration of the data 

relating to the education and life skills development of footballers; football related development and holistic 

development. Each of these themes had several sub-themes which are discussed in detail below. 

 

Football related development 

It was clear that the AFL clubs provided many development opportunities for the footballers. Some of these 

include the development of life skills such as managing their finances and cooking meals, while other 

opportunities were related to alternative career development which was directly related to preparing them for 

life after sport (Saunders & Pink, 2014). However, the majority of guidance provided by the club related to the 

development of the men as footballers. Participants had access to nutritionists and fitness specialists to improve 

their performance, which had the potential to contribute to knowledge and skill development if retained beyond 

one’s football career. However, it was also evident that the players football clubs may have competing interests 

between developing the men as footballers and developing them as people, which can be a barrier to life skill 

development opportunities and the guidance that is offered to footballers about life beyond football. These sub-

themes are explored below.  

 

Club guidance 

This study found that a shift in the importance of nutrition related knowledge appears to have occurred in the 

past two decades as most players in the current study reported ease of access to anything to do with nutrition. 

This is contrary to Ebert (2000) who found that Australian footballers were less educated about food 

composition and practical cooking skills. Everything was provided by the football club, from meals at the club 

to compulsory nutrition consultations, and cooking classes. However, this focus on dietary practices was mainly 

directed at new players (years 1-4).  

While the data revealed that many players thought free access to nutrition advice was a good initiative the data 

also suggested some individuals misinterpreted the sports nutrition advice provided by the club Dietitian. 

Notably, the specific nutrient knowledge reportedly focussed on protein for muscle hypertrophy, with some 

information about carbohydrates and (physical) performance, but very little on foods and nutrients for health 

and well-being as stated by this participant: 

So yeah I was on protein powders and sorts of- so a lot of protein powders with the mass-gain, 

plus then with the meals you’d eat. Just pretty much force yourself to eat, as much as you can 

in terms like with chicken and meat and brown rice and stuff like that, just to sort of really get 

your fuel levels up. (participant 8) 

The focus on protein consumption may have been selective self-interest by the players, and more extensive 

nutrition advice may have been provided. However, players reported only short-term goals for nutrition 

management, with a focus on current desired body weight or body composition, rather than long-term health as 

explained by this footballer: 
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No I just knew that eating protein and lots of it you actually get pretty big so that’s all me 

and my house mate at the time- we were just 18 year olds and we were just trying to get big 

and we were eating heaps of food- carbohydrates and protein and just doing as many gym 

sessions as we could so that’s all we were doing. (participant 2) 

Adapting nutrient intake for current desired body weight or body composition is consistent with Jenner et al. 

(2018) who stated that particularly around body composition assessment times in the AFL season, footballers 

were not meeting the daily nutrient intake guidelines. Lohman et al. (2018) found that the majority of Australian 

footballers in their study over-consumed protein and under-consumed carbohydrate. The misunderstanding of 

nutrition advice revealed in our study is consistent with Lohman, Carr, and Condo (2018) and Trakman et al. 

(2018) who found that Australian footballers’ sports nutrition knowledge was “poor”. 

Club guidance was particularly evident where football development was concerned. However, the requirement 

to participate in compulsory training or education and information sessions has the potential to lead to broader 

life skill development if the information is retained by the players. Many of the footballers in this research 

participated in the micro-credentialing (certificate short courses in a specified area) their football clubs were 

offering. Players repeatedly highlighted courses that were run through the football club, such as vocational 

education and training courses like certificate IV in fitness, certificates in coaching and business course 

management certificates. However, it was evident that the transferability of the life skills developed to areas 

outside of sport may not be recognised by the footballers. We are not suggesting that participating in the micro-

credentialing enables the players to get jobs or become job ready. Rather the footballers in this study appeared 

to perceive the micro-credentialing they had completed at the club to not be useful beyond sport. This was 

because the courses offered at the club were frequently not aligned to the post-sport career ambitions of the 

players. 

Many players felt once they had left the AFL system they were educationally and socially ‘behind’ their high 

school peers. The participants talked about leaving the AFL system without qualifications which made it 

difficult to find employment. The footballers reported that they “would have been at Uni straight away if I didn’t 

get drafted” and that because they were only able to study part time that football had “put me behind a little bit.”  

Consistent with Saunders and Pink (2014), the demands of football and therefore not having enough time, were 

also argued to prevent footballers from pursuing subsequent career paths which has now inhibited their 

opportunities as stated by this participant: 

I wanted to become, do a trade of my own and be mature aged, straight away you can sort of 

get looked past, because they can employ someone 2 years younger, 3 years younger for a lot 

less. So I think yeah, that was a – my biggest sort of – upset about was the fact that I’ve 

potentially missed out on having my own career as a carpenter or a plumber or electrician, just 

because I couldn’t do the time required when I was on the [football] list. (participant 8) 

The players in this study are still playing sub-elite football and so therefore can be considered to have not yet 

fully transitioned into life after sport. However, at this stage of their life many of their peers of a similar age 

have finished post-compulsory education and are in the process of establishing their professional work careers 

or have established a career in the trades. Although the footballers have had opportunities to establish what 

would be considered dual careers, they are not seeing it. What they appear to be seeing is the finish of one career 

and the need to start again to establish a completely alternative career.  

Consistent with previous findings (Danish et al, 2008; Holt et al., 2008; Martinek & Lee, 2012), the players in 

this study developed their life skills through the socialisation processes associated with being involved in 

football and they are still playing, therefore they do not seem to recognise the transferability of their life skills 

into a non-sporting context. While the sports clubs appear to place value on life skill education, from an athlete 

perspective there does not appear to be a transfer of knowledge beyond sport.  
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It is important to note that the perception of their AFL career putting them “behind” in terms of a subsequent 

career is pertinent to footballers who have been delisted and have not had long AFL careers. Having focussed 

on achieving a career in the AFL for much of their youth and early adulthood, the delisted footballers in this 

study often have not had the time to complete qualifications and forge and alternative career path (Agnew et 

al., 2018). Participants in this research argued that if their careers had been longer it would not feel like such 

a sacrifice in terms of future career opportunities. However, now being “unprepared” for life after football led 

to the perception they were “behind”, as highlighted by this participant: 

I don’t know just the way I sort of look at it now is I as soon as I was drafted I was way ahead of 

any of my friends in terms of yeah, setting myself up. The day I’ve been delisted it’s sort of taken 

me 3 or 4 months now to realise that my friends are way far, way ahead of me. (participant 5) 

 

Competing interests 

It was evident that football clubs provided opportunities for the development of the footballers both on and off 

the field. However, it appeared that competing interests placed restrictions on what was permissible. This was 

particularly evident in terms of nutrition recommendations and off-field development. One of the constraints on 

football clubs is that they may be sponsored by nutrition focussed organisations. For example, the footballers 

in this research commented that because their club was sponsored by a particular company they were not 

permitted to “touch anything else” with regard to their nutrition supplementation. An all access report for a 

national education program on drugs (Bluestone Edge, 2013) argued some sports are concerned about the 

potential conflict of interest by having supplement companies sponsoring their high-performance programs. In 

this study, it appears the nutrition advice given to footballers may have been influenced by the need to maintain 

sponsor investment in the club. 

While the majority of footballers perceived their clubs to be supportive of pursuing outside interests, in reality 

there were many restrictions placed on what they were allowed to do and what time they had available. 

Particularly in their first year at the club, while as new recruits they were required to do additional weights 

training sessions which meant attending the club on their rostered day off. The footballers agreed they were 

“happy” to do these sessions because they were there to play football, however, they also admitted the additional 

sessions could be a challenge to doing personal development activities, such as study: 

In our first year it was sort of made compulsory for the first year players to come in and do extra 

weight sessions, which was, like I understand where they’re coming from but again spending 7 

days a week, 6-7 days a week at the club can be a bit much. (participant 8) 

Restrictions were also placed on what outside interests could be pursued. The footballers highlighted their clubs 

were hesitant to allow them to follow an interest in trades which required extensive labour and had a high risk 

of injury. This might appear contrary to the research suggesting that having outside interests and therefore 

achieving more of a work life balance facilitates on field performance. It would seem to be in the clubs’ best 

interests to promote footballers pursuing dual careers (Pink, et al., 2015). Nonetheless, given the restrictions 

placed on the footballers it is questionable whether the clubs really are promoting dual career possibilities or 

using outside interests as a tool to improve on field performance. We are not suggesting the clubs are not 

concerned with the holistic development of the players and some restrictions may be unavoidable. The challenge 

for clubs is how to work more meaningfully with players and their dual career development. Participants in this 

research stated they understood why these restrictions were put in place but felt this denied them the opportunity 

to pursue subsequent career paths they were interested in which meant they were not preparing for life after 

football. Typical of the responses is this quote:  

I think yeah because the day off was a recovery day, so they didn’t want you out working an 8 

hour day slaving away on the tools. So yeah I can understand where they’ve come from there 
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and it would have made life a lot harder, but as I said it sort of put you back a few steps. 

(participant 8) 

 

Holistic development 

The holistic development of footballers included mandatory induction programs when they first entered the 

AFL system as well as being involved in opportunities outside of football in order to prepare for life after 

football. The footballers recognised that having a good balance between football and outside interests was 

important but not knowing what they wanted to do along with the club restrictions on what they could do made 

finding the balance difficult. This supports Pink et al., (2015) who found that having a work/life balance was 

valued by players but that some declined to engage with dual careers because they needed time to consider their 

options. In the current study, there was a general sense that the mandatory induction programs were a component 

footballers needed to complete in order to ‘tick the boxes’ and begin their football career rather than being 

meaningful to them.  However, it appears that that some nutrition knowledge is retained in life after football, 

therefore, there may be benefits of compulsory programs beyond the football field.  

 

Ticking the boxes 

It was clear through this research that the majority of footballers held little value for the compulsory induction 

programs ran by the AFL Players’ Association (AFLPA) at the start of their careers. Consistent with Agnew et 

al. (2018), the footballers in this study stated they were required to attend programs on respect and responsibility 

(gender equality), drugs and alcohol, managing money, mental health issues and racial vilification. Common 

sentiments about these programs included comments such as “we did all of that, all the boring stuff with the 

AFLPA” and “each year players will have to do that and sign that off that they sat through it…” Players 

admitted they did not want to complete these programs and the common perception was that they could use the 

time to “switch off” even though many realised that the reason these programs are compulsory is because the 

concerns addressed are still issues in the AFL and broader society. The following comment summarises the 

perception from the majority of participants in this research about the compulsory programs: 

I was never really keen on doing [it] - I just wanted to play footy, but you’ve got to do these things 

and you try and switch off that period of time and then you tick it off, but there’s definitely a sense 

of just getting it done especially to a footballer but yeah. (participant 10) 

Despite distributed learning being recommended over one off educational encounters to optimise long-term 

retention (Raman et al., 2010; Son & Simon, 2012; Turner, 2006), players in this study argued having to 

complete them each year was repetitive and not necessary because the programs were based on “common 

sense”. The footballers argued the program content had not changed during their time as a footballer, thus 

hearing the same information each time was not useful: 

 I reckon after the first one or two years it’s the same program that they roll out and you’ve heard 

it before and you know what they’re saying sort of thing; it’s the same thing each year so you’re 

not really learning anything new or- it’s just rehashing the same information. (participant 1) 

We suggest a consideration in the design and implementation of education programs where the aim of learning 

is for it to persist beyond the educational encounter is the distribution or the scheduling of study (Son and Simon 

2012). From a life skills retention perspective, it would seem beneficial to incorporate distributed learning across 

the life-cycle of an AFL career. Distributed learning encounters, or spaced learning for long term retention have 

long been recommended, however, uninterrupted ‘one off’ educational encounters persist (Raman et al. 2010; 

Son and Simon 2012; Turner 2006). Distributed or spaced learning encounters repeated over a spaced period of 

time are advocated as this presentation of learning encounters improves retention of learning (Son and Simon 

2012).  
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However, rather than repeat the same learning format a variety of learning pedagogies is needed. Suggestions 

from players in this research for how to improve the program included making it more interactive for the players 

as opposed to sitting through a lecture style presentation and incorporating an online refresher course once the 

initial program is completed so that the footballers are not required to sit through the same sessions each year.  

 

Outside interests 

Part of the holistic development of footballers is allowing space for a balanced lifestyle. It was argued that the 

footballers who had outside interests and participated in the development opportunities off the field were the 

ones who had longer football careers.  In addition, goals such as saving for a house or investing their money 

responsibly were thought to be ways of looking “after things off the field”. The footballers were aware of the 

perception that their off-field situation had an influence on their on-field performance, (Pink et al., 2015), and 

therefore, it was important to ensure that things were going well off the field so they could play better. Not 

having an outside interest could lead to football being all-consuming which could be detrimental to performance 

as highlighted by this participant:  

I think particularly at an AFL club you need to have something that’s going to take your focus 

away from football because it can consume you and do your head in if you haven’t got other 

interests and other focusses and that sort of stuff it can just suck you in and it can be really 

overwhelming because even on your days off if you are just sitting around and at home and you’re 

just thinking about oh I’ve got to train tomorrow- what do I have to do now to get me up for 

training and all that sort of stuff…(participant 2) 

Several of the men who had been part of the elite system for many years suggested that a shift in the culture of 

football clubs had occurred to allow for a more balanced lifestyle and preparation for life after football, as 

evidenced by this statement:  

Yeah I definitely think, yeah I think the shift has happened like from the start of my career to the 

end of it- it was so much better in terms of support for what the guys were off the field and making 

sure they were doing something off the field and giving them the time to do it whereas in the first 

half of my career it was all about football and if you had any spare time make sure you’re 

preparing of doing something extra and all that sort of thing. (participant 1) 

The need to balance both football and outside interests was important to the players involved in this study. 

However, the perception was that football clubs would only be supportive of completing qualifications or 

developing alternative skills while they did not interfere with football performance. Participants suggested that 

if the pursuit of outside interests became a barrier to meeting the football demands or was perceived to be 

detrimental to performance it would not be tolerated. While space for the development of non-football related 

skills has increased it was recognised that young footballers in particular may not be concerned with their future 

and in some cases were unsure of what they wanted to do after their football careers were over. Therefore, 

deciding on what to do as an outside interest was difficult. Despite it appearing that for these players, the majority 

of the clubs encouraged or “border line force you to have something outside of football”, the demands of football 

subordinated other demands (Hickey & Kelly, 2007) and often left the footballers too tired to participate in 

anything else. For example, one player noted: 

I guess as a youth you sort of- you’re not so much looking at your distant future. But from where 

I was they really pushed you into getting involved in something outside of football so that you 

were prepared. Yeah [club name] being the club I was at was probably the most prepared in that 

sense, and really did push that. So that was good, but it’s a struggle being so tired from football 

and that sort of stuff to get that third thing done whether it be study, or physical activity which is 
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probably the last thing you want to do. So there is that sense of – from my experience that they’re 

trying to get you to do something to prepare you. (participant 3) 

Some elite AFL clubs did not appear to reinforce the need to have outside interests. This is consistent with 

previous findings (Saunders & Pink, 2014) who found that outside interests were only perceived as valuable if 

the footballers enjoyed it, so forcing them to do something was not conducive to good practice. Some 

participants in this research argued that the clubs they were part of did not prevent footballers from doing 

‘something else’ on their day off but they did not actively encourage it either. In addition, many clubs have 

rotating days off depending on the game day schedule which can be a limiting factor should players express a 

desire to study (Agnew et al., 2018). Several players argued that the driving force behind having outside interests 

often comes from the players themselves, and if enough players are interested the club will assist in organising 

a course to be completed at the club. As stated by this player, the club they were at would offer courses if they 

were asked for: 

Yeah it’s probably more driven by the players. I mean a couple of boys, or one or two blokes say that 

they want to do something, they might sort of throw it out there to a few others and if they get a good 

group together then the club will sort of help get that working but in terms of them just going out I guess 

on a limb and saying does anyone want to do PT, not really. I guess it sort of has to be cool with the 

first. (participant 5) 

Similar to the study by Debois et al. (2015) it was apparent in this study that the players were afforded 

opportunities to consider post-football career development opportunities alongside their development as 

footballers. Our study shows that the players had the opportunity to combine their playing career with an 

academic or vocational pathway. However, the transferability of the opportunity into post-football career 

opportunities for the players was found to be questionable because the players failed to connect the relevance 

of the opportunities provided by the club to what they wanted to do post-football.  

 

Conclusion 

This study explored Australian footballers’ experiences of the Max 360 program (Filippou, 2014) and what the 

players were able to take from the program and transfer into their dual career development and specifically, life 

after elite sport. The data suggested that for the players involved in this study there did not appear to be a transfer 

of knowledge beyond the program. What was retained from education programs provided in the elite sport 

setting was education related to their development as players. 

The footballers’ playing career is a significant stage in their lifecycle and has high importance placed on it 

(Agnew & Drummond 2015), therefore, it is not surprising the knowledge related to football development is 

retained. However, we conclude the current format of life skill education (delivering content) that the players 

in this study were exposed to was not effective because the players failed to be able to make connections from 

the program to life outside of football. Therefore, the programs are unlikely to have any long-term benefit to 

player health and well-being during their post-elite football life.  

Given this research focussed on a stage in a life-cycle approach, a longitudinal study which follows the same 

footballers into complete retirement from sport would be valuable to determine their adoption of the spectrum 

of life-skills acquired during their time at the elite AFL and subsequent SANFL. This would enable and 

understanding of what the value of their life skills education gained through sport is. It was determined through 

this study that the footballers do not recognise their football skills to be life skills as well and therefore 

transferable into non-sport contexts. We suggest that it is therefore important that life skill education programs 

delivered through sports clubs include specific information regarding the applicability of the sports skills into 

daily living.  
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