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Abstract
Purpose: The purpose of this study was to explain the Career transition from junior to senior in elite athletics
in order to reveal the transition process and present it in the form of an intermediate theory.
Methods: After studying and implementing the interviews, the resulting data were analyzed using MaxQuda
software. The results and codes obtained in this study at three descriptive, interpretive and explanatory levels
were based on the Career transition experiences of junior to senior athletes aged 18 to 22 who had national
experience in age groups.
Results: According to the paradigm model, categories include causal condition (perception of transition,
psychological factors, personal growth factors), contextual conditions (function development factors, sources
of support, , sources of stress, external motivation provided), phenomenon factor (metacognition centered
Agency) intervening condition (cultural and communication factors), action and interaction strategy (macro-
level management programs, educational programs, role modeling, coping strategies) and consequences from
the main research category (mental health and well-being, mental health, excellent sports performance at the
adult level, secondary profession) were extracted.
Conclusion: Data analysis adds precision to the current understanding of the Career transition from Junior to
Senior in Elite Athletics, providing both researchers and practitioners with a detailed understanding of the
process of career transition from junior to senior. This knowledge can be used to support the work of
researchers and practitioners.
Keywords: Athletic career transition, Dual Career, Talent development in sport, Grounded Theory Study
Paradigm Pattern, Metacognition-Centered Agency.
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Extended Abstract
Background and Purpose

Career transitions represent a pivotal and
inherently complex phase within the athletic
development continuum, particularly the
progression from junior to senior competitive
levels in elite sports. This process, known as
the  Junior-to-Senior ~ Career  Transition
(JSCT)t, extends beyond mere chronological
advancement, encompassing a multifaceted
interplay of psychological, developmental,
socio-environmental, and  organizational
factors that collectively determine an athlete's
long-term success and well-being. This
grounded theory? study, conducted within the
context of Iranian elite track and field
athletics, sought to move beyond simplistic
models and elucidate the underlying structure
and dynamics of this critical JSCT process.
The primary objective was to construct a
substantive, mid-range theory that accurately
reflects the lived experiences of athletes
navigating this passage, thereby generating
actionable knowledge for talent development
stakeholders.

Materials and Methods

The investigation adopted a qualitative,
systematic grounded theory approach, as
existing theoretical frameworks were deemed
insufficient to capture the nuances of the
transition within the Iranian socio-cultural
context. The study focused on a purposively
selected sample of 18 national-level track and
field athletes (aged 18-22 years), all
possessing significant experience in age-
group competitions. Data were collected
through in-depth, semi-structured interviews,
ranging from 50 to 100 minutes, which were
subsequently  transcribed verbatim and
analyzed using MAXQDA 2020 software.
The analysis rigorously followed the three-
stage coding procedure—open, axial, and
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selective coding—as prescribed by the
Straussian grounded theory methodology

Results

The open coding phase initially generated
137 discrete codes, which were progressively
synthesized into 42 subcategories and
ultimately 18 core categories. These
categories were systematically organized
within a paradigmatic model*, revealing the
complex architecture of the JSCT. The model
delineates the following interconnected
components:

Causal Conditions: These are the
foundational antecedents that instigate or
shape the transition phenomenon. Four key
causal factors were identified:

1. Perception of Transition: Athletes'
subjective understanding and expectations of
the JSCT process significantly color their
experience. A realistic and informed
perception facilitates adaptation, while
misconceptions  or  underestimation  of
challenges can lead to distress.

2. Psychological ~ Factors:  This
encompasses a constellation of mental
attributes crucial for resilience, including
motivation, self-confidence, commitment,
mental toughness, goal orientation, and the
ability to manage performance anxiety and
negative thoughts.

3. Personal Growth Factors: The
athlete's development outside the sporting
domain, such as cultivating a balanced
lifestyle, acquiring sport-specific knowledge,
developing time-management skills, and
seizing growth opportunities, was found to be
instrumental.

4. Physical Demands: The significant
increase in training intensity, volume, and
physical requirements at the senior level was
highlighted as a primary stressor and a key
differentiator from the junior category.

Contextual Conditions: This refers to the
specific environment in which the transition
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unfolds. Four contextual elements were
extracted:

1. Performance Development Factors:
This includes access to quality training
facilities, technical skill refinement, early
competitive success at the senior level, and
the ability for self-reflection and performance
evaluation.

2. Support Resources: The availability
and quality of emotional, informational,
tangible, and financial support from family,
coaches, teammates, peers, and sports
organizations were deemed critical.

3. Sources of Stress: Numerous stressors
were identified, including heightened
performance standards, financial pressures,
time management conflicts between sport and
education/career, fear of injury, outcome-
oriented pressure from federations, and
organizational criticism.

4. External Motivation Provided: The
role of extrinsic motivators such as financial
rewards, contractual incentives, and public
recognition was ambivalent, acting as both a
facilitator and a potential underminer of
intrinsic drive.

Intervening Conditions: These are broad
structural conditions that influence the
strategies employed. They can either facilitate
or constrain the transition:

1. Cultural Factors: The overarching
organizational culture of sports federations
and the pervasive "youth culture” with its
potential distractions (e.g., social life,
entertainment)  significantly impact an
athlete's focus and commitment.

2. Communication Patterns: The quality
of relationships and communication with
coaches, family, and peers is vital. Conflicts,
especially with coaches regarding injury
management or training loads, were cited as
major disruptive factors.

Core Phenomenon: Metacognition-
Centered Agency’: Emerging as the central
category, this construct represents the
athlete's capacity for self-regulated, strategic
action based on higher-order cognitive

awareness. It involves the active monitoring,
control, and orchestration of one's cognitive
processes, emotional states, and resources in
response to the challenges of the JSCT. An
athlete with strong metacognition-centered
agency can intelligently assess situational
demands (causal conditions), navigate
environmental constraints and resources
(contextual and intervening conditions), and
deploy effective strategies to progress toward
their goals.

Action/Interaction Strategies: These are
the deliberate steps taken by athletes and
support systems to manage the transition.
Four key strategy clusters were identified:

1. Macro-Level Management Programs:
Strategic planning at an organizational level,
including clear competitive calendars,
periodization, and  structured  talent
development pathways.

2. Educational Programs: Initiatives
aimed at enhancing athletes' psychological
skills, life skills, parental education on athlete
support, and financial literacy.

3. Mentoring/Role Modeling: Learning
from and consulting with experienced senior
athletes or coaches who have successfully
navigated the JSCT provides invaluable
guidance and normalizes challenges.

4. Coping Strategies: Employing both
problem-focused (e.g., seeking information,
planning) and emotion-focused  (e.g.,
cognitive restructuring, emotional regulation,
using social support) coping mechanisms to
handle stress and setbacks.

Consequences: These are the outcomes

resulting from the interplay of all preceding
components. Three primary consequence
areas were identified:
1. Psychological Health and Well-being:
The transition's impact on the athlete's mental
health, self-esteem, life satisfaction, and
overall psychological balance.

2. Elite Athletic Performance at the
Senior Level: The ultimate sporting
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outcome, measured by success in senior
national and international competitions.

3. Secondary Career/Vocation: The
development of a parallel or subsequent
career path (e.g., in education, coaching, or
another profession), which contributes to life
balance and prepares for post-athletic life.

Conclusion

The transition from junior to senior
competitive levels represents a critical and
multifaceted developmental phase in the
athletic career trajectory, particularly within
elite track and field. This grounded theory
study, situated in the Iranian context, sought
to move beyond superficial descriptions and
construct a substantive, process-oriented
model of this complex phenomenon. Through
in-depth analysis of the lived experiences of
national-level athletes, the research identified
a network of interrelated factors that
collectively shape the transition outcome.

The core of the proposed model is
Metacognition-Centered Agency—the
athlete's capacity for strategic, self-regulated
action driven by an awareness and control of
their own cognitive and emotional processes.
This central capacity acts as the linchpin,
determining how an athlete navigates the
constellation of surrounding conditions.
These include causal conditions such as
personal psychology, perception of the
transition, and physical readiness; contextual
conditions like available support,
performance development resources, and
sources of stress; and intervening conditions
encompassing cultural and communicative
dynamics. The effectiveness with which an
athlete employs action strategies—including
macro-level planning, educational initiatives,
mentorship, and personal coping
mechanisms—is fundamentally mediated by
their level of metacognition-centered agency.
The ultimate consequences manifest in three
key domains: psychological health and well-
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being, elite athletic performance at the senior
level, and the development of a secondary
career or vocation.

The findings underscore that a successful
junior-to-senior transition is not an automatic
outcome of talent but a dynamic process
requiring deliberate preparation and support.
A holistic, multi-system approach is essential.
This involves concurrently strengthening the
athlete's  internal  psychological  and
metacognitive resources while cultivating a
supportive, well-structured, and intelligently
managed external environment. Coaches,
sport psychologists, and federations must
work collaboratively to provide clear
developmental pathways, robust multi-source
support networks (especially from family and
coaches), and educational programs that
equip athletes with the life and mental skills
necessary for this challenging passage.

This study contributes a culturally-situated,
detailed framework that enhances theoretical
understanding and offers practical guidance
for talent development systems. By
recognizing and fostering metacognition-
centered agency within a supportive
ecosystem, stakeholders can significantly
improve the likelihood of successful
transitions, thereby nurturing not only more
resilient and successful senior athletes but
also well-rounded individuals prepared for
sustainable careers within and beyond sport.
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