Routledge

5]
-1 Taylor &Francis Group

Journal of Sports Sciences

ISSN: 0264-0414 (Print) 1466-447X (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/rjsp20

Psychosocial aspects of release in youth and
developing athletes: A systematic review

Thomas Ryan McGlinchey, Nathan S. Wood, Chris Saward, Laura C. Healy &
Mustafa Sarkar

To cite this article: Thomas Ryan McGlinchey, Nathan S. Wood, Chris Saward, Laura C. Healy
& Mustafa Sarkar (21 Dec 2025): Psychosocial aspects of release in youth and developing
athletes: A systematic review, Journal of Sports Sciences, DOI: 10.1080/02640414.2025.2604953

To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2025.2604953

8 © 2025 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group.

A
h View supplementary material &

% Published online: 21 Dec 2025.

N
[:J/ Submit your article to this journal &'

||I| Article views: 714

A
& View related articles &'

@ View Crossmark data &'

£
2

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalinformation?journalCode=rjsp20


https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/rjsp20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/02640414.2025.2604953
https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2025.2604953
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/02640414.2025.2604953
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/02640414.2025.2604953
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rjsp20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rjsp20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/02640414.2025.2604953?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/02640414.2025.2604953?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/02640414.2025.2604953&domain=pdf&date_stamp=21%20Dec%202025
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/02640414.2025.2604953&domain=pdf&date_stamp=21%20Dec%202025
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rjsp20

Routledge

Taylor & Francis Group

8 OPEN ACCESS W) Check for updates

Psychosocial aspects of release in youth and developing athletes: A systematic
review

JOURNAL OF SPORTS SCIENCES
https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2025.2604953

39031LN0Y

SPECIAL ISSUE PAPER

Thomas Ryan McGlinchey, Nathan S. Wood, Chris Saward (), Laura C. Healy and Mustafa Sarkar

Sport, Health and Performance Enhancement (SHAPE) Research Centre, Department of Sport Science, School of Science and Technology,
Nottingham Trent University, Nottingham, UK

ABSTRACT

Release from sports teams, organisations and talent development programmes has been shown to
have a number of effects on youth and developing athletes and their subsequent transition. The
aim of this study was to systematically review, synthesise, and appraise research on release that has
been conducted around youth and developing athletes. Specifically, this review aimed: (i) to
examine psychosocial impacts of release; (ii) to examine factors related to adaptation to release;
and (iii) to examine available resources for adaptation to release. Following a systematic search of
six electronic databases and manual searches, a total of 15 studies that met the eligibility criteria
were included in the final review. The studies included athletes from a variety of sports who were
aged between 5 and 21 years, or athletes who were still part of a talent development programme.
Although each of the included studies reported released athletes experiencing negative psycho-
social impacts, positive psychosocial impacts were also identified in some studies. This review
identified consistent links between factors and resources related to athletes’ adaptation to release
and how they influence the psychosocial impacts experienced by released athletes. Applied
implications for athletes, coaches, and other stakeholders involved in the release process have
been provided.
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Introduction
from the range of other terms used to describe different

Due to the intensely competitive nature of organised
sport, many athletes will experience release during
their careers in sport. For example, less than 2% of elite
youth footballers with an academy scholarship at
English professional clubs at 16 are still playing in the
top five tiers of English football at 18 (Calvin, 2017).
However, a major issue in the literature is the interchan-
geability with which different terms are used to describe
events whereby an athlete is no longer part of a team -
e.g., deselection, release, cut. Deselection has previously
been defined as ‘an athlete being eliminated from
a sport competition team or spot, based on the coach’s
judgment of their ability’ (Neely et al., 2018). However,
studies have used the term ‘deselection’ to describe
a variety of athlete experiences, e.g., being let go by
a professional football academy (Blakelock et al., 2016),
not being selected for a dance role following an audition
(Milne & Neely, 2022) and academy football players not
being called up to represent their international age
group team (Edwards & Brannagan, 2024). In the present
review, we adopt the term ‘release’ and distinguish this

athlete transitional experiences. Based on the work of
Munroe et al. (1999), we define release as an athlete
being removed from a team, sporting organisation or
talent development programme they were once part of.
This encapsulates the concept of losing something or
having something taken away, e.g., the termination of
a player’s contract and playing status with a professional
football academy (McGlinchey et al., 2022). In contrast,
we suggest ‘non-selection’ may be a more appropriate
term to describe athlete transitional experiences
whereby an athlete is not selected for, or does not
make it onto a team, sporting organisation or talent
development programme they are trying to become
a part of, which has sometimes previously been
described as deselection (e.g., Neely et al., 2016). Thus,
non-selection encapsulates the concept of not getting
something, e.g., not being selected following a tryout or
as part of a draft (Herbison et al., 2019; Neely et al., 2016).
Although release and non-selection share a common
factor, whereby athletes do not have control over the
decision, we believe there are distinct differences
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between the two transitions. Firstly, with non-selection,
an athlete can likely tryout again for a team, or can be
selected or re-selected for the next international camp
(e.g., Edwards & Brannagan, 2024). Conversely, release is
a more definitive decision that can end an athlete’s
career at the competitive level they have been released
from (e.g., McGlinchey et al., 2022). Secondly, although
non-selection will undoubtedly affect athletes, release
may possibly have a greater impact on athletes due to
factors such as the identity loss that may be experienced
after leaving a team and the personal investment (time,
emotional, financial) one puts into being part of a team
(e.g., Brown & Potrac, 2009; Gorman & Blackwood, 2025).

Release can occur at any point throughout an ath-
lete’s sporting career, including at the end of a lengthy
playing career (Fortunato & Marchant, 1999). However, it
is more prevalently experienced by youth athletes dur-
ing their time on a talent development programme,
largely due to there being increasingly limited available
spaces the further you progress towards elite senior
performance (Ingham et al., 2002). A plethora of research
has examined transition out of sport (Brassard et al.,
2022). Normative transitions, whereby the athlete
expects, predicts or has control over the transition,
such as retirement, have received much attention (see
Park et al., 2013; Stambulova et al., 2021; Wylleman &
Lavallee, 2004). More recently, there has been
a proliferation in studies exploring non-normative tran-
sitions due to release, with an array of negative psycho-
social impacts being cited, such as released elite youth
footballers experiencing psychological distress, social
dysfunction and phobia (Blakelock et al., 2016), and
identity crises (McGlinchey et al., 2022).

Several models have been developed from which
sport career transitions can be studied (see Stambulova
et al, 2021), but none have specifically focused on
release. Thus, we have adopted the Conceptual Model
of Career Transition (Taylor & Ogilvie, 1994, 2001) as
a guiding framework for the present review to under-
stand the release process, due to its focus on career
termination transitions. At Step 1 of the model, key
causes of career transition are outlined and may include
age, injury, free choice and release (adapted from dese-
lection for the purpose of this review). It is suggested
different causes of career transitions elicit different
response patterns from athletes due to the voluntary
or involuntary nature of the change (Blakelock & Slater,
2020; Taylor & Ogilvie, 1994, 2001). For instance, release
is an involuntary and unwanted career termination with
limited control or choice (Blakelock & Slater, 2020;
McGlinchey et al., 2022), which increases the likelihood
of the transition quality being poor (i.e., a distressful,
crisis transition). However, Step 2 of the model also

suggests transition quality depends on a series of factors
related to adaptation to the transition, including social
identity, developmental contributors (e.g., opportunities
for social growth), perceived control, and tertiary con-
tributors (e.g., socioeconomic status, level of attain-
ment). According to Taylor and Ogilvie, the most
fundamental psychological issue that influences adapta-
tion is an athlete’s strong athletic identity, whereby their
self-identity is composed almost exclusively of their
sports involvement. Thus, they can gain little meaning
and fulfilment outside of their sport, which may contri-
bute to a more distressful transition (Brown & Potrac,
2009; Park et al.,, 2013). Aligned with the Athletic Career
Transition Model (Stambulova, 2016), Step 3 highlights
athletes’ adaptation to career transition depends on the
resources available to deal with the challenges that arise.
Specifically, the Athletic Career Transition Model states
successful transitions are the outcome of effective cop-
ing, where the athlete’s coping resources and strategies
match the transition demands, whereas a crisis transition
is the outcome of ineffective coping strategies and/or
a lack of resources (Stambulova, 2016). Taylor and
Ogilvie suggest the availability of social support, posses-
sion of effective coping strategies and pre-planning for
the transition influence the ability to respond effectively
to transition-related challenges. According to Taylor and
Ogilvie, Steps 1, 2, and 3 interact to influence the quality
of the career transition (Step 4). Lastly, at Step 5, if the
transition is distressful, the model suggests possible
intervention at cognitive, emotional, behavioural, social,
and organisational levels.

Several systematic reviews have been conducted
around transition out of sport (Knights et al., 2016; Park
et al, 2013); however these have primarily focused on
the quality of transition after retirement due to either
choice or forced retirement due to age or injury. There is
currently no systematic review specifically concerned
with transition out of sport due to release, a non-
normative, involuntary transition whereby athletes lack
control over the decision, which are risk factors asso-
ciated with more problematic transitions for athletes
than normative transitions such as voluntary retirement
(Park et al., 2013). A recent narrative review examined
the mental health issues in academy football players
following career termination due to release or injury
(Wilkinson, 2021). While this review is significant in its
contribution by highlighting the negative consequences
of release, the nature of the review was not systematic,
and was limited in its scope by predominantly examin-
ing athletes who had been released within one specific
sport, i.e., football. Thus, the current systematic review is
warranted and will seek to build upon this by examining
literature concerning release in youth and developing



athletes across all sports. Due to the growing body of
research in the area understanding the release process
from sport, a systematic review is timely to enable an
appraisal of the release literature and, based on the
nature and quality of the research, identify avenues for
future study.

Therefore, the purpose of the current study was to
systematically review, synthesise, and appraise research
on release that has been conducted around youth and
developing athletes. Informed and guided by Taylor and
Ogilvie’s (1994; 2001) conceptual adaptation model,
there were three main aims: (i) to examine psychosocial
impacts of release; (ii) to examine factors related to
adaptation to release; and (iii) to examine available
resources for adaptation to release. This review sought
to clarify understanding of the release literature with the
potential to improve athletes’ experiences of release by
informing recommendations for athletes, coaches,
sports teams, and organisations who may be involved
in the release process.

Method

The present review was conducted following the guide-
lines for the preferred reporting items for systematic
reviews and meta-analyses (PRISMA; Page et al, 2021).
A systematic review was selected over the use of similar
methodologies such as a meta-analysis or narrative
review, due to the aim of the current review being to
answer clearly defined research questions, and the
included studies containing a combination of quantitative
and qualitative data. Although narrative reviews can pro-
vide critical discussion of issues in a topic area, a protocol
or transparent procedures are not typically adopted. In
contrast, systematic reviews involve a rigorous approach
including a thorough search for evidence, a criteria-based
selection of relevant research, an evaluation of study
quality, and evidence-based inferences (Collins & Fauser,
2005). Although this systematic review protocol was not
registered in a database, we specified our search strategy,
inclusion criteria, data extraction, and data analyses in
advance of writing our manuscript. All details of our
work are available from the lead author.

Eligibility criteria

Eligibility criteria were developed to clearly define what
studies were eligible to be included in the review.
Inclusion criteria were informed by the work of Munroe
et al. (1999) and our previously stated definition of
release, when an athlete is removed from a team, sport-
ing organisation or talent development programme they
were once part of. Studies that met the following criteria

JOURNAL OF SPORTS SCIENCES e 3

were included: (i) peer-reviewed journal articles pub-
lished in the English language; (ii) studies that comprise
original empirical data; (iii) studies that include
a research question, aim(s), or objective(s) that explicitly
made reference to release or release related terminol-
ogy; (iv) the study involved athletes’ experiences of
release; (v) athletes were either between the ages of 5
and 21 years, or still part of a talent development pro-
gramme, at the time they experienced release, but vi)
athletes could recall their release experience at any age
(allowing for studies where athletes recalled their release
retrospectively). The fifth criterion was chosen to capture
the release experiences of children and young people
(between the ages of 5 and 21 years) but also athletes
who were still part of a talent development programme
at older ages. For example, the English Football League
classifies players in academies up to under-23 (EFL, 2022)
and within the baseball system in the USA, athletes can
be older than 23 and on the talent development path-
way to Major League Baseball (MLB) through Minor
League Baseball (MiLB), which has various levels:
Rookie, Short-A, Low-A, High-A, A, AA and AAA (from
lowest to highest competitive levels). Studies were
excluded if: (i) athletes were over the age of 21 and no
longer part of a talent development programme at the
time they experienced release; (ii) release was not a key
focus of the study; iii) studies were deemed to be non-
selection as opposed to release.

Information sources and search strategy

Online searches were conducted on three occasions from
October 2023 to the final search conducted in
August 2025 on six electronic databases: PsycARTICLES;
PsycINFO; PubMed; Scopus; SPORTDiscus and Web of
Science. After scoping searches carried out by the first
and second authors, and following discussions with the
third and fifth authors, a final search string consisting of
the following three blocks of Boolean terms was decided:
(deselection OR deselected OR deselect OR de-select OR
de-selection OR de-selected OR cut OR release OR
released OR selection OR selected OR non-selection OR
termination OR terminated OR ‘involuntary career termi-
nation’ OR ‘forced dropout’ OR non-normative) AND
(sport OR athlete OR athletic OR player OR performer)
AND (youth OR young OR adolescent OR adolescents OR
adolescence OR child OR children OR junior OR academy).
The first block referred to release, the second block con-
sisted of sport specific search terms and finally, the third
block related to the eligibility age criteria. The search
terms and fields were modified for each database’s con-
figurations without restricting the publication date (see
Appendix A for details). Retrieved articles were transferred
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to the reference managing software RefWorks. Duplicate
articles were removed through the duplication remover
function and manual screening. In line with guidance on
conducting systematic reviews in sport and exercise psy-
chology (Gunnell et al.,, 2020), we conducted forward and
backward citation searches of included studies (e.g.,
Gledhill et al., 2017). The results of the screening process
are presented in Figure 1.

Selection process

All articles were screened against the eligibility criteria
by the first and second authors. In stage one, all titles
and abstracts were screened by the first and second
authors jointly. In the second stage, the full texts were
assessed for eligibility by the first and second authors.
These authors then met to review their decisions and
agree reasons for excluding studies (see Appendix B).
The third and fifth authors acted as independent elig-
ibility assessors during this stage. If insufficient informa-
tion was provided in an article to determine eligibility
against the inclusion criteria, the corresponding author
was contacted and met for discussion. Meetings were
then held involving all the authors to resolve any dis-
crepancies that still existed and to settle on the final
included studies.

Data extraction

Data extraction was performed by the first author before
being checked by the second author. The following
information was extracted for each of the included stu-
dies: author(s); publication year; sample characteristics;
study design and analysis; psychosocial impacts of
release; factors related to adaptation to release and
available resources for adaptation to release.

Synthesis methods

Key findings pertinent to at least one of the research
questions were drawn from each of the included studies,
i.e., the findings detailed in some capacity: the psycho-
social impacts of release, factors related to athletes’
adaptation to release and/or the resources available to
athletes in their adaptation to release. These findings
were compiled into a table upon which convergent
qualitative synthesis was utilised to identify common
themes across the findings from all the included studies,
both qualitative and quantitative (Pluye & Hong, 2014).
Due to the low number of quantitative studies included
in the review and range of quantitative measures used, it
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was deemed not appropriate to conduct a meta-analysis
(Gunnell et al., 2020).

Quality appraisal

The quality of each included study was assessed using
the mixed methods appraisal tool (MMAT; Hong et al.,
2019). The MMAT has been recognised as a valid and
reliable tool for appraising mixed methods research
(Souto et al.,, 2015) and has been used extensively in
systematic reviews in the sport psychology literature
(e.g., Gledhill et al., 2017). The MMAT was utilised as it
consists of criteria to assess quantitative, qualitative, and
mixed method studies, with five research study cate-
gories: qualitative, quantitative randomised controlled
trials, quantitative non-randomised, quantitative
descriptive, and mixed methods. Each study was
assessed against the criteria for the category it falls in,
with either a ‘yes’, ‘no’ or ‘can’t tell’ (referring to a lack of
evidence) being given for each criterion. Each study’s
quality was assessed independently by the first
and second authors, with the kappa inter-rater reliability
between the two authors indicating a substantial level of
agreement (k=.69) (Landis & Koch, 1977). Any discre-
pancies were resolved through conversations between
the first, second and third authors.

Results

The electronic database search generated a total of 2287
records, with an additional 16 records identified through
citation searching and speaking to experts. Following
the removal of 317 duplicate records, 1970 unique
records were screened for relevance (Figure 1). After
screening the titles and abstracts, 1926 articles were
excluded. Full texts for the remaining 60 reports, 44
identified through database searches and 16 identified
through citation searching and speaking to experts,
were reviewed for eligibility. Following this process, 15
articles met the inclusion criteria and were selected for
inclusion in the review. The majority of studies excluded
at the full text stage of the search process were due to
being classed as non-selection as opposed to release, as
per the definition provided, informed by Munroe et al.
(1999), e.g., athletes attending tryouts for provincial
teams but not being selected (Neely et al.,, 2016, 2017,
2018) and elite youth footballers who were not selected
for their international age group team (Edwards &
Brannagan, 2024). One study involving elite youth
rugby league players was classed as dropout, which
differs from release, as the athletes voluntarily termi-
nated their athletic career (Rothwell et al., 2020); see
Appendix B for further detail on excluded studies).
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The age
12-41 years (age

10). The studies that raised quality

information was

sented in Table 1. In total, 1557 participants took part in
the included studies. Of the participants in the included
studies, 980 were male (62.9%) and 564 (36.2%) were
female. Gender was not specified for eight participants
in one study (0.5%; Butt & Molnar, 2009). The remaining
pants were common across two studies (Blakelock
et al,, 2016, 2019), thus were only accounted for once.
Eleven studies included means for the ages of their
pants for studies that provided this information was

Of the participants who met eligibility criteria, 216
released athletes took part in the included studies. Of
range reported at the time of the study as all quali-

12-41 years.
147 were male (68.1%) and 61 (28.2%) were female.

Gender was not specified for eight released partici-
pants in one study (3.7%; Butt & Molnar, 2009). Ten
studies included means for the ages of their released
range for all released participants for studies that
tative studies employed a retrospective design where
participants were recalling their release some years
release, findings did not meaningfully differ. Release
was studied across a range of athletes who competed
in a variety of different sports. The most examined
sport was football, with nine of the included studies
either solely examining released football players, or in
conjunction with released athletes from other sports.
Twelve studies examined athletes from one specific
sport (80%), while three studies examined athletes
from two or more sports (20%; see Table 1 for full
details). Nine of the included studies utilised qualita-
Table 2. Most studies included in the review raised no

quality concerns (n
concerns were quantitative studies, due to incomplete
outcome data associated with the respective studies

tive methods (60%), while six studies utilised quanti-
Results for the study quality appraisal are presented in

later). Regardless of the length of recall after athletes’
tative methods (40%).

Contextual information for the included studies is pre-
discrepancy in participant numbers was due to an
unclear participant sample in one study (Brand et al.,
2013). Of the overall participants, 21 released partici-
participants, with the mean age for all included partici-
pants being 22.87 years. The age range for all partici-
the eligible released athletes in the included studies,
participants, with the mean age for all included
released participants being 22.36years.

Sample and study characteristics

Quality appraisal

provided this
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Table 2. Summary table for results of MMAT quality appraisal.

JOURNAL OF SPORTS SCIENCES 11

Assessment criteria based on study design

Author(s) Category of study design 1 2 3 4 5

Adams and Darby (2020) Qualitative Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Blakelock et al. (2016) Quantitative non-randomised Yes Yes No Yes Yes
Blakelock et al. (2019) Quantitative non-randomised Yes Yes No Yes Yes
Blakelock and Slater (2020) Qualitative Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Brand et al. (2013) Quantitative non-randomised Yes Yes Yes Can't tell Yes
Brown and Potrac (2009) Qualitative Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Butt and Molnar (2009) Qualitative Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Carmody et al. (2024) Quantitative descriptive Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Gorman and Blackwood (2025) Qualitative Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
McGlinchey et al. (2022) Qualitative Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Raabe et al. (2018) Qualitative Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Raabe et al. (2020) Qualitative Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Williams and MacNamara (2020) Qualitative Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Wippert and Wippert (2008) Quantitative non-randomised Yes Yes No No Yes
Wippert and Wippert (2010) Quantitative non-randomised Yes Yes Can't tell Yes Yes

Synthesis

The following sections present findings for each of the
review questions. Firstly, the psychosocial impacts of
release are presented, which are split into positive and
negative impacts. This is followed by examining factors
related to positive and negative adaptation to release,
before concluding with the available resources for both
positive and negative adaptation to release. A summary
of general dimensions, higher-order themes, lower-order
themes and their respective sources is presented in Table 3.

Psychosocial impacts of release

Negative psychosocial impacts of release. All studies
produced at least one finding detailing a negative psy-
chosocial impact of release. A salient negative psycho-
social impact of release reported was psychological
distress (Blakelock et al, 2016, 2019; Wippert &
Wippert, 2010), with one study highlighting
a significant number of released youth footballers dis-
played clinical levels of psychological distress (Blakelock
et al, 2016). Five quantitative studies highlighted
released athletes experienced some form of psychoso-
cial difficulties, which included: depression/depressive
symptoms (Blakelock et al., 2016, 2019; Brand et al,,
2013; Wippert & Wippert, 2010), anxiety (Blakelock
et al.,, 2016, 2019; Brand et al., 2013), loss of confidence
(Blakelock et al., 2016, 2019), loss of self-esteem/self-
worth (Blakelock et al., 2016, 2019), social dysfunction/
social phobia (Blakelock et al., 2016, 2019; Brand et al,,
2013), posttraumatic stress (Brand et al.,, 2013; Wippert &
Wippert, 2008), anger (Wippert & Wippert, 2010); and
alcohol/nicotine abuse (Brand et al., 2013; Wippert &
Wippert, 2008).

These findings were supported by ten further qua-
litative studies that highlighted athletes experienced
at least one of the following psychosocial difficulties
post-release: depression (Blakelock & Slater, 2020;

Brown & Potrac, 2009; McGlinchey et al., 2022), anxi-
ety (Blakelock & Slater, 2020; Brown & Potrac, 2009;
McGlinchey et al, 2022), identity loss, crisis and con-
fusion (Blakelock & Slater, 2020; Brown & Potrac, 2009;
Gorman & Blackwood, 2025; McGlinchey et al., 2022),
loss of self-esteem/self-worth/worthlessness (Adams &
Darby, 2020; Blakelock & Slater, 2020; Brown & Potrac,
2009; Gorman & Blackwood, 2025; McGlinchey et al,,
2022; Raabe et al,, 2018), anger (Brown & Potrac, 2009;
McGlinchey et al.,, 2022; Raabe et al., 2018) and self-
resentment (Butt & Molnar, 2009). Two studies
reported athletes experienced feelings of shock
when told they were being released (Brown &
Potrac, 2009; Raabe et al., 2018). Following release,
three studies reported athletes experienced feelings
of shame, embarrassment, and humiliation (Adams &
Darby, 2020; Brown & Potrac, 2009; McGlinchey et al.,
2022), whilst three studies reported athletes experi-
enced feelings of failure (Adams & Darby, 2020; Brown
& Potrac, 2009; Gorman & Blackwood, 2025). Four
studies specifically highlighted the athletes experi-
enced a loss of self-confidence post-release
(Blakelock & Slater, 2020; Brown & Potrac, 2009;
McGlinchey et al., 2022; Raabe et al., 2020). However,
two studies reported the athletes either experienced
no loss of confidence in their own ability after release
(Raabe et al., 2018), or after a temporary loss, regained
their self-confidence (Raabe et al., 2020). A further
study reported self-confidence athletes gained on
the talent development pathway aided their transition
into other domains post-release (Williams &
MacNamara, 2020).

Three studies reported athletes quit playing their
sport following release (Butt & Molnar, 2009; Williams &
MacNamara, 2020), although in one of the studies this
was enforced due to injury (McGlinchey et al., 2022).
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Table 3. Respective source, lower-order themes, higher-order themes and general dimensions.

Source

Lower-order themes Higher-order themes

General dimensions

Blakelock et al. (2016, 2019); Wippert and Wippert (2010)

Blakelock et al. (2016, 2019); Blakelock and Slater (2020); Brand
et al. (2013); Brown and Potrac (2009); McGlinchey et al.
(2022); Wippert and Wippert (2010)

Blakelock et al. (2016, 2019); Blakelock and Slater (2020); Brand
et al. (2013); Brown and Potrac (2009); McGlinchey et al.
(2022)

Blakelock et al. (2016, 2019); Blakelock and Slater (2020); Brown
and Potrac (2009); McGlinchey et al. (2022); Raabe et al.
(2020)

Adams and Darby (2020); Blakelock et al. (2016, 2019);
Blakelock and Slater (2020); Brown and Potrac (2009);
Gorman and Blackwood (2025); McGlinchey et al. (2022);
Raabe et al. (2018)

Blakelock et al. (2016, 2019); Brand et al. (2013);

Blakelock and Slater (2020); Brown and Potrac (2009); Gorman
and Blackwood (2025); McGlinchey et al. (2022)

Brand et al. (2013); Wippert and Wippert (2008)

Brown and Potrac (2009); McGlinchey et al. (2022); Raabe et al.
(2018); Wippert and Wippert (2010)

Brand et al. (2013); Wippert and Wippert (2008)

Brown and Potrac (2009); Raabe et al. (2018)

Adams and Darby (2020); Brown and Potrac (2009); McGlinchey
et al. (2022)

Adams and Darby (2020); Brown and Potrac (2009); Gorman
and Blackwood (2025)

Butt and Molnar (2009); McGlinchey et al. (2022); Williams and
MacNamara (2020)

Adams and Darby (2020); McGlinchey et al. (2022); Gorman and
Blackwood (2025)

Brown and Potrac (2009); McGlinchey et al. (2022)

Butt and Molnar (2009); Gorman and Blackwood (2025); Raabe
et al. (2018)

Adams and Darby (2020); McGlinchey et al. (2022); Raabe et al.
(2020); Wippert and Wippert (2008)

Adams and Darby (2020); Blakelock and Slater (2020); Butt and
Molnar (2009); McGlinchey et al. (2022); Raabe et al. (2020);
Wippert and Wippert (2010)

Adams and Darby (2020); Brown and Potrac (2009); Gorman
and Blackwood (2025)

Adams and Darby (2020); Brown and Potrac (2009); Gorman
and Blackwood (2025); McGlinchey et al. (2022)

Blakelock and Slater (2020); Brown and Potrac (2009); Gorman
and Blackwood (2025); McGlinchey et al. (2022)

Brown and Potrac (2009); McGlinchey et al. (2022)

Brown and Potrac (2009); Blakelock and Slater (2020); Butt and
Molnar (2009); Raabe et al. (2018, 2020)

Raabe et al. (2018, 2020)

Brown and Potrac (2009); Blakelock and Slater (2020); Butt and
Molnar (2009); Gorman and Blackwood (2025) McGlinchey
et al. (2022); Raabe et al. (2020)

Raabe et al. (2018)

Raabe et al. (2020)

Blakelock et al. (2019); McGlinchey et al. (2022); Wippert and
Wippert (2008)

Adams and Darby (2020); McGlinchey et al. (2022)
Butt and Molnar (2009); Raabe et al. (2020)

Butt and Molnar (2009); McGlinchey et al. (2022); Raabe et al.
(2020); Williams and MacNamara (2020)

Adams and Darby (2020); Blakelock and Slater (2020); Brown
and Potrac (2009); Gorman and Blackwood (2025);
McGlinchey et al. (2022); Raabe et al. (2020)

Psychological distress
release
Depression/depressive
symptoms

Anxiety

Loss of confidence

Loss of self-esteem/self-
worth/worthlessness

Social dysfunction/phobia
Identity loss, crisis and/or

confusion
Posttraumatic stress
Anger

Alcohol/nicotine abuse

Shock

Shame/embarrassment/
humiliation

Feelings of failure

Athletes quit playing their
sport following release

Increased resilience Positive psychosocial impacts of
release

Posttraumatic growth

Relief

Release procedure (timing/
nature of the way it was
conducted)

Lack of control over release

Factors related to a negative
adaptation to release

Lack of emphasis on
education by clubs

Unpreparedness for the
transition

High, foreclosed athletic
identity

Clinging to athletic identity
following release

Focus on education pre- or
post-release

Planning for the transition

Development or creation of
new identities

Factors related to a positive
adaptation to release

Holding onto athletic identity
Quitting playing their sport
following release
increased athletes’ control
Avoidance coping Lack of available resources
associated with a more
negative adaptation to release
Disuse of social support
(family/friends)
Losing friends/belonging
with teammates
Il feeling towards coaches

Lack of support from club/
organisation

Negative psychosocial impacts of Psychosocial impacts of

release

Factors related to
adaptation to release

Available resources
associated with
adaptation to release

(Continued)



Table 3. (Continued).
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Source Lower-order themes

Higher-order themes

General dimensions

Blakelock et al. (2019); McGlinchey et al. (2022) Problem focused coping

McGlinchey et al. (2022); Raabe et al. (2018, 2020); Wippert and Acceptance
Wippert (2008)

Raabe et al. (2018, 2020); Williams and MacNamara (2020) Use of social support (family/
friends)

Sharing the experience of
release with/support of
teammates

Blakelock and Slater (2020); Brown and Potrac (2009); Carmody Use/knowledge of/need for
et al. (2024); McGlinchey et al. (2022) professional support

Williams and MacNamara (2020) Development of transferrable

skills on the talent
development pathway

McGlinchey et al. (2022); Raabe et al. (2018)

Available resources associated
with a more positive
adaptation to release

Positive psychosocial impacts of release. Six studies
reported findings detailing a positive psychosocial
impact release had on the athletes. Three studies pro-
duced findings suggesting some athletes experienced
a sense of relief upon being released (Butt & Molnar,
2009; Gorman & Blackwood, 2025; Raabe et al., 2018). In
the longer term, three studies reported athletes devel-
oped resilience following their release (Adams & Darby,
2020; Gorman & Blackwood, 2025; McGlinchey et al.,
2022). Two studies reported athletes experiencing char-
acteristics of posttraumatic growth, such as openness to
new possibilities and an increased personal strength
(McGlinchey et al., 2022), as well as developing as people
and having a new outlook on life (Brown & Potrac, 2009).

Factors related to adaptation to release

Factors related to a negative adaptation to release.
The most common factor related to a more problematic
adaptation to release was athletes having a lack of con-
trol over their release, reported by six studies (Adams &
Darby, 2020; Blakelock & Slater, 2020; Butt & Molnar,
2009; McGlinchey et al., 2022; Raabe et al, 2020;
Wippert & Wippert, 2010). Four studies outlined the
release procedure, both the nature of the way it was
conducted and the timing of the procedure, negatively
affected the athletes’ adaptation to release (Adams &
Darby, 2020; McGlinchey et al., 2022; Raabe et al., 2020;
Wippert & Wippert, 2008). Two studies made specific
reference to the release process itself being a traumatic
experience for elite youth footballers (Adams & Darby,
2020; McGlinchey et al., 2022). In these studies, the
process involved the athletes being gathered in the
changing rooms with their teammates before being
called into their contract meeting one-by-one to find
out they were being released, before having to return
to the changing rooms and face their teammates.
Further, two studies produced findings indicating the
way in which athletes are informed of their release is

important (Raabe et al., 2020; Wippert & Wippert, 2008).
In one study, athletes who were not informed of their
release by their organisation or coach via a personal
conversation, but either from third parties or by chance
and without supportive communication, experienced
a much more problematic adaptation than those ath-
letes who had a personal conversation with their orga-
nisation or coaches, receiving a detailed explanation of
the reasons for their release, and were provided with
supportive communication (Wippert & Wippert, 2008). In
another study, although athletes were informed of their
release by their coach, it was often a brief, insensitive
conversation, sometimes by phone call (Raabe et al,
2020).

Specifically within professional football talent devel-
opment systems in the UK, there were several factors
reported that contributed to elite youth footballers hav-
ing a negative adaptation to release. A high, foreclosed
athletic identity was a factor related to a more negative
adaptation to release reported in four studies (Blakelock
& Slater, 2020; Brown & Potrac, 2009; Gorman &
Blackwood, 2025; McGlinchey et al., 2022). Three studies
reported athletes perceived clubs placed a lack of
emphasis on education whilst they were part of the
club’s academy (Adams & Darby, 2020; Brown & Potrac,
2009; Gorman & Blackwood, 2025), which contributed to
athletes from four studies discussing their unprepared-
ness for the transition following release (Adams & Darby,
2020; Brown & Potrac, 2009; Gorman & Blackwood, 2025;
McGlinchey et al., 2022). Finally, two studies reported
athletes clinging to their athletic identity put their adap-
tation to release on hold (Brown & Potrac, 2009;
McGlinchey et al., 2022).

Factors related to a positive adaptation to release.

The two most common factors related to a less proble-
matic adaptation to release reported were athletes
focusing on education pre- or post-release (Blakelock &
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Slater, 2020; Brown & Potrac, 2009; Butt & Molnar, 2009;
Raabe et al., 2018, 2020), and athletes developing new
identities following release (Blakelock & Slater, 2020;
Brown & Potrac, 2009; Butt & Molnar, 2009; Gorman &
Blackwood, 2025; McGlinchey et al., 2022; Raabe et al.,
2020). Further, baseball players from North American
talent development environments planning for the tran-
sition and having a backup plan aided their adaptation
to release in two studies (Raabe et al., 2018, 2020).
Following release, athletes holding onto their athletic
identity aided their adaptation (Raabe et al., 2018). In
one study, athletes gained an increased sense of control
by quitting playing baseball following their release
(Raabe et al., 2020).

Available resources for adaptation to release

Lack of available resources associated with a more
negative adaptation to release. The most common
resource lacking for the athletes leading to a more pro-
blematic adaptation to release was a perceived lack of
support from clubs/organisations following release
(Adams & Darby, 2020; Blakelock & Slater, 2020; Brown
& Potrac, 2009; Gorman & Blackwood, 2025; McGlinchey
et al.,, 2022; Raabe et al., 2020). In addition, athletes
reported ill feeling towards coaches due to their hand-
ling of release procedures and perceived lack of support
following the athletes’ release (Butt & Molnar, 2009;
McGlinchey et al., 2022; Raabe et al., 2020; Williams &
MacNamara, 2020). Disuse of social support, from family
(McGlinchey et al., 2022) and friends (Adams & Darby,
2020) negatively impacted the athletes’ adaptation to
release. Similarly, two studies reported athletes lost
friends or their belonging with teammates following
release (Butt & Molnar, 2009; Raabe et al,, 2020). Three
studies found athletes who used avoidance coping stra-
tegies had a more negative adaptation to release
(Blakelock et al., 2019; McGlinchey et al., 2022; Wippert
& Wippert, 2008).

Available resources associated with a more positive
adaptation to release. The most common reported
resource available to athletes to support their adapta-
tion to release was acceptance of the club’s or organi-
sation’s decision to release them (McGlinchey et al.,
2022; Raabe et al., 2018, 2020; Wippert & Wippert,
2008). Two studies reported athletes who used pro-
blem focused coping before and after release adapted
more positively to the transition (Blakelock et al., 2019;
McGlinchey et al,, 2022). Three studies found athletes’
use of social support, from both family and friends,
aided their adaptation to release (Raabe et al., 2018,
2020; Williams & MacNamara, 2020). Similarly, two stu-
dies reported sharing the experience of release with

teammates and the support of teammates following
release supported the athletes’ adaptation to the tran-
sition (McGlinchey et al., 2022; Raabe et al.,, 2018). Three
studies outlined both the need for, and use of, profes-
sional support services as being very beneficial
resources that would and did help athletes adapt fol-
lowing release (Blakelock & Slater, 2020; Brown &
Potrac, 2009; McGlinchey et al., 2022). In one study,
athletes developed resources on the talent develop-
ment pathway in the form of transferrable skills that
supported their adaptation post-release (Williams &
MacNamara, 2020).

Discussion

The current review aimed to systematically review,
synthesise, and appraise research on release that has
been conducted around youth and developing athletes.
Unsurprisingly, most research examining this topic has
focused on the inherent negative consequences of
release. However, the present review also demonstrated
positive impacts of release identified across studies. As
well as identifying the various psychosocial impacts
release has on youth athletes, the current review has
identified the factors associated with contributing to
a positive or negative adaptation to release, and the
available resources for athletes’ adaptation to release.
In line with Taylor and Ogilvie’s Conceptual Model of
Career Transition (1994; 2001), we have structured the
discussion into the following sections: psychosocial
impacts of release, factors related to adaptation to
release and available resources for adaptation to release,
which are presented below.

Psychosocial impacts of release

The current review highlighted many negative psycho-
social impacts of release. Perhaps most notably, three
quantitative studies reported athletes experiencing psy-
chological distress post-release (Blakelock et al., 2016,
2019; Wippert & Wippert, 2010). Several negative effects
associated with psychological distress were reported
across multiple studies, including symptoms and feel-
ings of depression (e.g., Blakelock et al.,, 2016), anxiety
(e.g., Blakelock & Slater, 2020), loss of confidence (e.g
(Brown & Potrac, 2009), loss of self-esteem, self-worth
and feelings of worthlessness (e.g., Raabe et al., 2018),
social dysfunction (e.g., Brand et al,, 2013), and symp-
toms of posttraumatic stress (e.g., Wippert & Wippert,
2008). The array of severe negative psychosocial impacts
the athletes from the included studies experienced high-
lights how traumatic the release process can be.



Another salient negative psychosocial impact, which
appeared unique to those released from professional
football academies, was identity loss, crisis, and confusion
(e.g., Brown & Potrac, 2009; Gorman & Blackwood, 2025).
The early professionalisation of elite youth footballers,
combined with the sacrifices to the educational and social
aspects of their lives, can result in the creation of a high,
foreclosed athletic identity. Thus, when these athletes are
released, the impact on their identity and sense of self is
profound.

As well as these psychosocial effects, our review high-
lighted a range of negative emotions athletes experi-
enced upon release. Immediately following release,
athletes reported feelings of shock as they did not expect
or anticipate their release (e.g., Raabe et al,, 2018), and
feelings of failure having not achieved their athletic career
goals (e.g., Adams & Darby, 2020). Feelings of shame,
embarrassment and humiliation were reported by ath-
letes, particularly when facing teammates, family, and
friends following release (e.g., Brown & Potrac, 2009;).
This was again only reported by elite youth football
players in the UK, as they are potentially ‘placed on
a pedestal’ due to the notoriety that comes with being
signed to a professional football club’s academy, before
having this taken away by release.

While these emotional reactions were proximate to
the release decision, some athletes did not experience
the most severe psychosocial impacts until 6 months to
1 year post-release, which encompassed feelings of
depression, anxiety, identity crisis and loss of self-
confidence/worth (Blakelock & Slater, 2020; McGlinchey
et al,, 2022). Athletes in both studies sought psychologi-
cal support to help deal with the psychosocial difficulties
they were experiencing, further highlighting the neces-
sity for ongoing professional support to be available to
athletes long-term post-release.

Despite the inherent negative consequences of youth
athletes being released, the literature revealed some
positive psychosocial impacts can be experienced long-
term following the healing process athletes go through
post-release. In the short term, some athletes reported
a sense of relief following their release (e.g., Raabe et al.,
2018). In the longer term, salient positive psychosocial
impacts were reported by athletes. Namely, an increased
psychological resilience, stemming from the athletes’
release (e.g.,, Adams & Darby, 2020), as well as athletes
reportedly experiencing characteristics of posttraumatic
growth (e.g., Brown & Potrac, 2009). Posttraumatic
growth is defined as experiencing positive change as
a result of the struggle with major life crises (Tedeschi
& Calhoun, 1995), which athletes demonstrated through
openness to new possibilities and an increased personal
strength (McGlinchey et al., 2022), and developing as
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people and having a new outlook on life (Brown &
Potrac, 2009). Despite the many negative psychosocial
consequences of release, the experience of release can
serve to benefit the athletes’ psychosocial development
in the long-term, which warrants further investigation.

Factors related to adaptation to release

A key finding from the present review was the series
of interconnected factors contributing to more and
less problematic adaptations to release. Firstly, results
showed a common factor related to athletes having
a more negative adaptation to release is a lack of
control. Lack of control was commonplace for athletes
with regards to release, as it is a non-normative tran-
sition for athletes, whereby the athlete does not
expect or anticipate the transition, and it is involun-
tary in nature (Wylleman et al., 2004). The talent
development environment itself was often reported
to contribute to the athletes’ feelings of a lack of
control due to its precarious, unpredictable nature
(e.g., McGlinchey et al., 2022). Adding to the feelings
of doubt the lack of control caused athletes was the
handling and timing of release procedures. For
instance, elite youth footballers in the UK reported
the release process itself was a traumatic experience,
which compounded their release, causing feelings of
shame, embarrassment and humiliation (Adams &
Darby, 2020; McGlinchey et al., 2022). Thus, the way
in which athletes are informed of their release is
important, with the reviewed literature suggesting
a discrete, face-to-face meeting with athletes is
recommended, with reasons for their release and sup-
portive communication provided (Raabe et al., 2020;
Wippert & Wippert, 2008). One study also highlighted
the timing of release procedures reduced the athletes’
likelihood of being able to sign for another club and
precluded them from engaging in alternative career
planning (Adams & Darby, 2020). This fed into the
athletes feeling unprepared for the transition -
another factor which negatively affected the athletes’
adaptation to release. A common factor behind ath-
letes not engaging in alternative career planning was
them being elite male youth players at professional
football academies in the UK, where a lack of empha-
sis on education was highlighted in this review
(Adams & Darby, 2020; Brown & Potrac, 2009;
Gorman & Blackwood, 2025). This subsequently made
adapting to release more problematic. Conversely,
when athletes planned for the transition and had
a back-up plan, including focusing on their education,
this facilitated better adaptation to release, aiding
their transition out of sport (Raabe et al., 2018,
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2020). These results highlight how potential cross-
cultural differences in talent development environ-
ments affect the release process. For instance, in
many North American talent development environ-
ments, most athletes attend higher education before
being drafted into professional teams, such as the NFL
(Boulier et al., 2010). This is highlighted in the present
review, where two qualitative studies reported 21 of
24 athletes released from the MLB talent development
pathway had gained a degree prior to playing MiLB
(Raabe et al.,, 2018, 2020). For these athletes, a focus
on education and obtaining educational qualifications
supported them to successfully transition following
their release. Conversely, the male football talent
development system in the UK involves professional
clubs’ academies signing and developing players from
as young as 9years-old, with a focus on producing
players for the senior professional team (Premier
League, 2022). Although a 10-year update report on
the EPPP suggested there is now a greater focus on
education and holistic development within the profes-
sional football academy system (Premier League,
2022), recent research has reported the still limited
prioritisation of further and higher education within
each club (Hague & Law, 2024). Thus, potentially leav-
ing released players with fewer alternative career
options, making successfully transitioning more pro-
blematic. This demonstrates how the nature of talent
development environments can contribute to athletes’
adaptation to release.

Another important factor affecting athletes’ adapta-
tion to release highlighted by the current review was
athletic identity, whereby a high, foreclosed athletic
identity led to more severe psychosocial difficulties for
athletes and a more problematic adaptation to release,
supporting previous findings in transition literature (Park
et al., 2013; Taylor & Ogilvie, 1994, 2001). However, there
were contrasting findings surrounding holding onto ath-
letic identity following release. In two instances, players
clinging to their athletic identity hindered their adapta-
tion to release (Brown & Potrac, 2009; McGlinchey et al.,
2022) whereas some athletes felt protecting their ath-
letic identity made the adaptation to release easier
(Raabe et al., 2018). Nevertheless, the development of
new identities was a factor that supported a healthier
transition for athletes post-release as they transitioned
to a new stage in their lives. For example, athletes who
focused on their education post-release reported it gave
them a renewed sense of purpose and supported their
identity development, which may assist athletes in see-
ing themselves as more than their sport and guard
against experiencing more severe psychosocial difficul-
ties (Haslam et al., 2024; Young et al., 2024).

Available resources for adaptation to release

The present review is the first to clearly identify and
summarise a range of available resources and strategies
to facilitate a more positive adaptation and transition in
released athletes. Firstly, in line with previous career
transition models (Stambulova, 2016; Taylor & Ogilvie,
1994, 2001), the effectiveness of coping strategies
employed by athletes in relation to release appear to
impact the success of their transition outcome and the
psychosocial difficulties they experience. Avoidance
coping, i.e., attempts to escape from the threat, harm,
or loss of a stressful situation and its associated thoughts
and emotions, was associated with elite youth footbal-
lers experiencing higher levels of psychological distress,
whilst problem focused coping, i.e., strategies aiming to
minimise distress by removing or eliminating the stres-
sor, and diminishing the impact of the stressor if it
cannot be avoided, was strongly correlated with players
experiencing lower levels of psychological distress fol-
lowing release (Blakelock et al., 2019). These findings
were supported by a further study (McGlinchey et al.,
2022), whilst a quantitative study showed a correlation
between avoidance coping and posttraumatic stress
symptoms (Wippert & Wippert, 2008). Thus, in-line with
a systematic review of retirement from sport (Park et al.,
2013), and the Athletic Career Transition model
(Stambulova, 2016), avoidance coping appears to nega-
tively influence athletes’ adaptation to release, leading
to a crisis transition, whereas problem-focused coping
supports a more positive, successful transition. A unique
coping strategy outlined in the current review was ath-
letes accepting their release, which appeared to support
more positive adaptations and transitions, by helping
athletes come to terms with their release sooner. This
aligns with the concept of active acceptance coping
(e.g., acknowledging a negative situation and dealing
with it in a constructive way), which has been associated
with positive psychological outcomes in relation to
unchangeable negative events (Nakamura & Orth,
2005). The reviewed literature suggests problem focused
and acceptance coping are the most effective strategies
to support athletes successfully transition following
release, whereas avoidance coping strategies are asso-
ciated with ineffective, crisis-transitions and released
athletes experiencing more severe psychosocial difficul-
ties (Stambulova, 2016).

Social support appears to play a key role in athletes’
adaptation to release, as outlined by Taylor and Ogilvie’s
(1994; 2001) conceptual model. Unsurprisingly, our
results revealed the use of social support from family,
friends, teammates and coaches (e.g., Williams &
MacNamara, 2020), facilitates a better and less



problematic adaptation to release. Conversely, the dis-
use of social support, even though the athletes per-
ceived it was available to them, appeared to hinder the
athletes’ adaptation to release (e.g.,, Adams & Darby,
2020). Similarly, athletes losing friends and belonging
with their teammates negatively impacted their adapta-
tion to release (e.g., Butt & Molnar, 2009). These findings
highlighting the beneficial role social support plays in
assisting released athletes’ transition supports previous
research (Park et al., 2013).

From the current review, possibly the main resource
athletes perceived to be lacking was support from their
club or organisation. This left athletes with feelings of
betrayal and anger, as they felt they had dedicated large
portions of their lives to the clubs/organisations but
were not supported following release. Further, ill feeling
and resentment towards coaches was commonly
reported, both during release procedures and post-
release. The lack of support provided to released ath-
letes is concerning as elite youth footballers highlighted
the need for support in dealing with the emotional and
psychosocial disturbances that occurred because of their
release (Brown & Potrac, 2009). A recent pilot study also
highlighted the potential benefit of medical aftercare for
elite youth footballers from club medical staff, with 75%
of players reporting awareness of external support
resources should they experience mental health con-
cerns (Carmody et al,, 2024). Saliently, two studies high-
lighted the positive role of the Professional Footballers’
Association in providing a wide range of services, such as
counselling, financial support and career advice, to sup-
port players post-release (Blakelock & Slater, 2020;
McGlinchey et al.,, 2022). Thus, as previously suggested,
this highlights the need for the provision of support
services to all released youth athletes (Wilkinson, 2021).

Limitations and future research

Regarding limitations of our review, we are conscious
that our findings are susceptible to publication and
language bias as our review only considered studies
published in the English language. Secondly, we did
not conduct a meta-analysis due to the low number of
quantitative studies included in the review and range of
quantitative measures used. Regarding limitations of the
included studies, of the nine qualitative studies included
in the current review, all studies used singular inter-
views, highlighting a lack of methodological variety,
and a clear avenue for future research. As the qualitative
studies all used retrospective designs, there are potential
issues of recall bias and/or faulty recall (Talari & Goyal,
2020). Further, this review has highlighted the negative
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psychosocial impacts experienced by athletes can vary
depending on time since release, which is difficult to
capture with one-off interviews (see Kendellen &
Camiré, 2020). Prospective, longitudinal designs are
needed to explore the ‘process of release’, in both qua-
litative and quantitative designs. As previously men-
tioned, future research should attempt to examine the
associations between the severity of the psychosocial
impacts and the quality of transition, with the aforemen-
tioned factors such as athletic identity, preparedness
and the release process. Considering only one study
within this review focused on the potential positive
effects of release (Williams & MacNamara, 2020), future
research could take a more balanced approach when
exploring experiences of the release process. Similarly,
there is a lack of research examining the use, application
and effectiveness of different coping strategies in deal-
ing with the negative consequences of release. Future
intervention studies could be conducted with released
athletes to understand how best to implement the most
effective coping strategies, which based on the findings
from this review, could involve an emphasis on problem
focused coping (Blakelock et al., 2019). Further, there is
a lack of research around coaches’ or parents’ experi-
ences of the release process, which would be a fruitful
avenue for future research. For example, research could
explore the reasoning coaches provide to athletes as to
why they have been released and athletes’ perceptions
of those reasons. There is also a publication bias towards
football contexts within release literature, with nine of
the included studies examining football. Finally, the dif-
ference between the UK and North American talent
development environments and their impact on
released athletes has been highlighted within this
review, so expanding research to a wide range of coun-
tries and cultures is warranted. Specifically, African and
Asian talent development systems are underrepresented
in the literature and require further attention.

Applied implications

The necessity for a ‘back-up plan’, or at least some level
of preparedness for the release transition, has been
highlighted as being crucial for athletes in having
a healthier adaptation to release. Our review revealed
a focus on education pre-release may assist athletes’
transition post-release when transitioning into other
careers (e.g., Raabe et al, 2018). Thus, more emphasis
should be placed on youth athletes’ education and pre-
paring for the associated transition with release. This
appears to be particularly relevant to professional foot-
ball academies in the UK, although the nature of these
talent development environments, whereby early



18 e T. R. MCGLINCHEY ET AL.

professionalisation occurs, is problematic. Elite youth
footballers often develop strong, foreclosed athletic
identities whilst part of professional football academies,
which can lead to more severe psychosocial difficulties
post-release when this identity is lost (e.g., Brown &
Potrac, 2009; Gorman & Blackwood, 2025).
Furthermore, athletes with a strong athletic identity are
unlikely to consider alternative career trajectories
(Wiechman & Williams, 1997). However, a stronger
emphasis on elite youth footballers’ education can help
to broaden these athletes’ identities, aiding their adap-
tation to release and reducing the psychosocial impacts
they experience (Scandle et al., 2025). Therefore, as sug-
gested by a recent expert statement on creating effec-
tive holistic talent development environments (Gledhill
et al., 2025), a stronger onus should be placed on the
organisations, sports clubs and coaches associated with
athletes to prepare them for a possible life outside of
their sport.

The current review highlighted how the release pro-
cess itself and the way athletes are informed of their
release can be a traumatic experience which compounds
their release (e.g., McGlinchey et al., 2022). Thus, the
reviewed literature suggests athletes should be
informed of their release in a discrete, face-to-face meet-
ing with decision-makers providing reasons for their
release and using supportive communication (e.g.,
Raabe et al., 2020). Further research exploring coaches’
and organisations’ practice when releasing athletes is
warranted to create evidence-informed guidelines for
key stakeholders involved in the release process.

Following release, avoidance coping was associated
with athletes experiencing higher levels of psychological
distress, whilst athletes who used problem-focused and/
or active acceptance coping, experienced lower levels of
psychological distress. Thus, whilst part of talent develop-
ment programmes, there should be a strong emphasis on
developing athletes’ problem-focused coping strategies
as this may help to reduce psychosocial difficulties should
they be released. Following release, if athletes are strug-
gling to cope and experiencing psychosocial difficulties,
various studies have highlighted aftercare for athletes is
key (e.g., Blakelock & Slater, 2020), with support from
clubs, organisations and professional support services
being beneficial to help athletes deal with release.

Conclusion

The current review makes a novel contribution to the
field as the first of its kind to systematically review,
synthesise and appraise release literature. This review
appraised findings across different sports and nations,
highlighting differences cross-culturally in talent

development environments and their impact on ath-
letes’ experiences of release. In sum, the current review
outlined factors and resources associated with a more
problematic adaptation to release and crisis transition,
whereby athletes experience more psychosocial diffi-
culties, can include: a traumatic release procedure
whereby athletes lack control over their release, having
a high, foreclosed athletic identity and being unpre-
pared for their release, with a lack of a back-up plan or
educational qualifications, the use of avoidance coping
strategies, the disuse of social support and a lack of
support from their club or organisation following
release, which can result in the athlete experiencing
more severe psychosocial difficulties, such as psycho-
logical distress, depression, anxiety, social dysfunction,
identity loss and crisis. Factors and resources asso-
ciated with a less problematic adaptation to release
and successful transition, whereby athletes experience
less psychosocial difficulties, can include: athletes
being prepared for the transition, such as having
a back-up plan and a focus on education pre- or post-
release, the development and creation of new identi-
ties post release, the use of problem focused and/or
active acceptance coping strategies, the use of social
support and professional support post release, which
can lead to positive psychosocial impacts such as
increased resilience and posttraumatic growth in the
long-term. We advise key stakeholders involved in the
release process, such as organisations, coaches, par-
ents and athletes to consider the findings of this
review to improve the release process, thus supporting
athletes to more adaptatively transition from release.
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This appendix details the studies that were excluded from the review, and the reasons for their exclusion, after being assessed
against the eligibility criteria at the full text stage of the search process.
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