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Abstract 

This research determines whether participating in intercollegiate athletics is beneficial for 

student-athletes in preparing them for their careers after college sports. This research compares 

student-athletes to non-student athletes in wage gaps, mentoring skills, and emotional 

intelligence, and individual and team skills. This research also compares individual sport athletes 

to team sports athletes, showing the pros and cons of how each type of sport can be beneficial. 

This research also looks at how former student-athletes in certain job fields can benefit in the 

long term, 10 years into their careers, from their experience as a member of an athletics program 

and their willingness and ability to mentor others in a management role. It was concluded that 

participating in collegiate athletics is beneficial to building and formulating skills that transition 

from college athletics to the workforce. 
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Is there any value in college athletics for 98% of student-athletes who do not become 

professional athletes (National Collegiate Athletic Association, 2018)? A vast majority of college 

athletes become professionals outside of playing their sport. Is all the time and effort put into 

their athletic career wasted or is it preparing them for their future? It is easy to assume that the 

lessons learned in college athletics have value, but how do we know that? According to 

Henderson, Olbrecht, and Polacheck (2006) over the course of a lifetime, former college athletes 

make an average of 4% more than non-student athletes. This research looks at how college 

athletics prepares student-athletes for their jobs after their academic and athletics careers are 

over, in both team and individual sports. This research also looks at the student athlete’s 

experiences in comparison to non-student athletes. This research determines if there is a financial 

gain from being a member of a collegiate athletic program. 

                                  

Statement of the Problem 

  

         College athletics has been thought to be an important staple in developing life skills for 

student-athletes for decades. Most National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) student-

athletes spend hundreds of hours preparing for competition and building strong relationships 

with teammates without receiving full scholarships or compensation for their efforts. The hope is 

that all this dedication, hard work, and efforts to build strong relationships will translate into 

their work careers after their athletic careers are over.  

 If student-athletes did not have to go through the rigors of managing their time 

appropriately, sacrificing some of their desires for the good of the team, or disciplining 

themselves to do all the little things that are required of being an athlete, would employers be 

missing out on employees that have already been under immense pressure? There is always an 
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expectation to perform in sports and someone to hold you to a higher standard, an opportunity 

that not every student has. 

Are student-athletes stretched too thin with all their responsibilities and expectations? Is 

participating in athletics still worth it financially? This research will explore the benefits of 

student-athletes having to manage their time under strict deadlines, the strong character building 

that athletics entail, and if the skills they learn through athletics is worth the opportunity cost of 

working a job instead of playing a sport. This research compares former college athletes to non-

athletes and highlights the significance of the lessons learned and the mentoring ability of former 

student-athletes against their counterparts. 

Significance of the Study 

         It is important to discover if collegiate athletes are benefiting from all the extra sacrifices 

that they take on being a part of an athletic program. If there is no use or benefit from 

participating in college athletics, these same students could focus their time and efforts in other 

areas that might be well suited to prepare them for life after college. It is also important to 

discover whether hiring managers place value on collegiate athletics or if work experience is 

more valid in their point of view. This study will help prospective and current student-athletes 

determine if their participation in collegiate athletics is worth the cost and time. 

Purpose of the Study 

         The purpose of this study is to determine if participating in college athletics is worth it to 

98% of student-athletes who do not become professional athletes. Readers will be able to make a 

calculated decision on if their passion for the sport and consequences of being a student-athlete 

are validated overworking a job and managing their coursework. According to Comeaux and 

Harrison (2011) student-athletes have less time available for their academic pursuits, by 
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spending more than 40 hours per week dedicated to their sport. Those 40 hours are spent on the 

practice field, in the weight room, at games, and en route to games. 40 hours is a significant 

amount of time that could be used elsewhere in a student athlete’s life to either acquire an 

internship, work a paying job, or study to ensure they are eligible for scholarships or other high 

standing academic advantages. 

Definition of Terms 

Independent Skills-Time management, responsibility, motivation, and dedication (Sauer, 

Desmond, & Heinzelman, 2013) 

Interdependent Skills- Teamwork and relationship management skills as well as mentoring and 

emotional intelligence. (Sauer, Desmond, & Heinzelman, 2013) 

Mentoring- The development of a relationship between a less experienced and more experienced 

person, wherein the more experienced individual support, councils, and guides the protégé within 

a specific context. (Sauer, Desmond, & Heinzelman, 2013) 

Emotional Intelligence- Emotional intelligence refers to individual responses to intrapersonal 

or interpersonal emotional information and encompasses the identification, expression, 

understanding and regulation of personal or others’ emotions (Akelaitis & Malinauskus, 

2018). 

Delimitations of Research  

    This research was conducted from June 13, 2019 until October 3, 2019. The search tool that 

was used was the University of Wisconsin-Platteville Karrmann Library online database. The 

search terms used were “college athletes, NCAA athletes, and career development, and 

preparation, careers after college, student-athletes, emotional intelligence, mentoring, athletics, 
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career success, stress, and college athletics experience.” The sources used were peer-reviewed 

articles published in the last 20 years. 

Method of Approach  

        A brief review of how former NCAA student-athletes performed in their careers after 

graduating from college and moving on from their athletic careers was researched. A literature 

review of college athletes and their mental and physical training, the impact of learning work 

skills from those pieces of training, and the experience of being a part of an athletic program 

were conducted. Another review of literature on perceived success in the workplace and what 

leads to that success was conducted. The search terms used were “college athletes, NCAA 

athletes, and career development, and preparation, careers after college, student-athletes, 

emotional intelligence, mentoring, athletics, career success, stress, and college athletics 

experience.” The sources used were peer-reviewed articles published in the last 20 years. The 

findings were summarized in Chapter 2 of this paper.  Conclusions and recommendations are 

included in Chapter 3. 
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Chapter Two: Review of Related Literature 

 

Does College Athletics Build Better Employees?  

Current Status  

 Currently there are about 492,000 student-athletes participating in college athletics 

(NCAA, 2018). A large portion of student-athletes take a big risk in participating in collegiate 

athletics and it is important for them to decipher if they are setting themselves up for their future 

by learning the lessons of being on a collegiate athletics program. It takes a lot of time and in 

most cases money in order to be able to continue to play the sport they love. It is believed that 

lessons learned from participating in collegiate athletics are useful for student-athletes after 

graduation. 

Improvement of Individual Life Skills 

Being a member of a collegiate athletic program improves skills of time management, 

becoming more responsible for their actions, and working under pressure. All these 

characteristics are important to employers. College athletes are expected to be full-time students, 

attend a rigorous practice and game schedule during their athletic season, watch the film on their 

performance, study future opponents, lift weights, and work on their cardiovascular endurance. 

On top of these things, college freshmen and transfer student-athletes also have to deal with the 

new surroundings and routines which adds stress. This experience teaches most student-athletes 

how to prioritize the important tasks throughout the day and week. Most businesses seek 

employees who demonstrate those skills described (Camp, R., Tanguay, D., Endres, M., & 

Torres, E., 2014).  
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Potuto & O’Hanlon (2007) surveyed 921 NCAA Division I athletes to determine if they 

felt their experience as a student-athlete was beneficial for their overall development while in 

college. 98% of respondents claimed that participating in college athletics affected their 

teamwork and leadership skills, 97% felt college athletics affected their ability to take 

responsibility for themselves, and 94% felt college athletics affected their ability to make 

decisions and time management skills. If student-athletes are feeling confident about their 

abilities in teamwork and leadership skills, taking responsibility, and decision making, they are 

being prepared for added responsibilities in the workforce.  Reading further into this survey, 95% 

of respondents believe the skills and values they learned through collegiate athletics will help 

them get the career they desire and 86% believe that the relationships they have built through 

networking will help them get a desired job in the future. The fact that student-athletes gain an 

ability to network is also a key function of them participating in college athletics. Being on a 

college athletic team is essentially a fraternity or sorority that connects former student-athletes to 

each other in a unique and interesting way. This is a positive consequence of being a collegiate 

athlete that can pay dividends down the road in a formal career. 

Improvement of Interdependent Skills 

Collegiate athletes also improve their interpersonal skills of mentoring and emotional 

intelligence while being a member of an athletic program. This allows student-athletes to learn 

how to manage others and coach them into becoming better at certain tasks (Sauer, Desmond, & 

Heinzelman, 2013).  The two most important and measurable focal points are mentoring and 

emotional intelligence. These two are likely to be impacted by student athlete’s experiences 

outside of the classroom. Student-athletes can look at their experience as an athlete as an 
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investment and the return on their investment is being mentored, learning how to mentor, and 

gaining in emotional intelligence.   

Mentoring 

Mentoring plays a major role in collegiate athletics. Student-athletes are in a constant 

cycle of mentoring others or being mentored by coaches and teammates. According to research, 

student-athletes give and receive more mentoring than non-student athletes (Sauer, Desmond, & 

Heinzelman, 2013). Peer coaching is when a student-athlete serves as both a player-coach and 

coached player (Merian & Snyder, 2015). This role of peer coaching is applicable on the field, 

but also in situations off the field regarding how to get around campus, where to eat, and what 

classes to take. A lot of times these mentoring relationships look like big brother/big sister 

approaches, where an upperclassman or more experienced player looks out for a younger 

teammate. According to Merian and Snyder (2015), peer to peer coaching boosted self-

confidence, communication skills, and relationships.  

Emotional Intelligence 

Emotional Intelligence is the ability to understand personal emotions, interpret other 

emotions, using emotions to think, and manage emotions (Sauer, Desmond, & Heinzelman, 

2013). Participating in college athletics allows for student-athletes to be investing in working 

with other people in an intimate setting allowing for growth in these areas. They must figure out 

how to manage competing against and with their teammates in order to find success on the field. 

Many managers stated that they were greatly impacted by being a member of a collegiate sports 

program that helped them become stronger with their emotional intelligence. 

One of the major emotions that college students have to emotionally prepare for is 

perceived stress. Perceived stress affects all students academically to varying degrees. According 
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to Kausar (2010) 42.5% of surveyed students reported moderate levels of stress and 27% said 

their stress was beyond a manageable level. These numbers were taken from the general student 

body. On top of just having to do their homework and make class meetings, student-athletes are 

under more stress to hold an acceptable grade point average to remain eligible to participate in 

college athletics and have less time available to focus on their coursework. 

Another study carried out by Ross, Niebling, & Heckert (1999) suggests that 5 of the top 

40 stressors of college students include changes in sleeping habits, vacations/breaks, changes in 

eating habits, increased workload, and new responsibilities (Kausar, 2010). Student-athletes get 

help monitoring these items from mentoring from their coaches. On top of that, student-athletes 

have to deal with increased workloads during their athletic season. With this extra stress comes 

the opportunity for the student-athletes to grow and deal with the pressure of their academic and 

athletic calendars. This allows for a higher emotional intelligence that is gained through 

participating in collegiate athletics. 

Individual versus Team Sports 

 After review of Camp, Tanguay, Endres, & Torres (2014) work, college athletes must be 

divided into a couple of categories: athletes that participated in strictly individual sports or 

strictly team sports. A member of a football team is more likely to rely on other members of the 

team to take care of their job in order for the team to function, whereas a member of the 

wrestling team might just support the other members of his or her team. Camp, Tanguay, Endres, 

& Torres (2014) liken the football team to a surgical team where each member of the team has a 

different task to help execute a combined goal. A wrestling team member needs to go out and 

perform well individually, and if all the other wrestlers perform well the team is successful, 
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which they liken to a sales team. There is a difference in the level of commitment and desire put 

into collaboration and teamwork in these separate types of teams.  

As stated before, team sports rely on each person taking care of their duty in order to 

execute successfully on the desired task. This is not an easy task to replicate for students 

attending college outside of athletics and this is thought to be a major advantage for student-

athletes once they enter the workforce. As Camp, Tanguay, Endres, & Torres (2014) stated: 

Business organizations often spend a great deal of time and energy trying to get their 

members to coordinate their efforts and move in the same direction, while at the same 

time using their competitive desires to do their personal best and benefit the team. These 

are the types of skills that can be effectively learned and demonstrated from 

interdependent team-based athletic activities. 

Student-athletes already have experience in this type of environment and have seen success or 

failure, which can be a great teacher, of how running a team is operated. On top of this, team 

sport student-athletes have also overcome obstacles by using collaboration with others in order to 

achieve goals. This experience can be replicated in other activities, but collegiate athletics offers 

a unique and competitive format in which to do this. According to Akelaitis & Malinauskus 

(2018), student-athletes that participate in team sports have more developed emotional skills than 

those who participate in individual sports, specifically in self-management, self-motivation, and 

social skills. This could be explained by the need to prepare one’s self for the good of the team as 

opposed to just finding individual success. There is an expectation in team sports that a student-

athlete must be held accountable so that his or her teammates do not fail because of that student 

athlete’s inability to be prepared or perform in a contest. Individual sport athletes are only 

concerned about how they prepare and perform with no added pressure from teammates. 
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Student-athletes that who participate in individual sports still must work as part of a team, 

but they do not rely on others to get the job done. Like the previous example of being a part of a 

sales team, the individualized athletes have a job to do on their own and if the team is to be 

successful, everyone works independently to achieve success. This is a completely different type 

of team building and mentoring. 

Castro-Sanchez, Zurita-Ortega, Chacon-Cuberos, Lopez-Gutierrez, and Zafra-Santos 

(2018) research supports Akelaitis and Malinauskus (2018) stating that it is shown how athletes 

in team sports are better at managing their emotions than individual sport athletes. They believe 

that team sports athletes have an advantage in coping with social situations due to their reliance 

on their teammates in the participation of their sport. Individual sport athletes are focused more 

on their personal performance; therefore, they do not have the same level of interaction or 

cohesion with their teammates. Another major reason is that individual sport athletes are in direct 

competition against their teammates for playing time, whereas a lot of team sports athletes 

merely want to stand out amongst their peers. Playing time is available for more members of 

team sports while individual sport athletes have an extremely limited number of spots to 

participate in intercollegiate competition. 

Individual sport athletes can manage stressful situations better than team sport athletes 

due to the fact then when faced with adversity in their sport, individual sport athletes only must 

control their personal emotions in order to get out of the stressful situation in their sport. They do 

not have to manage or understand many other people’s emotions in order to turn things around. 

Team sport athletes need to manage their own emotions, but also the emotions of their 

teammates in order to handle stressful situations, which is more difficult to attain, but if handled 

correctly can be alike time skill that is applicable in the workforce. 
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Wages in the Workforce 

Another indication of success is the earnings of former collegiate athletes. Studies have 

shown that former college athletes earn slightly less coming out of college than non-athletes, but 

the lessons they learn from being mentored and mentoring others take root and allow the former 

college athletes to rise up to management positions in the next phase of their careers, about 10 

years after their athletic careers are complete (Sauer, Desmond, & Hintzleman, 2013).  

Henderson, Olbrecht, and Polachek (2006) researched the wage difference in college 

athletes and non-college athletes over four main fields: manual labor, business, military, and 

teaching. Three of the four fields showed a 1.5%-9% average wage premium was higher for 

collegiate athletes. Former college athletes that entered education actually made 8% less than 

non-student athletes.  

Summary 

        This research looks at the ability of former student-athletes to have a high capacity for 

mentoring others and being mentored by others, a high emotional intelligence, independent and 

interdependent skills learned by collegiate student-athletes, as well as wage patterns over the 

cycle of year years after graduation from college. The research also shows that skills learned 

from managing time after participating in college athletics can be useful and desirable for hiring 

managers after graduation from college. This research ties together and draws conclusions that 

college athletics is beneficial for student-athletes to participate in and set the foundation for a 

bright future in many occupations.  
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Chapter Three: Conclusions and Recommendations 

Conclusion 

Based on this research it is suggested that participating in college athletics is beneficial 

for former student-athletes in their post-athletic careers. In general, the most influential aspects 

of college athletics are mentoring other teammates and having higher emotional intelligence. 

Collegiate team sport athletes have a stronger ability to coordinate their efforts to work together 

with others, while collegiate individual sport athletes are able to manage their stress levels above 

the average student. Both of these skills set collegiate student-athletes up for success in their 

careers over the average student. Also, the indication that collegiate athletes tend to do well in a 

managerial career 10 years into their post-athletic careers indicates that collegiate athletics is a 

big factor in developing their management and team-building skills. By competing in college 

athletics, former student-athletes join a brotherhood or sisterhood of being a part of either a 

sport, conference, or school that allows them to share a bond with other former athletes and use it 

as a networking tool to further their career.  

 It should be noted that former college athletes can struggle in the initial years after 

graduating from college and finding a job that fits their skill sets. Only after being an entry-level 

employee and using the mentoring skills they attained during their time in athletics for some time 

do former college athletes rise up to management positions where they can earn a higher wage 

than non-athletes. This research does not say that non-athletes do not have the ability to have 

mentoring and management skills, but rather than former college athletes generally have an 

advantage after being in a college athletics environment for a significant amount of time that 

fosters their skills to become strong leaders. 
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Further Research 

The next researcher will be able to take this study and divide it into small subcategories 

of females and males. There may be a gap in the length of time it takes females vs males to rise 

in management positions. There also could be differences in the development of individual and 

team-based skills if this was broken down by gender. Other research could be conducted on 

breaking down the disciplines of jobs that former collegiate student-athletes are attaining upon 

graduation. Another subcategory could be looking at student-athletes that are on an athletic 

scholarship versus student-athletes that are not on an athletic scholarship and determining if that 

aspect factors into the success and failure of the student-athletes in the beginning stages of their 

post-athletic careers. The next researcher can also investigate success in careers over time. For 

example, former student-athletes may not have success within 5 years of graduation, but 20 years 

down the line, they may be managing at a very high level.  
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