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The redshirt freshman year is often used by athletics programs to build incoming
athletes’ physical skills without compromising a year of eligibility. While one line of
thought suggests this year allows athletes to adjust to campus life and pursue class-
room interests, another describes the redshirt freshman year as a challenge, as one
goes from being a key player in high school to benched their first year of college.
Despite this being a crucial time for athletes’ development, little is understood about
the redshirt experience and its social and psychological effects on athletes. This
study investigated athletes’ identity development through a theoretical coupling of
Schlossberg’s (1981) Transition Theory and Erikson’s (1950) Stages of Psychoso-
cial Development. We conducted semi-structured interviews with 11 Division II
football athletes who redshirted their freshman year. Findings noted four consistent
themes: (1) athletes’ perceptions of their uniqueness and distinction in high school,
(2) determination through the redshirt freshman year, (3) subsequent team isolation,
and (4) little desire for team intimacy. Implications of this study include the impor-
tance of transparency during the redshirt freshman year and intentionally integrating
athletes into team communities.
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The redshirt year is used by college coaches and athletes—often first years—to

enhance an athlete’s sport skills and academic acclimation while not compromising
a year of athletic eligibility (Walker, 2024). Per National Collegiate Athletic As-
sociation (NCAA) policies, college athletes generally have five years to complete
four years of sport eligibility (Gibson & Tally, 2019; NCAA Division II Manual,
2023-2024). However, issues related to the COVID-19 pandemic and injuries extend
many athletes’ eligibility to include additional years of participation opportunities
(NCAA Division I Manual, 2023-2024). Barring these exceptions, athletes can use

one redshirt year.

Journal of Intercollegiate Sport, 2026, 19.1

@@@ © 2026 the Authors

rearmarw This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.




184 Kloetzer et al.

Redshirting is only available to athletes in NCAA Divisions I and II. Institutions
in Divisions I and II offer athletic scholarships and the goal of redshirting is to pre-
serve athletic eligibility of athletes. To ensure transparency, coaches often initiate the
redshirt discussion with athletes during recruitment or as the athlete transitions into
their first year of college (Gibson & Tally, 2019; Walker, 2024). Some key advan-
tages of the redshirt freshman year for athletes include the ability to adjust to a new
campus and life without hometown family and friends, pursue emerging classroom
interests, and obtain an advanced degree during their final year of eligibility. How-
ever, current literature also describes the redshirt freshman year as a challenge, as an
athlete often transitions from being a high school star to riding the bench for an entire
season (Matteo, 2023; Walker, 2024). Indeed, such difficulties have social and psy-
chological ramifications for redshirt freshmen athletes (Medley, 2018). Transitions
from star to redshirt might be particularly difficult for athletes in the high-profile
sports of men’s basketball and football given their tendency to overdevelop athletic
roles and identities (Brewer et al., 1993; Brewer & Petitpas, 2017). Still, athletes in
these high-profile sports are the most likely to utilize the redshirt freshman year as
they transition from high school to college competition (Ingram & Huffman, 2017;
Walker, 2024).

The Redshirt Freshman Experience

The current research on redshirt college athletes is predominantly limited to
dissertations, indicating a gap in refereed scholarship on this unique yet important
area of study. Still, the limited scholarship in this area has produced mixed findings.
Medley (2018) interviewed 12 Division II basketball redshirt freshmen on their ex-
periences with the redshirt freshman year in relation to their holistic development.
Findings suggested this year was a difficult transition for this sample of athletes,
with symptoms of identity confusion and feelings of being overlooked and frustrated
with the lack of playing time. However, participants noted under support systems
from the coach and athletic department, they ultimately grew from their redshirt year
(Medley, 2018).

Using the Athletic Identity Measurement Scale (AIMS), created by Brewer et al.
(1993), Oldham (2022) compared redshirts’ athletic identity to non-redshirt’s athletic
identity. Using survey responses from Division I athletes (N = 398), and controlling
for gender, race, ethnicity, and age, results indicated no differences in one’s athletic
identity and self-esteem between redshirt athletes and non-redshirt athletes. It is im-
portant to note Oldham (2022) utilized medical redshirts and freshmen redshirts to
compose the sample, which may have an influence on study results, due to potential
varied experiences between injured and healthy players.

The findings above demonstrate a mixture of advantages and disadvantages
of the transitional process of the redshirt freshman year. Additionally, most of this
research centers the experiences of athletes in the (formerly) Power Five Confer-
ences—the Atlantic Coast Conference (ACC), Big Ten, Big 12, Pac-12, and South-
eastern Conference (SEC) (Ingram & Huffman, 2017). Power Five institutions com-
prise less than 7% of the entire NCAA. With this in mind, NCAA demographics
show there were 8,241 Power Five football athletes in 2022, while there were 20,163
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non-Power Five and Division II football athletes that same year (NCAA, 2022). So,
failing to consider the experiences of athletes outside of the Power Five—and even
outside Division [—leaves much to be explored and understood about these athletes’
opportunities, particularly considering their experiences with the redshirt freshman
year.

While the NCAA, coaches, and other sport stakeholders espouse physical and
academic benefits of the redshirt freshman year (Walker, 2024), there is limited re-
search bolstering these claims. Similarly, there is limited scholarly exploration of
athletes’ redshirt experiences, especially with their identity changes as they transi-
tion from high school star to redshirt freshman and out of their redshirt freshman
year to full participation. Thus, additional research is necessary to provide a more
complete picture of the redshirt freshman experience, especially concerning identity
development (Gayles & Baker, 2015; Matteo, 2023).

Athletic Identity

Athletic identity describes the level at which an individual identifies with their
athletic role (Brewer et al., 1993; Oldham, 2022). This athletic identity is influenced
not only by an athlete’s level of competition (Lamont-Mills & Christensen, 2006),
but also by the time they spend participating in sport (Coté et al., 2007) and their
interest in sport (Lamont-Mills & Christensen, 2006). While the focus of athletic
identity literature often centers Division I athletes (level of competition; Beamon,
2012; Steele et al., 2020), athletic identity development and over-identification as an
athlete can and does influence athletes across the NCAA (Co6té et al., 2007; Foster
& Huml, 2017; Harry & Weight, 2021). Higher levels of athletic identity may lead
to identity foreclosure, which, in the sport context, involves one’s “commitment to
the athlete role in the absence of exploration of occupational or ideological alterna-
tives” (Brewer & Petitpas, 2017, p. 118). An athlete with a foreclosed identity will
prioritize their athletic identity over identities in their academic and social spheres.

Brewer and Petitpas (2017) noted identity foreclosure is strengthened from out-
side influences, including those described as key parts of Schlossberg’s (1981) tran-
sition environment. Such outside influences strengthening identity can come from
individuals in the internal support systems—family members, coaches, teammates,
and others on campus—who only or predominantly give positive feedback and
praise for athletic success compared to academic success (Jayakumar & Comeaux,
2016). Similarly, the structure of college athletics, including institutional support or
lack of support, available resources, and culture and values, may also play a role in
signaling the importance of athletic identity over the development of other identities
(Jayakumar & Comeaux, 2016; Steele et al., 2020).

Other important factors involved in athlete identity emerge concerning race and
sport, with perhaps the strongest athletic identities emerging amongst Black men in
the highly commercialized sports of football and men’s basketball (Beamon, 2012;
Harrison et al., 2011; Jayakumar & Comeaux, 2016). For example, Beamon (2012)
conducted 20 ethnographic interviews with former Division I Black football and
men’s basketball players by examining their experiences with identity foreclosure.
Former athletes in the sample noted support systems and institutional culture per-



186 Kloetzer et al.

petuated notions that they were just athletes. Similarly, even with some participants
being decades removed from sport, the majority still strongly identified with their
athletic role (Beamon, 2012). While identity foreclosure may be especially problem-
atic for Black men in football and men’s basketball, research notes this phenomenon
is a prevalent experience for most college athletes (Houle et al., 2010; Lally, 2007;
Lally & Kerr, 2005).

Managing the potential for identity foreclosure becomes increasingly difficult
for college athletes during times of transition, such as moving from high school to
college or college to post-competition life (Harry & Weight, 2021; Stokowski et al.,
2019). During transitions, athletes are faced with managing various, often conflict-
ing, roles and must work to address identity conflict and diffusion (Erikson, 1950).
During a transition, identity foreclosure and focusing on one role, like athletics,
may seem easier in the moment (Brewer & Petitpas, 2017; Jayakumar & Comeaux,
2016). With this in mind, similar findings may emerge during athletes’ transitional
period of the redshirt freshman year.

Theoretical Framework

The foundation of this study is a theoretical coupling of Schlossberg’s (1981)
Transition Theory and Erikson’s (1950) Stage Model for Psychosocial Development.
Nancy Schlossberg established Transition Theory (1981), a framework for under-
standing the process individuals navigate when they experience life transitions. Ac-
cording to Schlossberg (1981), a transition is an event or nonevent prompting an
individual to change their assumptions about themselves and/or the world around
them and shift their behaviors. Importantly, transitions are a process, rather than a
singular moment in time (e.g., one day you are a redshirt athlete, the next you are not;
Goodman et al., 2006; Schlossberg, 1981). Considering the transition itself, Schloss-
berg (1981) offered five key aspects in the transition: the transition itself, perceptions
of the transition, individual characteristics, transition environment, and adaptation.
Taken together, these components determine an individual’s success and/or struggles
during transitions.

Perceptions of the transition encompass an individual’s view on the process and
could involve role gains/losses, transition sources, and stress from the process. Pre-
vious research notes one of the biggest factors for athletes in their perceptions of
transition processes is their role change—gain or loss—and its connection to athletic
identity (Harry & Weight, 2021; Lally, 2007; Stokowski et al., 2019; Weight et al.,
2020).

Connected to perceptions of transitions are one’s individual characteristics.
Schlossberg (1981) posited there are eight individual characteristics that influence
transitions: Sex, race, age, health, class, psychosocial competence, value orienta-
tions, and previous experiences with transitions. Additionally, she highlighted the
significance of the transition environment. This includes the physical setting, inter-
nal support systems, and institutional supports. When it comes to college athletics,
internal supports include relationships with significant others, coaches, teammates,
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family, and friends outside of sports. Institutional supports center around program-
ming and resources provided by the athletic department and personnel (e.g., Harry
& Weight, 2021).

The final component of Transition Theory is the adaptation to the transition, or
how one moves through a life change to reconfigure their thoughts and actions. The
transition is no longer integrated in a way that is stressful or distracting (Schlossberg,
1981). Adaptation is determined by the balance of one’s resources and differences
pre/post-transition between the aforementioned components: perceptions, individual
characteristics, and the environment.

Schlossberg’s (1981) framework is perhaps the most commonly used theory
to examine the experiences of college athletes transitioning out of sport (Harry &
Weight, 2021; Kloetzer & Taylor, 2023). And while this work is seminal in the ath-
lete development field, more attention should be given to other transitional experi-
ences within collegiate sport, such as the transition into college athletics. In addition,
Schlossberg’s (1981) Transition Theory is rarely combined with other developmental
lenses to explore athlete experiences (Patton et al., 2016). So, in it with Erikson’s
(1950) model for Psychosocial Development, we offer an extension to the field’s
understanding of athlete development and transitions, particularly when it comes to
redshirt football athletes.

Erik Erikson was the first clinical psychologist to define the identity develop-
ment journey from adolescence through adulthood, emphasizing social interactions,
relationships, and context in this process (Patton et al., 2016). Each developmental
stage is defined by a conflict or crisis—a point in which an individual must grow or
change—to transition into the next stage. Similarly, a life transition also prompts the
conflict and/or crisis that Erikson (1950) described in his Psychosocial Development
model. If no psychosocial growth takes place, the individual will stay at that stage
socially due to a lack of certain skills needed in self- development (Erikson, 1950).

Stages one through four include childhood, entrance into adolescence, and
emerging adulthood. Stage Five is the crux of one’s identity development (Patton
et al., 2016). Finally, stages six through eight comprise adulthood. Given the ages
of the general college athlete population and our sample we focused on Stages Five
(Identity versus Identity Diffusion) and Six (Intimacy versus Isolation). Table 1
briefly summarizes the first four stages before athletes reach college and incorporates
a sport-related example in each.

Within the sport context, athletes typically finish high school having mastered
different skills, like athleticism, and have a sense of competency in their sport (Erik-
son, 1950; Patton et al., 2016). With these skills in hand, many athletes will arrive
at college during Stage Five: Identity versus Identity Diffusion (ages 12-18; Erik-
son, 1950). Stage Five marks an important era in the development of the self with
Patton and colleagues (2016) claiming “it signals the transition between childhood
and adulthood and a push to define oneself” (p. 289). At this point, individuals are
dealing with their identity and their ego.
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Table 1
Stages 1-4 of Psychosocial Development Adapted from Erikson (1950)
Stage Explanation Sport Example
1. Trust vs. Mistrust (Birth-18  Trust in an adult for An individual learning how
months) dependency to float in a pool
Developing indepen- An individual choosing

2. Autonomy vs. Shame and

Doubt (18 months-3 years) flence .and decision-mak- ~ what sports they want to
ing skills play
3. Initiative vs. Guilt (3-5 Asserting power and Initiating leadership in a
years) control over environment  team setting
Beginning to develop a Earning a first-place finish
4. Industry vs. Inferiority sense of pride in their in a track race and bringing
(6-11 years) accomplishments and the medal to school the next
abilities day

Identity “provides a sense of continuity within the self and in interaction with
others” (Rageliene, 2016, p. 97), as well as distinction between the self and others
(uniqueness). Furthermore, individuals are navigating how they see themselves and
how others perceive them, which further aligns with Schlossberg’s (1981) discussion
of individual characteristics in the transition. Ego is one’s perception of their identity
or sense of self. As an individual moves through and masters each of Erikson’s stages
and resolves conflicts within those stages, this ego strengthens (Patton et al., 2016).
However, there is a struggle to develop and define a core sense of self, Erikson
(1950) described this state as identity diffusion. Diffusion is particularly problematic
when one does not feel they have created a clear sense of self or purpose (Patton
et al., 2016). Additionally, diffusion may cause an individual to over-identify with
one role over others due to comfort within one role and fear of other roles. This is
not unlike an athlete foreclosing identities outside of sport and focusing solely on
cultivating their athlete identity (Brewer & Petitpas, 2017). Finally, diffusion and
over-identification with certain roles often leads to struggles in transitions that in-
volve significant role changes, such as a high school athlete transitioning to college
competitions and an athlete moving from redshirt to non-redshirt (Gayles & Baker,
2015; Matteo, 2023).

So, in Stage Five, youth (e.g., entering college athletes) seek out “real accom-
plishments” or achievements that have “real meaning in their culture” (Erikson,
1950, p. 90). For high school athletes transitioning to college, this can include win-
ning a state championship or earning a college scholarship. Through these “real ac-
complishments,” they begin to develop their identity, and possibly ego. For athletes,
as their athletic capabilities grow, they gain recognition from others (e.g., family,
peers, recruiters, etc.) for their skills and accomplishments. This attention not only
develops an athlete’s ego but may also establish an athlete’s identity as a star. Identity
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development as a star high school athlete may pose future challenges, specifically if
an athlete redshirts their freshman year of college (Medley, 2018). Indeed, an athlete
used to starring in game winning plays who transitions to sitting out for an entire
college season may suffer from identity and ego struggles (Medley, 2018; Walk-
er, 2024). This hurdle can result in identity diffusion, and possibly role engulfment
(Erikson, 1950).

Stage Six, Intimacy versus Isolation (ages 18-40), provides enhanced under-
standing for examining college athletes’ developmental experiences. Erikson (1950)
posited after the identity development of Stage Five, one needs to develop intimate
relationships with others to avoid distantiation, or isolation. So, for individuals to
successfully maneuver Stage Six and establish healthy relationships which helps
them cultivate intimacy, they must have a strong sense of their identity/identities
(Patton et al., 2016). In the case of college athletes, these identities include those
related to their athlete, student, and social roles. Similarly, relationships in this stage
often include those from home, like family and friends, and new teammates and oth-
er athletes, coaches, non-athletes, and faculty. During their early years and through-
out college, athletes are away from family (often for the first time), navigating new
social circles (e.g., classmates and teammates), and learning their interests and skills
(inside and outside of sports). Therefore, developing meaningful relationships within
their athletic circles and ideally across campus (Jayakumar & Comeaux, 2016), is
essential for athletes to transition through this stage.

Importantly, Stage Six marks not only the beginning of adulthood, but also the
period in which one often solidifies their permanent identity or “commitment for
life” (Erikson, 1950, p. 111). This identity commitment is often connected to one’s
environment, including the physical space and internal and institutional supports
(Schlossberg, 1981). For college athletes, the environment of campus and sport play
particularly vital roles influencing commitments and thus identity development.
For athletes in Stage Six, an over commitment to one identity at this developmental
point, often the athlete identity (Brewer et al., 1993), may mean struggles for the
athlete in later psychosocial stages.

In the context of this study, an athlete’s successful transition through the redshirt
freshman year would include identity development and intimacy building across
athletics, academic, and social domains. However, a transition often poses challeng-
es for athletes, including redshirts, as they maneuver through conflict and/or crisis
in order to move on—or transition—into the next stage of development. Despite
many athletes using a redshirt freshman year (Matteo, 2023; Medley, 2018; Oldman,
2022), little is understood about how the redshirt experience—and the transitions
within—supports or hinders athletes’ identity development in Stage Five or estab-
lishes or limits athletes’ intimacy in Stage Six. So, the influence of the redshirt fresh-
man year, a transitional time with potential identity struggles and isolation, should
be further explored through psychosocial and transitory lenses. Thus, the redshirt
freshman year could result in permanent shifts in athletes’ identity and long-term
identity development processes (Erikson, 1950; Schlossberg, 1981).
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Thus, through the lens of Schlossberg’s (1981) Transition Theory and Erikson’s
(1950) Stages of Psychosocial Development, we examined athletes’ identity devel-
opment as they transitioned from high school to their redshirt freshman year and then
transitioned from redshirt freshman year to full sport participation. This study was
guided by the following research questions:

1. How do football players’ identities develop through the transition from high

school to the redshirt freshman year?

2. How do football players’ identities develop through the transition from the

redshirt freshman year to full eligibility?

Method

Participants and Recruitment

A purposive sampling method was utilized to conduct semi-structured inter-
views with 11 participants from four Midwest Division II football programs. Pur-
posive sampling relies on researcher judgment when selecting potential participants
from a population (Miles et al., 2019; Palinkas et al., 2015). The four institutions
were selected due to their Division II classification and localized proximity to each
other. Project funding was part of a greater regional focused grant, and thus, dictated
region and institution selection. Participants were required to be an active member of
the football team and must have utilized their redshirt freshman year during the 2020
or 2021 football season. These criteria ensured participants had both completed their
redshirt freshman year while also completing at least one season of eligibility. This
would potentially allow time for athletes to have developed a deeper reflection of the
redshirt experience and its role in their identity development, given they are through
the transition of high school to the redshirt freshman year as well as the transition of
redshirt freshman year to full eligibility. Following IRB approval, all potential par-
ticipants eligible for this study were recruited by email. Two follow-up emails were
sent out to gain enough participants to reach saturation (n = 11).

Participants redshirted either in the 2020 (n = 2) or 2021 (n = 9) football sea-
sons with all participants still competing at the time of the interview. One partici-
pant, Ethan, transferred following his redshirt season to one of the four intuitions
represented in this study (See Table 2 for more information). It is important to note
these participants were redshirting in and around the COVID-19 pandemic. While
participants noted some change to their academic experience (e.g., online classes),
but limited shifts in their football experience.
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Table 2
Participant Demographics
Pseudonym Race & Ethnicity Sub-team Ri?:im

Aidan* White, Non-Hispanic Linebacker 2020
Ben* White, Hispanic Defensive back 2021
Caleb* White, Non-Hispanic Offensive Lineman 2020
Drew* White, Hispanic Linebacker 2021
Ethan* White, Non-Hispanic Offensive Lineman 2021
Frank* White, Non-Hispanic Linebacker 2021
George* White, Non-Hispanic Linebacker 2021
Harrison White, Non-Hispanic Quarterback 2021
Isaac Black Wide Receiver 2021
Jack White, Non-Hispanic Quarterback 2021
Kai White, Non-Hispanic Linebacker 2021

*allowed recording

Data Collection

A semi-structured interview protocol was created to explore participants’ ret-
rospective perceptions of the redshirt freshman year and their identity development
throughout the process. Semi-structured interviews involve a process in which the
interviewer has a set of pre-determined but open-ended questions designed to fa-
cilitate open dialogue across redshirt-related topics (Creswell & Creswell, 2018;
Miles et al., 2019). To bolster validity of the interview protocol, it was reviewed by
a scholar specializing in both interview methods and college athlete development
(Miles et al., 2019). Interview questions centered high school experiences, the tran-
sition from high school to the redshirt freshman year (e.g., During this year, did your
view of yourself as an athlete change? Your value on a team? Your identity as an
athlete?), and the transition from redshirt freshman to full football participant (e.g.,
If/when you did play for your team, how did this impact your identity as a football
athlete? Did you experience changes in relationships with your teammates? And/or
with your coaches?).

Interviews were conducted via Zoom to accommodate the locations of research-
ers and participants. Importantly, only one researcher was involved in the data collec-
tion to limit participants’ distraction and built rapport due to the potentially sensitive
nature of topics like development and transitions (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This re-
searcher is a former athlete and made this known to participants to develop a sense of
rapport (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Interviews averaged 45 minutes in length with six
participants consenting to being recorded/transcribed. In the other five interviews,
the researcher took detailed notes on participants’ responses (Miles et al., 2019).
At the conclusion of each interview, all notes were compiled with the transcription
document, if present. These transcription documents were initially generated via the
zoom app, then edited for accuracy by the researchers.
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Data Analysis

Both researchers were involved in the data analysis. In reading through the
transcripts and interview notes, researchers performed analytic memoing, fostering
deeper reflections in the analysis process (Miles et al., 2019). Through this process,
each researcher read and re-read each transcript to familiarize themselves with the
data and develop in-depth memos (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). From there, the
research team met regularly to create the codebook from Schlossberg’s (1981) Tran-
sition Theory and Erikson’s (1950) Stages of Psychosocial Development, thus utiliz-
ing a deductive coding strategy. Deductive coding helps harmonize studies with mul-
tiple theories and further ties theories with research questions and methods (Miles et
al., 2019; Saldaia, 2013). Given the unique coupling of Schlossberg’s and Erikson’s
theories, utilizing deductive coding was appropriate for this study.

Through this coding process, both evaluation and emotion strategies were em-
ployed (Saldafia, 2013). First, evaluation coding was used to analyze the judgments
and appraisals made by participants regarding experiences (1) transitioning from
high school to their redshirt freshman year, (b) the redshirt year itself, and (c) transi-
tioning from redshirting to full participation. Evaluation coding describes a process/
practice, like redshirting, and helps assess the quality of this process/practice (Patton,
2002). Furthermore, this method assisted in exploring how the redshirt freshman
year influenced athletes’ identities over the three periods. Evaluation coding also as-
sists in elucidating recommendations to inform improvements for the process/prac-
tice under investigation (Saldafia, 2013).

Second, emotion coding was used to advance understanding of the values and
attitudes athletes expressed about their redshirt freshman year and related experi-
ences. Saldafna (2013) stated that emotion coding “tap[s] into the inner cognitive
systems of participants” (p. 5). By capturing their feelings—such as frustration, mo-
tivation, anxiety, or growth—emotion coding provided deeper insight into how ath-
letes internalized and made sense of this transitional period. Such examination into
these inner thoughts of athletes is key to deeply understanding their identity and ego
development or diffusion and experiences with intimacy or isolation (Erikson, 1950;
Patton et al., 2016).

From the strategies above, researchers were able to produce thick, rich descrip-
tions of the data, bolstering credibility (Saldafia, 2013). In addition, themes were cre-
ated, uncovering recurring patterns from participants’ narratives about their redshirt
freshman experiences. The theming process involved multiple cycles of analysis,
where initial codes were refined and synthesized into overarching themes that best
captured the athletes’ collective experiences. The research team met regularly to en-
sure analyses were congruent. When there was a disagreement within the coding and
theming process, the research team discussed until an agreement was made (Saldafia,
2013). By iteratively comparing data across participants, the researchers ensured
themes were grounded in the lived experiences of the athletes rather than imposed
by external assumptions (Miles et al., 2019; Saldafia, 2013). Ultimately, participants
described the redshirt freshman year as challenging, but ultimately a worthwhile
experience. These themes are expanded upon below in the Findings and Discussion
with implications to follow.
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Findings and Discussion

Four themes describe the participants’ experiences before, during, and after the
redshirt freshmen year as it relates to their identity development: (1) uniqueness and
distinction during high school, (2) determination through the redshirt freshman year,
(3) team isolation, and (4) little desire for team intimacy. The following subsections
describe the aforementioned themes in detail and aim to describe the sequential pro-
cess of participants’ experiences. The themes are further connected to Schlossberg’s
(1981) Transition Theory and Erikson’s (1950) Psychosocial Development Model.

Uniqueness and Distinction During High School

Overall, participants described their high school football experiences as over-
whelmingly positive. All athletes competed for their high school teams, many of
which were in small towns where attending football games on Friday nights was
the main activity. Frank expressed how significant it was to play for his high school
team:

I guess being in a small town... it’s a big deal. Every Friday that’s what
everybody’s doing. The town, the traditions. I wouldn’t say our school was
like football only, per se. But I'd say predominantly if people were gonna
go to a sporting event, it was gonna be football. And we’re traditionally a
pretty good high school. So yeah, it was always a pretty big deal.
Other players noted how this energetic atmosphere created by the local and school
communities made them passionate about the sport. For example, Harrison noted
Fridays were his favorite day of the week, feeling a “high” off the energy of home
games. He stated this atmosphere not only allowed him to build strong connections
with his high school teammates, but also fostered his love for football. So, the sup-
portive environment from football created team and community intimacy for partic-
ipants (Erikson, 1950). In fact, no athlete interviewed expressed feelings of isolation
during high school as a result of their football experience. It is likely intimacy was
also established as participants had cultivated or were starting to cultivate strong ath-
letic identity salience, with such identity salience necessary before intimacy (Erik-
son, 1950).

Within this context, players began understanding themselves as unique, talent-
ed, and distinct from other athletes and students in their high school. Feelings of
intimacy and support from their communities developed their strong connection to
football. In line with previous scholarship (Gayles & Baker, 2015), these feelings of
being unique, talented, and distinct from other athletes and non-athletes bolstered
their athletic identity. A few participants referred to themselves as a “star football
player” which conferred their status. Ben explained how status was related to the
social hierarchy at his school:

Everyone was at football games on Fridays. Everyone came out and sup-
ported. We were also pretty good. So that also helped; people always sup-
port winning teams. I’1l say, socially, obviously there’s somewhat of a so-
cial hierarchy. I don’t like using it, but it is what it is kind of. So being an
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athlete and being a good football player and someone who’s good at a lot of
sports... I guess you could say, [I was] popular. So yeah, absolutely I love
the experience of high school.
Through Ben’s and other athletes’ similar narratives, recognition from interactions
with others bolstered athletes’ perceptions of themselves as athletes, and thus,
matched their athletic identity cultivation. This also aligns with Erikson’s (1950)
model and the significance of others in informing youths’ identities and egos (Patton
etal., 2016).

With this status and athletic identity, nine of the eleven participants reflected
they did not need to give much attention to other parts of high school, like academics
or social activities, to maintain their stature. This is summed up by Isaac’s statement:
“I was a star football player, so I never needed to do much work in school. I always
found a way to finesse my way around things.” Isaac’s statement aligns with other
scholarship on the significance of athletic identity for high school athletes (Gayles &
Baker, 2015) and football players (Beamon, 2012; Brewer et al., 1993), specifically.

From their high school experiences and interactions, athletes may have already
begun to solidify their sense of purpose—and thus identity and ego—as an athlete
compared to other identities, such as their student roles. Thus, participants emerged
as the “star” of their high schools and transitioned to pursue their dreams of compet-
ing in college.

Determination Through the Redshirt Freshman Year
Participants spoke in depth about the challenges of the redshirt season. All par-

ticipants knew prior to their transition—going into summer training camp or the fall
season—they would be redshirting; however, this knowledge did not change the fact
that the redshirt freshman season was difficult. For example, Caleb described the
physical intensity of the redshirt workouts, noting they were the “most brutal work-
outs” he experienced. He continued:

When you first get to college, you know no one... They’re from all over,

and you’re with these dudes every morning at 5 a.m. doing the most horrific

workouts you’ve ever thought of. People are dying. There are bodies all

over the floor. There’s throw up on the ground, on the sleds. You’re going

through it with a bunch of guys you’ve never met before.
In conjunction with advancing through the mental and physical grind of the work-
outs, participants’ described goals of gaining weight and improving technical skills
that would enhance their performance in the seasons to come. Indeed, Schlossberg
(1981) described the significance of physical health, extended here to include physi-
cal growth, as key to successful transitions, such as transitioning beyond the redshirt
year.

George noted while the non-redshirts were instructed to just maintain weight
and muscle during the season, the redshirt freshmen were specifically trained to gain
weight and muscle. George stated: “gaining weight, even if you’re sore, is the main
priority. All of the technical stuff comes after.” He further reflected nothing would
stand in his way of his ultimate goal of competing the following year. Thus, physical
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goals were internally motivated by desires to get on the field the next season. Howev-
er, physical goals were also externally motivated by coach and staff who emphasized
making progress in this area, an important detail considering the transition envi-
ronment of the redshirt athletes (Schlossberg, 1981). These internal (e.g., personal
fitness goals) and external motivators (e.g., directions from coaches), in addition
to the amount of time athletes dedicated to their craft, helped solidify participants’
athletic identities compared to student and social identities (Coté et al., 2007; Erik-
son, 1950; Patton et al., 2016). Furthermore, utilizing internal/external motivations
and understanding them are important as individuals cope and adapt to transitions
(Schlossberg, 1981).

Importantly, the redshirt freshman season was also a mental challenge for play-
ers, connecting mental health to psychosocial competence in Schlossberg’s (1981)
model. When discussing watching his team play while on the bench, Drew said, “It
took a toll on me mentally for the first couple of games. It just felt like you were
practicing just to practice. You never saw the light at the end of the tunnel.” Jack
explained that even during practice, the good days consisted of participating in five
total plays. Ethan added to these statements:

Most coaching staff bring in kids and put them on the redshirt year. They
put ‘em through the wringer just to see if they’re mentally tough enough to
stay in the program for the whole four years, because football is hard. So, I
just feel like they’re tougher on the freshmen and the redshirts just because
they’re pushing them. And they want to see what they can do. They want to
see how mentally tough they are.
Ethan’s perception about why the redshirt freshman year is particularly challenging
aligns with other athletes’ perceptions of the redshirt and coaching mentality from
previous scholarship (Harry & Weight, 2021; Jayakumar & Comeaux, 2016; Mat-
teo, 2023). Additionally, Aidan described the changes he felt as a player during this
transition:
We don’t do a lot of things full speed, such as tackling in our practices. So,
coming from high school when you’re playing every Friday, you’re live
tackling everything...and then you don’t do that for a year...you start to
think like, ‘oh, do I even remember how to do this?’ It’s not the same as a
game environment at all...I think it’s detrimental not only to your mental
state, but also how you see yourself.
These perceptions explained by Drew, Jack, Ethan, and Aidan align with previous
scholarship noting athletes’ mental health struggles with transitions (Gayles & Bak-
er, 2015; Matteo, 2023).

Still, athletes displayed determination during their redshirt freshman year.
Despite not taking the field on Saturdays, participants such as Issac and Kai, told
themselves they still possessed athletic talent. This mentality not only aligns with
Schlossberg’s (1981) perceptions of the transition, but also with the positive self- and
world-attitudes she described as significant forces for positive transitions. Internal
reassurance allowed participants to stay motivated and determined to work through
the redshirt season and transition out the other side. This athletic confidence is also
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important for maintaining athletic identity salience (Brewer et al., 1993; Harrison
et al., 2011; Weight et al., 2020; Oldham, 2022). Further, the participants acknowl-
edged that transitioning to compete in college, even as a redshirt, was an accomplish-
ment. Ben stated:
I struggled a lot throughout that fall. Coming in, I had already been second
guessing myself. Am I good enough to be here? That type of deal. And
coming in and being on the bottom of the totem pole, from the start, I think,
affects one as an athlete, especially in terms of confidence, because at least
me personally, I’ve always been a good athlete, like I’ve always been the
best, or one of the best. And on every team, baseball, football or wrestling.
It was new for me to be on the bottom of the depth chart... It affected my
confidence as an athlete quite a bit. But I mean I got a lot better; that’s what
that redshirt season is for.
Participants began increasingly focusing on themselves, specifically their athletic
abilities. Due to the rarity of transitioning through the redshirt freshman year, partic-
ipants felt more assured in their physical and mental abilities in football contexts. For
multiple participants, including Harrison, Issac, and Jack, this experience heightened
their athletic identity and led to a hyper-focus on football and competing the fol-
lowing season, which seemed to limit other identity-forming activities in academic
and social spheres. Overall, athletes in the sample described using determination to
overcome physical and mental obstacles of the redshirt freshman year, proving to
themselves and others that they were athletically gifted and deserving of their roster
spot. This determination strengthened their athletic identity and ego, likely contrib-
uting to subsequent team isolation.

Team Isolation

While the participants described how the redshirt freshman season brought them
together with others in similar situations, they simultaneously described how it iso-
lated them from non-redshirt freshmen and other athletes on the team. According
to transition literature (Goodman et al., 2006; Schlossberg, 1981), experiences of
isolation during a transition period are common. This is also particularly prevalent
for college athletes (Gayles & Baker, 2015; Harry & Weight, 2021).

First, athletes described how the challenge of the redshirt freshman year “bond-
ed” the redshirt athletes together. Ben offered, “We just bonded a lot over how dif-
ficult it was because it’s a transitional period. It’s difficult for all of us and its long
season.” Caleb revealed an akin statement noting how the “humbling” nature of the
redshirt freshman year brought him closer to his peers: “when you come into col-
lege. You’re the best player in your school, or one of the best. Then you come here
and you’re just like everybody else.” Thus, humbling amongst a group—rather than
alone—made the redshirt freshmen tight, as Caleb added, “You eventually start be-
coming friends, and then probably a little bit more than friends.”

The isolation experienced by the athletes in this transition phase was structural
and environmental (Schlossberg, 1981). For example, during the redshirt freshman
year, participants such as Isaac and Jack, noted that they usually worked out as a
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redshirt group separate from the other freshmen and athletes on the team. Coupled
with not practicing, competing, or traveling with the team, this segregation isolated
and otherized the participants.

Furthermore, Harrison and Kai described limited access to coaches as they were
focusing on the athletes who could compete on Saturdays, not the redshirt freshman.
This isolated the participants and limited relationship building during the transition
to the redshirt freshman year and throughout that year. With limited exposure to
non-redshirts and coaches, participants noted feeling more connected with their red-
shirt teammates, bonded by this isolation and redshirt identity (Erikson, 1950). Drew
reflected:

I think the connection between us redshirts was stronger. Obviously, be-
cause we are staying back here on the weekends, not travelling. And then
we would talk to each other and stuff like that. So, obviously every single
class has a connection because they are the same class. But I think being
redshirts too, it’s a little different.
Thus, this isolation experienced by the redshirt freshmen was not just structural and
environmental—by the design of the redshirt freshman year, but also interperson-
al—from relationships or lack thereof between non-redshirts and redshirts (Erikson,
1950). Schlossberg (2005) noted, “knowing that others are experiencing transitions
like one’s own provides a kind of emotional support” (p. 178). So, relationships and
their provided supports are key to both intimacy and successful transitions (Erikson,
1950; Schlossberg, 1981), including for college athletes (Weight et al., 2020). The
participants’ experiences with isolation during the redshirt freshman year contributed
to their limited wants for greater team intimacy after their redshirt freshman year. In-
stead, the focus became on their performance and work ethic, items that were in their
control, as mentioned in the second theme. Throughout the redshirt freshman year
and beyond, participants’ sense of athletic identity solidified, specifically through
periods of isolation (Erikson, 1950).

Little Desire for Team Intimacy
The culminating theme of the interviews centered around participants’ lack of

desire for team intimacy post-redshirting. Athletes repeatedly referenced that not all

redshirts make it through the freshman year and transition into their eligibility years.

With this understanding, the divide between redshirt freshmen and the rest of the

team widened. Ben reflected:
Throughout that redshirt fall, you’re not as close with those [upperclass-
men] guys yet, because a lot of people quit. A lot of people get weeded out.
So, now that I’'m on the other side of it, looking at them I’m like, ‘I’m not
gonna get super close to you guys if you’re gonna to quit.” It’s more of a
once you get through the redshirt fall now you’ve earned respect. You’ve
made it through the trenches. Like, you’re serious about being here. You’re
serious about our program... Now I’'m glad that you’re along for the ride to
help us win.

Interestingly, despite Ben’s determination to make it through the redshirt freshman
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year and understanding the difficulties, he and other participants did not necessarily
want to support or form relationships with the redshirt athletes once they transitioned
to the “other side.” In this way, Ben did not share the totality of who he was as an
athlete, or his other identities, hindering his intimacy with others, but also poten-
tially intimacy across the team (Erikson, 1950). Schlossberg (1981) emphasized the
importance of intimacy during times of transition. Further, just as he had to “prove
himself,” in this transition period, Ben wanted others to do the same, maintaining the
environment and culture of isolation. This further limited team intimacy.

Unfortunately, this mentality often negatively impacted participants’ relation-
ships with other players, especially athletically. While some athletes described team-
mates as “friends,” they still described this relationship loosely, using verbiage like
“we’re cool” and “I like them.” Drew described the “business” of his relationship
with teammates as follows:

I’'m gonna talk to them [teammates]. But I’'m not gonna give away how I’'m
doing, what I’'m doing. I’'m gonna keep riding it out.... So yeah, competing
for the same spots, once we’re out on the field, it’s all business. I’'m gonna
beat out whoever I can, however I can.
For most participants, football eventually evolved into a “job” in which they focused
on their performance and competition with teammates. Thus, while they had a strong
athletic identity, other social identities (e.g., teammate) did not emerge from partic-
ipants’ narratives.

Ben did not want to form intimate relationships with teammates who would not
persevere through the challenges of the redshirt year, while Drew did not want to
create relationships in which he might “give away” his athletic secrets, which could
decrease his chances of taking the field. Drew displayed a scarcity mindset, likely
informed by his redshirt experience in which playing—even practicing—was scarce.
Thus, the concept of having to continuously prove yourself and earn/keep your spot
that was constantly in the back of athletes’ minds during the redshirt freshman year,
remained omnipresent as they transitioned through to football seasons post-redshirt
(Patton et al., 2016). This environment reaffirmed and solidified ego and athletic
identity for the participants (Erikson, 1950; Schlossberg, 1981), lessening desires for
team intimacy.

The perspectives of Ben and Drew, along with the perspectives of other ath-
letes, demonstrate a pragmatic understanding of the team dynamic, potentially stem-
ming from the pragmatic ways in which they were treated as redshirt freshmen (e.g.,
coaches and staff giving more attention to key players taking the field on Saturdays
and less attention to redshirts who could not have an immediate impact). In line
with the previous quotes, the isolation and resulting missing team intimacy created a
cyclical pattern in which participants continued to focus more on their own athletic
development and less on team development, perpetuating less intimacy within their
teams. For example, participants discussed more individual goals and recognition
compared to team goals. Drew stated, “I’ve gotten in multiple games, which is ex-
citing. I’ve done well on special teams. I’m hoping to be an All-conference guy for
special teams this year, which is a big step.” In a similar sentiment, Caleb explained
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that his goals go beyond playing time, “Now, instead of just trying to earn a starting
spot, there’s motivation toward accolades and being the best in the country.”
Another example illustrating little desire for team intimacy comes from Ethan,
who, after realizing he was not going to make the field after his redshirt freshman
year, decided to transfer. He explained:
We had a fifth-year senior that had a COVID year, so a sixth year. He was
starting in my position. When he decided to come back for the sixth year
that’s when I said, ‘I don’t want to wait. I want to go to a different institu-
tion, get on the field instead of waiting two years to play.’
Thus, while a potentially bonding experience for those “in the trenches” as Ben ex-
pressed, the redshirt freshman year ultimately led athletes to describe a less intimate
team environment and culture, fueled by personal athletic goals and desires.

Implications

Below we discuss theoretical and practical implications for the fields of sport
management and athlete development.

Theoretical Implications

There are a handful of theoretical implications from this study. First, limited
sport scholarship has employed psychosocial development lenses, like Erikson’s
(1950), to understand college athletes’ experiences (Patton et al., 2016). Indeed,
much of the literature regarding athletes’ transitions, experiences, and develop-
ment has used other theories such as Astin’s (1984) Input-Environment-Outcome
framework, Comeaux and Harrison’s (2011) Conceptual Model for Student-Athlete
Success, Raedeke and Smith’s (2001) athlete burnout, among others. These theories
are appropriate; however, more theoretical plurality in the athlete development and
wellbeing sphere can offer more nuanced and in-depth understandings on athletes’
time in college. In fact, the field of sport management intersects with a host of other
disciplines, including psychology and sociology, and thus, employing a psychoso-
cial perspective, like Erikson’s (1950), is not only viable, but also works to achieve
theoretical extension.

Second, Erikson’s (1950) theory, paired with Schlossberg’s (1981) Transition
Theory, is particularly appropriate for understanding the redshirt experience. As not-
ed in our findings and previous scholarship (Matteo, 2023; Medley, 2018), redshirt
freshman athletes face challenges during and after the redshirt transition. Athletes
not only questioned their role as an athlete, but also their future in sports (e.g., Aidan
and Caleb). So, while the redshirt freshman year is often promoted as a transitional
time of acclimatization and avenue for athletes to explore areas outside of sports, the
theoretical coupling of Transition Theory and Psychosocial Development helped us
elucidate that there is perhaps minimal identity exploration and strong athletic iden-
tities for redshirt athletes. This theoretical perspective and subsequent findings also
support prior literature on non-redshirt athletes’ identities (Matteo, 2023; Oldham,
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2022) and bolster the idea that athletic identity does not only impact athletes in the
most visible conferences and teams, but in reality, impacts most college athletes.

We also found athletes struggled with their ego, an area underexamined in pre-
vious literature on athlete development and identity (Brewer et al., 1993; Brewer &
Petitpas, 2017). More in-depth examination of the ego may be lacking because lim-
ited previous scholarship has used psychosocial lenses, and Erikson’s (1950) model
specifically. One’s ego, or perception of their identity, is especially critical as solidi-
fying ego helps lay the foundation for interactions and intimacy building in Erikson’s
(1950) Stage Six (Patton et al., 2016). The ego is also important for intimacy and
subsequent support in times of transition (Schlossberg, 1981, 2005). Indeed, one rea-
son redshirt athletes in our study may have encountered issues cultivating intimacy
could be because they struggled to define their egos, which could also be a symptom
of athletic identity and role engulfment (Erikson, 1950).

Additionally, Erikson’s (1950) Stage Six is critical for athletes as they establish
relationships in the hopes of building intimacy with others, especially teammates and
coaches. In line with much of the previous athlete development literature, our sample
of athletes expressed limited intimacy with individuals outside of the athletics com-
munity. However, perhaps most interestingly, the athletes also expressed that they
sometimes floundered in creating relationships with non-redshirt teammates and
even coaches. Ben described how upperclassmen did not want to get to know him
well until after he completed the redshirt freshman year in case he did not transition
through. This lack of intimacy led to a missing sense of belonging for a handful of
the participants. While athletes did develop and maintain a sense of athletic identity,
allowing them to move from Stage Five to Stage Six, it is likely that the overempha-
sis on athletic identity led athletes to flounder in building more intimate relationships
across their teams and with coaches.

While sense of belonging/lack of belonging has been somewhat examined in the
athlete experience literature (Gayles et al., 2018), this notion has not been framed
from an intimacy versus isolation perspective and has considered this phenomenon
more from an environmental or cultural lens, rather than developmental perspec-
tive. Importantly, Erikson’s (1950) model and its coupling with Schlossberg’s (1981)
framework, offers ways for scholars to consider both environment/culture and hu-
man development when it comes to redshirt and non-redshirt athletes’ experiences
and transitions (Patton et al., 2016).

Practical Implications

Athletes in this sample noted that while challenging, they generally considered
the redshirt experience worthwhile. However, given participants’ transition strug-
gles, heightened athletic identities, and experiences with isolation from teammates
and others across campuses, we conclude that the redshirt freshman year is under-ac-
complishing the goal of academic and social acclimation and inclusion. However,
the findings from this study provide multiple practical implications for practitioners,
specifically coaches, to bring the goal of improved athlete development back to the
forefront of the freshman redshirt experience. These implications include enhanced
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support for identity exploration, such as networking events with team alumni, in-
creased transparency about the redshirt process, and more events and strategies for
increased team intimacy.

This study revealed that upon graduating high school, athletes’ athletic identities
may already be solidified, or at least, already highly developed (Gayles & Baker,
2015). With this in mind, college coaches should offer athletes more opportunities
to explore interests beyond sports, including academic and social spheres of col-
lege campuses. In fact, some of this exploration could be required by the coaches
or mandatory in athlete development programming, such as volunteer activities or
study groups mixed with athletes across sports. As the participants in this study not-
ed, coaches are some of the most prominent and influential individuals in athletes’
college and transition environments (Harry & Weight, 2021; Weight et al., 2020),
and thus their support is key to athletes’ greater evolution within and beyond sport.
Additionally, identity and interest exploration are beneficial for long-term identity
development (Erikson, 1950; Patton et al., 2016), and also development of psycho-
social competence and values orientations (Schlossberg, 1981).

Similarly, participants described feelings of isolation from not only other ath-
letes across the athletic department and football program, but also from the greater
campus community. Many participants in the sample noted that their schools allowed
them to take the majority of their classes online and/or asynchronously. A similar
option was offered during their COVID-19 years and also remained a commonplace
after. The online and/or asynchronous curriculum was beneficial in their aspirations
and desires to focus on football, but it may also have contributed to their athletic
identity development or over-development. Additionally, in line with previous re-
search on athlete isolation (Gayles et al., 2018; Weight & Huml, 2016), this siloed
environment, and structure hindered their interactions with non-athletes, faculty, and
others outside of sports.

Second, it is pertinent coaches communicate with athletes before they arrive
on campus that they should be prepared to redshirt and what this process looks like.
This informational support is key for athletes, so they are less surprised as they
navigate the transition to college. However, as most participants noted, while they
were notified in advance they would be redshirting, they did not receive transparency
regarding the challenges of the redshirt freshman year. Including redshirt processes
into conversations, perhaps with older teammates who have gone through this year,
before athletes begin their redshirt freshman year can be another avenue to prepare
athletes for their next steps, easing their perception of the transition (Schlossberg,
1981).

Third, and in line with increased transparency—and Transition Theory—are in-
creased internal and institutional support for redshirt athletes. Transparency works in
step with intimacy. Participants noted feelings of isolation during their redshirt fresh-
man year, specifically with relationships with coaches and non-redshirt teammates.
Greater interaction across these groups may help redshirt athletes begin to feel a part
of the team and culture, more quickly. In turn, this could lead to stronger belonging
and desires for team intimacy. In fact, Aidan noted after his redshirt year, coaches
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implemented Scout Bowl Thursdays, where redshirts played a full scrimmage and
received feedback from other teammates and coaches. During the last 30 minutes of
Thursday practices, the redshirts would have the field to themselves to scrimmage
while their non-redshirt teammates and staff cheered from the sidelines. Aidan felt
this was a great way to foster team intimacy beyond the redshirts as the Scout Bowl
involved the entire football program. Implementing these implications serves as a
starting point for coaches and college sport practitioners to center athletes’ develop-
ment during the transitional redshirt freshman year.

While this study’s practical implications are centered on the role of coaches,
we acknowledge the broader host of resources and services generally provided by
athletic departments—including athlete enhancement, wellness, and academic sup-
port staff—that are critical to athlete development (Gayles et al., 2018; Kiefer et
al., 2021). These units are well-positioned to offer proactive programming, identity
development workshops, and academic integration initiatives. However, it is im-
portant to note that the athletes in our sample rarely identified or reflected on those
roles. Instead, they consistently described coaches as the most influential figures in
their redshirt experience. Given this, we argue that coaches can serve as gatekeepers
to many of the department’s developmental opportunities (Harry & Weight, 2021;
Jayakumar & Comeaux, 2016). Whether explicitly or implicitly, coaches shape the
culture, routines, and priorities that athletes are expected to follow—including how
they engage or do not engage with non-sport development offerings.

Thus, while other professionals may have the expertise to support athletes in
exploring academic and social identities, it is often the coach’s endorsement, en-
couragement, or lack thereof that determines whether athletes feel empowered to
participate in such initiatives. For example, coaches set the tone for whether athletes
attend optional developmental events, seek out non-sport mentorship, or embrace
interdisciplinary learning. So, coaches do not have to create or lead all identity de-
velopment programming, but they do have the capacity—and arguably the responsi-
bility—to integrate, support, and normalize engagement with those existing campus
and department resources. Future collaborations between coaching staffs and athlete
development professionals should be encouraged to bridge this gap. Such partner-
ships could lead to more intentional and developmentally sound support for redshirt
athletes.

Limitations And Future Research

While this study discusses important considerations on the psychosocial and
transition experience that is the redshirt process, it is not without limitations. First,
this study investigated the experiences of Division II redshirt freshmen football ath-
letes who made it through this year. This is a unique and small sample, and thus,
expanding this work to other athlete subgroups (e.g., divisions, sports, athletes who
did not make it through the redshirt freshman year, etc.) is warranted. Even within
Division II football, future research on the redshirt experience is necessary, specifi-
cally with those from underrepresented racial and ethnic backgrounds. In addition,
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participants’ redshirt freshman year took place during COVID-19 and thus, redshirt
experiences could differ in subsequent years.

Another limitation and area for future exploration is an increased discussion
about the academic and social advantages and disadvantages of the redshirt freshman
year and beyond. Little was mentioned by the athletes about academics or social life
outside of sports and football. While this provided us with athletes’ true perceptions
of the redshirt year being more athletically focused and their athletic identity devel-
opment, future studies with redshirt athletes should center these topics to explore
how different strategies and supports during the redshirt freshman year can actually
accomplish the goals of holistic athlete development (Matteo, 2023; Medley, 2018).

Our findings also hinted the potential of athlete role engulfment for the partici-
pants (Brewer & Petitpas, 2017; Erikson, 1950). Future studies should consider this
phenomenon and seek greater detail to distinguish when an athlete transitions from
having a strong athletic identity to full athlete role engulfment, specifically during
the redshirt freshman year. Lastly, more consideration should be given to under-
standing the innerworkings of team level of intimacy, specifically within redshirt
and non-redshirt athletes, as well as key factors that bolster or hinder team culture
development.

Conclusion

This research aimed to explore the experience of Division II redshirt freshman
football players through the novel theoretical combination of Schlossberg’s (1981)
Transition Theory and Erikson’s (1950) Stages of Psychosocial Development. Find-
ings suggested athletes come into the redshirt freshman year with feelings of both
uniqueness and distinction cultivated during high school. These perceptions fueled
their determination in the redshirt year and beyond as they wanted to prove their
athletic prowess to themselves and others. However, throughout the redshirt fresh-
man year and after, athletes expressed feelings of isolation as they lacked an on-field
presence and opportunities for meaningful interactions with non-redshirts. Isolation
then led participants to desire individual successes over team intimacy. Implications
offer not only theoretical advancements for the field in understanding the unique
transition and developmental opportunity that is the redshirt year, but also practical
improvements to cultivate true holistic athlete development in the redshirt process.
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