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Abstract
This study contributes to a growing body of scholarly discussions around the many
aspects and challenges of combining parenthood with elite-level sport, with a particular
focus on the experiences of male elite athletes who are fathers. We used a caring
masculinities theoretical framework, community-based participatory research, and
semi-structured interviews to explore the experiences of 10 elite/international and
world-class athletes (n = 9 fathers, n = 1 expectant father). Through reflexive thematic
analysis, we identified three main themes: fatherhood can (1) improve and (2) impede
elite athlete-fathers’ athletic performance; and (3) athlete-fathers experience a trade-
off between athletic performance and fatherhood responsibilities. Our findings un-
derscore the ways in which male athletes’ experiences with parenthood reflect the new
era of involved fatherhood and are analogous to some of the identity tensions that have
been reported with regard to the experiences of elite female athletes who are pregnant
and/or mothers. Recognizing the impact of children on male athletes’ athletic careers
and the parallels between fatherhood, motherhood, and elite sport may lead to better
support for athlete-fathers while also contributing to diminishing the expectation that
women are primary caregivers to children.
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Elite athletes are required to constantly manage various expectations from athletic
performance to nutrition, sleep, and recovery, which can trickle into “life-consuming
territory” (Boniface, 2017, para. 3). Though a career in professional sport leaves little
room for other major life events – such as parenthood – this is not to say that this type of
balance is an impossible feat. Indeed, numerous scholars and athletes have recently
explored and publicly expressed several elite athlete-parents’ successful journeys as
they have pursued parenthood amid a career in elite-level sport (Darroch et al., 2022a;
Davenport et al., 2022; Massey & Whitehead, 2022; Tekavc et al., 2020). Such actions
have brought many concerns and issues to light including the severe lack of support and
resources that are (un)available within the sports industry for pregnant/parenting elite
athletes – particularly athlete-mothers (Darroch et al., 2016, 2019; Felix, 2019;
Montaño, 2019; Scott et al., 2022; Smith et al., 2023).

There is a scarcity of attention concerning the experiences of male elite athletes who
are fathers. Notably, this gap in understanding of athlete-fathers’ experiences coincides
with recent shifts in men’s roles in childcare (Machin, 2015). Such shifts have been
exemplified by recent increases in the amount of time that fathers spend engaging in
caregiving duties as well as in the development of emotional relationships with their
children (Wall & Arnold, 2007). As highlighted by Scambor et al. (2014), “[m]en’s
attitudes have slowly shifted from clear breadwinner roles toward care-integrating
models (especially fathering) over the past few decades” (p. 560). With this in mind,
there is a need for further research into the ways in which male athletes in particular are
affected by fatherhood and dominant societal narratives that portray fathers as sec-
ondary parents (Stevens, 2015; Sunderland, 2000; Wall & Arnold, 2007). The purpose
of this study was therefore to explore male elite/international and world-class1 athletes’
accounts of their fatherhood experiences and the impact of children on their high-
performance athletic careers.

Below, we present a review of the relevant areas of literature, followed by de-
scriptions of our use of a caring masculinities theoretical framework, community-based
participatory research (CBPR) methodology, semi-structured interviews, and reflexive
thematic analysis (RTA). We then describe our results of this study (which are en-
compassed within three main themes: fatherhood can (1) improve and (2) impede elite
athlete-fathers’ athletic performance; and (3) athlete-fathers experience a trade-off
between athletic performance and fatherhood responsibilities), followed by a dis-
cussion of our findings as well as our conclusions.
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Literature Review

Men’s Roles in Parenting

There has been a substantial shift over the years in societal perceptions of fatherhood
(Meleagrou-Hitchens &Willig, 2022) as well as gender roles in parenthood (Oláh et al.,
2021). Particularly in Western societies, the longstanding “traditional” role of a father
has been denoted by an idealized ability to protect and provide for one’s children and
family (Buchler et al., 2017), while the “new” father insinuates an expectation for men
to be more nurturing than in the past and to care for their children both physically and
emotionally (Tichenor et al., 2011; Wall & Arnold, 2007). A major caveat within the
shifting of parenting roles is that fathers are discursively produced as falling into one of
two classifications: the traditional father versus the new father. Reducing fatherhood to
two mere classifications can be problematic given that men tend to fluctuate between
these two classifications at different points in time (Lewington et al., 2021). Scholars
have thus recently advocated for fatherhood involvement to be considered along a
continuum (Bataille & Hyland, 2023).

Impacts of (Involved) Fatherhood on Men

The many ways in which fatherhood impresses upon men – including varying forms of
emotional changes (Chin et al., 2011) and sleep disturbance (Wynter et al., 2020) – are
often overlooked given the significant focus that is placed on mothers’ experiences.
Failing to acknowledge how fatherhood may impact men can perpetuate the as-
sumption that parenting responsibilities are reserved for women only, in addition to
potentially leaving fathers feeling ill-prepared for the transition into parenthood
(Condon et al., 2004) and with a lack of resources geared towards them (Baldwin et al.,
2018; Darwin et al., 2017).

An element of particular concern is the level of stress that fathers experience, which
can be exacerbated by modified sleep patterns that are characteristic of new parenthood
(i.e., a lack of sleep as well as poor quality and/or quantity of sleep). The combination of
these factors can have severe impacts on fathers’mental health and wellbeing (Da Costa
et al., 2019; Philpott et al., 2019). It is equally as important to note that a significant
number of men also experience many positive changes through their transition into
fatherhood, including newfound feelings of confidence (Kotila & Kamp Dush, 2013)
and motivation (Keizer et al., 2010), as well as improved emotional, mental, and even
physical health (Astone & Peters, 2014; Knoester & Eggebeen, 2006; Knoester et al.,
2007; Kotila &KampDush, 2013). However, a potential barrier to realizing the benefits
of involved fatherhood are the challenges that can arise when balancing family with
career.

Fathers’ pursuits towards work-family balance are often hindered by conflicting
expectations, which can leave fathers in a position where they might experience
feelings of guilt (Gonçalves et al., 2017) for decreasing work hours to spend time with
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children (Moran &Koslowski, 2019) or for sacrificing time with their children to attend
to work-related matters (Machin, 2015). Indeed, the various difficulties in establishing
work-family balance are furthered within a work environment that is as intense, de-
manding, and emotional as high-performance sport (Taylor et al., 2019).

Elite Athletics and Parenthood

A career as an elite athlete represents a work environment with which it can be difficult
to balance other life elements, including family. Elite athletes who are pregnant/
parenting are subject to a two-pronged “all or nothing” mentality wherein one side is
driven by societal expectations that are rooted in discourses of parenthood, while the
other side is primarily influenced by the sports industry. The scholars (e.g., Jackson
et al., 2022; Palmer & Leberman, 2009; Smith et al., 2023) who have recently explored
the many aspects of motherhood and elite athletics have collectively described the
various pressures that many female athletes experience when navigating both moth-
erhood and athletic obligations (Darroch & Hillsburg, 2017).

First, there is a form of pressure that stems from discourses of what it means to be a
“good mother” in that good mothers “should invest swaths of time, money, energy, and
emotional labor in intensively raising children” (Elliott et al., 2015, p. 352). Entrenched
in an ethic of care (Miller & Brown, 2005), the good mother has also been described as
one who makes sacrifices for her children (Florczak, 2004), which could include elite
athletic commitments (Darroch & Hillsburg, 2017). Tied with the social construct of a
good mother, elite athlete-mothers are simultaneously subjected to the problematic
discourse that an athlete’s serious commitment to their athletic career must be illustrated
by organizing everything around (and possibly sacrificing many things for) their sport
(Spowart, 2021).

In considering gender equity matters in relation to parenthood, there is value in
recognizing the ways in which understandings around mother-athletes in good
motherhood are parallel to those related to the “good father” discourse. The good father
ideal reflects the expectations that are often weaved in with those related to the non-
traditional “new” or “involved” father, which prescribe men to be nurturing and to care
for their children both physically and emotionally (Tichenor et al., 2011; Wall &
Arnold, 2007). These expectations are in line with those of the good mother-athlete as
an elite athlete’s pursuit to be a good father can come at the cost of being questioned for
their genuine commitment to their athletic career (McGannon et al., 2018).

Despite vast advancements in recent work around motherhood and elite sport, there
has yet to be an analogous scope of research aimed at recognizing how an elite athlete-
father’s running career may also be affected by parenthood. The limited representation
of the experiences of professional male athletes as fathers may be seen as a reflection of
the view that women are primary caregivers (Locke & Yarwood, 2016; McGannon
et al., 2018). Existing research that has focused on fathers in sport has included fathers’
influence on youth participation in sport (Coakley, 2006; McGannon et al., 2018; Pot &
Keizer, 2016), how fathers construct and enact the meaning of a “good father” within
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the context of sport and leisure (Park & Kwon, 2019), family influences on sport
participation (Dionigi et al., 2012), or has been in relation to either fathers as high-
performance sport coaches (Graham & Dixon, 2014, 2017), or as athletic trainers
(Rynkiewicz et al., 2021).

There are, however, a few key studies that have merged the realms of involved
parenthood, family life, gender roles, and sport. Through an examination of fathers who
compete in iron-distance triathlons, Cohen (2016) highlighted the “iron dad” identity as
one that requires a “juggling act” involving numerous social and psychological
challenges as they negotiate sport, work, and family life. Andreasson et al. (2018) also
considered the experiences of amateur Ironman triathletes (specifically 14 men and
12 women) and found that when it came to childcare and family roles, nearly all
participants described themselves as being equal with their partner/spouse in theory but
reported that the pursuit of such equality is often difficult in practice.

McGannon et al.’s (2018) study has been influential in exploring fatherhood in
relation to elite professional sport. These authors explored the media representations of
one male athlete’s journey as both a father and high-profile athlete and identified two
major identities, both of which were shaped by one central narrative of involved
fatherhood: the “good father” and the “new and improved athlete father” (p. 676). The
authors underscored how these major identities constructed fatherhood in relation to
sport in ways that both affirmed but also resisted cultural ideals concerning gender,
sport, and parenthood. McGannon and colleagues also identified the portrayal of work-
family tensions between being a good father versus a committed athlete – a finding that
is akin to tensions described in relation to elite female athletes and motherhood
(Darroch & Hillsburg, 2017; McGannon et al., 2015). Nevertheless, it is important to
note that McGannon et al.’s (2018) findings were produced from news media con-
structions, rather than an athlete’s stated lived experiences. Tekavc et al.’s (2015) study,
in which three of their 12 participants were men who became fathers during their
professional athletic careers, provided a glimpse into athlete-fathers’ experiences of
added fatigue and feelings of guilt, as well as how having children can represent an
“additional source of motivation” (p. 36) towards their sport performances.

Though these scholarly works represent significant additions to the literature, es-
pecially in light of developing cultural meanings of “the new fatherhood,” there is still a
gap with regard to further understanding the complexities of fatherhood, elite pro-
fessional sport, and gender equity. Our main objective was thus to contribute to at-
tending to this body of knowledge by exploring how male world-class and elite/
international-class athletes in the sport of athletics experience fatherhood and the
impact of children on their athletic careers. To our knowledge, this is the first CBPR
study to look at the experiences of multiple fathers who are such high calibre pro-
fessional athletes.
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Theoretical Framework

We employed a theoretical framework informed by Elliott’s (2016) concept of caring
masculinities to explore elite male athletes’ constructions of their fatherhood expe-
riences. Elliott conceptualized caring masculinities as “masculine identities that reject
domination and its associated traits and embrace values of care such as positive
emotion, interdependence, and relationality” (p. 240). It is imperative to note that
gender relations are driven by human social practice, which differ and fluctuate across
social settings and throughout time. Hence, masculinity is also varied and constantly
changing, giving way to multiple social constructions. In turn, it is not one single
masculinity that is encompassed within this framework but rather multiple mascu-
linities. This notion is fundamental in recognizing that there is “variation among men
and expressions of masculinities” (Elliott, 2016, p. 245).

Elliott’s (2016) caring masculinities framework carries important implications for
gender equality by way of a nuanced lens for examining traditional gender roles and
practices (Lee & Lee, 2018). Connell’s (1987, 1995; Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005)
concept of hegemonic masculinity, which has played a major role in scholarly dis-
cussions around men, gender, and social hierarchy (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005),
was influential in shaping Elliott’s (2016) theorization of caring masculinities. Connell
(1995) defined hegemonic masculinity as the “configuration of gender practice which
embodies the currently accepted answer to the problem of the legitimacy of patriarchy,
which guarantees (or is taken to guarantee) the dominant position of men and the
subordination of women” (p. 77). Elliott (2016), however, stressed that the concept of
hegemonic masculinity bears harmful costs through the articulation of unattainable
ideals to which men are seemingly expected to adhere, which creates a barrier to men’s
participation in gender equality. A key tenet of the caring masculinities framework is
thus the rejection of domination; indeed, as asserted by Elliott (2016), to “ensure the
absence of domination” is to “ensure the presence of equality” (p. 252). Hence, our
employment of a theoretical framework informed by caring masculinities allowed us to
consider the ways in which elite male athletes’ constructions of their fatherhood
experiences contrast traditional masculinities and consequently contribute to changes in
socially constructed meanings of gender (Elliott, 2016) within elite athletics.

Methodology

We used principles of CBPR to inform our approach to this study, which, to our
knowledge, is the first of its kind in this area of research. Rooted in a participatory
research framework, CBPR is suited for exploring research objectives that are geared
towards supporting men, women, or groups who may be ignored (Reid, 2004). This
methodology therefore allowed us to take into consideration how elite male athletes are
almost never recognized as athlete-fathers, even if they have children (de Haan &
Knoppers, 2020) and, in turn, the direct impact that this can have on male athletes who
are fathers. Recognition of elite athletes as fathers may be significant in contributing to
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alleviating the burden of parenting responsibilities that is placed on athlete-mothers.
Importantly, CBPR is centred on the collaboration between two main parties: a research
team and members of a community which the study is focused on (Roberts, 2013).

CBPR researchers must also recognize their own positionalities in relation to their
research (Muhammad et al., 2015). The first author is a national-level track athlete;
author two is a mother, a former elite-level runner who competed on international teams
as an under-20 athlete, and she is married to a 20XX [anonymized] Olympic long-
distance runner; author three was a national-level varsity runner; and author four is an
advisory board member, a father, and an Olympian. Our intimate familiarity with the
sport of athletics is also further extended within academia specifically, which is
evidenced by our previous contributions to literature on parenthood (particularly
motherhood) and eliteathletics (e.g., Darroch & Hillsburg, 2017; Darroch et al., 2016,
2019, 2022a, 2022b; Giles et al., 2016; Scott et al., 2022; Smith et al., 2023). Our
nuanced understandings of athletics as participants, researchers, and fans have hence
played a key role in conducting this study.

Moreover, in accordance with the central collaborative tenet of CBPR, this study
involved working closely with a community advisory board (CAB). Conducting CBPR
in partnership with a CAB empowers community members and leads to opportunities
for research that can directly benefit the study community (Roberts, 2013). Our CAB
was made up of five elite/international and world-class distance runners who are all
parents (two fathers and three mothers), who each contributed to our research process
and provided guidance based on their lived experiences as elite athlete-parents.

Methods

This study received approval from both the [Anonymized] as well as the [Anonymized]
Research Ethics Boards. With guidance and help from our CAB, we drew a purposive
sample of athlete-participants, complemented by snowball sampling techniques
(Bowling, 2014; DeCarlo, 2018) to recruit participants who met the study inclusion
criteria: understand and speak English, current or expectant father, and currently (or
within the last five years) of elite/international to world-class caliber in any middle- or
long-distance running event according to the classification framework defined by
McKay et al. (2022).We recruited 10 participants for this study: all hail from three high-
income countries, all have a partner/spouse of the opposite sex, and all but one are
white. In accordance with McKay et al.’s (2022) criteria, six of the participants were
Tier 4 (Elite/International Level) and four were Tier 5 (World Class). The 10 partic-
ipants have, combined, competed at 14 Olympic Games and 15 World Championships.
We assigned all participants a pseudonym (see Table 1) to protect their identity and
omitted other identifying details where necessary.

The first and second authors conducted semi-structured interviews to gather data.
Our use of this method allowed us to ask specific questions while also making room for
each athlete to share any other thoughts (Blee & Taylor, 2002) concerning the questions
we posed. We asked participants specific questions related to their own experiences of
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navigating a high-performance athletic career with fatherhood and what this balance
might look like for them with family responsibilities, training camps, competitions, and
day-to-day training. Importantly, these questions were designed to reflect key nuances
that were underscored by our CAB members and their lived experiences navigating
their own elite athletic careers in tandem with parenthood. We conducted the interviews
virtually through Zoom, an online video platform, between April 2021 and January
2022. The interviews lasted from 45 to 95 minutes. To thank participants for their time,
each individual received a $25 gift card. Each interview was audio recorded and
transcribed verbatim. We sent each participant their transcript and allowed them the
opportunity to omit or clarify any text, if they deemed this necessary. One participant
requested that his transcript not be sent to him as he did not feel that he would have any
revisions to make, and none of the remaining nine participants asked for any changes to
their transcripts.

Analysis

We analyzed our data using RTA as this approach aligned well with our use of a caring
masculinities theoretical framework and CBPR methodology. Building on the foun-
dations of Braun and Clarke’s (2006) initial articulation of thematic analysis, RTA
allows for researchers to identify, analyze, and interpret patterns of meaning
(i.e., themes) within qualitative data and is distinguished from several other approaches
to analysis on the basis of its flexibility (Braun & Clarke, 2019; Clarke & Braun, 2017).
Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase approach to thematic analysis both “celebrate[s]
the flexibility” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 78) of thematic analysis but also provides a
corresponding degree of guidance to be able to appropriately perform analysis in a
manner that fits with specific research objectives and data (Braun & Clarke, 2006;
Patton, 1990). We followed Braun and Clarke’s (2019) reflexive approach to thematic
analysis because it places a distinct focus on researchers’ roles in knowledge pro-
duction. RTA can be used to reflect researchers’ interpretations of a dataset, all the while

Table 1. Participant Characteristics (N = 10)

Category Pseudonym Classification

Father Colin Elite/International level
Father Zach Elite/International level
Father Phil Elite/International level
Father Jonathan Elite/International level
Father Brian Elite/International level
Father Dennis World class
Father Jake World class
Father Remy World class
Father Cameron World class
Expectant father Eric Elite/International level
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factoring in the underlying theoretical assumptions that inform the study in addition to
the perspectives and positionings that the researchers themselves bring to the analysis
process (Braun & Clarke, 2019). Our use of RTAwas thus a key contributing factor to
the novelty of our work in this area of research given our CBPR approach and the close
involvement of our CAB throughout each stage of our research process.

Our analysis process was a collaborative effort between all four authors and the CAB
members, which included familiarizing ourselves with the data; generating codes; and
developing, reviewing, and defining themes. We used the qualitative software package
NVivo 12TM to assist our data management and organization throughout our analysis.
The first author reviewed, transcribed, and coded each interview transcript prior to the
initial theme development and review stages, which were carried out by authors one,
two, and three. Some examples of the codes identified included “fatherhood as mo-
tivation,” “fatherhood as distraction,” “balancing responsibilities,” “sleep,” “sacrifice,”
“traveling,” and “guilt.” In collaboration with the fourth author in addition to guidance,
debriefs, and multiple reviews from our CAB, we defined and named key themes,
which, importantly, was a part of a recursive (as opposed to a linear) process throughout
each of these phases of analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2019). The final phase of our
analysis is represented by this paper as we share our results within an “analytic
narrative” that “illustrates the story” that we are telling about our data (Braun & Clarke,
2006, p. 93). In short, our analysis led to the collaborative construction of three main
themes, which we describe below.

Results

We identified three main themes: (1) fatherhood improves elite athlete-fathers’ athletic
performance; (2) fatherhood impedes elite athlete-fathers’ athletic performance; and (3)
elite athlete-fathers experience a trade-off between athletic performance and fatherhood
responsibilities. The juxtaposition of the first two themes sheds light on the importance
of acknowledging the tensions that exist between them, which are further highlighted
within the third theme and, in turn, contribute to understanding the varying experiences
of male elite runners as they navigate fatherhood.

Fatherhood Improves Elite Athlete-Fathers’ Athletic Performance

All participants asserted that becoming a father was a life-changing experience, which
had positively contributed to athletic performance. Remy described his introduction to
fatherhood as “the best thing that has ever happened to me, that’s for sure.” He
welcomed the new responsibilities that came with parenthood: “Athletics is a very
small bubble… it’s nice to escape it once in a while and having a child definitely makes
you do that.” Brian also explained that he had a newfound understanding of what it
meant to gain “dad strength”: “I think having a kid definitely gives you something else
to work for beyond yourself … and something to maybe think about when things get
hard in a race or a workout or whatnot.”
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Dennis echoed these sentiments when he described a shift in his approach to
workouts after becoming a father:

Every run…wasmuchmore important… I had to maximize my time.… It was like, okay,
I’m missing whatever amount of time away from [my daughter], this has to be important.
And from [the year my daughter was born] on, I think were the best four or five years in my
career.

Similarly, Jake noted that having to navigate new challenges is worth the significant
rewards brought on by fatherhood: “I’m struggling somewhat … but for me, [fa-
therhood is] worth every second of it … it gives you a drive and purpose and per-
spective on life that you wouldn’t have without a child.” Jake also added that having his
daughter in attendance for competitions would be an “added motivational boost” to his
athletic performance. Zach expressed an analogous position: “When my family is there,
I feel like it’s less stress… I think having your family there… it takes that sort of edge
off … I think it could propel me spiritually.”

Phil shared how improvements to athletic performance that stem from fatherhood
may be rooted in his position as not just a father but also as a role model:

I do think that there’s something valuable in [my son watching me train]. Like motivation-
wise for me. … Like hopefully those things start to register and like what goes into what
we do [as elite athletes] and that would be, I think, pretty powerful.

Fatherhood thus played a very important role in stimulating significant feelings of
motivation towards training, competing, and overall athletic performance for the
participants.

Fatherhood Impedes Elite Athlete-Fathers’ Athletic Performance

Several of the fathers underscored some of the major adjustments that they endured
upon becoming fathers, many of which provoked impediments to performance. Some
of the fathers especially expressed concern with regard to substantial disruption to their
sleeping patterns. Zach stressed that, “before kids … getting a bad night’s sleep might
happen once a month. And then with kids … it can happen five nights in a week.”
Jonathan described how these poor sleeping patterns can accumulate: “the moment you
get into a deficit, the moment you have one bad night’s sleep… you’re playing catch up
and you never get it back.” The overall exhaustion that many of the fathers faced
impeded their athletic performance in various ways. Jake noted:

[The] first four weeks of becoming a dad was bloody hard.… It was sort of surviving on…
six hours [of sleep] on a good day… it was really, really difficult.…And I think I tore my
calf through lack of sleep… and then I was expecting to sort of train twice a day… I was
just so beat up and run down. … I was just mentally, just really drained.
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Cameron echoed a similar sense of exhaustion when he shared that his son was born
“right in the middle of track season.” He elaborated on the challenges that came with
navigating this experience:

It was exhausting. And, honestly, it probably kept me from making the World Cham-
pionship team [that year].… [My wife and I] got home from the hospital [after our son was
born] at like midday, and I got a flight to LA that next morning to race the day after. And
my body was just shocked … that summer [season]. I was just toast the whole time.

Several of the participants also explained how daily parenting responsibilities can
hinder athletic performance in small yet consistent ways. For example, when discussing
efforts to fit in training as well as other athletic-related routines (e.g., stretching or
recovery practices) amid a full day of parenting duties, Zach claimed that “things are
just a bit more rushed” or “I just don’t do [the exercises].” Indeed, having to repeatedly
neglect small parts of training sessions can, over time, have severe effects on overall
performance. Jonathan also outlined the lifestyle adjustments that are required to be
able to adapt to the daily duties of parenting, which involve having to “let go of some of
our old habits,” including “routine” and “set time[s]” for eating, sleeping, and recovery.
Colin also discussed these issues in the context of travel:

Prior to being a parent, if I decided I wanted to go to a training camp … I could just go. I
[could] literally just pick up, pack my car or buy a plane ticket, and go. I didn’t really have
any responsibilities to anyone else.

For many of the fathers in this study, there were thus varying means through which
fatherhood could impede athletic performance.

Elite Athlete-Fathers Experience a Trade-Off Between Athletic Performance
and Fatherhood Responsibilities

In balancing athletic commitments with fatherhood responsibilities, the participants
emphasized that improving their performance in one of these areas often meant having
to diminish their level of involvement in the other. While this trade-off was felt by all
the fathers in this study, each of them expressed a slightly different approach to having
to “divide up your energy” between fatherhood and athletic performance.

Many of the fathers emphasized “selfishness” as a key element in decisions around
the trade-off between fatherhood and athletic performance. Dennis acknowledged,
“We’re in a sport where track is very selfish, right? It’s you against everyone else. You
have to take you first.…When you’re in season… everything is about you.”Many of
the fathers described the act of making selfish decisions as the ticket to reaching full
athletic potential – but that this comes at the cost of missing out on fatherhood in-
volvement. On the other hand, choosing to diminish the degree of selfishness to
prioritize family is essentially the same as choosing to sacrifice athletic performance.
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Jonathan explained, “I wouldn’t want to have a child when I was at the top of my game
because it’s very selfish up there.” He further noted how becoming a parent amid an
elite athletic career implies that “you do have to let go… of your… 100% ability in the
sport.” Some of the participants also described this trade-off as a series of experiences,
decisions, and an ebb and flow between these two extremes that were dependent on an
array of factors such as the time of year in relation to competitive season, their
child(ren)’s age(s), or future goals and/or previously accomplished career milestones
(e.g., qualifying for an Olympic team), as evidenced below.

For many of the fathers, travelling on their own without their family was a way for
them to prioritize their athletic commitments, especially around important competi-
tions. Cameron, for example, preferred to travel on his own for major competitions:

When it came to major championships like World Championships and Olympics … I
preferred for [my family] not to be there because it … would’ve just been one more thing
for me to think about. … If they’re there, I’m gonna be thinking about them being in the
right spot at the right time, making sure their tickets are fine, making sure they’re safe. And
so it adds another level of stress… it’s another stressor that I’m not prepared to deal with.

Phil shared a very similar view:

There’s a risk … with, you know, what if [my child] does have an odd bad night and it’s
two nights before [a competition]? I wouldn’t want to risk that. And you know, this is how
Imake a living… and I work really hard to get to this point. So, it just wouldn’t make sense
to put that at risk.

A few of the fathers highlighted the advantages (to athletic performance) of traveling
on their own not only for competitions but also for training camps, especially during the
months leading up to a peak in their athletic seasons. Dennis shared that his daughter
was six weeks old when he “packed up the bags and went to [training camp] for six
months … to train and get ready for the Olympics.” He further elaborated on the
importance of these types of decisions to mitigate the impediments to athletic per-
formance that can be brought on by fatherhood:

I love my kids and I’mhappy I had them during my career, but, at the same time, I was fully
in race mode. So, when I was away on training trips or training camps, the last thing I’d
want to do is bring a two-year-old screaming kid and take my focus off that… I didn’t want
to take away from what I was doing [athletically].

However, Dennis also reflected on the difficulties that came with this decision: “That
was a choice I made to have kids while I was competing, knowing that it was still going
to be pretty hard for our family, with me being gone probably four to six months a year.”

Jake discussed what it was like leaving for his training camp nearly seven weeks
following the birth of his daughter:
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[My coach and I] made the decision to go away on [a training] camp… The first week was
probably the hardest, probably the most emotional I’ve probably ever been ever, I think,
being away from [my partner and child]. … I think looking back, I regret going away on
[the training camp] only because of [my daughter’s] age. And it’s quite a lot on my partner
to have to do everything else. However, it’s short-term sacrifice for long-term goal… that’s
what I keep telling myself, anyway.

Jonathan touched on how today’s technology (e.g., FaceTime or video calls) can help
to minimize the hardships of being away from family and loved ones; however, he
stressed how these techniques are just “not the same, especially with that [young] age…
[the child] can’t engage.”He provided a specific example of how “it was weird”when he
realized that, upon his return home following the [anonymized] OlympicGames, his
young son’s “voice had changed a little bit,” and he felt like he had to readjust to being
around his own son. These fathers exemplified how their children’s ages can play an
important part in the emotional toll they experienced and, in turn, represent a significant
component in the trade-off between parenting and athletics.

Additionally, for some of the fathers, the emotional toll that they experienced came
in the form of guilt, particularly because leaving for long periods of time meant that they
were leaving the majority of parenting duties to fall on their partner/spouse. Colin said,

If I were to go away for any more than 10 days or two weeks, I think it would be too much
of a burden… for my partner to be able to continue to do her job and to organize childcare
for our children [because] our roles as parents are quite equal. And so … that additional
burden on her… even if she said that she could take it on, I just wouldn’t feel comfortable.
… I would just feel too guilty.

This same participant noted that it is simply not worth going through these forms of
added stress to be able to fully prioritize athletic performance, in large part due to past
accomplishments and the milestones that he had already accomplished throughout his
running career: “I don’t think I’ll have many regrets based on having already been to the
Olympics and stuff … if, you know, maybe I’m cutting a few corners and it doesn’t
work out. I’m not that concerned.”

All the fathers in this study emphasized that both athletics and fatherhood not only
represent two very significant areas in their lives, but that they are also two areas in
which there are differing expectations to perform. These differing expectations con-
tributed to these fathers’ experiences of having to negotiate their performances as elite
athletes versus their performances as fathers.

Discussion

Our findings make important contributions to literature on the experiences of elite
athletes who combine their professional athletic careers with fatherhood. While the
results support other scholars’ work on men’s experiences with fatherhood in a sport
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context (e.g., Coakley, 2006; Gottzen & Kremer-Sadlik, 2012; Graham &Dixon, 2014,
2017; McGannon et al., 2018; Pot & Keizer, 2016; Rynkiewicz et al., 2021), as well as
on the experiences of elite athlete-parents (particularly mothers’; e.g., Darroch et al.,
2016, 2019; Massey &Whitehead, 2022; McGannon et al., 2015; Palmer & Leberman,
2009), they also add important novelty and nuance.

Elite Athletics, Fatherhood, and Caring Masculinities

The three themes that we constructed in this study produce elite male athletes as not
only fathers, but as involved fathers – despite the first two themes contrasting one
another (i.e., fatherhood improves vs. impedes elite athlete-fathers’ athletic perfor-
mance). The fathers in this study exhibited differing approaches to balancing their
fatherhood and athletic commitments, but none of the participants alluded to their
parenting as a responsibility that they would ever disregard nor as something that is to
be entirely attended to by their female partner/spouse. Rather, many of the athletes
attested their commitments to being involved fathers and welcomed the new emotional
experiences, from guilt to gratitude, that came with this pursuit.

In this study, the athletes’ constructions of themselves as involved fathers are in line
with scholarly discussions around redefining masculinities through men’s more fre-
quent involvement in fatherhood (Scheibling, 2020). Understanding fatherhood
through a caring masculinities framework allows for the recognition of how most of the
athletes in this study embraced values of care and, in doing so, engaged in a form of
rejection of domination (Elliott, 2016). These understandings are also in line with new
masculinities, which Lund et al. (2019) broadly referred to as the “increased in-
volvement of men in caring practices and especially in fathering” (p. 1380). By ex-
amining our findings through a caring masculinities lens, our findings support men
embracing new masculinities as a prevailing approach in disrupting gendered practices
(Lund et al., 2019; Randles, 2018) by way of challenging ever-present narratives that
support orthodox and hegemonic masculinity in sport (Adams et al., 2010; Stick, 2021).

By illustrating that men can indeed be both involved fathers and elite athletes, these
sentiments contrast dominant societal narratives about “part-time fathers,” which
position men as secondary parents to women (Stevens, 2015; Sunderland, 2000;Wall &
Arnold, 2007), in addition to dominant societal family narratives that are rooted in the
traditional gender role model that produces the work domain as being “more important
for men than for women” (Cerrato & Cifre, 2018, p. 2), which insinuate that family is a
burden to men’s work responsibilities. The participants in our study emphasized how
fatherhood introduced them to a new sense of balance between having to let go of
previous habits and routine while also gaining newfound motivation and “dad
strength,” and how both these elements, in varying ways, influenced their athletic
performance. This balance, in many respects, relates to the negotiation of responsi-
bilities, sacrifices, and life changes in addition to the rewards and sense of fulfillment
that many men feel when becoming new involved fathers (Deave & Johnson, 2008;
Lewington et al., 2021; St John et al., 2005). Our findings demonstrate the capacity for
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men to be actively involved in family – and thus in roles that are beyond those directly
related to being the “breadwinner” (Doucet, 2009, p. 89) – and how such involvement
can foster positive life enrichment rather than conflict for men who are navigating both
work and family roles.

High Performance as an Athlete Versus High Performance as a Parent

Amajor finding in this study is that all the fathers emphasized a trade-off between their
performances as an athlete and their roles as a father. Many of the fathers’ descriptions
of this practice of give-and-take, where one side must be compromised for the other,
were congruent with McGannon et al.’s (2018) results from their ethnographic content
analysis of British professional tennis star Andy Murray’s journey as both a father and
high-profile athlete. When the expectation of being a “good father” is constructed as a
threat to athletic identity, elite athlete-fathers may experience what McGannon and
colleagues referred to as a “push-pull” (p. 677) between work and family, which is often
steered by differing expectations of masculinity in both areas (Doucet, 2004; Finn &
Henwood, 2009). Such differing expectations are entrenched within traditional gen-
dered beliefs that characterize men as both better suited to work and more likely to be
involved in sport (de Haan & Knoppers, 2020), which construct elite male athletes as,
first and foremost, full-time athletes and, secondly, part-time fathers (Stevens, 2015;
Sunderland, 2000). The pressures and expectations brought on by such beliefs can limit
the ways in which elite athlete-fathers manage the trade-off between fatherhood and
athletics (Kangas et al., 2019).

Our findings place elite athlete-fathers in positions to be able to resist dominant
narratives that reproduce the idea that fatherhood only impedes and does not improve
athletic performance and, hence, that involved fatherhood is incompatible with high-
performance sport (Cohen, 2016; McGannon et al., 2018). Many of the participants in
our study described the trade-off between fatherhood and athletic performance as a
dynamic process that is dependent on a multitude of factors that contribute to an ebb
and flow of priority and time management between fathering and athletic commitments,
including child(ren)’s age(s), future goals and/or previously accomplished career
milestones, and time of year in relation to competitive season. In comparing these
findings to those around female athletes who are pregnant/parenting, it is important to
recognize how athlete-fathers may face similar – though gendered (and thus inherently
different) – tensions between parent versus athlete identities (Darroch & Hillsburg,
2017; McGannon et al., 2015, 2018).

An extensive list of elements has been highlighted in the literature concerning the
challenges associated with navigating motherhood as an elite athlete (Darroch et al.,
2019; Darroch & Hillsburg, 2017; Davenport et al., 2022; Massey & Whitehead, 2022;
McGannon et al., 2015; Palmer & Leberman, 2009; Tekavc et al., 2020). Included among
this list is a wide range of barriers such as having to manage training loads throughout
pregnancy and postpartum (Darroch et al., 2022a), potential postpartum injuries
(Davenport et al., 2023), breastfeeding (if an athlete decides to do so; Giles et al., 2016),
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identity shifts between athlete versus mother (Darroch & Hillsburg, 2017; McGannon
et al., 2015; Palmer & Leberman, 2009), lack of support from athletic governing bodies
and/or sponsors (Darroch et al., 2019), and all sorts of differingmedia critiques –many of
which either continue to reinforce hegemonic masculinity in sport or simply ignore
female athletes altogether (Coche, 2017; McGannon et al., 2012, 2015; Scott et al., 2022;
Toffoletti & Thorpe, 2018).

Our findings point to ways in which the contemporary era of involved fatherhood
may come with a new reality wherein elite male athletes who are (involved) fathers find
themselves wrestling with some, though not all, similar tensions to those faced by
athlete-mothers. That being said, while we ought to recognize these parallels, it is
simultaneously imperative that we also resist any urge to conflate the parenthood
experiences of male and female athletes. Despite these seemingly analogous experi-
ences, pregnant/parenting elite female athletes continue to be disadvantaged in sport
(Scott et al., 2022), especially as the prevailing notion that motherhood is incompatible
with elite sport is largely rooted in the clear biological differences between female and
male athletes (Darroch et al., 2019). Although male athletes’ experiencing of a trade-off
between athletic and fatherhood responsibilities is, in many ways, in line with female
athletes’ own experiences of juggling mother- and athlete-related identities (Darroch &
Hillsburg, 2017), it is nevertheless distinctively female athletes who must face the
massive physical demands of both pregnancy and athletic performance in addition to
uniquely facing potential psychological and emotional challenges including postpar-
tum depression (Bø et al., 2017, 2018).

The bottom line is that pregnant and parenting athletes all require support to be able
to perform at their best both as athletes and as parents – but the nature of such support
must look different for female versus male athletes. For example, the potential in-
troduction of policies around parental leave in elite athletics or access to childcare
supports could be elements of change that could positively impact both female athletes
who are pregnant and/or mothers as well as male athletes who are expectant and/or
currently fathers. However, female athletes who are pregnant and/or mothers may also
require additional provisions such as maternity protections in their contracts and access
to proper medical assistance (e.g., prenatal care, obstetrician gynecologist, pelvic floor
specialist, mental health practitioner during postpartum recovery; Smith et al., 2023;
&Mother, 2021).

Our findings can open the door for key members across the athletics industry –

including policymakers, sponsors, and athletics governing bodies – to take note of male
elite athletes’ involvement in parenthood in addition to both the challenges as well as
the benefits that children can bring to elite athlete-fathers’ careers in high-performance
athletics. Recognition of these findings can lead to improved supports for pregnant/
parenting elite athletes by way of reinforcing male athletes’ positionings as advocates
for change within women’s sports (Lebel et al., 2021; Smith et al., 2023) and con-
tributing to alleviating the burden of parenting responsibilities that is often still placed
on athlete-mothers.

Smith et al. 167



Conclusions

There are a few important elements regarding this study that we feel must be ac-
knowledged. First, all interviews that were conducted for this research took place amid
the COVID-19 pandemic and thus took place virtually due to restrictions on gatherings.
The COVID-19 pandemic marked a period of time not only when parents generally
experienced varying levels of perceived stress (Adams et al., 2021;Washif et al., 2021),
but also a time when pregnant/parenting elite athletes faced particularly unique
stressors as they balanced the delayed Tokyo 2020 Olympic Games, disrupted training
regimes, and parenting duties (Darroch et al., 2022b).

Additionally, given that the athletes who participated in this study are elite distance
runners from three high-income countries and all had a partner/spouse, are abled-
bodied, and all but one are white, we must acknowledge that our results lack geo-
graphical and cultural diversity. Further research that explores the different challenges
and experiences of athletes who may not have access to the same resources or support,
who may be subjected to different discursive practices (e.g., fathers who are single,
racialized, or members of the LGBTQIA2 + community; Carroll, 2018), and/or who
may compete within a different sport context is recommended. Furthermore, given that
our findings in this manuscript were centred around the experiences of male athletes
and the impact of children on their athletic careers, another avenue for future research
could be the inverse of this relationship to explore understandings around how a career
in high-performance athletics may impact male athletes’ roles as fathers.

In line with our methodological approach, future directions that stem from this work
should also focus on the dissemination of research findings through the use of language
that is both widely understandable as well as accessible (Israel et al., 1998). With that
said, our research team is actively working with members of our CAB to co-author an
article for a mainstream publication to highlight the findings of this work. Furthermore,
we will also work to develop a policy brief to be presented to athletic governing bodies
to underscore the importance of incorporating athlete-fathers in policy provisions for
parental leave.

To our knowledge, this is the first study to consider the experiences of multiple
fathers who are elite/international and world-class runners, in addition to being the first
study in this area of research to apply the tenets of CBPR. Overall, our findings
presented in this paper contribute to the literature on parenthood and elite sport and
underscore the need to recognize the involvement of male elite athletes in parenthood as
well as both the challenges and benefits that children can bring to athlete-fathers’
careers in elite sport. While there have been significant calls for a more profound
emphasis to be placed on gender within discussions around parenthood and elite sport,
the majority of scholarly attention has been directed towards female athletes, preg-
nancy, and maternity. In the name of gender equity, it is important that athlete-fathers
are included within these conversations, too.

Through this study, we have highlighted how fatherhood may improve while also
impede elite athlete-fathers’ athletic performance and, as a result, that these individuals
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face a trade-off in their experiences of navigating both athletics and fatherhood. Our
findings thus underscore the ways in which fatherhood can impact male athletes and
their high-performance athletic careers, how these experiences reflect the new era of
involved fatherhood, and, importantly, how the trade-off between athletic performance
and fatherhood responsibilities is analogous to some of the underlying identity tensions
that have been thoroughly explored and reported with regard to the experiences of elite
female athletes who are pregnant and/or mothers (Darroch & Hillsburg, 2017;
McGannon et al., 2015, 2018; Palmer & Leberman, 2009). Recognizing male athletes’
involvement in parenthood and the parallels between fatherhood, motherhood, and elite
sport may not only lead to better support for athlete-fathers but can also work towards
diminishing the expectation that women are primarily involved in childcare respon-
sibilities. This can, in turn, alleviate the significant challenges with which elite athlete-
mothers have been frequently burdened through discriminatory policies and practices
within the sports industry (Scott et al., 2022).
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Notes

1. According to McKay et al.’s (2022) athlete-participant classification framework, Elite/
International includes athletes who have competed at the international level, top 4–300 in
world rankings, and/or have achieved within 7% of world-record performance; World Class
includes athletes who are/were Olympic and/or World Championship medalists, world-record
holders, within 2% of world-record performance, top 3–20 in world rankings, and/or top 3–
10 at an Olympics or World Championships.
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