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Context: The literature regarding work-life balance (WLB) is
plentiful, particularly in the National Collegiate Athletic Associ-
ation Division I collegiate setting due to its demanding nature as
defined by work hours and travel. Despite the comprehensive
understanding of factors contributing to WLB for athletic trainers
(ATs) in this setting, the effect of time of year has yet to be
investigated.

Objective: To determine the influence sport season timing
(ie, preseason, in-season, off-season) can have on perceptions
and experiences of WLB for ATs.

Design: Qualitative, case-study design.
Setting: Division I collegiate practice setting.
Patients or Other Participants: Six ATs employed in the

Division I college setting (3 women, 3 men) volunteered and
completed our study over 1 year. The average age of
participants was 31.0 6 3 years, and they had 9.0 6 3 years
of experience.

Data Collection and Analysis: We conducted semistruc-
tured one-on-one phone interviews with each participant at 4
points during the year (August, November, February, June). All

interviews were transcribed verbatim. Data were analyzed
inductively, and we used peer review, multiple-analyst triangu-
lation, and member checks for credibility.

Results: Time of year (eg, competitive in-season), organi-
zational demands (eg, hours and travel), and life stage (eg, roles
assumed) were factors that influenced WLB for ATs in the
collegiate setting. Having a positive and adaptable mind-set;
having coworker, supervisor, and personal support; and
engaging in personal or family time were factors that counter-
balanced the inhibitors.

Conclusions: Our results indicate that a career as an AT in
the collegiate setting can create WLB concerns; these concerns,
however, seem to peak during the competitive in-season for the
AT’s primary coverage team. Additionally, conflict that arises for
ATs seems to be stimulated by time, as work roles are often less
accommodating due to the athletic atmosphere.

Key Words: rejuvenation, time management, organizational
demands

Key Points

� The organizational demands placed upon an athletic trainer in the collegiate practice setting can lead to work-life
imbalance, but with support from family, friends, supervisors, and co-workers, work-life balance can occur.

� Time of year for the athletic trainer has the potential to negatively or positively affect work-life balance. That is, in-
season work schedules are often longer and less flexible than those in the off-season.

� An athletic trainer who is positive, adaptable, and accepting of his or her work schedule in the collegiate practice
setting can help foster work-life balance.

W
ork-life balance (WLB) has become a central
concern in the United States, as Americans work
longer hours and experience more work-family

conflict than people in other industrialized countries.1

Moreover, problems with WLB do not discriminate
according to economic level; individuals in all job settings
are affected, especially those in health professions,
including physicians2 and athletic trainers (ATs).3–5 The
National Athletic Trainers’ Association (NATA) has placed
improving ATs’ satisfaction in their personal and profes-
sional lives at the forefront of goals for the profession.6 In
fact, the NATA will soon release a position statement
promoting professional rejuvenation and balance for ATs;
this is the first position paper focused on the practitioner.7

The announcement is timely, as WLB has become an
increasing concern, particularly because of its effect on
retention3,8,9 within the profession. Consequently, exami-

nation of the WLB interface has mushroomed over the past
few years in athletic training.

Investigators of WLB have examined several practice
settings but are often focused on the collegiate practice
setting, most notably because of the demands placed upon
ATs10,11 in this setting and because it represents the largest
employer of ATs.12 Long work hours appear to be the
strongest catalyst for causing work-life imbalance as ATs
often work more than 40 hours per week to meet their
obligations and responsibilities.3,13 Working hours alone
are not always the cause of an imbalance, but they appear to
play a large role. Recent literature suggests that ATs’
departures from the collegiate setting or the profession
entirely are directly linked to hours worked,8,14,15 which
often restrict time for outside obligations and personal
interests. Female ATs have most notably been at the
forefront of discussions about departing the profession15;
however, recent evidence9 suggests that work-family
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conflict can stimulate clinical setting or career changes for
male ATs as well. In fact, ATs working in the collegiate
setting often say that they want more time for their family
and feel as though they sacrifice time at home due to work-
related responsibilities.16 Despite the challenges many ATs
face in attaining WLB, they are able to use time-
management skills, prioritize daily responsibilities, develop
support systems, and disengage from their AT role in
attempts to promote balance.5,14,17 The topic of WLB is
multifaceted and often viewed as both negatively and
positively influenced by organizational, individual, and
sociocultural factors.11,18

The growing body of literature on WLB, however, is
saturated with data that examine the occurrence of WLB at
a single point in time.3,4,10,11,19 This information has been
crucial for understanding the factors that influence WLB
and those strategies that help promote it; yet some have
suggested anecdotally that time of year could play a role in
an AT’s assessment of WLB. For example, if interviewed
during the off-season, an AT’s assessment might not be as
negative as if interviewed during preseason training camp.
Foundations for these claims center on the hours worked
and travel requirements, which appear to be somewhat
reduced during off-season.3,13 Still, despite a fairly
comprehensive understanding of WLB for ATs in the
collegiate setting, researchers have yet to determine how
time of year affects WLB. Additionally, these more
traditional point-in-time studies offer only a snapshot of
current thinking about individual and organizational
performance. It is essential to acknowledge variance over
time, and the only way to truly assess this variance is to
collect data at different time points. By conducting
longitudinal research, time can actually be used as an
independent variable instead of simply being recognized as
a factor.20 Our purpose, then, was to explore how sport
season timing (ie, preseason, in-season, off-season) might
influence the perceptions and experiences of WLB for
athletic trainers. Additionally, WLB should perhaps be
viewed not only from an organizational perspective but also
by taking into account individual factors such as family
values and marital status.21 Our study was guided by the
following research questions:

1. How does time of year (ie, preseason, in-season, off-
season) affect an AT’s assessment of his or her level of
WLB?

2. How do marital and family statuses play a role in WLB
throughout the year?

METHODS

Research Design

We used a descriptive, single case-study design22 to
examine WLB over a 1-year period. The qualitative design
allowed us to capitalize on the strengths of one-on-one
interviews, including the chance to interact and follow up
with our participants. Case-study designs, although not
considered a traditional mode of data collection in health
sciences, can provide in-depth, quality information regard-
ing WLB. Case-study designs need to be bounded by time
or experiences (or both) shared by a group of people22; in
this case, our participants were bounded by their evaluation

of their experiences of WLB as ATs in the collegiate
setting. Mazerolle and Goodman23 established context and
structure for this type of study in athletic training.

Participant Sampling

Our sampling, as is standard for case-study designs and
other qualitative methods, was purposeful and done via
convenience and criterion.22,24 We contacted potential
participants directly to determine interest in the study and
explain the parameters of data collection. We used
convenience sampling via professional relationships as a
means to identify and recruit participants based upon the
inclusion criteria. Our criteria for inclusion were full-time
employment as an AT in the National Collegiate Athletic
Association (NCAA) Division I setting for a minimum of 2
years and approximately 10 years of clinical practice
experience. These inclusion criteria would allow them to
have attained role continuance (ie, they were established in
their roles and had role understanding). Evidence15 also
suggests that ATs in the collegiate setting have about 10
years of experience. Furthermore, we wanted to include
ATs who represented different marital and family statuses.
Recruitment began after institutional review board approval
was obtained from the University of Connecticut.

Participant Descriptions

Each of the ATs represented different marital and family
statuses, including single, married or partnered, and married
or partnered with children. Although no differences have
been found between sexes or marital or family statuses in
athletic training,25 it has been implied that as a person’s
marital and family status changes, so does the level of
WLB.15 In fact, male ATs have recently demonstrated
greater struggles in balancing parenthood with their role as
an AT.16 Despite these struggles, female ATs reported
greater stress levels in trying to manage work and family
roles.16 Because of the mixed views on the roles marital and
family status can play in WLB, it is important to include
ATs who have different roles outside the workplace.

Six ATs agreed to participate and complete all phases of
data collection. For case-study research designs, 4 to 6
participants are recommended and considered sufficient.22

Of the 3 women and 3 men, 2 were single, 2 were married,
and 2 were married with children (each had 2 children).
Participants were 31.2 6 2.9 years old, with 9.2 6 2.9
years of experience. The Table provides a full description
of each participant. Pseudonyms were assigned after each
interview to protect participants’ identities.

Procedures

Upon confirmation of consent, we conducted in-depth
semistructured interviews with participants. These inter-
views were completed 4 times during the academic year:
August, November, February, and June. We purposefully
selected these time points to capture various intensity points
in terms of workload and sport season (in-season versus off-
season). We chose a semistructured protocol to allow
rapport to develop with the participants, as we thought it
would enhance the richness of the discussions and create
flexibility to explore unanticipated findings while still
allowing the interview to be guided by the preestablished
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questions. During each of the designated time points, we
contacted our participants to establish a convenient time to
call and complete the interview. Each interview session
followed an interview guide that we created to gain an
understanding of experiences pertaining to WLB for ATs
and how they may change depending upon the time of year.
Using previous literature as a guide,3,8 we developed
questions that could help us evaluate the effect of time
within and outside the sport season. We had 2 peers review
the guide for clarity, content, and accuracy. Suggestions
and edits were digested, and we made changes accordingly.
We also used each interview as a means to allow for other
naturally occurring questions to develop and then added
those questions to the ensuing interview session. All phone
interviews were conducted by the same researcher for
consistency and rapport. Each interview session was
recorded and then transcribed verbatim upon completion.
Field notes were taken during the interviews to aid in
transcription, credibility of the findings, and data analysis.

Data Analysis and Trustworthiness

All demographic data were analyzed using SPSS (version
20.0; SPSS Inc, Chicago IL) to determine descriptive
statistics and frequency distributions of the participants.
The following steps summarize how we conducted the data
analysis: (1) We carefully read all transcripts thoroughly,
making notes on initial impressions of the key findings. (2)
On our second reading of the transcripts, we looked to
identify similarities and then coded the significant pieces of
data. (3) We arranged like codes into groups to capture their
meaning. (4) All themes presented were included because

there was a 50% distribution among participants. Our
analyses were ongoing throughout the data-collection
process; we kept field notes from our interviews and
transcripts from each phase of data collection.

The credibility of the data was secured via 3 methods:
peer review, multiple-analyst triangulation, and member
checks. Creswell24 recommended using at least 2 methods
of data verification to establish trustworthiness and
considered peer review the most helpful. Our peer is an
experienced researcher with a strong scholarly record that
includes editorships, publications, and knowledge of case-
study design. We used the peer review to help ensure that
our methods met our purpose and that our analyses matched
our collected data. Upon completion of transcription and
before data analysis, all participants reviewed their
transcribed interviews to ensure accuracy and credibility
and make any necessary changes. Additionally, after
completion of data analysis, we selected 3 participants to
review our presentation and representation of its accuracy
related to their experiences. Finally, 2 researchers,
following the methods described previously, autonomously
coded the data before meeting to discuss the emergent
themes and theories.

RESULTS

Our general inductive analyses revealed that over the
course of a year, there appear to be inhibitors to sustaining
WLB in the collegiate setting (Figure). Each of those
inhibitors, however, appears to be counterbalanced by
several enhancers to WLB (Figure). We discuss these

Table. Athletic Trainers’ Demographic Information

Pseudonym Age, y

Years as a Certified

Athletic Trainer Primary Sport Coverage Relationship Status Children?

Hillary 31 10 Women’s basketball Single No

Jake 27 5 Men’s and women’s track Single No

Laura 32 10 Women’s soccer Married 2

Lindsay 30 8 Baseball Married No

Samuel 31 8 Football Married No

Scott 36 14 Men’s basketball Married 2

Figure. Barriers and facilitators to work-life balance.
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findings in the sections that follow with supporting data
from our participant interview sessions.

Time of Year

Previous challenges relating to WLB for the AT were
described as being facilitated by the time of year.10 That is,
work, life, and family responsibilities and obligations can
be navigated successfully, but when the AT is providing
medical coverage to a team that is in-season, more
challenges can arise. Time of year, therefore, reflects the
cyclical nature of the professional demands placed on ATs
in the collegiate setting. The concept of the time of year can
best be summarized by Samuel’s comments regarding his
role in collegiate athletics as an AT. He shared the
following:

There are always demands, and they are constantly
changing. Our professional environment, and football
specifically, whether it is the season, recruiting, spring
ball, summer conditioning, there is always something
different going on. You will need to be able to
accommodate for that so there [are] ebbs and flows
[with demands]. So when there is less demand and stress
. . . I then take more personal time, and then when work
is in higher demand, I am at work and we are expected to
give more here at work.

Laura, a mother whose primary sport coverage is
women’s soccer, described how the time of year can
influence her WLB. Her reflections are much like Samuel’s:

During the off season, I work a little bit less [in hours]. It
is definitely different [than being in-season], because of
the timing of practice. So usually in the fall we will
practice 1 to 3 in the afternoon, which means I will do
treatments all day and then have practice and post-
practice treatments. So depending upon how long that
takes, it can be 5:30–6:00 until I am done and can go
home. Where now, because practice is early, I just come
to work for 7:30–8:00 and then we practice, which is
done by 12:00, and then I can do postpractice treatments
and leave by 4:00 each day.

In addition to practice demands, Laura thought the
overall schedule in terms of practice times, games, and
travel was much less intense in the off-season than during
the in-season, which positively influenced her WLB. She
continued her interview: ‘‘We only have 6 games during the
off-season, and they are always a car distance, so we do not
have to fly away for weekends. No overnight trips, so that
makes a big difference.’’

Samuel, like Laura, also described the effect time of year
can have on his ability to sustain WLB, primarily related to
his workday. During his interviews in August and
November, he described his level of WLB as ‘‘Not great.
As this is the most pressured time of year as far as work
demands, I do not have a lot of control over my schedule at
this moment.’’ Samuel’s comments were more positive
when he was interviewed in June: ‘‘I think at this point I am
doing a good job with it [balance]. You know over the
summer and off-season, there [are] variable amounts of
things going on, but the stress is less.’’

Jake’s comments illustrate the variability of WLB in
the collegiate setting due to time of year, as he explained
during his February interview: ‘‘My work-life balance is
probably more work than personal right now as we are
[in] the midst of our season. My weekends and nights are
a little more work filled than before.’’ When interviewed
in November, before the heart of his season, Jake stated
that ‘‘my life is the most balanced it has been in a long
time.’’

Sustaining a Healthy Lifestyle. Time of year also
influenced participants’ WLB through their ability to
sustain a healthy lifestyle. Concerns regarding an AT’s
ability to engage in and maintain a regular exercise
regimen have been noted previously,26,27 and our
participants shared their difficulties in doing so,
especially when they were in-season, had little
autonomy over work schedules, and were working long
hours. When asked about her workout routine, Laura was
candid: ‘‘I usually by now begin working out again.
During the in-season, I periodically work out, and then by
the end of the season I am not. But now, I am going back
to daily or regular workouts.’’ Laura was also honest about
her eating habits, which can be dictated by the day and
time of year, and about her struggles to maintain a healthy
lifestyle. She reflected that she did a better job of ‘‘eating
well’’ and ‘‘exercising’’ when she had more control over
her schedule, something that happens during her off-
season. In her February interview, Laura shared: ‘‘there
are days that I can bring lunch but won’t eat it until 3:00 in
the afternoon, because the day has just taken over.
Whereas other days there is more downtime, so I can eat
at a more normal time.’’

Hillary, like Laura, was also very aware of when her
wellness was negatively affected by the time of year.
During her in-season interview (February), she said, ‘‘I am
unsatisfied with my level of wellness and physical activity.
My schedule, absolutely [is the cause]; it is hard to find the
time to even just be active.’’ At some point during the year,
all 6 participants described struggles with maintaining
wellness and physical activity because of time constraints
and work demands.

Mind-Set That Showcases Acceptance and
Adaptability. This theme speaks to the attitude needed to
work in the collegiate setting, namely, that work schedules
change and an AT must be flexible. Our participants were
acutely aware of the limitations that arise in-season versus
off-season or summer months. Those discussions, presented
earlier, illustrate potential challenges; however, our
participants also used a positive mind-set and
demonstrated adaptability to offset these challenges.

Samuel noted the importance of mind-set and the
personal reality of job constraints. He said an AT must
realize ‘‘that you have to have realistic expectations and
value the time that you have for work and life. If you do not
value the time, you are always going to be dissatisfied about
something.’’ Regarding the variability of the time of year
and the limitations it can have for WLB, he stated: ‘‘You
take what you can get but know, appreciate, and enjoy what
you can and do what you have to do work-wise during those
specific hour constraints.’’

Scott and Laura also commented on how mind-set can
help them cope with the demands placed upon them
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throughout the year but mostly during the in-season of their
sport. Scott described:

I look forward to something every weekend. Something
fun, that I have planned—like taking my kids to Chuck E
Cheese. So that is how I look at my schedule and I say,
okay, this is the day I am going to do this and that.

Laura, while reflecting on the year, shared this:

It is all based on knowing what time of year it is. So I
know . . . August to at least the end of October is going to
be crazy and just make do and make do with the time
you do have. Then I will get a break for a month or so,
and then be back at it. Then for a few months I will start
up again until the end of May. Then it is easier until
August rolls around again. So I kind of just have to get
through the hard points, knowing that more time will
come to me.

Each participant discussed having a mind-set that was
accepting and adaptable. They know that certain times of
the year create more challenges due to schedules and travel.

Organizational Demands

Work demands, work schedules, flexibility, travel, and
the importance of face time3,11,28 have all been cited as
primary factors inhibiting WLB for ATs in the collegiate
setting. This theme therefore speaks to those aspects of the
workplace that can inhibit WLB for ATs. Our 6 ATs all
described the facets just cited as contributors to their
reduction in WLB. Hillary shared, ‘‘I am averaging 10- to
14-hour days, right now.’’ She continued, ‘‘One of the
biggest contributors to the lack of a balanced lifestyle, I
feel, is the constant changes to the schedule. My daily
schedule changes on a minute’s notice.’’

Our participants all described working 10- to 12-hour
days during their in-season, often reporting to work as early
as 5:30 AM and leaving between 6:30 and 8:30 PM. In
addition, they had very little control over their time in the
workplace during the in-season, as illustrated by Samuel’s
statements related to his current life situation. He said, ‘‘I
don’t have a lot of control over my schedule at the moment.
During the long days, you don’t have a lot of time, to
yourself.’’ Travel also played an important role in the level
of WLB for participants. Jake observed, ‘‘I really haven’t
had the chance to do much of anything else except work.
Over the last 4 weeks, we have had trips that were 3 to 4
days long. So it doesn’t leave much time for the life
portion.’’

Support Networks in the Workplace. To combat the
demands placed upon ATs, many foster professional
relationships with their coworkers and cite supervisor
support and understanding as facilitators to improved
WLB.10,11 Our participants believed this to be true as
well, referencing throughout the interview sessions that
coworkers and supervisors were instrumental in creating
WLB throughout the year. In fact, our data speak to the
concept of cultural work-life support, in which coworkers
and supervisors, working together, are able support both
professional and family roles through encouragement and

job sharing. Lindsay highlighted this when explaining her
current work environment:

Our staff, even though we are small, work well together,
to really help each other out so that we can all have that
time to spend with our families. One of my coworkers
said at the beginning of this year, ‘‘My son is starting to
play high school football.’’ [The coworker] wanted to
leave every Wednesday but asked if we were okay with
covering the last 30 minutes of practice. And so we said,
‘‘Sure we can do that.’’ We rarely say no to one another.
We definitely want to help each other out. We do really
work together, and we are a close-knit staff as we want
to help each other out; we want everyone to spend time
with their families.

All 6 participants described supportive relationships with
their coworkers that fostered valuing family and nonwork
roles and helping one another create more time for those
roles when necessary. For example, Jake and Scott both
described work situations that allowed them to accomplish
important tasks in their personal lives, such as attending
weddings or social gatherings and picking children up from
day care. Scott recounted his perceptions of his current
workplace environment and how his staff interacts and
demonstrates support:

I think our staff does a really good job of making sure
that we help out. And being that I am in the forefront of
it now (as a supervisor), we make a point as a staff to
say, ‘‘OK, you are coming in early, and you are coming
in late.’’ When someone has a late game or practice
(11:00), and our facility opens at 6:00 AM, we say, ‘‘Why
don’t you leave early that day and go to Costco or
whatever you need.’’ And then they can use that day.

Supervisor Support. Scott, in his role as head AT,
illustrated the importance of coworker support as well as
the need for the supervisor to endorse collegiality and an
understanding of employees’ family values and needs.
Although he has only been in his role for a short time (,1
year), Scott was able to provide supervisor support, which
has recently emerged in the literature as a means to promote
balance for ATs in the collegiate athletics setting.29,30

Hillary discussed the role of her supervisor in helping her
find balance, especially when the season starts to become
overwhelming and it is difficult to find time to balance
nonwork roles. She said:

My supervisor is supportive and understands the hectic
schedule. He is working with men’s basketball, so
yesterday when I asked him about getting out early, he
was absolutely like ‘‘go.’’ Having his support instead of
having a supervisor say, ‘‘I am here, so you should be
here too,’’ is crucial. It allows you to not feel guilty about
being away from work, even when you should have to
feel it. Having a supervisor that is supportive of you is
great. When you can actually walk away and leave for
half a day and not feel bad about it, so you can actually
relax, and get things done. Simple things, like go get dog
food, go to the grocery store, all of those things you
might not have time for, it makes it a lot easier.
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Jake, like Hillary, recognized the importance of having a
supervisor who helps him create balance in his life. His first
response was that ‘‘she plays a major role [in my WLB].’’
When asked to expand, Jake shared, ‘‘She told me: ‘Make
sure you make room and time for your personal time and
personal life. If not, you will get burnt out or you will reach
saturation and will lose a little bit of drive during the track
season.’’’

Laura spoke about the continued support she received
from her supervisor, which included a transition from being
married to being married with children. She talked about
her experiences:

My boss knows the importance of families, and when I
was pregnant he was very supportive of the times when I
needed to go to a doctor’s appointment; or when I was
sick and was in the hospital, he was able to get my
coworkers to cover for me. He was very supportive. That
is a huge benefit in itself. When you have a boss who
understands; it makes it much easier.

Life Stage and Demographics

The life stage and demographics theme speaks to the
variables of sex, marital status, and family status and their
relationship to WLB. The literature is mixed on whether
variables such as sex, marital status, and family status
affect the challenges associated with finding WLB.3,14,16 A
cursory look at these variables reveals that they have little
effect on conflict, but all ATs are susceptible to
experiences of WLB. Our participants, regardless of
marital or family status, struggled to find balance, and
their life stage provided the context for these challenges.
For example, the 2 single ATs described problems with
creating a balance between work and their personal lives,
especially when their team travel demands were high.
Simply stated, they struggled with having to manage both
domestic and household chores as well as work-related
responsibilities. When asked to describe her current level
of WLB, Hillary commented, ‘‘[My WLB] is probably a
zero. As it is all work, there is no life balance at the
moment.’’

Marriage and Family Status. The 2 single ATs, unlike
the ATs who were married or married with children, were
solely responsible for household and domestic
responsibilities. That is, they were responsible for
laundry, grocery shopping, and other tasks that could not
be shared with a spouse or partner. Therefore, the conflicts
they struggled with were directly related to finding the time
to complete necessary household chores outside the
workplace. When given the time, however, they did not
have to worry about the needs of others, such as a spouse or
child, and could then focus on themselves. As Hillary
noted: ‘‘I try, when I can, to do a couple of things each day
just for myself that doesn’t have anything to do with
athletics or my athletes.’’

In contrast, the married and married-with-children ATs
needed to balance their personal time among others, such as
a spouse and children. The 2 married ATs shared conflicts
in creating time for their spouses and balancing each other’s
work schedules and other demands. Lindsay said:

My WLB is a little less than it has been previously. Our
season, in a good way, was extended a few extra weeks,
but it took away from that personal time that I do get. So
that, combined with my husband doing a lot more work
for his job and traveling a lot more, he also was not home
for a couple of consecutive weeks. So it has just been a
bit tougher to really balance and have some time to
ourselves.

Samuel echoed the desire of the married participants to
find time for their spouse and to separate his work and
personal roles:

I made a commitment to my wife to be around and be
present, and so certainly it’s making sure that. . .I’m
efficient with the time that I have to be at work and
trying to not take my work home with me. And trying to,
you know, take advantage of time away when I can.

Although Lindsay mentioned the difficulty of balancing
time between her husband and her job during certain times
in the year, she acknowledged that the absence of children
allowed her to focus on the time she does have to spend
with her husband. She explained:

The fact that we don’t have children yet definitely plays
a role that, you know, I feel like ... when I have home
time, I can dedicate it to my husband and myself and it’s
not being split up too many different ways at this point
yet. That’s probably ... really the other thing that really
plays a part to make me feel at this point that I’m still
balanced.

The married-with-children ATs shared how they balance
time for work, their spouses, and their children. When
asked how he finds balance, Scott responded:

I try to make sure that if I’m going to go into the office
early, and to me early is like 5:00 AM or 6:00 AM in the
morning, I try to see to it that I can get out early enough
to pick up . . . our sons . . . from day care, or I try to see if
I’m going in later that I make sure that I’m able to take
them to school in the morning and all of that. So that’s
pretty much every day before work or after work.

Scott also illustrated how being a father and a husband
sometimes limited his personal time, mostly because his
priorities shifted toward both those roles and are more
important than his own needs at times. In terms of his
current WLB, Scott commented:

Oh, very bad. I just think it’s bad because you’ll go on
the road or you’ll eat late and you won’t find time to say,
‘‘Hey, let me take an hour out and do what I need to do
exercise-wise.’’ But I bet if someone told me, ‘‘Hey, it’s
gonna affect your well-being if you don’t do this,’’
starting tomorrow I’ll make time and I’ll block it out in
my calendar. But the fact that I don’t block it out, and the
fact that I don’t think it’s a priority because my priorities
are, hey, let me come in, get my work done. OK, let me
get my treatments in, now I gotta get home and get to my
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kids and family. I think those become priorities and we
forget about ourselves.

Marital or family status may not necessarily be a direct
contributor to conflict for an AT, but the role assumed can
be a catalyst for conflict. The single ATs may not have
dependents or a spouse requiring their time and energy, but
they do have other aspects of life and family that compete
for their time. Unlike the single ATs, however, married and
married-with-children ATs must balance their time and
resources between themselves and others (ie, spouse and
children). Although the situations do not involve the same
conflicts, they share outside catalysts, besides individual
and work concerns, to WLB.

Personal Support and Personal Time. Having support
outside the workplace and creating time away from the
workplace were facilitators to WLB. To combat the daily
challenges they face in finding a balance between
demanding work schedules and personal obligations and
responsibilities, the participants relied on personal support
networks and engagement in personal or family time.

Both ATs who were married with children described
having very supportive and engaging spouses who were
able to take on more of the domestic and household duties
when necessary to help the AT focus on work and, when at
home, to engage with less stress in their family. Laura said,
‘‘Lucky for me my husband is so supporting.’’ Scott
highlighted this same point in his discussion of his wife’s
role in his WLB:

My spouse is very, very, very good at understanding
when something changes or if she has to pick up our
son[s] instead of me, or whatever it may be. I find it very
difficult at times; it is like walking on eggshells, because
in the profession of athletic training everything can
change. When you think practice is going to end at 4:30
PM and you will be able to pick your son up at 5:00 PM,
and then an injury happens at 3:00 PM, and then you are
[in] the ER until 8 or 9:00 PM that completely changes it.
So my spouse helps with that by being very flexible. She
is an honorary ATC because she is so flexible.

The married-with-children ATs used family time as a
means to decompress from their hectic job and shared being
‘‘all in’’ when they were home and with family. Laura said,
‘‘I just make sure after a long day that when I am home I am
spending time with my son, as opposed to doing random
stuff like playing on my phone.’’

DISCUSSION

Currently, there is a paucity of literature that longitudi-
nally examines WLB. This is of critical importance in
athletic training as the WLB of a majority of ATs working
in the collegiate practice setting may be greatly affected by
the time of year10 and high in-season demands. Our findings
show that organizational factors such as work time and job
demands are primary inhibitors to fulfilling WLB for ATs
in the Division I collegiate setting. Adding to our
understanding of WLB in athletic training, our results
reveal that during the in-season period, an AT can be
overworked and struggle to find time for personal and
outside interests. Another unique aspect of our study was

observing that life stage could also affect WLB; conflicts
can arise despite the number of roles assumed outside the
workplace (ie, being single does not reduce the occurrence
of conflict but rather may change its source).

Time of Year

Time-based conflict31 is the major catalyst for WLB
concerns in ATs, who work long hours each week to meet
job-related responsibilities. Our findings support previous
research3,11 and show that Division I collegiate athletics can
be a demanding work setting due to the nature of athletic
competition. Furthermore, collegiate athletics is defined by
competitive seasons during which student-athletes’ expec-
tations vary in-season versus out-of-season. That is, when
they are in their competitive season (in-season), expecta-
tions are high and affect those who work directly with
them. Like those ATs who participated in the study of
Mazerolle et al,11 our participants had less time to be at
home or attend to personal needs and interests during the
sport’s in-season. Comparably, Eberman and Kanahov16

found that ATs in the collegiate setting wanted more time
to be at home and thought their families suffered from their
absence due to work-related responsibilities. Travel ap-
peared to be the heaviest demand taking ATs away from
their personal and family obligations, as many mentioned
this during all 4 interview sessions. In addition to travel
demands, the ATs must be present to provide medical
coverage to their student-athletes, who want to be able to
perform at their optimal levels during their competitive
seasons, thereby increasing expectations that ATs be
available at all hours through either phone contact or direct
contact in the clinic. Although our participants shared that
the demands are less during the out-of-season period, they
still may work 40 to 50 hours per week. Despite this
reduction in hours, WLB may still be affected, particularly
due to the changes made by the NCAA and to summer
conditioning activities.32 Simply put, the demands of the
profession (workload, travel, and direct patient care) do not
seem to change drastically, with the exception of travel and
the urgency of care, when student-athletes are not in their
competitive in-season. Thus, the time-of-year effect seems
to be most strongly felt during the AT’s competitive in-
season; however, because of a small reduction in time
demands, the off-season period counterbalances some of
the challenges with WLB.

In response to the demands placed upon them both from
time and energy perspectives, our participants recognized
the need for acceptance and willingness to view their WLB
in chunks of time. That is, many of the ATs in our study
recognized that the competitive in-season is when more
time and energy need to be allocated to work roles, not to
personal or family roles. In essence, our participants are
accepting of the athletics lifestyle and the inconsistencies
associated with the hours worked throughout the year.
Lazar et al (unpublished data, 2016) found that this concept
of acceptance was a facilitator of career longevity, as the
AT was able to maintain balance and commitment by being
flexible and cognizant of the demands of the profession. In
fact, collegiate athletics is well known to be a demanding
work setting that requires personal and family sacrific-
es,18,26,33 but planning and adjusting to the responsibilities
of the workplace34 allow the AT to view them as effective
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coping mechanisms and a way to remain balanced over
time.

The participants demonstrated signs of resiliency, a
characteristic associated with effective coping and the
ability to manage high levels of stress. Individuals who
exhibit resiliency often possess effective communication
skills, are problem solvers, enjoy helping others, and have
support networks.35 Many of the strategies discussed by our
participants seem to parallel these attributes associated with
resiliency, such as having activities to look forward to;
demonstrating a positive, accepting mind-set; and having
support networks in both the workplace and home.
Resilience, in fact, is a fundamental aspect to maintaining
WLB and professional enthusiasm.36 Furthermore, the
literature37 suggests that developing a resilient culture
within the workplace can reduce negative stressors and
improve quality of life for the individual. Resilient
workplace environments appear to foster positive relation-
ships among coworkers and exhibit support and sharing of
similar views, attitudes, and behaviors. This is probably the
case for our participants, as they, like the participants in the
study of Mazerolle and Goodman,23 described support and
teamwork as coping mechanisms for stress and finding
WLB. Furthermore, resiliency, much like WLB, is
developed and confounded by individual and organizational
factors. That is, an AT must possess emotional intelligence
(the ability to understand his or her own needs and an
awareness of others’ needs), effective coping skills, and
optimism and realism to handle stress. Resiliency is also
cultivated when collegial relationships are supported within
the workplace and members of the workplace communicate
effectively with one another.

Organizational Demands

Our findings regarding factors contributing to difficulty
finding WLB in the collegiate practice setting are not novel,
yet they continue to showcase the demands of a
competitive, intense workplace environment.33 Athletic
trainers and others in similar fields, such as coaches, sports
informational specialists, and strength and conditioning
coaches, face demanding workloads regardless of the time
of year. This is due in part to growing expectations of
student-athletes, which proportionally affect those who
work with them. A 2008 NCAA report38 on collegiate
coaching and administration revealed that 75% of coaches
and administrators in the Division I setting recognized that
their careers in athletics conflicted with family duties.
Although similar data are not available for the field of
athletic training, the outpouring of research on WLB
indicates that it is a concern for ATs. The NCAA,
recognizing that today’s athletic environment is demanding
and that many employed within this setting are struggling to
find WLB, developed an initiative to help athletic
administrators, ATs, staff, and coaches establish WLB
strategies and develop more effective policies and work-
place practices that address the needs of the individual
when attempting to create WLB. Similar to findings in the
literature on athletic training3,13,39 and coaching,28,40,41 our
participants indicated that an unrelenting workload, which
encompasses hours, travel, and lack of control, contributes
the most to their imbalance. This shows that the

organizational aspects of the job are foundational to WLB
concerns for ATs.

To overcome the organizational strain placed upon them
by the nature of their professional role in the collegiate
setting, our participants relied on support garnered within
the workplace. Kossek et al42 described this as cultural
work-life parameters, whereby informal processes and
means help facilitate WLB for the individual. Simply
working alongside individuals who share similar visions,
goals, and attitudes regarding WLB allows for cohesion in
the workplace, which facilitates WLB. Cultural work-life
support is developed not only from the relationships forged
with coworkers but also from support and recognition from
supervisors that engagement in caregiving and other
nonwork roles can provide mutual benefits; this concept,
called role enrichment, posits that success in 1 role can spill
over into other roles.43 Our findings regarding support
networks are not unique but continue to demonstrate, like
those of others before us,10,39 that having organizational
support, including support from coworkers and supervisors,
can be fundamental in achieving success as an AT in the
collegiate setting and finding time to be engaged in other
aspects of life.

In previous research,10,13,39 ATs described the need for
their coworkers to be willing to share in job duties (eg,
cover a practice so they can attend a wedding), for their
supervisors to be supportive of nonwork and family
obligations and willing to allow ATs the chance to fully
participate in those roles without consequence, and for a
workplace environment that is viewed as family friendly.
Our results were similar; however, we also found that it was
necessary for ATs to communicate their personal and
family needs as a means to fulfill WLB. It was apparent that
by communicating effectively and often, our participants
were able to satisfy their WLB needs, as they could plan
ahead for a day off to attend a wedding, have the oil
changed in their car, or watch their son play football.
Overall, the descriptions provided by our participants
illustrate a cultural work-life support system that exudes
organizational support—a fundamental aspect not only for
the development of WLB but also for professional
commitment and job satisfaction.28 Organizational support,
especially for ATs employed in the collegiate setting, is of
utmost importance, as over time the demands of the
profession can lead an AT to consider leaving15,19 because
of the lack of perceived WLB amid other influences.

Life Stage and Demographics

It is often presumed that those who are married and have
children, typically younger children, are at greater risk for
problems with WLB. These additional personal roles are
often thought to increase both the time demands and the
stress placed upon the person and make him or her
susceptible to work-life conflict. However, these predispo-
sitions are no longer considered the only barriers to WLB,
as the landscape of the American family has evolved and
the perceptions of what is considered acceptable as
important personal roles have grown. Mazerolle et al19

found no sex or relationship differences among ATs in the
collegiate setting, and since this study, these differences
were rarely noted in athletic training.10,11 Much like
previous authors, we did not identify any true differences;
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that is, our male and female ATs did not appear to
experience greater WLB challenges because of their sex but
rather it was the source of the conflicts that differed among
the life-stage groups. For example, our single participants
struggled to find WLB, as they often had to manage
personal and domestic responsibilities alone and did not
have a spouse to provide support for necessary but time-
consuming tasks (eg, laundry, grocery shopping). Our
married and married-with-children ATs, despite having
someone at home who could manage the day-to-day tasks
and housework, felt pressures to be present at home with
their spouses and children and to be as involved as possible
despite demanding work schedules. Simply stated, role
conflict is a primary source of WLB concerns, as often the
demands in a person’s roles (eg, life, home, work) are
incompatible, and the individual must try to find the time
and energy to navigate these roles.44 So WLB difficulties
arise for ATs not because they are married or have children
but rather because they work long hours, which limit the
time available to seek outside roles, such as parent, friend,
spouse, or caretaker, or to just take time for themselves.3–5

Creating personal time and having external support
systems were the ways our participants managed their
various roles within and outside the workplace, which is
comparable with the findings of other researchers10,13 who
investigated WLB within athletic training. As discussed in
the NCAA ‘‘Work and Life Balance’’ initiative, setting
priorities that include personal time and finding support are
key to creating WLB when working in the collegiate
setting. The recommendations made by the NCAA align
with the NATA’s position statement7 on WLB, which
suggests that ATs need to use priority-setting tactics that
include viewing personal and family time as aspects of life
that are as important as work and making sure to not
neglect those needs and interests in favor of work-related
responsibilities. More often, ATs consider their own needs
secondary and attend first to the wants and demands of their
student-athletes, coaches, and other coworkers. This
sacrifice is likely due to a combination of factors, including
the personality of the AT and the culture of the sport setting
(ie, expectations to be present at all times).

Limitations and Future Directions

Our study was the first in athletic training to present
findings related to WLB from a longitudinal perspective.
We recognize that our study gained the perspective of only
a small group of ATs working in the collegiate setting, but
it was purposeful because it was exploratory. Departure has
been a primary concern for ATs in the collegiate setting and
the major influence for our sample population. Future
authors need to include participants working in a variety of
practice settings, over time, to fully appreciate whether
time is as influential a factor on WLB for all ATs or if this
is isolated to the collegiate setting. Also, focusing on the
collegiate setting sport assignment may play a role in WLB
over time; that is, WLB could depend on whether ATs have
multiple assignments or sport types. Other concepts, such
as professional enthusiasm and commitment, job satisfac-
tion, and burnout, may also be affected by time; however,
we did not fully explore these concepts in our study.
Furthermore, our study was qualitative in nature, and thus,
did not quantify the level of WLB experienced by our

participants. Future investigators should explore the
influence of time of year using a mixed model to triangulate
our findings as well as to fully appreciate WLB and other
professional concerns in athletic training over a broader
perspective. Personality and other individual factors are
beginning to emerge as aspects that can affect WLB and
other professional topics, yet little is known about these
factors. Resiliency seemed to be a mediating factor for
WLB in these ATs; thus, we suggest that future researchers
take a deeper look at personality traits such as affectivity,
resiliency, and hardiness to explain the WLB interface in
athletic training. Finally, we recognize that our participants
were relatively young. This is a common demographic for
this practice setting, but future authors should include a
greater age range to determine if other factors can influence
WLB over time.

CONCLUSIONS

Our purpose was to gain a greater understanding of WLB
in Division I ATs by examining the construct over time.
Our method was unique and essential to learn more about
factors of conflict contributing to work-life imbalance for
ATs. Several implications can be drawn from our findings.
Work-life balance inhibitors are affected by the time of
year, specifically the competitive athletic seasons. Our
participants used supervisor and coworker support to help
them through the more demanding times of year.
Additionally, we found that regardless of life stage, our
participants experienced some conflict between their work
and personal roles; the main difference was what they
perceived as demanding their attention in their personal
lives. A better understanding of how time affects WLB will
help organizations establish better retention strategies.
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