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Abstract

The structural barriers faced by young athletes in Belgrade during their tran-
sition to professional sports are analyzed in the context of socio-economic
changes, with particular focus on the impact of transitioning to adulthood in
post-socialist societies like Serbia. Utilizing the theoretical approach of so-
cial biography, the study examines how social structures and individual ac-
tions shape the life trajectories of these young athletes. The qualitative re-
search includes semi-structured interviews with athletes from professional
clubs in Belgrade, the epicenter of sports activities in the country. The aim is
to identify the key structural barriers that hinder the professional develop-
ment of athletes and to analyze the strategies they use to overcome these
barriers. The findings show that these challenges result from the complex
interaction of socio-structural constraints and reliance on family resources,
significantly shaping their social biographies and careers in sports.
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Resumen

Las barreras estructurales que enfrentan los jovenes deportistas en Bel-
grado durante su transicion hacia el deporte profesional se analizan en el
contexto de los cambios socioeconomicos, con un enfoque particular en el
impacto de la transicion a la adultez en sociedades postsocialistas como
Serbia. Utilizando el enfoque tedrico de la biografia social, el estudio exa-
mina como las estructuras sociales y las acciones individuales moldean las
trayectorias de vida de estos jovenes atletas. La investigacion cualitativa
incluye entrevistas semiestructuradas con deportistas de clubes profesio-
nales en Belgrado, el epicentro de las actividades deportivas en el pais. El
objetivo es identificar las principales barreras estructurales que dificultan
el desarrollo profesional de los deportistas y analizar las estrategias que
utilizan para superar estos obstaculos. Los resultados muestran que estos
desafios resultan de la compleja interaccion de restricciones socioestruc-
turales y la dependencia de los recursos familiares, lo que moldea significa-

Introducction

The socio-economic changes of recent decades
have fundamentally altered the trajectories of youth
transitions into adulthood in contemporary societies.
The most significant global social changes (includ-
ing shifts in labor markets, political transformations
following the collapse of socialist regimes, crises in
welfare states and neoliberal regimes, as well as the
process of European integration) have profoundly im-
pacted the lives of young people (DuBois-Reymond
and Chisholm, 2006). The transition process is crucial
for acquiring adult status, which inherently involves
a shift in responsibility, from being the object of their
parents’ responsibility to assuming responsibility for
themselves and others (Tomanovi¢ and Ignjatovi¢,
2004, 44). However, the altered socio-economic con-
text influences all aspects of youth transitions into
adulthood, including the transition to employment.
Research indicates that the transitional regime in
Serbia represents a combination of sub-protective
(familistic) and post-socialist youth transition regimes
(Moji¢, 2012). Confronting numerous and significant
socio-structural barriers characteristic of post-social-
ist regimes is combined with a socially and culturally
embedded reliance on family resources. This regime
can also be observed in the specific transition of

tivamente sus biografias sociales y carreras deportivas.

young people into the workforce—particularly in the
context of pursuing professional sports careers.

The rapid development of capitalism globally
impacts sports, transforming it from mere play and
entertainment into a profession. The purpose of the
capitalist labor process is the creation of profit or, at
the very least, the production of goods whose value
exceeds the value of the labor and resources expend-
ed in the production process (Jarvie and Maguire,
1994, cited in Skembler, 2007, 92). As the era of liberal
capitalism gradually gave way to the era of organized
capitalism, there was an increasing emphasis on the
potential of sports to create individuals who are es-
teemed and powerful in society (Skembler, 2007, 127).
Sports are being commercialized through the infusion
of significant capital via media corporations. Conse-
quently, sports organizations, regardless of the age
group of the athletes, take on characteristics of cap-
italist organizations, where the primary goal is profit
generation (Giulianotti, 2008, 73).

A significant number of young people begin par-
ticipating in sports at an early age due to its positive
impact on proper development, but increasingly also
due to the popularity of sports, which have gained
considerable prominence in society and the media in
recent years (Giulianotti, 2008, 156). As they grow old-
er, some young people consciously redirect all their
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interests toward sports, viewing it not just as enter-
tainment but as work and a career.

The professional involvement of young people in
sports can be considered within the aforementioned
transitions and transitional regimes, as it has its own
undeniable specificities. However, what is also no-
ticeable is that young people increasingly encounter
various structural barriers throughout their careers,
leading a significant number to abandon sports, par-
ticularly in our society. Regarding professional sports,
these barriers can be best examined through the lens
of the social biography approach (Tomanovi¢, 2012)
and an analysis of the resources, orientations, and
actions of young people.

The focus of this paper is on the main structur-
al barriers faced (or previously faced) by young ath-
letes in their professional careers. The aim of this
study is to determine the interrelationship between
key structural barriers and the ways they are (or are
not) overcome in the context of young people’s pro-
fessional involvement in sports in Belgrade. A qual-
itative study was conducted for this purpose, using
semi-structured interviews designed exclusively for
this research. The spatial framework of the research
encompassed the city of Belgrade. The study focused
on athletes who had spent at least one season train-
ing in one of Belgrade's professional sports clubs. Bel-
grade was chosen because it represents the center of
most sports activities in Serbia, hosting the majority
of professional clubs where young people begin their
professional sports careers.

Theoretical Framework

In the social sciences in Serbia, young people were
long described using the term “youth” (“omladina”),
which suggests unity rather than diversity in living
experiences. In socialism, it had an ideological mean-
ing that defined youth as a progressive group that is
always homogeneous and collective (Tomanovi¢ and
Ignjatovi¢, 2004, 39). For the younger generations of
contemporary consumer society, who have far more
choices to act according to their preferences, life-
style, and values, the term “youth” is discarded and
replaced by the term “young people” (“mladi”). This
termis free from ideological connotations and unam-
biguity, referring to the period between childhood and
adulthood (Tomanovi¢ and Ignjatovic¢, 2004, 39).

One of the key phases for young people is the
transition into adulthood, which involves assuming
responsibility for various domains of their lives. Eco-
nomic transition is crucial for acquiring adult status.
Equally important are those transitions that involve a

shift in responsibility: from being the object of their
parents’ responsibility to assuming responsibility for
themselves and others (Tomanovi¢ and Ignjatovic,
2004, 44). The transition period is considered a highly
sensitive life stage for young people in any society, as
they face a series of developmental stages, such as
identity formation, achieving independence from par-
ents while maintaining a connection with them, fitting
into peer groups, completing education, and making
decisions about their future careers (PeSi¢, Videnovi¢
and Plut, 2009, 158).

For young people in Serbia, this phase is further
complicated by the circumstances of the 1990s,
which significantly altered Serbian society. The most
significant changes relate to the labor sphere (Bolcic,
2003), which is believed to have the greatest impact
on non-standardized paths of individual maturation.
Individuals today become the “reproductive unit of
the social and life world"—that is, creators of their
own lives. Given that the unit of analysis in this study
consists of young people who are professionally in-
volved in sports, the study also analyzes the domain
of creating one’s life during the transition to adulthood
and the shift from amateur to professional sports.

Structure and agency are equally important for
analyzing the social role of sports, taking a starting
point that assumes a dialectical relationship between
structure and agency. The first theorist to highlight
this connection was Pierre Bourdieu, who argued that
objective structures and the dispositions of agents
are not independent entities but are embodied within
one another (Tomanovi¢, 2010, 13). Bourdieu equates
“culture” with “knowledge acquired within a homoge-
neous group” (Bourdieu, 1999a, 167), while the princi-
ple of habitus production is found in “structures that
are an integral part of a particular environment.” This
view is complemented by his stance on the dialectic
of the subjective and the objective (Bourdieu, 19993,
158, cited in BireSev, 2014, 53). Habitus encompass-
es an agent's knowledge and understanding of the
world, as well as the mental structures through which
agents comprehend the social world, which are large-
ly the product of the internalization of the structure of
the social world (Tomanovi¢, 2010, 14).

Another significant approach is Anthony Giddens'
“structuration theory,” which posits that structure
both constrains and enables action (Giddens, 1994,
227). Structure and agency are not opposing con-
cepts, as every action refers to structure, while social
structure exists only through action (Puzi¢, 1998, 230).
Giddens does not perceive structure as “external” to
individuals but as “internal” in the memory of agents,
leading to the "thesis of individualization” (Tomano-
vi¢, 2010, 15). Giddens' contribution is particularly em-

SocioLocia peL DeporTe (SD) + Vol. 5 + Nimero 2 + Diciembre 2024 ¢ ISSN: 2660-8456



Marija Todorovi¢

phasized through the concept of “individualization,”
which explains how individuals, within structural con-
straints, make decisions and take responsibility for
shaping their social biographies.

Bourdieu emphasizes the influence of structures,
while theories of individualization emphasize the free
will and choices of agents. The sociological dichotomy
of structure/agency manifests in whether the key fac-
tor is the significance of structural contexts or individ-
ual aspirations and choices. The concept of structur-
ation attributes importance to “both sides,” focusing
on the dynamics of the structural context and individ-
ual action. As a possible solution, the concept of so-
cial biography is employed (Tomanovi¢, 2012, 26). The
approach of structured individualization postulates
structural and cultural variations in shaping the social
biographies of young people (Tomanovi¢, 2010, 448).

Structures can be both constraining and enabling.
Individuals actively operate within structural condi-
tions, creating biographies and shaping structures
(through processes of reproduction, reconversion,
and change). The concept that an individual shapes
their biography as a social biography, in relation to the
social context, resources, strategies, and identity, is
accepted (Tomanovi¢, 2010, 18). One's biography is
socially structured but also a product of action. The
social biography approach integrates the dynamism
and processuality of the life-course approach, show-
ing how socio-historical and structural-institutional
factors guide individual action (Tomanovic, 2012, 28).

The aim of this paper is to interpret the structural
barriers and actions in the formation of the social bi-
ographies of young athletes in Belgrade, through the
process of transition into adulthood. This form of tran-
sition is followed by examining the influence of exter-
nal and internal structures on the actions, decisions,
and strategies of young people striving to succeed in
professional sports.

Internal Structure—Habitus

The internal structure that influences the shaping
of social biographies represents an individual’s habi-
tus. In habitus, there is a duality of structure; on one
side, habitus is a structured structure, i.e., a product
of a specific life concept, and on the other side, it is a
structuring structure that arises from everyday prac-
tices (Tomanovi¢, 2010, 14). Bourdieu views habitus
as a system of subjective, internalized structures,
schemes of perception, understanding, and action
shared by all members of the same group (Bourdieu,
1986a). It incorporates and synthesizes all past ex-
periences (knowledge and memories), but it is also

open to new influences, thus presenting itself as a
lasting, yet not unchangeable system of dispositions
(Tomanovi¢, 2010, 27). In developing the concept,
habitus is most often described as a system of in-
ternalized dispositions that mediate between social
structures and practical actions, shaping the former
and regulating the latter (BireSev, 2014, 56). Habitus
tends to function beyond the individual’s self-aware-
ness and “is always oriented towards practical func-
tions.” It possesses “an unlimited capacity for creat-
ing products—thoughts, perceptions, investigations,
and actions—whose boundaries are determined by
the historical and socially established conditions of
its production” (Bourdieu, 1990b, 52-55). On the other
hand, habitus, for Bourdieu, expresses first the results
of organized action, with a meaning close to that of
words like structure (Giulianotti, 2008, 238).

The concept of habitus must be expanded by
introducing structural factors into the process of
growing up, as the ways of growing up are multiply-
ing in contemporary society, allowing the freedom to
choose positions on a continuum between depend-
ence and autonomy. These choices are limited only by
structural possibilities/risks. Hence, the biography of a
young person is a construct by choice or by pressure
because the one who is growing up faces the neces-
sity of adapting their identity to the social conditions
or opportunities available (Ljubici¢, 2012, 246).

The internal structure will be observed through
the influence of the family based on the theory of
(non)encouraging families (Mili¢, 2010; Laba$, 2012).
Encouraging families are considered a type of fami-
ly that is between modern and postmodern families.
They are more inclined towards postmodern values,
as they consider the family an intimate community
where the partnership is entered for its own sake, and
its duration is linked to the satisfaction derived from
the relationship (Mili¢, 2001). This type of family directs
children towards achievement, professional success,
independence, self-reliance, responsibility, the devel-
opment of personal attitudes, higher education, and
the building of cultural and intellectual orientation
(Labas, 2012, 221). Parents strive to encourage and
stimulate their children to be independent by allowing
them to think, express their opinions, advocate their
views and rights, discuss them, and defend them with
arguments. Contrary to the above, a non-encouraging
family, with its attitudes and family climate, does not
guide young people towards the development of in-
dividuality, independence, the formation of personal
attitudes, and independent expression (Mili¢, 2001,
327). These families are characterized by being dis-
tinctly patriarchal with pronounced male dominance
and emotional ties among family members (Labas,
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2012, 222). Also, it is considered that these families
represent a special type of modern family because
they have retained most of the values of the modern
family but have also adopted some postmodern val-
ues. The modern family is characterized by establish-
ing ideals of care and nurturing among members. The
child is a parental investment, from which respect
and obedience are expected in return, while the hus-
band has authority over the wife, and parents over
the children. Privacy is indirectly monitored by society
and serves to maintain the function of the state (Mili¢,
2001). The peak value of the modern family highlights
the sacrifice of individual needs, interests, desires,
and rights for the collective (Laba$§, 2012, 222). Mili¢
(2010) believes that the Serbian family is still caught
between unfinished modernization and the first steps
into postmodern forms.

The assumption is that athletes who come from
encouraging families have more resources, greater
chances, and opportunities for advancement com-
pared to athletes from non-encouraging families.
However, a problem with this assumption might be
that excessive encouragement in a direction that
iS not acceptable/accessible to the youth or if they
lack sufficient capacity (intellectual and emotional)
to achieve the set goals can negatively affect certain
aspects of their development. Nevertheless, encour-
aging families, unlike non-encouraging ones, should
give young people a “boost” so that they can later in
the process of growing up and maturing follow the
path of their personal aspirations (Labas, 2012, 222).

External Structure-Capital

To be successful, athletes must have different
combinations of capital that help secure or improve
their positions. Bourdieu describes capital as tokens
of different colors that denote various abilities of
each person, which can also relate to athletes. To un-
derstand the social biographies of athletes from the
aspect of external structural barriers, it is necessary
to examine the actual amount of tokens/capital they
possess and how this capital develops over time (Gi-
ulianotti, 2008, 241).

Capital represents a social relation within a sys-
tem of exchange, referring to all goods, material and
symbolic, that appear as rare and valuable enough
to be sought within a particular formation (Bourdieu,
1990, 178). Bourdieu distinguishes three interrelated
forms in which capital appears: economic, cultural,
and social capital. For the purposes of this paper, eco-
nomic and social capital will be examined. Economic
capital is directly and immediately convertible into

money and can be institutionalized through property
rights (Tomanovi¢, 2010, 19). Social capital represents
a set of cultural characteristics that create and main-
tain mutual trust and cooperation among members of
a given social community (Stulhofer, 2013, 80). Social
capital can also be defined as “capital that, unlike eco-
nomic or cultural capital, is not directly owned by indi-
viduals but lies in the relationships that an individual
builds with other individuals, thus rooted in the social
network” (Petrovi¢, 2013, 208). By connecting people,
they build social networks, which can be defined as
relatively stable sets of relationships between social
actors (whether individuals, groups, organizations),
involving the exchange of various resources (mate-
rial, services, information, values, understandings,
norms, practices, etc.) and possessing a certain struc-
ture. Network models describe the structure of one
or more networks of relationships within a system of
actors (Burt, 1982, as cited in Babovi¢, 2005, 353). An
individual’'s membership in a network provides them
with certain benefits, such as support when needed,
better access to information, and more alternatives
available when making choices. Networks thus play
an important role in providing social capital (Golubo-
vi¢, 2008, 21).

High social capital among parents, but also among
young athletes, is reflected in connections with cer-
tain social networks that have recognized positions
and economically stronger ties, which play an impor-
tant role in the development of athletes’ professional
careers (Labas, 2012, 228).

Gender inequality- Cultural barriers

The examination of external structural barriers
can be extended to include cultural barriers in sports.
Cultural patterns represent an external structural
barrier in women'’s sports. It can be argued that we
still live in a patriarchal society where distinct cultur-
al differences between genders are evident. Unlike
sex, which represents the biological characteristics
of men and women, gender is deeply culturally and
socially determined. It is shaped by role divisions in
society, where women are positioned in the private
sphere and men in the public sphere. The private
sphere pertains to household responsibilities (roles
of mother and homemaker), while the public sphere
refers to life outside the household, where men are
perceived as providers and protectors of the family.
This perspective on gender role divisions is deeply in-
grained and influences all spheres of social life (Babo-
vi¢, 2010:15). Women are expected to manage house-
hold duties, while men are expected to take control
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(Hoyt, 2008:190). Gender stereotypes are widespread
and highly resilient, prescribing how men and women
should behave. While individuals should not conform
to stereotypes, they are often encouraged to avoid
behaviors that deviate from them (Heilman, 2001).

In contemporary society, with the increasing par-
ticipation of women in the labor market, gender roles
are gradually changing, reducing gender ineqguality.
The representation of women has grown across near-
ly all social spheres, including sports. However, the
increasing number of women participating in sports
has had limited impact on reducing gender inequal-
ity because sports remain culturally perceived as a
“male domain” (Bulijanoti, 2008).

Culturally, sports are often portrayed as an ex-
pression of masculinity, and participating in elite-level
sports for men is seen not only as a lifestyle choice
but also as a status symbol. Women, therefore, face
discrimination in sports on multiple grounds. The first
is related to the traditional role of women, empha-
sizing household maintenance and confinement to
the private sphere of work. The second type of cul-
tural discrimination concerns the sexuality of women,
where women who professionally engage in team
sports are often perceived as less feminine or even
“masculine.” The third is the way the media reports
on successful female athletes, frequently using terms
such as “beauty” or “partner,” portraying them more
as sexual objects than as professional athletes.

Research Questions

The main research question is: What are the struc-
tural barriers that young athletes face?

Additional questions that will be explored include:

e Are the structural barriers the same for team
and individual sports?

e Are there specific structural barriers unique to
women in sports?

o How did athletes overcome these barriers (or fail
to do s0)?

¢ What are the main reasons why an athlete either
quit or continued pursuing a professional sports
career?

Methodological Framework

The research on structural barriers in profession-
al sports employs a qualitative approach, specifi-
cally semi-structured interviews, to explore partici-
pants’ experiences and perspectives. This method is
well-suited for studying insufficiently researched top-

ics where unexpected findings may arise (Ajdukovic,
2014: 349).

Qualitative methods offer participants the op-
portunity to express their experiences in their own
words and within their natural environments, provid-
ing researchers with a deeper understanding of their
personal lives and everyday challenges (Tomanovic,
2010: 42). While acknowledging the limitations of this
approach, such as challenges in data organization,
subjectivity in data selection and analysis, and re-
duced reliability of results (Kuvaci¢, 1973: 82) it was
chosen for its ability to offer contextually rich insights
based on participants’ personal experiences. For this
study, in-depth semi-structured interviews were cho-
sen as the primary method, allowing participants to
share their experiences in a relaxed and natural set-
ting, thus ensuring the authenticity of the data col-
lected (Tomanovi¢, 2010: 42).

For data analysis, thematic analysis based on the
theoretical framework and research questions was
employed. The analysis was conducted using MAXQ-
DA software, which enabled efficient organization of
the interviews, text coding, and identification of key
themes with a focus on their connection to theoreti-
cal foundations.

The research was conducted between June and
September 2020, encompassing two groups of par-
ticipants: professional athletes and athletes who quit
their professional careers. The first group consisted of
athletes still engaged in professional sports, while the
second group comprised individuals who had ceased
pursuing professional sports careers. This structure
allowed for obtaining meaningful insights into the
barriers and challenges faced by athletes.

Sample

The study included participants aged 18 to 35, as
professional sports careers typically begin at 18 and
conclude around 35. The selected participants were
professional athletes who had played at least one
season in sports clubs within the territory of Belgrade,
given that Belgrade is the center of sports activities
in Serbia.

A quota non-probabilistic sampling approach was
employed, focusing on four parameters: active or dis-
continued career, gender, type of sport, and team or
individual sports. The sample was balanced regard-
ing career status (50% active, 50% discontinued), with
a gender distribution of 65% male and 35% female
participants due to the lower representation of wom-
en in sports. Similarly, the proportion of team sports
participants was higher than individual sports partic-
ipants, reflecting the larger number of competitors in
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team sports compared to individual sports, where a
club may have only one athlete. The sample size of

30 participants enabled an in-depth analysis of their

experiences and perspectives.

Table 1. Quota sample by the number of participants

Team sport Individual sport Team sport Individual sport
Man 7 3 7 3 20
Woman 3 2 3 2 10
Total 10 5 10 5 30

Source: Own elaboration.

Analysis

The analysis delineates key thematic areas aimed
at offering a comprehensive understanding of the so-
cial biographies of athletes. It examines both internal
and external structures, alongside the cultural barri-
ers that women encounter in sports. A comparative
approach is employed, contrasting active athletes
with those who have retired from professional sports,
with particular attention given to the type of sport
they engage in or have previously participated in.

Internal Structure

The analysis of collected data begins with an
exploration of childhood and early engagement in
sports activities. The goal is to achieve a deeper un-
derstanding of the social biography of athletes and
the process of forming their habitus. Through detailed
interviews, the study investigates the reasons and
influences that sparked interest in sports, with par-
ticular emphasis on intrinsic motivations that directed
athletes toward a potential professional sports career.
This stage places particular emphasis on examining
the role of family influence, both supportive and un-
supportive, on the athletic development of partici-
pants (Laba$, 2012).

Motivation for Engaging in Sports
The motivation to engage in sports primarily stems

from the surrounding environment and family. Most
participants emphasized that parents, friends, or

coaches were key initiators of their entry into the world
of sports. However, the analysis of motivational factors
also highlighted a gender perspective, revealing spe-
cific patterns of roles within families. Male athletes fre-
quently reported that the motivation to pursue sports
originated from the broader social environment, while
female athletes often indicated that fathers played a
leading role in decisions about their sports careers.
This difference reflects deeply rooted societal norms
that shape the habitus of male and female athletes, im-
posing different expectations based on gender.

“My father suggested | switch to water polo, and
that shaped my career”.
(Water polo player, 27 years old, active, Belgrade)

Additionally, one active professional athlete gave
an unusual response, stating that he chose his sport
because it did not require a membership fee. This ex-
ample highlights how some athletes viewed sports as
a means of achieving financial independence from an
early age, which motivated their further development:

“lloved all sports. | started with basketball, handball,
and football because | was talented. | come from
a poor family where | couldn’t afford membership
fees... for basketball and handball, they told me to
stop coming. For football, they told me to come,
and that's the main reason | stayed in football”
(Football player, 34 years old, active, Cacak)

Significant differences among participants be-
come apparent when examining their reasons for
entering professional sports. Active athletes predomi-
nantly cited motivations such as a love for the sport, a
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desire for professional success, and achieving finan-
cial stability. In contrast, athletes who quit profession-
al sports often mentioned socializing and entertain-
ment as their primary reasons.

Family Support

The influence of family, ranging from support to
its absence, emerged as a crucial factor in shaping
participants’ sports careers. Analysis revealed differ-
ences in how parental support was provided between
active athletes and those who had quit.

Most active athletes reported having parental
support, though this was not universal. Three partic-
ipants indicated a lack of full parental support, with
their differing family structures influencing their entry
into professional sports in various ways. These partic-
ipants came from diverse family backgrounds:

Families of Divorced Parents — Sports were viewed as
a way to keep the child active and occupied, as par-
ents lacked the time to be actively involved in their
child’s upbringing:
“My parents divorced early and were never really
together much. They supported me to an extent,
but not as much as they should have...When |
was a child, they signed me up for a sport... they
would get some time for themselves while | was at
practice, and | would be calmer at home”.
(Basketball player, 26 years old, active, Belgrade)

Families with Limited Financial Resources — Sports were
seen as an opportunity for a better life, influencing the
athlete’s further development. This was reflected in con-
stant parental dissatisfaction with athletic performance:
“I remember one situation, when | scored a goal
against a much stronger team and looked at my
mom in the stands; she turned her head the oth-
er way. | scored a second goal.... when we got
home, my mom said she wasn’t happy with how |
played. | asked her why she wasn't satisfied, and
she said, ‘There are a hundred players like you.’
| asked, 'What do you mean, a hundred?’ She
replied, A hundred. You scored two goals; there
are a hundred players in Serbia like you, and only
three will make it.” After that, | wanted to score
three goals, then four, and so on.”
(Football player, 34 years old, active, Cacak)

Single-Parent Families — Athletes living with their
mothers often faced strict academic demands, lead-
ing to conflicts. Support from the mother was provid-
ed only after balancing education and sports:

“I'don’t have a father; my mother raised me. When
| started handball, everything was fine, but my
mom never attended a single training session...l
trained in cheap sneakers...The first time she
watched me play, | scored my first goal, then an-
other. When | looked at her, she had tears in her
eyes...I started crying and dominated the game. A
week later, she bought me my first ball.”

(Handball player, 26 years old, active, Arilje)

Other active athletes mentioned various forms of
parental support, with some feeling a sense of pres-
sure alongside the support they received. In certain
cases, parents were heavily involved in the athletes’
careers, and while their support was beneficial at
times, the excessive expectations became burden-
some, leading some athletes to distance themselves
from their parents in sports-related matters.

“I should mention that my father set high expec-
tations for me, which created pressure. This is an
experience felt by 80% of athletes, who often say
that one family member was the source of pres-
sure to be the best”

(Water polo player, 26 years old, active, Belgrade)

Athletes who had quit reported receiving parental
support during their youth, often manifesting as mor-
al encouragement and practical help, such as trans-
portation to training. However, for many, this support
was conditional upon academic success, reflecting
a parental emphasis on education equal to sports.
These participants later highlighted the impor-
tance of education, frequently mentioning that
they pursued or completed higher education,
indicating that academics ultimately took prec-
edence over sports.

External Structure

To understand the significance of external re-
sources in the professional development of athletes,
we analyzed the impact of economic and social capi-
tal on their careers.

Economic Capital

In modern sports, economic capital plays a pivotal
role. As the sports industry becomes increasingly com-
mercialized, engaging in sports requires significant
financial investments, including membership fees,
equipment costs, and expenses related to training
and competitions. This analysis explores how athletes
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financed their careers, whether they encountered fi-
nancial difficulties, and the importance of financial re-
sources in their entry into professional sports.

Financing in Youth Categories
In youth categories, all participants emphasized

that their financial support primarily came from par-
ents who invested in their equipment and training

costs. The only exception was one athlete whose club,
local government, and sponsors covered all expenses
due to their father’s ownership of the sports club.

A shift in financing occurs with the transition to
senior-level competitions, where athletes begin to
secure their first contracts with clubs or obtain spon-
sorships. Team sports athletes often sign scholarship
contracts by the age of 15 or 16, while individual
sports athletes typically rely on sponsors to cover
competition costs.

Table 2: Sources of Financing before Entering Professional Sports

Type of Sport Age Financing Began Source of Financing
Team Sports 15-16 years Scholarship contracts
Individual Sports 14-15 years Sponsors

Source: Own elaboration.

By the age of 18, all active professional team sports
athletes had signed their first contracts. Among the
ten athletes who quit professional sports, six had also
signed contracts, while the rest relied on bonuses to
cover partial costs.

Financial Challenges

The lack of economic capital posed a significant
barrier for many athletes. This issue was examined
through the financial difficulties they encountered,
both in youth categories and during their profession-
al sports careers. Professional sports often present
growing financial challenges, especially for those who
rely on self-financing.

Table 3: Financial Difficulties of Athletes

Category of Experienced Financial .
Athletes Difficulties MeSSRes
Active Athletes 6 Delayed salaries, additional competition costs
Athletes Who Quit 10 Lack of funds in youth and professional careers

Source: Own elaboration.

While financial challenges were present for both
active and former athletes, their nature differed. Ac-
tive athletes mostly encountered difficulties during
their professional careers, whereas those who quit
sports faced challenges even in youth categories.

Among active athletes, those involved in individu-
al sports and female athletes were the most affected.

Individual sport athletes often reported being unable
to participate in competitions due to a lack of funds
and relied on additional financial support from par-
ents. Individual sports require higher investments,
particularly in equipment, training facilities, and reg-
istration fees for competitions, whereas team sports
generally have lower baseline costs.
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Participant responses confirm these differences.
All individual sport athletes stated that they had, at
some point, been unable to finance their participation
in competitions. Additionally, they frequently high-
lighted the constant need to seek sponsorships to
sustain their sports activities. Conversely, team sports
athletes reported fewer financial challenges.

“Yes, there were two tournaments at the Balkan
Championship when | received an invitation and
didn’t go due to financial reasons... there were
situations where federations wouldn’t finance
certain categories, which is specific to combat
sports. Federations are a disaster... In most cases,
parents cover these costs.”

(Taekwondo, 24 years old, active, Belgrade)

For athletes who quit sports, financial difficulties
were identified as a key factor in their decision to
leave. Dissatisfaction was primarily tied to the inabil-

ity to rely on sports income, even within professional
contexts. In sports such as football and basketball, the
financial resources of parents were often decisive for
success, as team placements occasionally depended
on additional investments.
“Of course, because tennis is a very expensive
sport. High-quality equipment is very costly, and
then individual training where you have to pay for
another coach...”
(Tennis, 25 years old, quit, Belgrade)

Financial difficulties were particularly pro-
nounced among female athletes compared to their
male counterparts, especially in professional sports.
Female athletes faced a range of barriers, including
lower salaries, short-term contracts (typically one or
two years), and frequent delays in payments. These
issues affected both active and former female ath-
letes.

Table 4: Financial Challenges for Female Athletes

Financial Challenge Description

Financial Insecurity
(Short Contracts)

“Engaging in basketball has become somewhat nomadic, as contracts are
usually short-term, rarely spanning 2-3 seasons.”
Basketball player, 26 years old, Jagodina

Delayed Payments

“Delays in salary payments were common, causing conflicts and stress.”
Basketball player, 29 years old, Loznica

Insufficient Salary for
Living

“Salaries in domestic clubs were insufficient for making a living solely from football.”
Football player, 20 years old, Belgrade

Source: Own elaboration.

Social Capital

As in other aspects of life, social capital is of great
importance in sports. The theoretical framework high-
lights the significance of social networking for career
advancement. Considering that sports can be treated
as a business, progress often requires connections
with managers, coaches, or administrative personnel
who can pave the way for a professional career. This
section analyzes the importance of managers for ath-
letes and the relationships between athletes and their
coaches.

Managers in Sports

The role of managers in sports has become indis-
pensable, especially for athletes aiming for an inter-

national career. With the professionalization of sports,
where the focus is on top-tier results, the sports market,
profit, management, and marketing, the need for a new
profession sports managers has emerged (Krsmano-
Vi€, 2021: 292). Managers serve as intermediaries who
secure clubs, sponsorships, and legal representation
for athletes. One participant remarked, A manager is
someone you must have if you don’t have connections.”

Graph 1 illustrates the relationship between ath-
letes and managers. Active athletes in team sports,
particularly those with international engagements,
emphasize the critical role of managers in securing
clubs and contracts. They perceive managers as cen-
tral figures leveraging their social capital to ensure
career progression. While acknowledging their im-
portance, active athletes note that managers are less
necessary within Serbia due to the lower budgets of
domestic leagues and limited opportunities. However,
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for entering the international scene, having a manag-
er is considered essential.

Among athletes who quit sports, more than half
had managers but reported negative experiences,
particularly in team sports such as football. One for-
mer footballer stated:

“When | signed that contract, | agreed to be repre-
sented by some manager from the club. In Serbia,
most of those managers are fraudsters and thieves;
they do nothing. That's just how it is.”

(Football, 27 years old, Pozega)

Graph 1: Prevalence of Managers
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S N A O

Have/Had manager

B Adiv players

Source: Own elaboration.

In women'’s sports, the role of managers is signif-
icantly less prevalent than in men’s sports, directly
impacting the professional development of female
athletes. Respondents indicated that managers are

Didn'thave a manager

m Player who quit

only necessary for athletes who secure opportunities
abroad, while in the domestic context, managers are
rarely engaged. Instead, coaches often take on this
role.

Table 5: Female Athletes’ Relationships with Managers

Type of Relationship

Description

Former coach is now a

manager professional sports.

Has a close relationship with a former coach who helped transition into

Yes, with a manager

Maintains a friendly relationship with a manager who assists in career
development and offers personal support.

Yes, the coach as a key
figure

The coach has become an informal manager, providing critical support during
the transition to the senior team.

Source: Own elaboration.

Coaches and Their Influence

Coaches play a crucial role in athlete development,
influencing not only training and competition but also
offering guidance in pedagogical, psychological, and
managerial aspects (Krsmanovi¢, 2021. 274). Due to
frequent travel and competitions, coaches often
spend more time with athletes than their parents,
positioning them as “second parents” (Cokorilo, 2012:
184). Many athletes confirmed this, identifying their

coaches as key figures in their choice of sport and
development.

In this section, the relationship with coaches was
examined, and the results are presented in Graph 2.
Graph 2 shows that, alongside positive relationships,
most athletes experienced some form of conflict with
their coaches. Respondents frequently mentioned
disagreements with coaches over training methods
or perceived favoritism, which, for some, posed sig-
nificant barriers to further progress.
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Graph 2: Athlete-Coach Relationships
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Source: Own elaboration.

Active professional athletes often highlight coach-
es as pivotal figures who provided support, motivation,
and direction. Some described their coaches as “sec-
ond fathers,” emphasizing their dedication to athlete
development. However, conflicts with coaches were
also reported, particularly by athletes who quit sports.
Many cited issues such as favoritism or disagreements
over training processes, which sometimes had a de-
motivating or negative impact on their careers.

“The first year when | came, they really appreciat-

ed my talent, and everything was great for about

three years until a new selector arrived... And so,
the new selector came, and | didn’t have my place
there at all. | would stay until the last day of the

preparations, and then he would cut me before a

big competition...”

(Water polo, 26 years old, Belgrade)

Among athletes who quit sports, two-thirds re-
ported experiencing at least one conflict with a coach.
The most common issues included unprofessionalism
among coaches in youth categories and being denied
opportunities due to favoritism, which had long-term
negative consequences for some respondents.

Gender Inequality: Cultural Barriers in Women’s
Sports

In addition to the previously discussed barriers,
another type of barrier prevalent in women’s sports
is cultural in nature. Cultural barriers are closely tied
to gender inequality and manifest through discrimi-
nation, limited financial opportunities, difficulty enter-
ing professional sports, lower valuation of women'’s
sports, and inadequate media representation.

10
| I
Conflict
m Player who quit

This section sheds light on the challenges women
face in sports through an analysis of three segments:
underrepresentation in sports, difficulty entering pro-
fessional sports, and the undervaluation of women'’s
Sports.

Underrepresentation of Women in Sports

Women often face prejudices rooted in patriarchal
societal norms. Respondents highlighted that the ex-
pected roles of women within the family and society
are key reasons for shorter sports careers. Financial
factors also limit women's participation, as their sala-
ries are significantly lower compared to men's.

“Classic discrimination because male sports,

women shouldn’t be doing sports, and that’s all a

consequence of patriarchy in our society...”

(Taekwondo, 24 years old (active), Belgrade)

Difficulty Entering Professional Sports

While some women in professional sports men-
tioned that it can occasionally be easier to start a ca-
reer due to less competition, the majority of respond-
ents pointed out a lack of support, both from their
families and the system. Women who dropped out of
sports frequently noted that men receive more oppor-
tunities, even when they are not particularly talented.

“They struggle because they receive less support

than men. To be a woman in professional sSports,

you have to be exceptionally good... For girls, they
say, ‘It's better to sit and study than to play bas-
ketball”

(Basketball player, 25 years old, Jagodina)
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Undervaluation of Women’s Sports

All respondents agreed that women's sports are
less valued than men'’s. Sports are often framed as
a male-dominated domain, and women pursuing
sports face gender-based discrimination. This is evi-
dent through patriarchal attitudes, financial inequality,
lower media visibility, and the predominance of male
coaches in women's sports. Society continues to per-
petuate stereotypes surrounding women's sports.

“Women’s sports are generally less valued. The

reasons for this are that our society isn’t accus-

tomed to seeing women participate in Sports.

Many people say they won't watch because it's

boring, but no one has offered them the opportu-

nity to see if it's truly boring or not..."

(Volleyball player, 24 years old, Belgrade)

Conclusion with Discussion

This analysis explores the key structural barri-
ers faced by young athletes in Serbia during their
transition to professional sports. Two main cate-
gories of barriers were identified: internal barri-
ers, such as family support and external barriers
related to economic and social capital.

Family support emerged as the most significant
factor in the early stages of an athlete’s career. While
most respondents indicated that their parents provid-
ed substantial support, excessive involvement could
have a detrimental effect, leading to conflict and the
exclusion of parents from the athlete’s professional
life. Notably, one of the most successful athletes in
the sample achieved success despite a lack of paren-
tal support, highlighting the importance of individuali-
zation in the athlete’s development.

Financial capital was a major barrier, particularly
in individual sports, where the costs of equipment,
competitions, and training are high. This challenge
was less pronounced in team sports. Social capital,
defined by professional networks and connections,
also played a crucial role, with a lack of such networks
hindering progress, particularly in individual sports
where managers are often absent. The relationship
with coaches was another critical factor; while many
athletes viewed coaches as “second fathers,” con-
flicts with them presented significant barriers in their
careers.

Female athletes face additional challenges, such
as lower wages and discrimination in sports. While
financial barriers affected both genders, they were
more pronounced for women, influencing both team
and individual sports. Discrimination was evident in
the devaluation of women’s sports and societal stere-
otypes that limited female participation in sports.

For active professional athletes, sports were an
absolute priority, and their determination enabled
them to overcome these barrier. However, for athletes
who left professional sports, sports were not the top
priority. This group often had to balance sports and ed-
ucation, with education frequently taking precedence.

Structural barriers, whether internal or external,
represent significant challenges for the professional
development of athletes in Serbia. However, individu-
als respond differently to these barriers, emphasizing
the relevance of the individualization thesis. There-
fore, the introduction of a social biography approach
to analyzing structural barriers in professional sports
proves to be both justified and relevant, highlighting
the dynamic interplay between structural contexts
and individual actions.

The findings of this study can inform the devel-
opment of policies and support programs for young
athletes in Serbia. Key recommendations include en-
hancing economic and social capital, reducing cultur-
al barriers, and providing financial support through
stipends or grants for equipment, competitions, and
training, especially in individual sports. Organizing
workshops and mentorship programs to connect
young athletes with coaches and sports professionals
is also recommended. Furthermore, schools should
implement educational programs that promote gen-
der equality in sports to reduce discrimination and
address structural barriers.

Despite its valuable insights, this study has several
limitations. The small sample size limits the generaliz-
ability of the findings, and the disproportionate rep-
resentation of participants from team sports affects
the broader applicability. While qualitative methods
provided a deeper understanding of individual ex-
periences, they also restrict generalizability. Gender
aspects were only partially addressed, emphasizing
the need for further exploration of the barriers faced
by female athletes. Compared to men, women face
barriers on multiple fronts, and investigating these
challenges could significantly contribute to reducing
gender inequality in sports.
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