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Abstract 

Onboarding is a term used to describe the process of socialization for new members into 

an established group or organization. Across an extensive body of literature from organizational 

settings, and more recently sport settings, there is relative consensus that effective practices can 

result in numerous positive outcomes for both the incoming individual and the organization. It is 

interesting to note, however, that current onboarding frameworks focus predominantly on the 

individual being integrated and do not describe the onboarding experiences of other relevant 

people involved in the process. For instance, professional athletes that are transitioning to a new 

team are often accompanied by a support network (e.g., parents, significant other, siblings), who 

also experience stressors during transition periods. Despite their salient role in the transition 

process and evidence that suggests their ability to aid the athlete (Poczwardowski et al., 2014), 

little is known of how organizations engage them in the onboarding process. This thesis 

addresses this gap in the literature by exploring onboarding experiences for support network 

individuals in a professional sport context (i.e., National Basketball Association).  

A qualitative study was conducted using semi-structured interviews with individuals who 

had been involved with/experienced the onboarding of support networks. These participants 

included organizational representatives (n = 11), athletes (n = 5), and support individuals (n = 6). 

Findings demonstrated the importance of communicating, valuing, and mentoring for successful 

onboarding and noted several considerations (e.g., timing, acquisition type) and barriers (e.g., 

member turnover, status hierarchy). Ultimately, it was evident that although organizations strove 

to onboard support networks properly, none prioritized the task or had a systematic process in 

place. These findings will be described in relation to the broader onboarding literature, strengths 

and limitations will be discussed, and future directions will be proposed.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Understanding the factors that contribute to the effective functioning of an organization 

has been a topic of interest across numerous research domains (McDaniel & Salas, 2018). One 

area in particular that has been shown to greatly impact performance at individual and group 

levels involves the ways that new members are integrated and socialized into an organization. 

Indeed, the socialization process does not only shape team composition, it also contributes to 

member affect, cognitions, and behaviours that influence the way a team will work together (Bell 

et al., 2018). Further, evidence suggests that successful socialization practices lead to numerous 

positive outcomes for the newcomer (e.g., role clarity, satisfaction, confidence) as well as current 

individual members and the organization as a whole (e.g., productivity, organizational 

commitment; Klein & Polin, 2012).  

Onboarding is a term used to describe the process of socialization, which is defined as the 

“formal and informal practices, programs, and policies enacted or engaged in by an organization 

or its agents to facilitate newcomer adjustment” (Klein & Polin, 2012, p. 268). Importantly, 

given that types of onboarding practices, programs, and policies used by organizations can vary 

broadly, several theories and frameworks have been advanced to describe the process. Van 

Maanen and Schein (1977) described the process of onboarding by differentiating strategies 

across a number of dimensions, for example, whether they involved groups or individuals, were 

done formally or informally, or were led by current members. The main emphasis by these 

authors, though, was that the influence of an organization on its members is greatest during their 
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passage into the group, so taking advantage of this timeframe is critical and can establish a 

foundation for effective functioning (Van Maanen & Schein, 1977).  

Scholars have also emphasized the need to consider the objectives of onboarding. Klein 

and Heuser (2008) proposed that newcomers should be provided the necessary information to 

facilitate integration, be celebrated as welcomed members, and guided systematically through 

their transition process. Aapaoja and colleagues (2013) extended this research by proposing that 

the most effective onboarding practices were those that emphasized the value of new members to 

the incoming individuals as well as the current complement of employees. Caldwell and Peters 

(2018) advanced a ten-step model for quality onboarding experiences, suggesting the need to 

appoint a trained mentor to guide new employees, facilitate networking and relationship building 

opportunities, clarify expectations and priorities, and provide an engaging, empowering, and 

appreciating environment. As a final example, Bauer and colleagues (2007) suggested that 

socialization could be facilitated through organizational tactics that aim to enhance self-efficacy, 

role clarity, and social acceptance in new members.  

Given the importance of effective onboarding, strategies for best practice are well 

documented in existing research in relation to resulting outcomes. Onboarding practices that are 

implemented effectively—generally, including aspects described in the previous paragraph—

result in many positive outcomes for both individuals and the organization. Socialization by way 

of effective onboarding practices has been found to reduce uncertainty and anxiety in new 

members, provide greater clarity and understanding of roles and expectations, enhance 

commitment, strengthen relationships, and improve performance (Cooper-Thomas & Anderson, 

2005; Klein & Polin, 2012; Klein & Weaver, 2000; Rollag et al., 2005; Saks & Ashforth, 1997; 

Salas, 1999). In contrast, when inadequate onboarding occurs, new members may feel that the 
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organization is disinterested in their fit and potential growth, and does not have high expectations 

for their eventual success in an assumed role (Staunton, 2018). 

Competitive sport is a context that has generated recent interest pertaining to effective 

onboarding practices. The transition to an elite level of sport involves numerous challenges 

beyond the sport itself, whereby athletes are often relocated to a new city, must find living 

arrangements, and are acclimatized to their new surroundings (e.g., Bruner et al., 2008). In this 

regard, comprehensive models exist that can inform effective newcomer integration practices 

(e.g., Benson et al., 2016; Snell, 2006). In line with the broader onboarding literature, Benson et 

al. (2016) suggested that organizations use individualized and institutionalized tactics, which 

include formal and informal practices, to socialize newcomers and integrate them into existing 

sport team environments. In a sport setting, formal practices to aid new member integration 

could include team meetings to discuss important processes (e.g., communication). Benson and 

colleagues (2016) also found that athletes expressed a desire to receive specific information from 

their coaches regarding their expected role within the team. In comparison, informal practices 

take on a more ‘trial and error’ process when integrating new members and are often facilitated 

through increased opportunities to interact with existing team members. Indeed, in a sample of 

adult soccer players, Leo and colleagues (2020) found that a global dimension representing 

structured socialization tactics predicted task cohesion via its association with role clarity. 

Although current onboarding literature generally, and for sport specifically, emphasizes 

the benefits for incoming members as well as the organization, researchers have not yet 

considered the individuals close to the incoming member (i.e., their support network). In 

elite/professional sport, athletes that are transitioning to new teams are often accompanied by a 

support network (e.g., parents, significant other, siblings), and these individuals experience a 
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similar transition and common stressors to those of the athlete. Despite their salient role in the 

transition process and evidence that suggests their ability to aid the athlete (Poczwardowski et 

al., 2014), current onboarding and integration frameworks focus solely on the individual being 

integrated into the organization—neglecting the onboarding and transition of the support system. 

This is surprising given that (a) research suggests that these support systems contribute greatly to 

the wellbeing and performance of athletes (Calmels et al., 2009; Gould et al., 2002; Sanders & 

Winter, 2016) and (b) that these individuals themselves are involved in the process and undergo 

a transition that would benefit from systematic support from the organization.  

Therefore, the purpose of this research was to explore the extent to which organizations 

include or consider support systems within the onboarding process of professional athletes. We 

aimed to not only expand current knowledge pertaining to onboarding practices in a professional 

sport context, but also specifically emphasize current practices involving social support 

networks. Using a qualitative design, semi-structured interviews were conducted with athletes 

that had been onboarded by an organization, a member of their support network that was 

involved in their life transition, and a representative member of the sport organization who 

onboarded the athlete. Through these interviews, we sought to better understand the processes or 

protocols currently in place to facilitate an adaptive transition for the support network, and how 

the individuals who have gone through it perceived and experienced the process. Within the 

following sections, I highlight relevant onboarding literature (i.e., Chapter 2), outline the 

qualitative approach and analysis process (i.e., Chapter 3), share the findings from the research 

(i.e., Chapter 4), discuss the theoretical and practical implications of this work, while also 

highlighting the strengths, weaknesses, and possible future direction of onboarding research (i.e., 

Chapter 5), and conclude with a summary and closing thoughts (i.e., Chapter 6).  
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

Athletes who transition to the professional level of sport tend to experience intense, fast-

paced, and notoriously short careers (Leonard, 1996). Typically, athletes experience drastic 

lifestyle changes such as getting drafted, or being traded or released, all of which involve 

uprooting their lives and attempting to maintain normal relationships with friends and family. 

Despite the adversity they encounter, the opportunity to play professional sport can be a 

rewarding chapter in an athlete’s life if they are adequately equipped to navigate such 

experiences. Accordingly, there is an emerging body of literature in sport research that has been 

dedicated to understanding athletic transitions (e.g., Stambulova, 2010).  

One specific body of literature pertaining to sport transitions involves the integration and 

socialization of new members into an organization—known widely as onboarding. Generally 

speaking, implementing effective onboarding programs for athletes during their transition can 

result in numerous positive outcomes for not only them, but also the organization involved (e.g., 

Graen, 2012, Korte & Lin, 2013, Saks & Ashford, 1997). Indeed, the contrary is also true, 

wherein poorly planned or ineffective onboarding practices are equally likely to result in 

negative outcomes (e.g., Caldwell & Caldwell, 2016, Ferkins et al, 2018, Stambulova, 2010). 

Within professional sport, athletes who are transitioning to new teams are often accompanied by 

a support network (e.g., parents, significant other, siblings, friends), and these individuals 

encounter similar lifestyle transition stressors to those of the athlete. Despite the extensive 

amount of existing literature that is specific to onboarding, the research focus has been on the 

individual and less on the onboarding of their support systems. Though support systems have 
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been identified as contributing greatly to athlete’s success (Schultheiss, 2006), the need to 

onboard them into an organization has been overlooked.  

Within the following sections, I present relevant literature as it pertains to the current 

onboarding research and demonstrate the need to consider how support networks experience the 

onboarding process. Specifically, I will explore general and sport specific organizational 

onboarding research, the role that support networks play in sport and athlete success, and the 

need to consider organizational onboarding for athletes’ support networks.  

Organizational Onboarding 

            Onboarding programs have been recognized as a critical tool for facilitating transitions of 

new members. Onboarding is the term consistently used to describe the process of socialization, 

which is defined as the “formal and informal practices, programs, and policies enacted or 

engaged in by an organization or its agents to facilitate newcomer adjustment” (Klein & Polin, 

2012, p. 268). Specifically, Snell (2006) described onboarding as the bridge between a new 

member’s promise and the fruition of those attributes within the organization. Extensive research 

has focused on how organizations can optimize productivity from newcomers, and although 

there is great variety in relation to how they do so, various characteristics have been found to be 

more effective than others. For instance, implementing programs immediately upon new member 

arrival, practicing effective communication throughout the process, appointing a formal mentor 

for new members, and valuing individual contributions and efforts are all examples of promoted 

strategies. These will be described in greater detail here. 

Characteristics of effective onboarding 

Onboarding occurs during a turbulent time where newcomers need to learn how to 

assimilate themselves into a group and transition from being an ‘outsider’ to an ‘insider’ (Bradt, 
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2009; Van Maanen & Schein, 1977; Wanous, 2000). The nature of sport is such that athletes and 

their support systems can be traded and forced to uproot their lives at any time. The 

drafting/trading process can be abrupt, which can present all involved with a highly stressful 

transition period. Thus, it is critical that the organization have an onboarding plan in place to 

help athletes attain professional and personal excellence throughout the transition period 

(Stambulova, 2010). Across the literature, elements of timing, involvement of current members, 

and communication/information provision feature prominently as important characteristics.  

The timing of onboarding practices impacts their effectiveness and success. In sport, this 

is crucial as the timing of player acquisition determines the quality of onboarding that the athlete 

will receive. Korte and Lin (2013) suggest that, “reducing the ‘ramp-up’ time and attrition for 

new hires is critical, both for organizations and for the well-being of workers” (p. 425). Ferkins 

et al. (2018) suggest that ineffective onboarding prolongs the integration process, which means 

that organizations waste valuable time and resources. Benson et al. (2016) found that 

organizations have the ability to influence the structure and timing of onboarding, which 

determines how quickly and successfully new members are integrated. Klein and Weaver (2000) 

suggest that socialization occurs at different rates throughout the onboarding process, and it 

occurs most rapidly upon immediate entry. Therefore, organizations must get involved early to 

facilitate adequate newcomer adjustment (Cooper-Thomas & Anderson, 2005) and capitalize on 

the most vulnerable time to ease the stress of the transition (Aapaoja et al., 2013).  

The initial interactions that a player and their support network experience with an 

organization can influence the remainder of their relationship. It has the potential to affect how 

members will perform their jobs and ultimately, will impact their fit within the group (Staunton, 

2018). In this regard, Ferkins et al. (2018) established the plan, prepare, perform framework that 
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suggests new members consider the recruitment process as the beginning of their onboarding 

experience. Therefore, key parties should ‘plan’ to have protocols in place before new members 

arrive. Further, the process should last well into the new members tenure with the group, which 

is evidenced by the emphasis of the ‘perform’ portion of their framework. The ideal length or 

period of the onboarding process has been debated, with some suggesting the entirety of a new 

member’s first year (Carucci, 2018), to others suggesting an informal component throughout an 

entire career (Bradt, 2009, Klein & Weaver, 2000). Regardless of the length proposed, it is clear 

that onboarding should begin early and be an ongoing process throughout the transition. 

The uncertainty of entering a new group does not fall solely on the shoulders of the 

newcomer. It is also the task of current organizational members to welcome and assist the new 

member (Korte & Lin, 2013). Organizations that provide onboarding programs show that they 

care about making new members feel welcomed. Valuing new members and acknowledging 

their individual contributions to the organization are important features of effective onboarding. 

Caldwell and Peters (2018) advanced a ten-step quality onboarding model with the aim of each 

step being to communicate to the newcomer, “we value you and want you to succeed. We care 

about your success, and we carefully thought through our responsibility to bringing you onboard 

successfully so that you can have a great experience in our company” (p. 33). This process shows 

employees that they are appreciated and it creates a psychological contract that fulfills an innate 

desire to be valued as an individual (Caldwell & Peters, 2018). A similar framework was 

proposed by Klein and Heuser (2008), known as the Inform-Welcome-Guide (IWG). The main 

emphasis of the “welcome” component is to explicitly emphasize that the new employee feel 

appreciated and celebrated. For instance, meta-analytic findings demonstrate that 

institutionalized socialization tactics where organizations implement structured procedures are 
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more impactful than individualized tactics where individuals are responsible for their own 

integration (Perrot et al., 2014). Bauer and colleagues (2007) advanced tactics that organizations 

can offer newcomers to facilitate adjustment as measured by socialization outcomes such as self-

efficacy. They suggest that self-efficacy is achieved through organizational context tactics, 

which include learning task requirements as part of a group and receiving formal training that 

will provide newcomers with confidence in their new role. The amount of support that 

organizations offer also influences newcomers’ perceptions that the organization cares about 

them, welcomes them, and values their well-being (Perrot et al., 2014). As another example, 

Lundberg and Young (1997) found that individuals cited being welcomed into the ‘family,’ and 

feeling valued and appreciated as the most critical features in their socialization process. 

            Communication is another essential component of onboarding as it represents a main 

avenue for information exchange with new members (Jones, 2002). It is important for 

organizations to convey their values, norms, and expectations to new members (Stanley, 2013). 

It is also important for organizations to implement content tactics to facilitate role clarity and 

resolution of role demands (Bauer, et al., 2007). This can be achieved through organizations 

communicating clear stages for training and a clear timetable for role adjustment. Bauer (2010) 

also identified the four critical communication building blocks of compliance, clarification, 

culture, and connection, meant to improve performance, decrease member turnover, and increase 

job satisfaction. Compliance and culture include orientation measures such as informing 

newcomers of basic policy-related rules and regulations and introducing newcomers to the norms 

and values of the organization. Clarification is the key function that informs newcomers of their 

particular role and associated expectations. The final building block is connection, which speaks 

to establishing interpersonal relationships essential for performance and satisfaction. This can be 
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achieved through mentorship, which allows newcomers to experience feelings of acceptance 

while learning from someone with experience.  

            In line with the notion of communication and information exchange, newcomers actively 

seek ways to make their environment more predictable and understandable. Uncertainty is 

reduced through the information provided via social interactions with superiors and peers (Saks 

& Ashford, 1997). Graen (1976) suggested that roles develop through role making processes, 

which occur when new members are transitioning into a group and involves existing individuals 

who have a vested interest in the newcomer’s performance. One avenue to facilitate this process 

is through mentorship programs. Bauer and colleagues (2007) suggest that social acceptance can 

be attained through social tactics, which include receiving positive feedback and identity 

affirmation from existing members and having a trusted insider for guidance. Quality mentorship 

can serve to communicate the role, expectations, and norms of the organization to newer 

members and significantly affect new employee socialization and learning (Caldwell & Peters, 

2018; Ragins et al., 2000). In sport, Wylleman and Lavallee (2004) discuss the importance of the 

social environment and how relationships influence the quality of athlete’s sport involvement 

throughout their careers. This finding was supported by Bruner and colleagues (2008) in their 

investigation of athletes’ experiences with transitioning into elite sport. Specifically, they found 

that athletes deemed the support provided by and established bonds created with veterans and 

fellow newcomers to be important.  

 The characteristics of effective onboarding are evident in existing research. Current 

onboarding frameworks identify the implementation of timely onboarding programs (e.g., 

Benson et al., 2016), valuing individual members (e.g., Caldwell & Peters, 2018), and effective 

communication (e.g., Bauer, 2010) and mentorship efforts (e.g., Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004) as 
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critical components of the process. When these characteristics are present and successfully 

executed in onboarding programs, there are numerous benefits to the individuals and the 

organization as a whole.  

The benefits of effective onboarding 

            The benefits of effective onboarding are apparent across many domains including 

business, military, health care, and sport. There is an extensive body of literature to draw from in 

this regard, so it is worth noting that the following section serves as a synthesis to illustrate the 

range of outcomes that have been identified when onboarding practices are undertaken.  

            As previously described, the timing of onboarding programs is important. Implementing 

onboarding tactics early helps to ease the stress of transitioning (Aapaoja, 2013) and the amount 

of entry training, along with its ability to lower anxiety and improve work outcomes (Saks & 

Ashford, 1997). Korte and Lin (2013) found that newcomers who integrated quickly reported 

higher levels of engagement and enthusiasm for their jobs, which speaks to the need to 

implement onboarding programs immediately. Cooper-Thomas and Anderson (2005) found 

positive associations with the relationships that are forged during early post-entry periods to be 

linked with reduced uncertainty, and increased role clarity, job satisfaction, and intent to stay.  

Communication aids in transferring information regarding the norms, beliefs, and values 

of the organization to new members (Korte & Lin, 2013). Communication is a key component of 

onboarding because it also helps to convey the roles and expectations of the newcomer from the 

organization. New members that understand the expectations of their job feel more prepared and 

in turn, feel as though they have the ability to be more successful (Ferkins et al., 2018). These 

expectations can be communicated through various onboarding tactics including orientation, 

training, and mentorship programs (Saks & Ashford, 1997). Saks and Ashford (1997) found 
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onboarding tactics to result in a wide range of benefits for individuals (e.g., role clarity, role 

orientation, social integration, motivation, lower stress, higher job satisfaction, higher 

performance, higher organizational commitment), mid-level teams (e.g., stronger cohesion, 

higher effectiveness, reputation, and more stable membership), and the superordinate 

organization (e.g., stronger culture, higher morale, higher effectiveness).  

            When organizations encourage mentorship practices and the mentors are provided with 

training, research suggests improvements in work attitudes, engagement, and extra-role specific 

effort (Caldwell & Peters, 2018; Van Dyne & Pierce, 2004). Caldwell and Peters (2018) also 

noted that pairing newcomers with key organization personnel shortens the time it takes to 

become assimilated into the group. Korte and Lin (2013) based their research on the model of 

social capital and found that high-quality relationships influence individual and team outcomes 

such as friendship, camaraderie, liking, trust, and respect. They also found that the quality 

relationships that newcomers built within the organization made their work more fulfilling, 

provided access to higher-quality resources such as information and learning, and affected 

performance quality, which impacted the organization as well. Similarly, using the Leader-

member-exchange (LMX) theory, Liden et al. (1997) demonstrated that new members learned 

their roles and expectations best through interactions with leaders of the group, which resulted in 

higher satisfaction. Graen (2012) extended the LMX model to introduce the leader-motivated 

excellence theory (LMX-T) model, which involves ‘strategic alliances’ and contributions from 

instrumental members jointly tackling common problems. Strategic alliances help members to 

achieve resources such as mutual trust, commitment, respect, loyalty, and ‘family-like’ 

protection, which result in higher levels of effectiveness and overall performance in teams.  
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            It is especially important for organizations to consider the impact that onboarding can 

have on the unity or collective purpose of a group given the cohesion-performance relationship 

(Carron et al., 2002; Mullen & Copper, 1994). Implementing onboarding programs that utilize 

effective strategies and emphasize important characteristics (e.g., timing, mentorship, 

communication, value) have numerous positive outcomes in sport. Sandardos and Chambers 

(2019) examined mentoring in sport and found that efforts not only enhanced performance on the 

court, but also significantly influenced athlete psychological well-being. Indeed, when more elite 

athletes transition to new teams/organizations, they are seldomly in their hometown. Research 

has demonstrated that in addition to the performance component of onboarding, such athletes 

will experience a shift from the need for support from their family to the need for support from 

their team and organization as a means of dealing with the transition (Bruner et al., 2008). 

Similarly, support networks that accompany athletes during their transition encounter the same 

shift in support. Thus, the effectiveness of the mentorship that the newcomer receives from 

existing members can optimize their productivity and well-being within the organization (Snell, 

2006).  

The cost of ineffective onboarding 

            In a similar way that effective onboarding techniques result in a range of positive 

outcomes, it is apparent that when practices are not implemented uniformly or systematically, 

negative outcomes are likely to occur. Some organizations have been described as viewing 

onboarding as an expense rather than an investment (Stanley, 2013), and in doing so, focus on 

their own outcomes before the needs of incoming members (Bauer, 2010; Snell, 2006). When 

organizations do not provide adequate support in terms of effective onboarding practices, new 
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members may feel that the organization is disinterested in their fit, potential growth, and eventual 

success in their role within the organization (Staunton, 2018).  

            New members that do not receive immediate onboarding support take longer to become 

immersed and integrated into the organizational culture (Ferkins et al., 2018). Ferkins and 

colleagues (2018) found that new members who did not receive onboarding felt like they were 

left to ‘sink or swim,’ which negatively impacted their initial experiences. When organizations 

do not implement timely onboarding programs, vital information that should be communicated to 

newcomers can be missed, which negatively influences role understanding and trust (Bauer et al., 

2014). Unsuccessfully onboarding new members can also result in underperformance, which 

hinders the organizations ability to fully utilize the abilities of the newcomer (Caldwell & 

Caldwell, 2016). Caldwell and Caldwell (2016) state that ineffectively onboarding new members 

can result in lower satisfaction, higher turnover, increased costs, and lower productivity that 

affect both the individual and the organization.  

             Professional sport is a business. In particular, the National Basketball Association (NBA) 

generated total revenue of 8.76 billion U.S dollars in the 2018/19 season alone (Gough, 2020). 

Sport teams spend a lot of time, effort, and resources to draft the most sought after players into 

their organizations. Ineffective onboarding squanders the efforts that are put into recruiting 

talented employees (Smart, 2012). Interestingly, athletes identify organizational stressors as 

having a great impact on their performance (Fletcher et al., 2012; Jones, 2002). If organizational 

stressors remain unaddressed, athletes may experience negative affect and poor well-being 

(Arnold et al., 2018; Fletcher et al., 2012). Jones (2002) suggested that to combat the demands of 

performance placed on athletes, organizations must minimize constraints and maximize support. 
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This emphasizes the need for organizations to implement effective onboarding programs to 

minimize the negative outcomes of poor onboarding and alleviate the stress of transitioning. 

           Successful onboarding is necessary for athletes’ success within a new group. However 

when onboarding practices are not implemented strategically, negative outcomes are more likely 

to occur. Stambulova (2010) found that athletes that did not successfully overcome the 

difficulties of transitioning were likely to experience negative long-term consequences such as 

emotional distress. There are many different types of support that organizations can offer their 

new members in order to lessen the likelihood of such negative outcomes. For example, Arnold 

and colleagues (2018) highlight several forms of communication support that organizations can 

provide athletes such as emotional support (e.g., others being available for comfort), esteem 

support (e.g., others reinforcing individuals competence or self-esteem), informational support 

(e.g., providing advice and guidance), and tangible support (e.g., providing concrete instrumental 

advice). However when the type of support is not tailored to address specific stressors, athletes 

can experience strain that may actually increase the level of stress they are already experiencing 

with the transition. Thus, negative outcomes of poor onboarding practices for the individual, 

team, and organization all reinforce the need for the implementation of quality and evidence-

informed onboarding practices.  

The Role of Support Networks in Sport 

 The importance of support networks for athletes is documented across the sport phases 

from early adoption to more elite adult competition. Importantly, describing the wide range of 

social agents (e.g., parents, siblings, significant others) and the various types of support provided 

is beyond the scope of the current thesis. There is a large body of literature that focuses 

specifically on the influence of social agents for youth athletes, with each developmental 
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perspective highlighting their importance for whole person as well as talent specific development 

(e.g., Côté et al., 2020; Henriksen, et al., 2010; Holt et al., 2017). Suffice to say that each 

emphasizes that although it is critical for the immediate sport team/club/organization to provide 

developmentally appropriate and enriching experiences, recognizing the influence of support 

networks is critical. This remains true as athletes progress to more elite levels of competition, 

which is more pertinent to the current thesis. 

Understanding the importance of support networks for elite athletes can be drawn from 

different bodies of literature. Some studies speak generally to how feeling supported outside the 

realm of sport can be a precursor to facilitating effective functioning in sport (Arnold et al., 

2018; Freeman & Rees, 2009). This support results in numerous positive benefits for individuals 

receiving it, as well as for the organization, such as aiding in coping with competitive stress 

(Crocker, 1992), burnout (Gould et al., 1996), and performance (Rees et al., 1999). Martin et al. 

(2017) also stated that an athlete’s interactions with social agents could affect their personal 

developmental process. Athletes have identified support networks as important for their career 

choices and development; and in this way, athletes’ personal lives and their employment should 

not be viewed as separate entities, but rather, as highly connected and interwoven (Schultheiss, 

2006).  

The literature pertaining to sport/career transitions can also be particularly informative 

when considering the role of support networks for onboarding practices. Specifically, athletes 

view their career transitions more positively when they receive support from close family (e.g., 

parents or partner/spouse) and perceive them to know what they are going through (Brown et al., 

2018). Further, a systematic review conducted by Park and colleagues (2013) demonstrated that 

support from ‘close others’ eased difficulties encountered during transition periods. According to 
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Schultheiss (2006), individuals with consistent and reliable support from family and significant 

others are more capable of handling the stresses associated with career transitions and 

occupational demands. As one very practical example, a research group in Sweden created a 

framework to help stakeholders support athletes across their career, with a specific component 

emphasizing the who (i.e., significant others) in an athlete’s life. Finally, and more recently, the 

International Society of Sport Psychology (ISSP) revisited their position stand on athlete 

transitions, with one section specifically dedicated to career assistance (Stambulova et al., 2020). 

A main point of emphasis for applied work with athletes during career transitions is to collect 

holistic information about an athlete’s life, such as their key relationships and support 

individuals, prior to implementing any interventions. Therefore, although the career transitions 

literature takes an athlete-centered approach, it is clear for the onboarding literature (which is 

interested in benefiting the athlete and the organization) that effectively socializing members 

should involve their support system as an integral part of the process.  

There are many studies that highlight the importance of attaining work-life balance and 

how it can influence organizational performance. A healthy work-life balance can affect an 

individual’s physical and mental development, which can influence the sustainability of 

organizations (Wong et al., 2020). However, Kelliher and colleagues (2019) argue that 

traditional ideas of work-life balance are narrow and do not take into consideration the vast 

definitions of ‘work’ and ‘life,’ which could include varying life contexts and working 

arrangements. The nature of professional sport is such that working arrangements are seldom 

fixed and home life situations differ greatly. Therefore, satisfaction is dependent on the 

individuals’ perspective that the relationship between their home and work life are balanced 

(Kelliher et al., 2019). Organizations that adopt a whole-life perspective (e.g., considering 
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athlete’s home life/support network) and focus on providing newcomers with adequate resources, 

can lead their employees to feel more effective and satisfied with their work and home life 

(Direnzo et al., 2015).  

Including Support Networks in the Onboarding Process 

There is a wealth of information available that supports the importance of implementing 

onboarding programs to assimilate new members into a group, as well as the characteristics that 

must be present for such programs to be effective. However, the literature described previously 

emphasizes onboarding techniques based on the incoming individual/athlete and neglects the 

support networks that accompany them. Current sport specific onboarding research suggests the 

integration of families in relation to the success of the athlete, but do not focus on the effects of 

successfully integrating them as individuals with their own unique obstacles during transition 

periods (Maier et al., 2016; Strobel et al., 2018). In other words, the emphasis remains on the 

athlete being onboarded, without consideration for the support network individuals specifically. 

These individuals must also leave friends and family behind, struggle with feelings of isolation, 

and they must tackle the logistics of relocating and settling in unfamiliar settings (Roderick, 

2012). It is interesting to find that support networks are not featured in current research on 

onboarding given the fact that their influence and impact on an athlete’s well-being and 

performance is evident (e.g., Arnold et al., 2018; Freeman & Rees, 2009; Schultheiss, 2006). In 

addition to the well-being and support of its members, organizations should recognize that 

support systems help athletes cope with the stresses of professional sports, and in turn, succeed at 

their craft (Arnold et al., 2018). Despite the findings suggesting that support networks play an 

important role in facilitating an athlete’s performance and well-being, current research does not 
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highlight the onboarding of support networks. Such an oversight presents a need to examine the 

support provided to support networks by elite organizations more closely.  

Purpose of the Study 

            Organizations that value their athletes in a holistic way and understand that their life 

encompasses other issues outside of sport should carefully consider their support networks in the 

onboarding process. Given that studies involving onboarding of new members focuses on the 

incoming individual, attention should be paid to understanding the needs of the support systems 

to provide them with the appropriate support that they also need to navigate the stresses of 

professional sports. Therefore, the purpose of this research was to explore the current practices 

involved within the onboarding of professional athletes and how they included support networks 

in the process. An associated secondary objective was to engage with participant experiences and 

suggestions to advance best practices for onboarding and integrating new members and their 

support networks in professional sport.   
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Chapter 2 

Method 

2.1 Qualitative Methodology 

           This research was grounded in critical realism (Bhaskar, 1998; Collier, 1994). Through a 

critical realist approach, it is understood that there is a close proximity of reality that can be 

apprehended and more specifically, that there are onboarding strategies currently used and that 

best practice approaches can be advanced. It is important to acknowledge, however, that the 

experiences of those involved in the process can never fully be understood (Fletcher, 2017). For 

instance, Archer (2007) stated, “there is a state of the matter which is what it is, regardless of 

how we do view it, choose to view it, or are somehow manipulated into viewing it” (p. 195). In 

this regard, I understand that the truth is also fallible, and that we attempt to obtain a close 

approximation or representation of that truth (Wiltshire, 2018). Therefore, I explored the 

onboarding process through discussion with individuals who experienced onboarding first-hand, 

to best explain how these social structures came to be and were experienced by those involved 

(Wiltshire, 2018).  

3.2 Positionality 

My interest in the inclusion of support networks in the onboarding process is a product of 

my experiences as a former support person of a National Basketball Association (NBA) player. 

Over a span of nearly ten years, I transitioned to different teams and experienced their 

onboarding processes firsthand. This unique perspective must be considered in relation to how it 

has impacted my research. My past experiences make me a partial insider (i.e., a former member 

of the population of interest; Adler & Adler, 1994), which allowed me to have in-depth 

conversations and a deeper understanding of the participant experiences. It also granted me 
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access to this particular population, who may be more trusting and willing to share their 

experiences with me. On the other hand, it also means that my experiences and preconceived 

biases featured into the research process. With this experience, I had ideas about what 

onboarding practices were most impactful for me, which were likely at the forefront of my mind 

when looking at my data. Importantly, I recognize that bias is not a problem and that I simply 

had to be aware of how they influenced the decisions I made (e.g., Roulston & Shelton, 2015). I 

worked closely with my supervisor, Dr. Luc Martin, and garnered insight from my thesis 

committee to ensure that I was continuously addressing and challenging my personal biases and 

positionality.  

3.3 Context and Participants 

 Participants were selected from the NBA, which is a professional basketball league made 

up of 30 teams—29 in the United States and one in Canada. Participants included 11 

organization representatives, five players, and six members of support networks from 12 

different NBA teams who have experienced onboarding processes. A total of 22 participants took 

part in the study. The organizational representatives (three male, eight female) had been with 

their team for an average of 10 years (SD = 6.76). Their jobs were under the basketball 

operations umbrella, which included titles such as player development, team operations, and 

family services personnel. Generally, the scope of their positions involved assisting the players 

and their families with their needs during transitions and throughout the season. The support 

individuals included six females with an average age of 40 years (SD = 16.98). Four of the 

support individuals were player’s wives, one was a head coach’s wife, and one was a player’s 

mother. Four of these support network individuals had children and described their perceptions 

of their experiences throughout the interviews. Further, each support individual had experienced 

onboarding from more than one NBA team. In this way, they were able to contrast their 
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experiences from different programs. The players were five males aged an average of 29 years 

(SD = 3.36) with an average 6 years (SD = 2.61) of playing experience in the league. Four of the 

athletes had experienced onboarding programs from more than one team. The group also 

included four NBA champions who are considered starters on their respective teams. Athletes 

included in this study had transitioned into an organization accompanied by their support person. 

Across all of the participants, I was able to secure two complete triads—an organizational 

representative, a player, and their support individual from the same organization.  

3.4 Procedure 

Institutional ethical approval was secured from Queen’s University. Participant selection 

was based on a purposeful criterion sampling approach involving both personal contacts and 

snowball sampling methods (Patton, 2015). Each participant was provided with a letter of 

information and was informed that their participation was voluntary and that all responses would 

be kept confidential and would be anonymized.   

It is important to note that the 2020 Covid-19 global pandemic impacted the recruitment 

and interview process. In the midst of data collection, the original 2019-2020 NBA season was 

cancelled and subsequently resumed months later in a controlled environment or ‘bubble’ in 

Orlando, Florida. Originally, many scheduled interviews were planned for what would have been 

the NBA offseason when participants would have more free time and be willing to assist in the 

research process. I was able to conduct one interview with a support person before the pandemic 

restrictions were implemented globally. However, scheduling the remaining interviews was more 

difficult than what was anticipated as the season was condensed and staff, athletes, and their 

support networks had to adjust to the situation.  
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Despite the difficulties presented, I was able to conduct 10 interviews with participants 

recruited through personal contacts, and was referred to 12 others that took part in the study. One 

unanticipated benefit of the situation was the ease of recruiting organization representatives 

during this period. These individuals were not in the NBA ‘bubble’ and as a result appeared 

more willing to help and refer other team’s organization representatives. For all participants, 

once they agreed to take part in the study, a means of communication was offered and mutually 

decided upon to conduct the interview. All interviews were conducted over the phone.  The order 

of the individual interviews was based on the availability of each participant and therefore was 

not conducted in any particular order. The interviews varied in length and were 31:32 minutes 

(SD = 11:26) on average. In particular, interviews with the organizational representatives were 

the longest (M = 37:52, SD = 11:07), followed by the support individuals (M = 28:58, SD = 

7:50), and then the athletes (M = 20:43, SD = 8:12). It was the most difficult to secure interviews 

with the athletes during the season, or following up with them after losing in the bubble. 

Following the completion of the interviews, the participants were thanked and informed that they 

would receive a summary of the key findings of the study. Each interview was recorded and 

transcribed verbatim.  

3.5 Interview Guides 

Semi-structured guides were used to provide structure to the interviews, and these 

differed slightly depending on whether the interviewee was an organizational representative, 

athlete, or support network person. The different guides enabled me to gather specific 

information pertaining to all participants’ unique and personal perspectives of the onboarding 

process (see Appendix C). As a general structure, the interview guides included introductory, 

transition, key, and concluding questions. Introductory questions were used to build rapport and 
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encourage participant discussion and reflection. This was an opportunity to capitalize on my 

insider status and ensure that the participants felt comfortable discussing the topic and 

understood that I had previous experience that would enable a rich conversation. Transition 

questions were used to introduce the topic and to obtain preliminary perspectives to 

contextualize the discussion. Key questions required participants to reflect on and describe their 

experiences with onboarding practices (e.g., athlete: “What are your experiences with becoming 

part of this team?” support network: “Were any services offered to you in order to aid with your 

transition?”). To best explore support network onboarding, the interviews with organizational 

representatives and athletes discussed the process more generally (e.g., organizational 

representative: “What onboarding practices are currently in place for incoming support 

systems?”), with specific probes to ensure the conversation returned to the support network 

throughout. Concluding questions were used to investigate related concepts and provide an 

opportunity for closing remarks (Patton 2015). Probing questions were incorporated throughout 

the interviews in order to gain better insight into the participants’ perspectives and to garner 

deeper reflection on specific responses (Patton, 2015).  

3.6 Analysis 

Thematic analysis was used to identify patterns and themes within the dataset, which 

aided in the interpretation of the meanings and importance of the findings (Braun & Clarke, 

2016). Thematic analysis was the method selected for this project as it allowed for flexibility and 

is not tied to a particular approach or framework (Smith & Sparks, 2016). Additionally, Braun 

and Clarke’s (2016) six-phase approach was used as a guiding framework. Familiarization and 

comfort with the dataset was facilitated by listening to each interview, making notes about the 

content, and by transcribing each audio file. I initially set out to gather participants in triads (i.e., 
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organizational representative, athlete, and support networks from the same team), but the 

pandemic made this task more difficult. I was only able to recruit two complete triads. So, 

instead of analyzing the groups as triads, I began with analyzing the organizational representative 

data to identify themes that they found important in effective onboarding. I then analyzed the 

data from the athletes and then the support networks to see if their themes aligned with the 

themes presented by the organizational representatives. After analyzing the data, I created a list 

of main codes that I was seeing in the data. These original codes were grouped and themes were 

created as similar content continued to be identified. As a clear picture was emerging, I revisited 

the complete triads to take advantage of the fact that they were all speaking to the same 

situation/organization. I used my understanding up to this point to begin the writing and editing 

process. I had several meetings with my supervisor to describe what I was finding and how to 

best present the results in a clear and compelling way. Throughout the results, pseudonyms are 

used to protect participant privacy and confidentiality and are followed by an indication of 

whether they are an athlete (A), organizational representative (Org), or support network 

individual (SN), and a participant number.  

3.7 Research Quality 

Although researchers have cautioned the use of fixed standards or set criteria for 

establishing research rigor, Tracy’s (2010) big tent criteria can nevertheless be useful to learn, 

practice, and improve qualitative work. Thus, readers are encouraged to judge the goodness of 

the current research by the criteria described here. I have highlighted the worthiness of the 

research topic through literature reviews that established the importance of onboarding in 

newcomer experiences and the lack of acknowledgement for support networks in this literature. 

A clear gap in the literature has been identified and it is expected that support networks also 



 26 

experience stressors during the onboarding process. In this regard, the thesis will meaningfully 

contribute to current onboarding research by including and emphasizing the process for support 

networks. To ensure rich rigor, we recruited a sample that enabled triangulation, which included 

the experiences of organizational representatives, athletes, and support network individuals who 

had all experienced or helped facilitate onboarding. The combination of these differing 

perspectives helped to provide a more complete understanding of what programs were being 

offered by the organization and how the athlete and the support individual were receiving them. 

Sincerity and credibility were maintained through an awareness of positionality that allowed me 

to be conscious of my own biases and to continually address them. This was facilitated by 

keeping consistent notes throughout the interviews and analysis and by also engaging with my 

supervisor who served as a critical friend (Smith & McGannon, 2018). My unique experiences 

and perspective also allowed me to be more approachable and trustworthy for participants, which 

likely resulted in rich and honest responses during interviews.  
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Chapter 4 

Results 

Figure 1 provides a visual representation of the process of onboarding from 

organizational, athlete, and support network perspectives. Specifically, the participants discussed 

a range of aspects involved in the process and advanced factors that they felt shaped onboarding 

experiences. Across the entire onboarding process, and as it pertains to the support network 

experience specifically, points of emphasis described by participants were: (a) the need to ensure 

immediate and consistent communication of information, (b) the demonstration of value for each 

individual, and (c) the provision of mentorship and support. The effectiveness of onboarding was 

described in relation to how these points of emphasis could be employed, which resulted in the 

identification of several barriers and considerations. Considerations included: (a) the timing of 

onboarding practices, (b) the type of player or support person being acquired, and (c) the 

player’s—and by extension, the support network’s—previous experience within the league. The 

major barriers discussed by the participants were: (a) the provision of resources, (b) participation 

of members in onboarding efforts (e.g., planned events), (c) frequency of member turnover, and 

(d) implications involving team hierarchy.  
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Figure 1 

Visual Representation of National Basketball Association Onboarding Process Inclusive of Support 

Network Individuals 

 

 

Note: The symbols at the bottom represent the barriers to onboarding that the participants mentioned (e.g., 

participation, turnover, provision of resources, and team hierarchy). The family represents the athlete’s 

concern with making sure that their family is taken care of. 

 

Communicating: No Second Chances For First Impressions 

The importance of making a good first impression stemmed from the salience of 

communication for effective onboarding. Participants described numerous elements that were 

necessary, which could all be classified under the general umbrella of communication. They 

discussed the importance of being introduced to key people within the organization and of 

providing or receiving information and resources about the organization and city.  

Introduction and Understanding ‘Who’ Will Be Onboarded 
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Introductions to key people and organizational personnel happen very quickly upon 

acquiring a new player. Although the timing of the process differs depending on when the athlete 

is acquired (e.g., drafted player, offseason trade, midseason trade), the general manager and head 

coach usually reach out through an initial welcoming phone call. John highlighted his experience 

on draft night and shared his first interaction with his new organization and how they assisted in 

familiarizing him with the city: 

When I got drafted and I got the call from [coach] …I got to [city] and they greeted me 

and took me to the practice facility. I met [general manager], I met the coaching staff, I 

met all the staff and they made me feel welcome. You know, they told me about the 

organization, told me about the city. I had [assistant GM] at the time drive me around just 

to teach me about the city and then take me back to the hotel. (A1) 

After the head of the organization has made contact with the incoming player, a member from 

player development or family services gets involved to begin the transition process. The 

conversation always begins with the player, but teams inquire about personal details like whom 

they will have joining them in their transition. Jack explained his team’s process saying: 

If I was calling x player, he would say my uncle wants to come. I would say perfect, let 

me get his number and I’ll call the uncle. There’s different ways that you get introduced 

to the family. But the bigger thing about the family is most of those things won’t happen 

until you’re sitting down with the athlete and talking to them about who their family is. 

(Org1) 

It was made clear that if a player does not disclose information regarding their significant others, 

the organization is not to reach out to them. Establishing a trusting relationship and ensuring that 

boundaries are not overstepped was described as paramount: “…we always ask the guys if they 
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want either the significant other, the mom, or whoever else in it because we don’t want to 

overstep.” (Org2). This same person expanded on their comment when probed: 

You want to make sure from my position that players trust your path of communication 

because you’re going to have to talk to them way beyond just moving them in. We have a 

season full of stuff to do so I have to make sure I start my trajectory out right so at the 

pinnacle of our communication, I can mentor, get them to learn about financial literacy, 

get a veteran to be open to something new, or a rookie to be susceptible to growth. All of 

those things factor in and reflect the first coming moments of onboarding a player (Org2). 

 Some organizations made it clear that they let the athlete lead because their relationship with 

them is more important than connecting with the support network: “I create a culture of trust and 

when they begin I say ‘is there anyone you want me to reach out to.’ If they say no, I might get 

some backlash but ultimately, my job’s to support the player” (Org4). So, organizations must 

navigate the expectations that support networks should be involved with the desires of the 

athletes themselves. For example, several organization representatives described situations 

whereby athletes explicitly asked not to provide support to their network: “there are times when 

a player won’t want me to contact their wife. That happens more often than you think, I’m not 

sure why” (Org4). Clearly, these situations pose problems for the impressions made by 

organizations, where they are expected not to provide support. 

There were also examples of miscommunication or misunderstanding with the amount of 

support provided between athletes and their support networks. For instance, when asked about 

the support that their incoming family received from the organization, an athlete identified a 

person who was assigned to help with the transition process. However, it did not appear as 

though this particular athlete knew exactly what programs were in place or how their significant 
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other was feeling during the process: “[OrgRep] was her name. She usually helped family 

members or close significant others. She was assigned to do that” (A1). The athlete’s mother 

said: “To be honest, in [organization] I have not met anybody. The staff at the arena are amazing, 

they’re very friendly, and they welcome you and make you feel amazing but no one from the 

organization, not one person from the organization” (SN3). The athlete expected that someone 

was taking care of his support network, but this was not the case.  

 It is interesting to note the relatively ambiguous process involved for the organization to 

communicate with support network individuals, given the significance of its occurrence when 

done adequately. For instance, Michelle explained the impact of receiving a welcoming phone 

call from team personnel when her husband was traded: “They called me and were like welcome 

to [team]. They introduced themselves and I was like ‘wow, that’s so sweet’ and they gave a 

goodie bag of merch for me and the kids, [owner] personally welcomed us which was great” 

(SN1). She explained that the trade was a difficult transition for her, as she had to uproot her life 

and break ties that she had built within her previous organization. Receiving a welcoming call 

helped to ease some reservations about moving. She said, “four years in [team] and then 

whenever we went to the [team] they were extremely accommodating, like I got a phone call like 

‘welcome to [team]’ from player services and it was very smooth because I cried, I did not want 

to move there.” Receiving support from the organization during the initial transition period and 

eventual onboarding is very important to ease the stress that the support individual may be 

experiencing.  

Providing Resources And Orienting To A New Environment 
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Once introductions are made and it is clear to the organization ‘who’ they would be 

working with through the onboarding process, the move into the new market/city begins. The 

participants described this process as a ‘best of the city’ orientation: 

Anything that is around the player’s families we’re heavily involved in. We provide 

babysitting services, we have dog sitting services, nannies, house keepers, cleaning 

services, security if you ever need it when the team is on the road, whatever, we have an 

address book of anything a family might need—doctors, dentists, therapists, anything so 

a family can come in and feel comfortable, moving services… we set that all up. A player 

doesn’t have to touch anything, especially if they’re acquired by us. (Org5). 

Jane also described the resources that her organization provides to the incoming support network 

saying, “We have this guideline book where we’ve researched restaurants, hotels, schools, 

churches, I mean it’s pretty much a who’s who of [city] for the families to use” (Org8). Sarah, a 

support person who experienced this organization’s onboarding, described the positive impact: 

The most impressive part is that they have a booklet printed of all the places they have 

discounts, suggestions for ‘xyz’, everything from pediatricians, cleaning services, a 

realtor. They had a newsletter that would go out and a family feature and you get to know 

each player’s family a little bit better. They would have pictures and different things 

about them just to make it a little easier to connect to them (SN4). 

When organizations provided these resources to incoming support people, these individuals 

described their onboarding experiences favorably.  

Players expressed that they felt very well taken care of by their new teams and that they 

were equipped with the resources needed to adjust and be comfortable in their new surroundings. 

On the support from the organization in navigating the move from one team to another, one 
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player stated: “We rely on that heavily when we move now. More and more so we’re 

comfortable with letting others help us when we do move because it’s stress we don’t need” 

(A2). Several of the players felt the transition was smoother when their family was taken care of. 

Brad expressed that he had moved with his wife while she was pregnant, so they needed to find 

appropriate doctors and facilities quickly when they arrived: 

 Being in the NBA, everyone has contacts that we need so they were over the phone to 

find us a hospital and OB, everything was very quick and seamless, luckily because there 

probably wouldn’t have been time if we had to go there by ourselves, so yeah that’s the 

whole system that the team provides (A2). 

It is important to note that despite best intentions, and assuming that the athletes were open to 

having the organization reach out to their support network, situations differ and barriers can be 

present. A variety of factors were discussed that must be considered in relation to the onboarding 

process. For instance, the timing of an acquisition has an impact on the eventual process.  

If we’re talking about a player that’s getting drafted, it’s pretty quick because summer 

league happens a week or two later … If we’re trading for a player around the trade 

deadline or anything like that, that is extremely hectic so that’s kind of a different animal 

… That’s usually because those guys are established in the league so it’s a little bit 

different they kind of know what’s up. (Org5) 

Organizations differentiated between their processes of trading during the season versus drafting 

or trading during the offseason. The circumstances under which a team can acquire a player can 

vary so drastically, which makes it difficult to create a standard onboarding program: “it’s just a 

hard subject to have any structure to because it’s so different for everything, for every player, it’s 

so different for every family” (Org8). Athletes who are traded midseason generally experience an 



 34 

expressed onboarding because they have to adapt to the city and team very quickly. Drafting and 

offseason trades generally receive more attention because there is more time to complete the 

onboarding process. A common message conveyed was that first year and younger athletes 

generally required more attention to ease their transition because the process was new for them:  

…Our rookie this year …he’s a baby …he doesn’t have a driver’s license, he doesn’t 

have a social security card, he is relatively young as far as maturity and so we had to, to a 

point, and I don’t want to say coddle because we’re very conscientious of not enabling 

these guys and it’s a fine line sometimes between doing everything for them versus just 

trying to help them … we made a joke in the office someone was like ‘oh my god it’s like 

you’re raising him’ (Org8). 

On the other hand, veteran players required less assistance because they had previous experience 

with trades: “I don’t need things done because I am so self-sufficient and I know I’ve been in the 

game a long time, I know what to do, I don’t like to ask for much” (A4). Veteran players 

generally had different onboarding needs than rookie players because they are concerned with 

transitioning with their families. This shifts the focus of the organization to onboarding the 

support network as well so that the athlete is ready to focus on their job: 

… Sometimes it’s a guy moving with three kids that are in school and most of his 

priorities are about them and the family getting acclimated so it’s a completely different 

type of energy that you have to focus on and helping guys get whatever they need to get 

so that when training camp happens, they’re locked in, they have a comfortable living 

scenario, they have most of their stuff set in place, that’s kind of the goal to make sure 

that by training camp they’re locked in (Org2). 
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It was also mentioned that the timing of the acquisition determines whether the onboarding 

process will be rushed, “midseason trades, you’re just left to fend from the wolves. You better 

just figure it out” (SN4) or if the organization will have the luxury of taking their time to ensure 

that effective onboarding is achieved:  

Depending on what time of the year it is, obviously everything looks a little different. 

Like if it was a trade during the season the player would probably be in our market within 

12hours so it just depends on the situation, but if its during the summer I could not meet 

them for like two months so it just depends on the situation (Org4). 

The type of trade also affects the athlete’s support network, as sudden trades also force 

them to encounter drastic life changes. Sarah and her husband had to endure a long distance 

relationship when he started his professional career because she was in nursing school. She 

explained that she had to make trips back and forth to support him while working toward her 

own goals at home. When he was not initially drafted she explained, “That was pretty intense. I 

had to make some trips over there. Just psychologically really intense for him to try to make a 

team after everything he had been through” (SN4). When Sarah finished her exams and ended up 

moving with her husband they, “stayed in a hotel every time I was with an NBA team literally 

until when I was with the [team]” (A4) due to the uncertainty of being cut or traded after he had 

been bounced around the league so often in his career: “three months we lived in a hotel while 

we waited to find out whether he made the team or not …we lived out of two bags but we just 

got really good at that” (SN4). Trades also affect athletes with children because their kids 

sometimes have to be pulled out of their classes during the school year, they are forced to miss 

important events “you want dad to be around but …he can’t make an appointment or away for 

birthdays. You feel it a bit more when you have kids because you’re taking their emotions into 
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consideration” (SN5) or the athlete and their spouse have to consider if the city they are moving 

to is where they want to live with their family: “I still was thinking I don’t know, I’ve only 

visited [city] so I didn’t know if it was a good place to raise kids” (SN1). Rebecca also 

mentioned that trades are especially difficult for her family because, “Our kids need specialized 

doctors … A lot of phone calls, a lot of appointments to get established and get them back into 

the system and transferring records” (SN5). Moving means that her young children who have 

established relationships have to break their routines and make new connections. 

Valuing: Putting the (I)ndividual in TEAM 

 

Participants felt like they were onboarded well when the organizations made them feel 

valued. Specifically, players that felt as though their organization valued them discussed 

experiencing feelings of belonging. Despite the constant uncertainty of this type of career, one 

player expressed that understanding that his new team had a place for him was important. Chris 

explained that: 

 Obviously whenever you get traded it’s like, ‘okay, wow they traded me’ but then you 

get to your next team, they welcome you, they want you, you have a role with them, 

which is obviously good to see and you keep the grind going, keep being you, keep 

playing your game and keep trying to get better (A1). 

It was interesting to find that athletes were affected by the constant uncertain nature of the NBA. 

Jacob explained the difficulty of feeling valued, on one hand by a team, but being able to be 

traded away from that same organization just as easily. He explained how it affected the way that 

he related to his teammates as well as the organization: 

I told myself that I got too comfortable … I felt like I was a part of the team because we 

went through training camp, we went through the hard practices together and all that type 
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of stuff, but me being cut was like ‘dang’ its kind of like when you give your heart to 

somebody and they break up with you-type situation. I felt like I was part of that team but 

getting cut was like this can happen at anytime so you have to protect yourself from 

getting too invested, which is a hard thing to do because you want to be a part of the team 

… I just got too involved where now I’m trying to make sure I come in, do my work and 

get out until I make it so it doesn’t hurt as bad, I guess (A4). 

Each organization mentioned the importance of onboarding incoming support networks 

and appreciating their individual value and contribution. They all conceded that they are not the 

priority however, as they are bound by the athlete’s requests. In fact, even within my sample of 

organizations, the motivation to emphasize support individuals when onboarding varied greatly. 

It is interesting to contrast to the athlete’s sentiment that belonging and feeling valued can be 

difficult, which means that their accompanying support person would have the same experience 

when joining a new team, if not a more difficult experience if they are not receiving priority 

treatment. It was clear that some organizations were ultimately focused on the player, so they 

valued support networks because they in turn, contributed to the athlete’s success: “we 

understand that those people that support you like, you need them around in order to be at your 

best” (Org9). Other organizations genuinely valued the support networks as individuals and were 

motivated to provide them with support because they needed it as well. Kristen noted the 

importance of support networks as they relate to athlete success: 

It looks glamorous but really it’s hard and so I just work really hard to create 

relationships with our players’ families and the people that support them because I 

believe that when their support system is supported, those players have less to worry 

about and they can do what they do on the court (Org10). 
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On the other hand, Anna explained her organization’s awareness of the impact of the athlete’s 

lifestyle on the families and how they support and value them based on their unique struggles: 

It’s just making them feel important and valued because they are the ones who are left 

behind and the guys go on a week road trip to New York and you’re like ‘okay I’m here, 

now what?’ Whenever they’re here you give up your entire day and lives to focus on 

them and their schedule and they’re sleeping and everything else so it’s making the 

families feel valued and it doesn’t have to be expensive gifts, just that little touch (Org3).  

Support persons felt as though they were valued members of the group when organizations 

provided tailored resources as a symbol that they cared about their needs and concerns as 

individuals. For example a significant other who had been involved on several different teams 

explained what organizations did that made her feel valued: “getting to know the individual 

person and then to meet their needs based on that so that’s why it worked because it was very 

sincere in trying to reach out and get to know each individual” (SN2). This further emphasized 

the idea that onboarding was effective when it was focused on specific individuals to make them 

feel valued. One athlete’s mother explained her experiences with feeling valued when an 

organization showed care for her as a person: 

What stands out to me is when, I guess in his fourth year, when they waived or let him go 

whatever they did, they sent flowers to the house and they said “[player] has been an 

amazing part of our family and we wish him the best” and [coach] called me and said the 

same thing …It meant a lot to me. It meant the world to me to be honest. He was just like 

“[player] is a great kid and you should be proud of him” like, aside from basketball. 

Meant a lot to me. A lot (SN3). 
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Support persons also expressed that they felt valued by their organization when they provided 

specific resources such as a welcoming family room and childcare at games: 

We were in an older arena and it didn’t really have a nice family room or anything so 

when they built the [arena] a couple years after we got there, they placed a big emphasis 

on a really nice family room …Since that was my first experience in the NBA that’s how 

I thought it was supposed to be …So I guess I was really fortunate that my first 

experience was where families were considered really important and valued (SN2). 

On the other hand, a barrier that one organization discussed was the provision of resources that 

were available to address the significant others’ needs, such as control over the arena:  

The constraints of [arena] just make it different …it annoys me because I’m like I wish I 

could do this. I wish I could pay for a babysitter …because the insurance at [arena] is too 

high, we can’t pay for it …so like, I tried to do that. The person before me tried to do that 

it’s just not a thing (Org4). 

She explained that she did not have the ability to address the support person’s requests, “It can be 

really, really frustrating for me because I want to provide certain things, but I’m just not 

allowed.” Because of the restraints of the arena, it was difficult to balance the needs of the family 

with requests that are out of her control, which can cause tension: “Not in an arguing situation 

but kind of them yelling at me and its kind of like, I know you’re upset, I’m really sorry but 

there’s nothing I can do about this, you know, you have to accept this.”  

Sarah, who had previously been involved with this organization, explained how the 

restrictions negatively affected her experience:  

You still had to go pick up your tickets from the box office, there was no special family 

entrance, it was a very small family room …It’s really just the location in [city] – it’s just 
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very, very difficult because I couldn’t ever do anything on my own and if I went in on my 

own, I was just treated like a regular spectator. I went through the regular security, I got 

my tickets with everybody, I got herded up to my seat with everybody and not that I’m 

looking for special treatment but it’s like you’re going to see me at all the games, I’m not 

a threat, I’m here for my husband so that was difficult for me (SN4). 

Sarah had experiences with several different NBA organizations over the course of her 

husband’s career, so while she was not necessarily looking for special treatment to make her feel 

valued, she knew that some organizations handled this situation better than others: 

They did the tour, they made sure I knew how to get around, they asked for my photo and 

then they had the lanyards ready for the first game, they showed me where my seats were, 

all of that. There are definitely teams that are like ‘here are your tickets, figure it out’ like 

nobody showed me anything or I had to ask around like ‘hi, where’s the family room’ 

that’s happened before where I didn’t have any guidance and I had to just get thrown into 

it (SN4). 

She emphasized that this particular organization made her feel valued by showing her that her 

needs were taken care of and that she was not being left to figure things out on her own, as she 

had experienced with previous organizations.  

Another organization mentioned the same issues with restrictions and making support 

individuals feel comfortable at their home arena:  

When I worked in [city], you knew every security guard and every person in the building 

and here, I know a few but like every single game, it could be a game day too and they’re 

checking your credentials or looking and questioning you and I can’t blame them because 

they see so many people – so they’re doing their job, but it doesn’t feel like home (Org5). 
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Michelle described her experiences with this same arena and explained how it negatively 

impacted her experiences because connections were difficult to make. She contrasted the 

differences with another team in which she described feeling like a family: 

I loved the arena because the [organization] owned it so it seemed way more family 

oriented, all the staff knew you by name and said hello. The family room was so nice. 

The playroom was nice with the nannies and the kids and stuff. It was way more family 

oriented. At the [arena], since we share it with [number] teams, they’re constantly 

rotating security, you don’t build relationships with people like we had at [arena] (SN1). 

Some organizations mentioned celebrating holidays and events together, however there were 

some organizations that mentioned that celebrations such as birthdays were difficult to celebrate. 

Anna explained, “We used to want to do birthdays but it was always hard because some people’s 

birthdays were in the summer and they were gone” (Org3). Interestingly when a support 

individual was asked what organizations could do to make their members feel welcome she 

stated: “Even small things like I have a summer birthday so it’s not a big deal, but it would be 

nice if they made an effort …Little things like that where you really feel like you’re part of a 

family” (SN4).  

As a final example, restrictions on funding allotment for events and efforts to facilitate 

support were mentioned as a barrier: “I don’t get a budget for that which is also super annoying 

so I always have to be creative” (Org4). Nancy mentioned one wife’s request to plan an event to 

get the families together to which she responded:  

I’d actually love to be a part of that but that’s not going to happen. It’s not going to 

happen here … It’s funding but it’s also just kind of the perspective that we’re going with 
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right now that like we want to establish ourselves as a team the family thing can happen 

in tandem and can build but we kind of just need a good base for everything (Org7). 

It is assumed that organizations have no shortage of money, so it’s interesting to see that there is 

no funding specifically allocated to efforts that support the support networks. This illustrates that 

fulfilling the needs of the support networks are not the main priority for organizations.  

Mentoring: Building Supportive Relationships 

Mentoring was another main emphasis described to contribute to effective onboarding 

across each group of participants. The athletes explained that mentorship was the natural 

relationships that formed through shared experiences and having a common goal, while the 

organization and support persons highlighted the intentional efforts that go into facilitating 

mentorship and creating supportive bonds.   

Players expressed that the mentoring that they received positively influenced their 

onboarding experiences. Quality mentoring by more senior team members has an important 

influence on team culture: 

They [veteran players] had somebody when they first came in that took them under their 

wing, showed them the ropes …In my rookie year that was [player] for me … I’d ask him 

all kinds of questions, on court and off court stuff, finance stuff and then when I got to 

[team] and had a bit more experience, I tried to do that for the younger guys … Just pay it 

forward because, I had a great vet that looked after me and think it’s an important role 

that people don’t really talk about, but it’s really important for a team’s culture to have 

great veterans because there’s a lot of ups and downs and a lot of pressure on younger 

guys coming in to perform. (A3) 
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Brad described the connection he had with existing players on the team that helped to ease his 

transition: 

For me it was easy, it was a really smooth transition to [team] because I had grown up 

playing with [player] … he was there to show me around and guide me as much as he 

could in terms of what it was like for the NBA, but at the same time one of the assistant 

coaches, [coach], was also our [team] coach at the time so I had a pretty strong 

connection when I was there and they definitely made it a lot smoother for me (A2). 

Support networks also highlighted the importance of the support that they received from existing 

members during their onboarding. Participants discussed their experiences with their respective 

team ‘wives group’ or ‘family group.’ These groups are put together by the organization as a 

means of connecting the family members to support each other and their communities: “I started 

a wives group that did charitable things, but it’s also a way to connect and be social with each 

other and feel involved and support the team but also to do good things” (SN2). They take part in 

charity initiatives, group-bonding activities and are often run by more veteran members in the 

family room (e.g., coach’s wife, veteran player’s wife, GM’s wife). Kate discussed the 

importance she places on being a strong and compassionate leader using her own experiences 

moving up in the NBA: 

 When we first got to [city], my husband was the lowest of the assistant coaches, so we 

weren’t super highly valued in terms of, I mean, people were nice to us, but we weren’t 

high on the pecking order—my seat was way up in the nosebleed section and things like 

that. As my husband moved up, my seat moved down … So those things I try to always 

be cognizant of how it had felt to come in like that and seeing young women coming into 
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the NBA with their boyfriend or whatever and it really became important to me so that by 

the time I was in [city], I really, really focused on making everyone feel welcome (SN2). 

This is very telling as it illustrates that the organization valued the significant other more as her 

husband contributed more to the team. She used this negative experience to ensure more positive 

experiences for incoming support individuals. Organizations also mentioned the importance of 

facilitating mentorship among support persons. However, a barrier mentioned by several that 

hindered the success of their efforts to bring the different families together was the participation 

they received in return. Anna explained how she adapted her practices to encourage family 

members to organize events that they were interested in: 

We coordinated everything … and now, over the past probably 2-3 season cause 

everybody is younger and some feel like they don’t want to be obligated so now its kind 

of where we plan the big things, but we’re trying to push the wives to schedule hikes, to 

schedule volunteering together, watch parties together so that way it doesn’t always seem 

like a deemed team organized thing that they have to attend (Org3).  

You can provide opportunities, but it will not guarantee involvement: 

The responsiveness of the group as a whole is also a hard thing to manage …again it goes 

back to, we have a shy and private group and like there are several things that I have 

asked for over the course of the bubble time and my response overall is like not a lot so 

it’s also gauging again, what this group in particular actually wants to be involved in and 

not planning things that people aren’t going to show up for because we definitely can’t 

afford that. (Org7) 

Michelle agreed that events aimed to facilitate mentorship and build support were affected by 

lack of participation: “They tried to do [organization] events, but no one really participates 
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besides the coaches’ wives, which is really strange so I always try to do stuff” (SN1). Amanda 

indicated that there is an age divide between support individuals, which may result in a 

difference in values and interests.  

It’s been hard for me personally to bring the young girls into that …when you’re young 

some people just don’t think that helping people is fun and I think that I’m trying to show 

… You might not think we’re going to bond over it but we will and that makes the family 

room dynamic so much better (SN6). 

Another barrier that was discussed was the constant uncertainty associated with team 

turnover, “NBA is such a crazy business like I don’t know who will or won’t be here I’d like to 

think a good chunk of people will still be around, but who knows it’s very weird” (Org7). It is 

difficult to create bonds and develop supportive relationships under such circumstances: 

None of them were married and I think we were the only married couple on that team. 

And that’s also difficult because you just never really know the state of different people’s 

relationship and so you don’t know if you’re connecting with somebody that you’re never 

going to see again, which happens multiple times. So that was hard” (SN4). 

Sarah’s husband shared an understanding of the difficulties associated with attempting to create 

connections in their situation. He acknowledged that it is likely harder for his wife than him 

because his built-in friends are his teammates.  

Kind of how I felt when I was with the [team] and got ripped away, it’s like having to 

leave that every time. I told you I got traded twice in one year, I got traded three times in 

I don’t know how many months so it’s tough for her. It’s tougher on her because I’m 

going to have teammates. Her situation is she isn’t always going to have friends (A4). 

Rebecca shared similar feelings about building connections with constant turnover, stating:  
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That’s hard for me as well having to say bye to friends even though you know you’ll see 

them again, you know it’s not going to be as much and it’s super important finding those 

people for support because they’re going through a lot of the same stuff that you’re 

dealing with as well (SN5). 

Rebecca’s husband also shared his awareness that building friendships is harder for his wife. He 

said, “…I’m lucky whereas (wife) is the opposite, she doesn’t have in-built friends from the get-

go.” (A2). [Organization] that Rebecca had been previously associated with echoed the same 

statement regarding team turnover and the effect it has on building a strong foundation for 

support: “We don’t have the veteran people in there and that makes a huge difference because 

some of the girls are gone or they’re getting traded so our core group is not there right now so it 

is a lot different.” (Org6). Interestingly, when a mentor was not available to incoming members, 

they expressed negative feelings towards their onboarding experiences. Sarah recounted her 

onboarding during a period where a strong leader was not present: 

From what I had heard she was normally very welcoming and I had talked to other 

women that I knew through different organization that had previously been there and I 

never saw her. I saw her like once and so I feel like she was kind of like the vet – there’s 

a vet with the guys and there’s a vet with the women. She was the vet and she wasn’t 

really there …so that was hard. (SN4). 

Team hierarchy was another barrier to creating supportive relationships that was discussed. Brad 

mentioned his smooth transition and ability to create bonds. He contrasted his experiences with 

his wife’s difficulty with finding support from other wives due to on-court competition between 

their husbands: 
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She’s a basketball wife in a sense that there is this barrier between the wives …they’re all 

trying to look out for the best of their husbands and for the best of their family’s future, 

whereas we’re trying to come together as a group and come together as teammates first 

but that’s not what the wives are doing so it’s a little different for them (A2). 

Michelle explained how the hierarchy affects her ability to create relationships with fellow 

support individuals because they are treated differently within the organization: “The way 

[player] family moves is completely separate from everyone else. They don’t come in the same 

entrance, they don’t go to the same family room as us, they have a different room, they don’t exit 

the way we do” (SN1). Hierarchy within the organization makes it difficult for support 

individuals to bond because there is a divide in onboarding experiences: 

Players that are higher up get more favours than the people that maybe aren’t playing as 

many minutes. Simple things like, I guess where you sit at the arena. Your partner’s 

playing time, some people get seats closer to the court whereas people like rookies or 

people that aren’t playing as much, their seats can be pushed way back. So there’s 

definitely a hierarchy (SN5). 

Further, it was expressed that there was a hierarchy in terms of the status of player and support 

individual’s relationship:  

Other family rooms would not let players’ girlfriends in and only wives. Even if someone 

had been dating for ten years, even though they’re not married, the girlfriend wouldn’t be 

allowed in the family room so there’s a lot of hierarchy and discrimination of people’s 

relationships (SN5). 

A support person from another team observed this same practice, “Then there’s a wives room at 

the [arena] and then there’s the family room so it’s separate” (SN1). It was evident that 
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organizations emphasized this hierarchy by creating separate family rooms for couples and 

families of a certain status.  

Overall, there was a lot of variety in terms of the needs and expectations from the 

organizations, the players, and their significant others with regards to their onboarding 

experiences. There were also many different considerations and barriers that influenced the 

success of onboarding practices within each group. However, there was a core belief across the 

groups that onboarding required communication, valuing of individuals and mentorship in order 

to be successful.  
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Chapter 5 

Discussion 

The purpose of this thesis was to examine the extent to which organizational onboarding 

in professional sport included support networks throughout the process. Using a critical realist 

approach, I examined existing literature and engaged in discussions with organizational 

representatives, athletes, and their support networks in an effort to better understand their 

experiences with onboarding. Within the following sections, I discuss the implications of the 

current findings in relation to existing onboarding literature. I will also highlight strengths and 

limitations and propose potential avenues for continued research. 

Onboarding practices, when done systematically and intentionally, can aid athletes during 

transition periods. Further, organizations that holistically support their athletes and encourage a 

healthy work-life balance can enhance their performance, satisfaction, and effectiveness 

(Direnzo et al., 2015; Wong et al, 2020). Organization representatives, athletes, and support 

network individuals identified key characteristics that contributed to positive onboarding 

experiences, which align closely with the established literature (e.g., Klein & Heuser, 2008). 

Though each group of individuals that I interviewed presented varying considerations and 

barriers to the effectiveness of onboarding generally, they positioned communicating, valuing, 

and mentoring as critical components. This finding closely aligns with the Inform-Welcome-

Guide (IWG) framework proposed by Klein and Heuser (2008), which encompasses important 

formal and informal practices that organizations should implement to facilitate the socialization 

of newcomers. As I will demonstrate in the following sections, a meaningful addition to the 

literature is how this framework can also be used to involve support networks—but how, based 

on responses from participants, this was not systematically done by the organizations discussed. 
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In addition to the major three components of emphasis (i.e., communicating, valuing, 

mentoring), participants described a number of situational factors that should be considered 

when exploring onboarding practices. Organization representatives identified the type of player 

acquired and the timing of the acquisition as considerations for the quality of onboarding 

programs and how they were undertaken. They also identified the provision of resources, 

individual willingness to participate, and team turnover as barriers. Athletes identified the 

support from family members and knowing that they would be taken care of by the organization 

as necessary facets of an effective onboarding experience. They also explained that their 

onboarding process was impacted by their experience in the NBA, which influenced how much 

support they sought from the organization and the time of the season that they were acquired in. 

Support individuals identified the timing of onboarding programs as a consideration. It was also 

apparent that onboarding practices differed based on the type of support person (e.g., wife, 

girlfriend, mother) and the individual that they were ‘supporting’ (e.g., athlete status). Support 

individuals identified the provision of resources, participation from peers, team turnover, and 

status hierarchy as barriers to effective onboarding. 

As a general summary, my results suggest that organizations did not systematically plan 

onboarding practices for support network individuals. Although every organization member 

spoke to the importance of ensuring that these individuals were taken care of, their efforts 

differed greatly across organizations and these were also dependent on the willingness of the 

athlete to approve that the organization contact and work with their support network. The 

implications for these findings and their contributions to the literature are discussed as they 

pertain to the main themes of communication, value, and mentorship. 

5.1 Communicating 
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Existing literature identifies communication as an essential component of onboarding 

(Jones, 2002). It is important for organizations to convey their norms and expectations to new 

members (Stanley, 2013). Within the current research, it was apparent that all of the participants 

associated timely and transparent communication with positive onboarding experiences. Athletes 

and their support network described the importance of organizations providing resources and 

orientation type information, which involved being introduced to key people within the 

organization and receiving information about the organization and their new city and 

surroundings. This aligns with Klein and Heuser’ (2008) IWG framework, which highlights the 

importance of informing new members by providing information, materials, and experiences that 

will help them learn what they need to know to be successful in their new role. These findings 

also align with existing research by Bauer (2010) that identified four critical communication-

based onboarding building blocks, which include culture and connection. Indeed, the athletes and 

support network individuals appreciated the receipt of necessary information from the 

organization about what to expect and what was important (i.e., culture) and how they were 

introduced to people early to help preliminary interpersonal relationships (i.e., connection).  

In addition to the factors that facilitated newcomer’s acquisition of information, there 

were barriers that hindered the communication and situations that must be considered. Though 

support individuals highlighted the importance of receiving information and resources upon 

joining a new team, it was described from the organizational perspective that athletes could be 

barriers to that connection. Organizations explained that their main priority was the athlete, and 

if the athlete did not ask for the organization to reach out to their support person, they felt they 

should obey the request. However, it is interesting to consider that during transition periods, 

athletes are faced with many responsibilities that they must navigate in a short period of time. 
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They are expected to function successfully without a long adaptation period, often being required 

to train on the same day or within 24 hours of arriving (van Bakel & Salzbrenner, 2019). It is 

possible that their focus is not on the logistics of helping to get their support networks situated. It 

is interesting to note that athletes explained that they felt more at ease during transition periods 

when they knew that their significant others were being taken care of by the organization. 

Perhaps, organizations should be taking the initiative to take care of athlete’s families, which 

would also help them during their transition. Such a suggestion would align with the ISSP 

position for providing career assistance to athletes (Stambulova et al., 2020), whereby 

emphasizing key relationships and support individuals was prioritized. One important difference 

is whether organizations are communicating with the support networks for the benefit of the 

support network, or simply for the well-being and experience of the athlete.  

The timing of the onboarding program was a consideration that was presented by the 

organizations, athletes, and their support networks that influenced the quality and type of 

communication that each newcomer experienced. It was explained that onboarding programs 

varied depending on the type of player acquisition. This meant that a player and their family 

acquired from the draft during the offseason would experience an organizations full onboarding 

process, while a player who was traded during the season would experience a different, more 

expedited program. Mid-season trades proved to be especially difficult for support networks as 

the abrupt nature of trades often meant that they were left to organize the move in the previous 

city and begin the move and re-establish themselves in the new city. This likely means that 

players who experience the expedited onboarding program do not receive all of the necessary 

information that they may need during their transition. This consideration was also linked to how 

the type of player acquisition affected the onboarding process (e.g., a younger draft player vs. 
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trading for a veteran). Younger players, generally without children or partners, required more 

assistance (e.g., communication of information) from the organization while older, more veteran 

players with families were seen as having more experience and required less assistance. Hong 

and Coffee (2018) assessed overall strategies for transition programs in sport and suggested that 

organizations should implement proactive programs that are customized to support athletes’ 

specific needs at different stages in their transition. Ultimately, it appeared as though 

organizations tailored the communication process of their onboarding programs to accommodate 

the type of player that was being acquired (e.g., drafted/traded player or rookie/veteran) but they 

did not appear to have any structured practices to support the different types of support networks 

that were being onboarded (e.g., partner, parent, sibling).   

5.2 Valuing 

Valuing new members and acknowledging their individual contributions to the 

organization are important features of effective onboarding. Caldwell and Peters (2018) proposed 

ten steps for quality onboarding with the aim to convey, “we value you and want you to succeed. 

We care about your success, and we carefully thought through our responsibility to bringing you 

onboard successfully so that you can have a great experience in our company” (p. 33). Similarly, 

the ‘welcome’ from the IWG framework (Klein & Heuser, 2008) explicitly emphasizes the need 

for employees to feel appreciated and celebrated. The findings from the current study echo 

existing literature, as feeling valued was a sentiment that was expressed as important for creating 

positive onboarding experiences. However, interviews with organizational representatives 

revealed that there were different driving forces behind their consideration to express value to 

support individuals. On one hand, organizations valued support individuals out of a realization of 

their unique and sometimes difficult position as an athlete’s support person who encounter 
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similar transition type stressors. On the other hand, organizations expressed the value of support 

individuals by way of their contribution to the athlete’s success, which benefited the 

organization. For support networks, being valued meant that organizations provided resources 

that were specific to their needs (e.g., providing childcare) aside from facilitating things that 

would support the athlete.  

Exploring the resources provided specific to the needs of the support network uncovered 

barriers to effective onboarding. In some cases, there was not enough funding to meet the 

requests of the support networks or the arena or city provided restrictions that made it difficult to 

address certain needs. Professional sport organizations generate millions of dollars every season 

and athlete contracts are bigger than ever before, as broadcast rights are sold at a high price and 

marketing turns athletes and their clubs into brands (Walsh & Giulianotti, 2006). It is likely that 

the organizations I spoke to had the monetary resources to support athletes’ support networks. 

Accordingly, the lack of resources could be due to disinterest or with having not considered the 

benefits of funding projects/establishing systems that could improve support networks’ 

experiences. While the athlete is undoubtedly at the forefront of organizations’ focus, it is also 

important for them to consider their support networks. It is interesting to note that employees 

value their organizations’ understanding and support for family issues and work-life balance 

(Cegarra-Leiva et al., 2012). Further, the nature of elite sport could contribute to work-life 

conflicts as elite athletes and their families have to navigate the stresses of irregular work hours 

and scheduling and the added pressure of high media attention (Maier et al., 2016). Therefore, it 

is pivotal for organizations to value support networks specific needs and consider the importance 

of their onboarding experiences to mitigate outcomes that negatively affect work behaviours and 

satisfaction.   
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Support network individuals also expressed their awareness of team hierarchy and how 

this influenced the experience of feeling valued. Although sport explicitly involves competition 

between teams, it is also inherently present within teams. The competition that exists within 

teams is an inevitable feature of sport, with the unequal allocation of resources such as pay, 

positional competition, and playing time (Halevy et al., 2012; Harenberg et al., 2019). It was 

evident through the support network interviews that these issues filtered through and affected the 

support individuals as well. It was discussed how team hierarchy affected the creation of bonds 

between the individuals in the family room. It was specified that if there is any rivalry or 

competition between athletes for positions on the court, it often affected the relationships 

between support network individuals off of the court. Some organizations may have exacerbated 

this by established policies, for instance, having separate rooms for parents, wives, and those 

with children, and another for girlfriends and friends. Though Halevy and colleagues (2012) 

argue that there can be positive results associated with team hierarchy from a performance 

perspective, they suggest that members should see the hierarchy as justified. My results show 

that support networks did not view the hierarchy within teams as fair and expressed how it 

negatively affected their onboarding experiences. Thus, organizations can minimize the negative 

effects of team hierarchy by valuing each incoming individual equally for their unique 

contribution to the team. That would mean that organizations care equally about the support 

network individuals during the season (e.g., equal treatment at the arena) and outside of the 

season (e.g., celebrating birthdays in the offseason) to show genuine consideration and care for 

all.  

There are many uncontrollable factors that influence fairness in elite sport (e.g., salary 

caps, playing time, team hierarchy) that onboarding all new members with equal intention is one 
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of the few aspects that organizations can control that can ensure positive outcomes. In relation to 

organizational justice, Jordan and colleagues (2004) stated that people desire to be treated fairly 

regardless of their situation and the perception of unfair treatment often influences their 

behaviours and attitudes within the group. The authors explained that to improve perceptions of 

fairness, concern must be shown for all members, which suggests it is essential to include the 

wellbeing of support networks. The study also applied Leventhal’s (1980) six rules of procedural 

fairness to the sport context, which included the ‘group rule,’ suggesting that the interests of all 

members should be considered equally. Further, Magee and Galinsky (2008) define status 

hierarchy as the “rank ordering of individuals or groups according to the amount of respect 

accorded by others” (p. 359). Therefore, organizations have to ability to alter the importance 

placed on support networks by implementing equally supportive onboarding programs that 

negate any hierarchy that exists among support individuals. Support networks experience unique 

obstacles during transition periods. It is important for organizations to apply established 

procedures to support the different types of support individuals that are being brought into their 

team. Therefore, to align with the belief that all new members should be valued equally, 

onboarding practices for the athlete and their support network should receive the same amount of 

attention across members.  

5.3 Mentoring 

One way that individuals have been found to engage with the stress and uncertainty of a 

transition is to actively try to make the environment more predictable and understandable. In this 

regard, uncertainty can be reduced through consistent social interactions with superiors and peers 

(Saks & Ashford, 1997). Graen (1976) suggested that new members begin to understand their 

roles by interacting with existing individuals who have a vested interest in the newcomer’s 
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performance. One avenue to facilitate this process is through mentorship. Quality mentorship can 

serve to communicate the role, expectations, and norms of the organization to newer members 

and affect new employee socialization and learning (Caldwell & Peters, 2018; Ragins et al., 

2000). In sport, Wylleman and Lavallee (2004) discuss the importance of the social environment 

and how relationships influence the quality of athlete’s sport involvement throughout their 

careers. Bruner and colleagues (2008) explored athletes’ experiences with transitioning into elite 

sport and found they deemed the support and bond between veteran and fellow newcomers to be 

important. The present study aligns with the existing literature as athletes and their support 

networks highlighted the importance of receiving guidance from existing members (players for 

players, and support networks for support networks), who guided and helped to ease their 

transition. Organization members highlighted this importance by explaining some of the ways 

that they attempted to facilitate connections between support network individuals by establishing 

early contact and also by creating physical spaces for them to connect (e.g., family rooms).  

Although the organization representatives described ways that they sought to establish 

mentorship opportunities for incoming support network individuals, none described formal 

established procedures for the process. Accordingly, there are several considerations and barriers 

worth noting. The organizations and support networks agreed that the number and quality of 

events meant to promote interaction and bonding were influenced by the responsiveness and 

participation from members. Without a formal process, it meant that some instances resulted in a 

high degree of ‘buy-in’ or engagement, whereas others did not. This largely seemed to depend on 

the willingness of current support network members to engage in the process. It was also 

mentioned that the provision of resources for events aimed at support networks were inadequate. 

This sometimes meant that there was no funding available to create a system or events that 



 58 

would promote interactions and mentorship. A consideration that was mentioned regarding 

mentoring was whether someone was willing or available to lead the group and establish a 

process for connecting established and new members. For example, the family room is generally 

led by more senior and longstanding members (e.g., coach’s partner, veteran player partner) and 

if these people are not available, it negatively affects the experience of incoming support 

persons. This finding aligns with athlete leadership literature, whereby athletes are more satisfied 

when they are well-peer mentored as opposed to non-peer mentored (Hoffman & Loughead, 

2016). In this regard, establishing a formal process in relation to leadership roles for current 

support network members could provide autonomy and ownership that might improve 

engagement and continued involvement. Similar efforts have worked with athlete leadership, so 

could be an avenue worth exploring (e.g., Fransen et al., 2016). A more formal and strategic 

onboarding process that empowers existing social agents to participate in mentoring efforts could 

ensure that every incoming support network individual experienced some form of mentorship. 

Klein and Heuser’s (2008) IWG suggests that organizations can guide their newcomers by 

providing them with a formal ‘buddy’ or coordinator who handles all aspects of the onboarding 

process. For support networks, this would ensure that there is more than one person available, a 

more experienced peer as well as an organizational representative, to help to mentor them and 

get them accustomed to their new surroundings.  

One of the issues described that related to mentorship opportunities was team member 

turnover. It was expressed that extensive turnover impeded the development of quality 

relationships. It was apparent that support networks were hesitant to make connections with their 

fellow support individuals in fear that they would be traded away and those connections would 

be lost. Existing literature has highlighted the many different agents that can play a role in 
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mentoring new members such as coaches or athletes (Hoffman, 2018; Sandardos & Chambers, 

2019). Sawiuk and colleagues (2017) noted the value of having multiple mentors as one person 

may not have the capacity or resources necessary. The current findings align with this research 

and serve as a suggestion for organizations to combat the issue of unavailable or unwilling 

mentors. When a mentor is not available or does not have the resources to assist the mentee, they 

are able to refer them to someone else who may have better knowledge to benefit the mentee 

(Sawiuk et al., 2017). In this way, organizations could ensure that there is a group of available 

current members to guide incoming individuals regardless of turnover. Again, this aligns with 

Klein and Heuser’s (2008) IWG suggestions of providing guidance through various social agents 

within an organization (e.g., buddy/mentor and welcome coordinator).  

Although there are gaps in existing research regarding onboarding support networks, my 

research suggests that the process is being undertaken generally, but that more targeted and 

concerted efforts are possible and would be beneficial. There was clear overlap with the findings 

of my research and Klein and Heuser’s (2008) IWG framework involving the emphasis of 

communicating (i.e., informing), valuing (i.e., welcoming), and mentoring (i.e., guiding). The 

original research was focused on the incoming individual—in our case, an athlete—but it appears 

that the framework is also relevant for support networks. Though organizations recognized the 

importance of support networks, it was evident that there were no consistent systems or 

procedures in place that were aimed at onboarding support networks specifically. Similarly, 

much of the discourse revolved around supporting these individuals because of the eventual 

benefits for athletes, and not necessarily for the support network’s benefit. Finding ways to 

purposefully engage with support network individuals and to ensure that they receive tailored 
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communication, feel valued, and experience mentorship would be important for organizations to 

consider.   

5.4 Strengths and Limitations 

The current study had several strengths. First, my ‘insider’ status including my access to 

the participants and understanding of the research context were particular strengths (Brannick & 

Coghlan, 2007; Wiser, 2018). My access to this group, through personal connections, made it 

easier to secure willing participants. This is a major strength as it allowed me to explore this 

important topic within what is widely considered to be the most elite basketball league globally. 

My understanding of the research topic combined with my lived experiences helped me to have a 

deeper understanding of the topic. This allowed me to consider the academic literature alongside 

my personal experience and in relation to the rich data collected from various perspectives. 

Similarly, my ‘insider’ status likely also encouraged participants to be more open and honest in 

their responses because I had lived through similar experiences.  

Although the initial design to triangulate all of the participants’ responses with complete 

triads was not satisfied, I was able to secure two complete sets to triangulate perspectives. From 

here, my recruitment resulted in a strong representation from these perspectives (organizational 

representatives, athletes, and support networks), which aligned with my critical realist approach 

that aimed to use the varying perspectives to come up with the most plausible answer to my 

research question. Further, it helped that most of the participants had transitioned to several 

teams within the league. In this way, they were able to speak about different practices that they 

had experienced and reflect on strengths and areas for improvement. Collectively, the 

participants could speak to onboarding programs associated with 24 of the 30 teams in the NBA. 
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The experiences of the participants painted a general picture of NBA onboarding processes for 

support networks.  

Despite the strengths of this research, several limitations should also be noted. The global 

pandemic significantly affected my ability to secure interviews with a population that was 

already difficult to obtain. Athlete interviews were shorter than expected because they were 

accommodating the interview requests between games and practices, during what would 

normally have been the offseason. I had to be strategic about what questions I would have time 

to ask that would be most meaningful to the study, as I was aware of their time restraints. This 

undoubtedly impacted the quality and depth of the information that I was able to obtain through 

the athlete interviews.  

Initially, my plan was to gather participants in triads to utilize triangularity during the 

analysis. I have identified how this was considered a strength, yet it could also be seen as a 

limitation. It became increasingly difficult to orchestrate and secure the interviews during the 

condensed season for complete triads. It was also an issue that certain roles were becoming 

obsolete during the pandemic and staff that had worked with the athlete and their support 

network in this study had since been laid off. The aim was to obtain three separate interviews 

from a member of each group (organization representative, athlete, support network) from the 

same organization to explore unique perspectives on the same issue. This was not possible, 

which meant that an iterative process occurred where I began with complete triads, and then 

transitioned to individuals from the different groups. I expect that I was still able to elucidate 

information pertaining to the onboarding process in a rich way, but this is nonetheless something 

that needs to be noted.  
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Again, although positioned as a strength, being an ‘insider’ (Wiser, 2018) had its own 

unique challenges. Critics have argued that positionality causes the researcher to be too biased, 

or subjective or struggle to obtain objectivity (Greene, 2014). Given that I sought to provide the 

closest approximation of or a plausible explanation for the truth, I needed to reflect on my own 

experiences and preconceived biases. One way that I did this was by engaging consistently with 

my supervisor as a critical friend. Smith and McGannon (2018) describe critical friends as a 

sounding board to encourage reflection and to explore alternative explanations and 

interpretations of the data. Initially, it was my plan to elicit honesty and openness from the 

participants by sharing that I knew what they were feeling because I had been in their situation. 

However, I had to be constantly aware of the balance between relating to the participants and 

leading them to certain answers through sharing my experiences.  

5.5 Future Directions 

It is my hope that this research will have practical and theoretical implications that could 

inform onboarding research and enhance experiences for support networks. I expect that the 

timing of my data collection impacted my eventual results. Therefore, future research should 

take the timing of data collection into consideration. Participants could have been more willing 

to participate and provide more time and attention to the study during the offseason. Through the 

interview process, I also found that some time had passed since certain participants had 

experienced onboarding, so their recollection of the exact process and details could have lacked 

richness. Future research could apply a longitudinal design to follow athletes and their significant 

others from the time they find out they are being traded/drafted for an extended period of time 

(e.g., Taylor et al., 2017). A longitudinal study could help identify changes in participants’ 

perspectives and experiences over time as well as the variables that influence these experiences 
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at varying periods (Ruspini, 2002). Journaling may also help with participant recollection of 

feelings and experiences. Further, participants may feel more comfortable with detailing their 

feelings about their onboarding experiences using this method (Given, 2008). The present study 

focused on participant perceptions, but further research could also use a more objective 

investigation to evaluate onboarding practices and explore formal procedures that organizations 

are currently implementing.  

Future research could apply a similar research question across sport types, cultures, and 

sexes. The athlete participants in this study were male professional basketball players from the 

NBA. It would be interesting to conduct this study with female professional athletes (e.g., 

WNBA) to gauge how their support networks were considered during transition periods and if 

the onboarding programs that they encountered were similar to the programs experienced by 

male professional athletes. Future studies could also conduct onboarding research in other sports. 

For example, team size could impact the amount of resources and time that organizations can 

dedicate to incoming members (e.g., America Football vs. Curling). The inclusion of additional 

data from varying sports and across sexes could strengthen the generalizability of the current 

knowledge base. Further, the current study was conducted using participants from an American 

sport association, so research could include athletes who have taken their careers overseas. It 

would be interesting to see how support networks are supported abroad as their needs could be 

different, as well as the resources and programs that would be available to them.  

Finally, effective onboarding starts with the organization. Therefore, I believe that future 

research should focus on evaluating elite organizations’ onboarding programs. Hong and Coffee 

(2018) assessed the quality of high-performance sport career transition programs of several 

countries and suggested developing a transition intervention program that could be used 
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worldwide to enhance positive career transitions. It is important to understand what programs are 

being offered, how they are being implemented and the quality of such practices. Perhaps, future 

research could take this a step further and focus on equally onboarding incoming athletes and 

their support networks that are encountering the similar transition. Future research could provide 

practical recommendations to assist organizations in providing more effective, evidence-

informed programs that mindfully and intentionally support all members to optimize positive 

outcomes and experiences. 
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Chapter 6 

                                               Conclusion 

The importance of practices that facilitate successful team integration is a topic of interest 

across numerous research domains (McDaniel & Salas, 2018). Specifically, socialization by way 

of effective onboarding practices has been found to reduce uncertainty and anxiety in new 

members, provide greater clarity and understanding of roles and expectations, enhance 

commitment, improve team performance, and build relationships (Cooper-Thomas & Anderson, 

2005; Klein & Polin, 2012; Klein & Weaver, 2000; Rollag et al., 2005; Saks & Ashforth, 1997; 

Salas, 1999). In the sport context, athletes frequently encounter transitions and are often 

accompanied by a support network that encounters similar stressors during transition periods, but 

whom are not featured in existing onboarding literature. Onboarding experiences were gathered 

from 22 participants, including athletes, support individuals, and organizational representatives 

who shared their perspectives on effective onboarding, highlighted important considerations, and 

described barriers that hindered their success. Thus, it is my hope that the current study’s 

findings provide meaningful insight and contribute to onboarding research with a focus on the 

inclusion of support networks.  

Within this, I found that characteristics of effective onboarding included communicating, 

valuing, and mentoring newcomers, which closely aligned with the IWG framework (Klein & 

Heuser, 2008). Specifically, support networks highlighted the importance of communication by 

way of receiving orienting information as well as being introduced to key people within the 

organizations. They highlighted the importance of feeling valued by receiving support that was 

tailored to their specific needs and appreciated the efforts that organizations made to treat 
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everyone fairly. Finally, support networks mentioned the importance of receiving quality 

mentorship from available existing members within the organization.  

This thesis explored the onboarding experiences of support networks within a 

professional sport setting. Despite the organizations’ best efforts to onboard support individuals, 

it was evident that they did not have effective formal practices in place to facilitate support 

network socialization. This study’s findings suggest that organizations can better help support 

networks by implementing activities that are catered to their specific needs. It is important to put 

your best foot forward and make a great first impression, and in this way, organizations should 

prioritize implementing strategic and intentional onboarding practices for all incoming members 

equally. Organizations should be cognizant of the positive outcomes that result from an effective 

onboarding program for the athlete, the team, and the organization. It is my hope that my 

master’s thesis has clearly described the process of onboarding for support networks and 

highlighted the benefits of including them more formally in onboarding programs.  
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Appendix B 

Recruitment Script 

 
 

School of Kinesiology and Health Studies, Stefanie Gazmin and Dr. Luc Martin, PLAYS research lab, 
Queen’s University 

 

VOLUNTEERS NEEDED for 
Onboarding Social Support in Sports 

Study 
We are looking for volunteers to complete a one-on- one interview to discuss 
their experiences with current onboarding practices in the NBA. As a 
participant in this interview, you will be asked to discuss your experiences from 
your own life and answer a few questions about them. 

The study will take approximately 60 minutes for you to complete. Arrangements 
will be made to meet at your convenience (through Skype, phone, or in person). 

 
 

If you are interested, please email Stefanie Gazmin 

18sg30@queensu.ca 
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d 
Appendix C 

Interview Guides 

1. Significant Other Interview 

General introductory comments:  

I would like to begin by thanking you for your willingness to participate in my research today. 

Over the next period of time, I will be asking you to discuss your experience transitioning to a 

new organization. I’m hoping to discuss all elements about the move, starting with when/how 

you found out about the pending relocation, the mechanisms that were put in place to help with 

the move and eventual orientation to your new surroundings, and your general feelings about the 

process. I will be asking specific questions, but I want you to know that you can talk about 

anything and everything, I really just want to hear about your experience. I would also like to 

note that if at any time you feel that you do not want to carry on with the discussion, you may 

withdraw with absolutely no consequences. Finally, you can be sure that the information you 

share will remain confidential and will eventually be presented in aggregate form. Do you have 

any questions before we begin? 

 

Introduction Questions 

-    To begin, I’d like to ask you to tell me a bit about yourself -  

  Probe for the following information 

• Where were you born?/Where did you grow up?  
• How old are you? 
• What school did you go to?  
• What did you study?  
• What do you do for a living?  
• What do you do in your spare time? 
• Did you play sports growing up? What sports did you play? What sports do you 

enjoy watching? 
- You’ve agreed to do this interview because you’re [state relationship type] with 

[athlete name]. Before we get into any specifics, would you mind telling me about 
the relationship generally?  

o Probe for contextual things based on type of relationship. This will vary 
depending on whether it’s a family member, romantic partner, friend, etc.  

o Family member: 
! What was (athlete) like as a child? 
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! What sports did he play growing up? How did you know that 
basketball was his passion? 

! What types of programs did he participate in as a young athlete? 
o Romantic partner: 

! How long have you known each other? 
! How did you meet? 
! When did they first move in together? (relevance b/c for many, it 

might be when they relocated to the new organization) 
o Friend: 

! How long have you known each other? 
! How did you meet? 

 

Transition Questions 

- Can you tell me about the time that [athlete name] was drafted/signed/traded?  
o What was your involvement during this period(s)? 
o Can you tell me about how you found out? How did you feel when you 

found out? Where were you? Who was there? 
! Probe for emotions, response (e.g., surprise, excitement) 

o Tell me about how you felt when you found out that you would need to 
relocate? Tell me a bit about how you felt when you found out that he 
would be moving away. What was your involvement in the moving 
process? Did you relocate along with him?  

- What was the conversation like when you and [athlete name] discussed a potential 
relocation to a new country/city? 

- Generally, tell me a little bit about your experience deciding to relocate, and the 
various things that needed to be taken care of to enable it to happen? Can you tell 
me about your first visit to his new city? Who arranged for your visit? How did 
this experience differ from visit his college town, high school city, etc. 

o Can you talk to me about the arrangements that you had to put in place to 
facilitate your move? 

o Probe for comparisons if it has occurred more than once, and at different 
levels of competition (i.e., NCAA) 

 

- Can you walk me through your relocation process? 
o How did you decide where you were going to live in the new city? 
o Can you tell me about the support (if any) that you received from the 

organization?  
! Were you introduced to a support person(s) within the 

organization? 
! What were your interactions like?  

o Generally, can you talk about any resources or help that you received? 
o Did you feel like you were provided with sufficient resources and support 

during this transition process? 
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Key Questions 

- How did you feel about your “welcoming” into the new team? 
o Can you describe how you felt moving to a new city? 
o Was it an easy or difficult transition/adjustment? 

- Can you discuss your opinion/feelings on the support you received in your 
transition? 

o What are good/bad onboarding practices? 
o What would you change if you could do it again? 
o In your opinion, what should organizations do to facilitate the transition 

for new athletes/support systems? 
- Can you talk to me about the support that you received from your partner during 

your transition process? 
 

Concluding Questions 

- Is there anything else that you would like to add regarding your transition into a 
new organization?  

o Anything that you feel is important to mention? 
 

2. Organizational Representative Interview 
 

General introductory comments 

 

I would like to begin by thank you for your willingness to participate in my research today. Over 

the next period of time, I will be asking you to discuss your involvement in onboarding practices 

within your organization. I’m hoping to discuss all elements about your integration processes, 

including what your role is in assisting new players and their families/support systems to become 

accustomed to your organization. I will be asking specific questions, but I want you to know that 

you can talk about anything and everything, I really just want to hear about your experience. I 

would also like to note that if at any time you feel that you do not want to carry on with the 

discussion, you may withdraw with absolutely no consequences. Finally, you can be sure that the 

information you share will remain confidential and will eventually be presented in aggregate 

form. Do you have any questions before we begin? 

 

Introduction Questions 

- Can you tell me a little bit about yourself? 
o Where are you from? Where did you grow up? How old are you? 

- Can you tell me a bit about your position within the organization? 
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- How long have you been with current organization? 
- Can you talk about your journey prior to arriving in this particular position? 

o Probe for things like education, aspirations, etc.  
- What (if any) organizations have you previously been associated with? 

 

Transition Questions 

- Can you tell me about your role in helping new athletes and their families 
transition into your organization? 

o Do you receive training on effective onboarding techniques? 
- What programs, if any, are available to support the transition process for support 

persons? 
- Can you explain the process that takes place when a new athlete is picked up by 

your organization?  
o What about when welcoming the support network of the athlete to your 

organization? 
Key Questions 

- Can you explain if there is a difference in onboarding practices for support 
networks across the NBA that you are aware of? 

o What are some things that make an organization more/less effective at 
onboarding? 

! Probe: for support networks specifically? 
o Can you describe the onboarding practices that you have experienced that 

have been more effective? Less effective? 
! Probe: for support networks specifically? 

o What are some practices that show that organizations value the importance 
of onboarding support systems? Do some teams stress this importance 
more than others? 

Do you feel like onboarding family members is a priority for organizations? Why? Why 
not? 
 

Concluding Questions 

- Is there anything else that you would like to add regarding your transition into a 
new organization?  

o Anything that you feel is important to mention? 
 

3. Athlete Interview 
 

General introductory comments 

 

I would like to begin by thank you for your willingness to participate in my research today. Over 

the next period of time, I will be asking you to discuss your experience transitioning to a new 
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organization. I’m hoping to discuss all elements about your trade/draft, starting with when/how 

you found out about the pending relocation, the mechanisms that were put in place to help with 

the move and eventual orientation to your new surroundings, and your general feelings about the 

process. I will be asking specific questions, but I want you to know that you can talk about 

anything and everything, I really just want to hear about your experience. I would also like to 

note that if at any time you feel that you do not want to carry on with the discussion, you may 

withdraw with absolutely no consequences. Finally, you can be sure that any information you 

share will remain confidential and will eventually be presented in aggregate form. Do you have 

any questions before we begin? 

 

Introduction Questions 

- Can you tell me a little bit about yourself? 
o How old are you? 
o Where were you born? 
o Where did you grow up? 
o What teams have you previously played for?  

! How many years?  
 

- Can you tell me about your athletic journey to get to where you are?  
o Did you play other sports growing up?  

! Explain to me how/when did you decided to specialize in 
basketball? 

- Can you tell me about your experiences getting into the NBA?  
o How did you decide to enter the draft? Were you drafted? 
o Can you tell me about the time you found out that you would be signed to 

a team? 
! Probe for who was present, describe the situation. 

 

Transition Questions 

- Can you walk me through the process from when you were told that you would be 
on a new team (by draft/trade/signing) to when you arrived to the new city/team? 

o Probe for role of support network during this process 
- Can you describe the steps you had to take to relocate? Find a house? 

o Was someone assigned to help you ease into the new team?  
! Who was it and what was their role/position? 
! How did they help to facilitate the process? 

- Did you have any friends or family members who moved with you? 
o Was someone available to assist your family/friends? 

 



 

 91 

Key Questions 

- Can you describe your feelings regarding your “welcoming” into the new 
organization? 

o What did you experience that made you feel “welcome”? (i.e., rookie 
appreciation night, fan meet ups, etc.). 

o Can you describe your experiences with onboarding practices across 
organizations? 

o What makes an organization more or less effective at integrating new 
members? 

o What would you change/improve if given the opportunity? 
- Do you feel like your support system was welcomed into the organization? (why 

or why not?) 
o How do you think they felt about the transition? 

- Can you talk a bit about the importance of having your support system with you 
during your transition? 

 

Concluding Questions 

- Is there anything else that you would like to add regarding your transition into a 
new organization?  

- Anything that you feel is important to mention? 
 

 


