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Winning through well-being? The impact of “capitalization” social support 

services on student-athlete well-being and performance 

Abstract 

Purpose – This paper empirically investigates capitalization support, an alternative 

perspective for theorizing social support in service settings. In the service setting of the 

student-athlete experience, the relationships between capitalization support service 

dimensions (i.e., the academic, athletic, self-development and place dimensions), well-being, 

and sports performance are examined through a transformative sport service research (TSSR) 

lens, a newly introduced form of transformative service research (TSR). 

Design/Methodology/Approach – Data from an online survey of Australian student-athletes 

(N=867) is examined using partial least squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM). 

Findings – The results support the theorized service dimensions of capitalization support, 

indicating their validity and relevance to the student-athlete experience. Further, the results 

demonstrate that all capitalization support dimensions except athletic support (i.e., academic 

support, place support and self-development support), have a direct effect on well-being and 

an indirect effect on sports performance. 

Originality/value – This research is unique for several reasons. First, it introduces a new 

perspective, capitalization support, to theorizing about social support in services. Second, it is 

one of the first studies in both TSR and TSSR to empirically test and demonstrate a 

relationship between support services, well-being, and performance in a single study. Insight 

into how to design services to optimize well-being in relation to other service objectives like 

performance thus emerges. 

 

Keywords: Transformative sport service research; student-athletes; athlete well-being; dual-

career athletes; managing high-performance sport; athlete management 
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1. Introduction 

The importance of services to the economy has been well noted, even during the COVID-19 

pandemic, with reports suggesting the economy will recover and grow at 8% per annum from 

2021 and will reach US$14,634 billion in 2023 (Businesswire, 2020). Sport and sport 

services are one important part of the service economy in Australia, and in other nations such 

as the United States and United Kingdom. For instance, the revenue generated by sport sector 

is estimated to grow at 3.14% in Australia from 2020 to 2021 and continue to grow at an 

average rate of 3.5% per annum over the next five years through to 2024-2025 when it is 

predicted to reach US$12 billion (IBISWorld, 2021). Beyond the economic benefits, sport 

services and elite athletes provide positive societal impacts (De Rycke et al., 2019) and 

benefits which uplift society. These impacts include hedonic well-being via entertainment for 

individuals (e.g., live spectating or streaming) and physical well-being through physical 

activity (e.g., fitness centers and gyms), all of which help individuals live healthier, happier 

and more productive lives (Australian Government Department of Health, 2020). Another 

area of the services sector that is noted for driving economic growth and uplifting societal 

well-being is education. Along with the economic benefits, research has shown that the 

provision of educational services assists individuals to live more fulfilling and satisfying lives 

(Michalos, 2017).  

Research has highlighted the benefits of providing both sporting and educational 

pursuits as a way of promoting the development of the whole athlete. (Aquilina, 2009; 

Wylleman et al., 2013). Universities often play a key role in offering dual sport and education 

opportunities through their provision of support services specifically designed for student-

athletes. Indeed, in countries such as the United States, the United Kingdom and Australia, 

50-90% of Olympic team members are student-athletes. This highlights the need for higher 

education student-athlete support programs and services (Kean et al., 2019).   
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Given the key role university student-athlete programs often play in developing the 

whole athlete (Wylleman et al., 2013), this study is at the nexus of two service sectors: sport 

and education. It explores student-athletes’ experiences of services offered by universities to 

support the concurrent pursuit of sport and study. It uses the lens of transformative sport 

service research (TSSR), a newly introduced subset of transformative service research 

(TSR), which aims to understand how stakeholders’ well-being can be improved via various 

sports service contexts (Inoue et al., 2020). While some stakeholder rhetoric (e.g., from 

institutional leaders or sport governing bodies) may emphasize the overarching well-being 

aims of student-athlete services, programs and systems, well-being often becomes an implicit 

focus that is of secondary importance to athletic performance (Ott and Bates, 2015). For 

example, in Australia (the context of this study), the perceived underperformance of 

Australian athletes in recent Olympic Games triggered a stream of commentary questioning 

the ‘win at all costs’ strategy of the national sports system (e.g., Jeffery, 2017). Factors which 

impact student-athlete well-being have been documented internationally and include stress 

and burnout associated with balancing sporting, study, and social commitments. Career 

transition to life after sport is also an area of importance (Brouwers et al., 2015; Wylleman et 

al., 2013). With these considerations in mind, we seek to understand an under-researched 

area: the support services that higher education institutions provide to student-athletes, and 

the relationship between these services and well-being and sports performance.  

Existing service studies imply the existence of notional connections between well-

being and other desired service outcomes (e.g., performance), with a need for more empirical 

research (Finsterwalder and Kuppelwieser, 2020). The limited empirical research available 

tends to focus on the perceptions of social support that manifest via individuals’ interactions 

and how they may act as buffers against negative experiences (Shorey and Lakey, 2011), 

rather than on a set of tangible support services designed to amplify positive experiences. 
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Further, studies in both TSR and TSSR often focus on service outcomes like performance 

(MacIntosh et al., 2020; Torkzadeh et al., 2020) or well-being (Taiminen et al., 2020; Wicker 

et al., 2020) in isolation, rather than on their interrelationships as supported by purposely 

designed support services to assist well-being and performance (see Section Two, Table I).  

In relation to this study’s student-athlete context, existing well-being and performance 

research has usually been conducted in the sport and exercise science domain (e.g., Verner-

Filion et al., 2017). Existing studies that are more service focused, are typically conducted 

before student-athletes participate in the service experience and are underpinned by a more 

traditional, commercial service orientation rather than a transformative service orientation. 

Collectively, these gaps suggest that existing research provides little insight into whether 

support services offered to student-athletes have the capacity to enhance well-being and 

contribute to positive outcomes such as sports performance, supporting a more transformative 

approach to this service sector. Accordingly, the overarching aim of this study is to 

investigate the interrelationships between formal student-athlete services provided by 

universities, well-being, and sports performance.   

 In line with this aim, this study investigates two overarching research questions: Do 

support services positively impact student-athlete well-being? and If support services impact 

student-athlete well-being, is there an associated positive impact on sports performance? In 

the process of addressing these questions, insight into the relationship between well-being 

and performance in services emerges, increasing the potential for future service design and 

implementation to optimize the benefits of service provision. The remainder of this article is 

structured as follows. First, we review the TSR literature and the emergence of the niche 

offset area of TSSR. Next, we review the social support literature and review key outcomes 

of previous studies on well-being and performance. The methodology is then outlined, and 
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the results are presented. A discussion of the theoretical and practical implications follows. 

Limitations and directions for future research are suggested, concluding the study. 

2. Transformative service research and sport  

TSR integrates consumer and services research to transcend the commercial orientation of 

services, aiming provide an understanding of how to reduce vulnerability and improve the well-

being and life quality of service actors (Anderson et al., 2013). Relatedly, sport scholars share 

a similar perspective considering the impact of sport services on the well-being of stakeholders 

including spectators, participants, and the community (Lee, et al. 2013). Despite the notable 

overlaps of TSR and sport research in attempting to understand how to uplift well-being, the 

formal integration of these areas, TSR and sport, has only just been considered. 

One of the first studies to explicitly consider TSR and its applicability to sport 

services is that of Dickson et al. (2016) who examine the service dimensions required to be 

inclusive of people with access needs within a major-sport event context. After this study, 

there is a notable gap of TSR and sport research until Kean et al. (2019) exploration of the 

potential for using a transformative service lens to improve the communication of university 

pathways for student-athletes. To invigorate TSR and sport research, a special issue in the 

Journal of Sport Management, formalized the overlap between these two fields by 

introducing the sub-set TSSR as a step to move the field forward. This is typified by the 

majority of formal papers in TSSR published in 2020 as shown in Table I (MacIntosh et al., 

2020; Mulcahy & Luck, 2020; Wicker et al. 2020; Kim et al. 2020). Given the infancy of 

TSSR, this provides a fertile ground for sport service scholars to explore and understand how 

well-being can be enhanced. One area which the current study seeks to investigate and 

provide new understanding in TSSR is that of capitalization support (Peters et al., 2018) and 

how this impacts well-being and sports performance for dual-career student-athletes. As 

evidenced in Table 1, this study will be one of the first both in TSSR and TSR to take such a 
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perspective.  Understanding capitalization support for dual athletes is important for both 

practical and scholarly reasons. First, from a practical perspective, athlete well-being, 

particularly for those student-athletes is a noted issue receiving recent press coverage in 

relation to the 2021 Tokyo Olympic Games (Starzee, 2021). This can be attributed to the 

conflict between preparing for short-term career goals regarding sport performance but also 

preparing for the long-term career goals through higher education studies (Kean et al. 2019). 

Second, the majority of the literature relating to dual athletes reports the existence of support 

services but rarely extends to understand how they contribute (or not) to dual-career athletes 

well-being and performance (Wylleman et al., 2013). Next, this paper will provide a more in-

depth review of service-focused student-athlete research to substantiate these points and 

further critique the literature relating to the current lack of insights relating to support 

services and understanding their influence on dual-career athlete well-being and performance. 

 

[Insert Table I Here] 

 

2.1 A summary of service-focused student-athlete research  

A review of the service-focused student-athlete research, as demonstrated in Table II, 

identifies studies which have examined purposefully developed support services for this 

group. Further, from the review of the literature, it is evident that there are two streams of 

literature related to services provided to student-athletes. The first is arguably a commercial 

stream of research which focuses on how support services impacting student-athletes’ 

decisions to attend an institution or to participate in a program (e.g. Nixon et al., 2021; Popp 

et al., 2011, Gabert et al., 1999)). For instance, a number of studies (see Table II) have 

focused on satisfaction and quality outcomes in relation to student-athlete service attributes 

(e.g., Ko et al., 2008). Understanding these service areas informs the marketing strategies 
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used to attract student-athletes with strong athletic (and sometimes academic) performance 

potential. In turn, organizations’ sports successes and brand reputations are enhanced by 

strong athletic performance, and this feeds the commercial narratives of student-athlete 

programs (Rosenthal, 2003). These strategies and outcomes are not unwelcome, and some 

commercial gains are fed back into programs. However, when athletic performance becomes 

the dominant goal, these marketing strategies and service outcomes risk commodifying 

student-athletes (Ott and Bates, 2015), and can at times potentially come at the detriment of 

student-athlete well-being, and hence is counter the aims of TSSR, which aims to understand 

how sport services can uplift well-being.  

[Insert Table II Here] 

The second stream of research related to services provided to student-athletes is more 

closely aligned with TSSR. For example, the NCAA GOAL research (Paskus, 2006) focuses 

on some areas of well-being during the overall student-athlete experience and uses a more 

transformative orientation to assess and model the services provided to student-athletes at a 

university in the US. Outside of the US, Linnér et al. (2020) offer an example of a 

transformative approach to understanding support areas important to student-athletes in 

programs in Sweden. 

Overall, the lack of a transformative service orientation and the absence of an explicit 

focus on the interrelationship between performance and well-being outcomes in relation to 

support services, during (rather than before) the student-athlete experience is apparent (Table 

II). The existing literature (summarized in Tables I and II) indicates an opportunity to extend 

previous work by examining how a set of formal services is associated with well-being and 

sports performance. Thus, this current study attempts to help drive a fresh and needed 

transformative approach to supporting student-athletes during their dual sport and education 

service experiences. It attempts to address this by understanding the how the social support of 
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these services contributes to these goals of wellbeing and performance.  Therefore, next, the 

paper turns to a review of the social support literature. 

3. Social support – a buffer to negative events or an enhancer of positive experiences? 

Social support can be defined as intangible support services users receive via social 

interactions with other consumers/members participating in a service experience (Rosenbaum 

et al., 2007; Plaud & Urien, 2021). Two common approaches to theorizing social support are 

perceived support and capitalization support (Peters et al., 2018; Shorey and Lakey, 2011).  

Perceived support can be characterized as individuals’ interactions with each other 

while participating in a service and is typically created and used to protect people from 

negative events or experiences (e.g., trauma, stress, depression) (Shorey and Lakey, 2011), 

and is the predominant theoretical perspective within the services marketing literature (Bae et 

al., 2021; Chou, et al. 2021; Yao, et al. 2015, Rosenbaum, et al. 2009). Research supports the 

view that consumers use perceived (i.e., intangible interactions with others) social support 

within a service to help diminish the impact of negative events or experiences and improve 

well-being. Research including the seminal work of Rosenbaum et al. (2007), as well as 

others, such as Beatson, et al. (2020) and Plaud and Urien (2021) show perceived social 

support created in service experiences can mitigate negative outcomes such as loneliness or 

feelings of vulnerability. In this sense, social support is typically conceptualized as a 

mechanism to mitigate negative or undesirable events and their impacts via the intangible 

nature of interactions with others (Friman et al., 2020; Rosenbaum et al., 2007). Service 

research focusing on the mitigation of negative impact of events could be considered a 

deficit-type approach to understanding social support. This paper however argues that social 

support could be augmented a different theoretical perspective to better align with TSR’s 

focus on enhancing well-being.  
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A potentially useful alternative to investigating the impact of social support via 

services is the capitalization support perspective (Shorey and Lakey, 2011). In contrast to 

perceived support, capitalization support leverages and extends individuals’ reactions to good 

(rather than bad) events (Shorey and Lakey, 2011; Peters et al., 2018). This alternative way 

of theorizing and providing social support is an area that is yet to be thoroughly explored in 

the service literature (Shorey and Lakey, 2011) but there is support for its use in helping 

groups such as military couples (Kaczmarek et al., 2021) and students (Gosnell, 2019). 

Capitalization support promotes well-being through sharing with others the positive impacts 

that experiences and events offer. This amplifies the positive outcomes of the event or 

experience and leaves a longer-lasting impact on well-being (Feeney and Collins, 2015).  

 In comparing perceived social support and capitalization support, it can be suggested 

scholars often suggest capitalization support promotes the ways in which individuals can 

‘thrive’ (enhance positive experiences and well-being), whereas perceived social support 

focuses on helping consumers ‘survive’ (mitigating negative events which detract from well-

being) (Feeney and Collins, 2015). Given that TSR focuses on understanding how 

stakeholders’ well-being can be improved via service experiences (Russell-Bennett et al., 

2020), capitalization support appears to be an appropriate approach for theorizing for the 

current study. As Reis et al. (2010) assert, capitalization support provides a potentially useful 

way to theorize social support, as service experiences are typically designed to create positive 

experiences and value for consumers but are often an overlooked area in social support 

research. Thus, based upon the prior discussion of how capitalization support aligns with 

TSR’s focus on uplifting well-being and gaps in the student-athlete service-focused literature, 

substantial scope exists to investigate this approach to social support in the current study. 

3.1 Dimensionality of social support 
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Another important consideration is the types, or dimensionality, of social support provided 

related to the current study. Tanouri et al. (2019) identified varying dimensions of social 

support, demonstrating the diverse nature of consumer needs and the service settings in which 

social support is provided. In the current study, based upon common factors within the extant 

student-athlete service-oriented literature (see Table II) and taking into consideration the 

study’s Australian-based higher education context, we conceptualize four dimensions of 

capitalization support for student-athletes: academic support, athletic support, self-

development support, and place support.  

The first capitalization support dimension proposed, academic services can be defined 

as services that offer flexible study and course options, and personalized academic guidance. 

Examples of academic support are personal tutors that work with student-athletes to help 

guide their study in specific courses and flexible course scheduling.  

The second dimension of capitalization support we propose is athletic support. Kean 

et al. (2019) note that the provision of athletic support (e.g., access to strength and 

conditioning coaches, nutrition, and physiotherapy experts) is one of the key services 

provided by student-athlete support programs, and thus we include it in the current study.  

The third dimension of capitalization support common across student-athlete 

programs (e.g., Ko et al., 2008) is self-development. Self-development focuses on the support 

given to student-athletes that enhances professional career development (e.g., personalized 

career advisers) and other experiences that enhance the self (e.g., community engagement 

initiatives).  

The fourth capitalization support dimension is place. Place reflects Rosenbaum et 

al.’s (2009) work, which discusses the support generated from “third places.” For example, 

sporting facilities and interactions with others at those facilities can have restorative potential 

for consumers (Mulcahy and Luck, 2020). Next, the TSSR outcomes of well-being and 
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performance, which may be impacted by the capitalization support dimensions previously 

proposed are defined and discussed. 

3.2 TSSR outcomes – well-being and performance 

The relationship between well-being and performance is important from both a sporting and a 

service perspective for several reasons. In relation to well-being, TSSR aims to understand 

how stakeholders’ well-being can be improved via various sports service contexts and in 

relation to other objectives such as performance (Inoue et al., 2020).Whereas, performance is 

also important from a TSSR perspective, with higher education institutions developing 

marketing strategies based on how well they provide key support services to recruit student-

athletes with the highest athletic and academic performance potential (Kean et al., 2019).  

Theoretically, from a capitalization support perspective, uplifting individuals’ well-

being should positively impact performance (Lakey and Orehek, 2011; Reis et al. 2010; 

Peters et al., 2018). However, despite well-being being central to TSSR, limited services 

research has examined its relationship with performance and supported capitalization 

services. Researchers mainly imply that there is an association between well-being and other 

constructs. For example, Mulcahy and Luck (2020) found that resource integration can lead 

to the creation of transformative value and may enhance well-being. Thus, the inclusion of 

well-being and performance in the current study is important for the development of TSSR, 

and for empirically examining the objectives of TSR by empirically examining relationships 

between well-being and other service objectives. With the support of the extant literature, we 

next present a conceptual model and hypotheses about the interrelationships between 

capitalization support, well-being, and performance. 

4. Conceptual model and hypothesis development  

We present a conceptual model (Figure 1) that depicts the process by which capitalization 

support for student-athletes may result in enhanced performance, mediated by well-being. To 
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do so, we propose that there are interrelationships between capitalization support, well-being, 

and performance. Relational Regulation Theory (RRT) suggests that ‘main effects’ (the direct 

effects of social support on well-being) occur when people regulate their affect (emotional 

well-being), thought (mental well-being), and action (performance) through social 

interactions (Lakey and Orehek, 2011). In our study, we suggest that educational institution 

services can be thought of as facilitating positive social experiences, as student-athletes often 

engage with others in the delivery of support services. In support of this assertion, research 

has found that individuals can often develop a social bond with places like a university 

campus where services are often provided (Altman and Low, 2012). Prior studies have also 

used RRT to theorize links between social support and well-being (e.g., Lakey et al., 2016; 

Rodwell and Munro, 2013), providing further evidence of RRT’s usefulness for theorizing 

the relationships within our conceptual model. In addition to RRT, we also drew support for 

our proposed relationships from prior TSR and TSSR literature. Next, we present our 

hypotheses, beginning with those relating to capitalization support. 

Figure 1.  
Conceptual model of capitalization support, well-being and performance 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: H3 is mediating role of well-being. 
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4.1 Capitalization support and well-being (H1) 

A review of the capitalization and TSR literature supported the view that capitalization 

support should positively impact student-athlete well-being. For instance, the seminal work 

of Gable et al. (2004), shows that the sharing of good news with others (a positive event) can 

lead to greater levels of affective well-being. Other studies in capitalization support have 

produced similar findings, demonstrating that capitalization support can be associated with 

greater relational well-being, connection, and acceptance (Gable et al., 2012; Pagani et al., 

2015). 

TSR and TSSR also provide evidence that offering support can increase consumer 

well-being. For example, Parkinson et al. (2019) found that social support can enhance 

transformative value, leading to greater well-being. Similarly, Mulcahy and Luck’s (2020) 

TSSR study of elite rowers showed social support resources can be integrated to enhance 

well-being. Research more closely aligned to the service setting of the current study also 

shows support being central to the well-being of students and athletes. For instance, Alsubaie 

et al. (2019) showed social support for students can enhance their mental health and 

perceptions of quality of life. Thus, whilst not specifically investigating capitalization 

support, findings in the TSR literature indicate that social support positively influences well-

being. 

Support for the influence of capitalization support dimensions of well-being can also 

be drawn from RRT, which suggests that conversations and shared experiences assist 

individuals in regulating their affect and thought (Lakey and Orehek, 2011). Thus, with this 

notion in mind, it can be expected that the sharing of positive service experiences with others 

will help individuals to regulate or even improve their emotional and mental well-being. 

Extending this theorizing further to the setting of current study, the shared positive 

experiences of capitalization support provided by the service organization (university) should 
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help student-athletes regulate or improve their well-being. Based on our theorizing using 

RRT, and on findings from the capitalization support and TSR and TSSR literature, we 

therefore propose the following: 

H1: Capitalization support in the form of (a) academic support, (b) athletic support, 

(c) self-development support, and (d) place support will have a significant direct 

effect on well-being. 

4.2 Capitalization support and performance (H2) 

A key focus of student-athlete programs is athletic performance (Ott and Bates, 2015). 

Hence, it is likely that capitalization support will enhance performance. Findings from recent 

service and management studies support the existence of such a relationship (Beatson et al., 

2020; Hur et al., 2016; Schreurs et al., 2012). For example, from a TSR perspective, Beatson 

et al. (2020) showed that social support can increase the likelihood of behaviors being 

performed such as vulnerable consumers travelling to work. Hur et al. (2016) shared similar 

findings demonstrating that compassion at work (which has similarities to social support) can 

have a direct impact on service employee job performance. RRT also suggests that shared 

experiences, activities, and events help individuals regulate their actions. In the case of a 

student-athlete, these actions can be considered to be their sporting performance. Thus, based 

on RRT, the supportive and shared activities and experiences provided at a student-athlete’s 

institution should also enhance their performance. Given the prior theorizing and extant 

research findings, we hypothesize the following: 

H2: Capitalization support in the form of (a) academic support, (b) athletic support, (c) 

self-development support, and (d) place support will have a significant indirect effect 

on performance. 

4.3 Mediating role of well-being (H3 and H4) 
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In H3, we suggest that well-being will mediate the relationship between capitalization 

support dimensions and performance. In both the sport and TSR literature, there has been 

tentative support for the idea that well-being precedes performance. In the context of sport 

management and marketing, the relationship between well-being and performance is often 

demonstrated during athlete interviews after a successful sporting performance. For example, 

they make comments such as, “I’m in a good head space right now” or “Things are going really 

well for me at the moment with my family and support team.” Research shows that well-being 

impacts athletes’ satisfaction with their sporting performance (Verner-Filion et al., 2017). For 

example, Verner-Filion et al. (2017) found that needs satisfaction, a concept related to well-

being, positively predicts performance in hockey players. Similarly, Sheldon et al. (2013) 

suggest that psychological need-satisfaction (well-being), predicts the quality of sports 

performance in recreational basketball players. Thus, there appears to be strong support from 

the sport management and psychology literature for the proposition that a greater sense of 

athlete well-being enhances performance, in that sequence.  

The services and management literature also appears to provide tentative evidence for 

the mediating role of well-being in relationships focusing on performance outcomes (Ajitha et 

al., 2019; Wood et al., 2012). For example, Wood et al. (2012) found that employee well-being 

mediated the impact of management practices and organizational performance. Similarly, 

Ajitha et al. (2019) found that well-being mediated the connection between customer 

participation behavior and service performance outcomes. An exploratory study of service 

employees suggests well-being and performance are somewhat interlinked (Edgar et al., 2017). 

Sharma et al.'s (2016) study also identified similar relationships among service employees, 

finding employee well-being to significantly enhance performance. Thus, there is a need for 

TSSR to place well-being at the forefront of sports performance, which aligns with its purpose 

(Inoue et al., 2020). Thus, based on the prior literature, we hypothesize the following: 
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H3: Well-being will mediate the relationship between capitalization support 

dimensions and sporting performance.  

H4: Well-being has a significant direct positive association with sports performance. 

5. Methodology  

5.1Data collection and sample 

This study adopts a TSSR perspective to investigate student-athletes, a cohort who may 

experience vulnerability throughout in their dual careers (Wylleman et al., 2013). Australian 

universities were deemed a relevant context for this study for several reasons. First, as noted 

previously, there have been a limited number of studies outside of the US collegiate sports 

system (Kean et al., 2019), and so this study examines an under-researched cohort of elite-

student athletes. Second, high performance sport, when combined with academic studies, 

requires a level of commitment (Sotiriadou and Shilbury, 2009). Elite student-athletes often 

require extensive support to excel in both pursuits (MacIntosh et al., 2020).  

Data collection involved collaboration between the researchers and industry partners, 

UniSport Australia. UniSport is the peak governing body for university sport in Australia. It 

provides a framework to guide universities’ support for elite and emerging student-athletes 

through the Elite Athlete Education Network (EAEN). Forty-one Australian universities (out 

of a total of 42) that are part of the EAEN. They provide support services to endorsed elite 

student-athletes, and students from these institutions were sampled for the current study.  

An online survey was chosen as the data collection instrument. To contact student-

athletes to complete the online survey, we engaged the contact person for each student-athlete 

program across 41 universities in Australia, who then distributed the survey link directly to 

student-athletes participating in their university program. A total of 1101 individuals began the 

online survey and 867 (response rate of 78.74%) completed survey responses were obtained.  
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From the completed online surveys, participants came from 27 regional and 

metropolitan universities across all seven Australian states and territories. Regarding the 

sample profile (see Table III), 56% were female and 46% were male. Most participants were 

aged 17–24 years (90.1%), which is to be expected given student-athletes are known to belong 

to a young age bracket. Further, most participants were enrolled full-time in university studies 

(83.2%), and approximately 20% of participants had participated in benchmark sporting events 

such as the Olympics, world championships, and the Commonwealth Games, which are high-

level international events as designated by the Australian Institute of Sport (AIS, 2019).  

Figure 2. 
 Hypothesis testing results 
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previous service-focused sports management research for use in the current study. A composite 

approach developed by Popp et al., (2011), and subsequently used by other researchers in 

similar studies (e.g., Dwyer, 2020), was employed. Using the Popp et al. (2011) method, after 

a thorough literature review, common service support attributes became apparent (see Table I). 

The next step involved item generation by compiling and adapting a pool of relevant, validated 

items from other work in the context of student-athletes into a single instrument (Popp et al. 

2011; Dwyer, 2020). Previous research and instruments informing the initial composite pool 

of adapted items included: (a) the Student-Athlete College Choice Profile (SACCPS) 

instrument (Gabert et al., 1999), (b) the NCAA (National Collegiate Athletic Association) 

Growth, Opportunities, Aspiration and Learning of Students (GOALS) in College instrument 

(Paskus, 2006), (c) composite measures for student-athlete college selection developed by Popp 

et al. (2011), (d) the Scale of Service Quality for Intercollegiate Athletics developed by  Ko et 

al. (2008), and (e) Czekanski and Barnhill’s (2015) work relating to extrinsic and intrinsic 

attributes associated with student-athlete college choices.  

After the initial composite pool of adapted items was developed, the items were 

reviewed against themes in qualitative research. Themes from Amara et al.’s (2004) conceptual 

work outlining academic, sporting, and post-athletic career support, findings on navigating 

student-athlete pathways (Aquilina, 2009), student-athletes’ stressors and coping mechanisms 

(Cosh and Tully, 2015), action research supporting student-athletes in higher education 

(McKenna and Dunstan-Lewis, 2004), along with government guidelines regarding the 

Australian Institute of Sport’s Elite Athlete Friendly University principles (Australian Institute 

of Sport, 2018), helped incorporate international perspectives and ensure the adapted composite 

items and their associated support service dimensions were appropriate for the study’s context.  

Once the research team reached agreement on the initial survey draft, it was sent for 

evaluation to a panel of three disciplinary and quantitative methodology experts as suggested 
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in Popp et al.’s (2011) approach which is in line with suggestions of Rossiter (2002). Feedback 

from the expert raters ensured the survey had content and face validity, the communication and 

structure were clear and logical, and the aesthetic design was suitable. As a result, a 22-item 

instrument representing the academic, athletic, self-development and place dimensions of 

service support areas was generated. 

5.2.2 Well-being and performance measurement 

For the remaining two constructs, well-being and sports performance, items were adapted from 

the literature. For the items measuring general well-being, two were adopted from the NCAA 

GOALS instrument (Paskus, 2006). The additional well-being item was developed in line with 

previous research, where doing well in education (academic performance) is used as an 

indicator of well-being (Michalos, 2017). Sport performance was measured as a single item 

based on Bergkvist and Rossiter’s (2007, p. 176) recommendation, and because sports 

performance is easily understood by respondents as a “concrete” measure that is “easily and 

uniformly imagined” (e.g., I did well in my sport). All items were measured using five-point 

Likert scales (not important–very important; strongly disagree–strongly agree).  

5.3 Control variables and common method bias analysis 

Several variables – demographic characteristics of age, gender, year of study, study mode (part-

time vs. full-time), and university attended – were controlled for (please see Appendix for 

reporting). This ensured other variables and theoretical rationalizing had a minimal 

confounding impact on the relationships tested.  

Controlling for age in our sample was deemed appropriate given the well-established 

literature on the variations in the levels of social support experienced and sought by different 

age groups (Cheng and Chan, 2004; Jiang et al., 2018). Gender was also controlled for as 

studies such as Matud et al. (2003) have found that the social support sought by individuals 

significantly differs based upon gender. Year of study was also controlled for given that 
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academic expectation stress is known to vary across year of study of study (Poots and Cassidy, 

2020). Study mode was another variable controlled for as research shows a significant 

difference in social support and an individuals’ employment status (i.e., full-time versus part-

time work) (Perreault et al., 2017). Thus, it is plausible to suggest that the workload demands 

experienced by a student-athlete who is studying and competing full-time could be 

considerably higher than those experienced by a student-athlete studying part-time. Finally, we 

also controlled for the university attended by our participants as experiences are known to differ 

based upon this factor (e.g., Goss et al., 2006; Popp et al., 2011) Overall, controlling for these 

variables improved the homogeneity of the sample, which enhanced the rigor of the hypothesis 

testing and the generalizability of the findings.  

A Harman’s single-factor test was used to test for common method bias. Harman’s test 

suggests that when all items are collectively subjected to factor analysis, no single item should 

explain more than 50% of the variance (Podsakoff et al., 2003). The test revealed that the 

largest percentage of the variance explained by a single factor was 28.2%, demonstrating 

common method bias was unlikely. In addition, the structure of the questionnaire and the 

incorporation of single-item indicators (e.g., sports performance) can help alleviate common 

method bias (Bergkvist and Rossiter, 2007).  

6. Results 

6.1 Instrument validation 

Using Fornell and Larcker’s (1981) procedures, convergent validity was assessed via parameter 

estimates (standardized regression weights), and the significance of the associated t-values was 

confirmed. Table IV shows item loadings were positive for all support dimensions and well-

being. Loadings ranged from .54 to .85, and were statistically significant. Composite reliability 

(CR) also exceeded the accepted minimum threshold of >.60 (Bagozzi and Yi, 2012). 

Cronbach’s Alpha scores reached an acceptable level >.60 (Hair, 2009). In particular, the scores 
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being above .60 for constructs with less than three items is notable, given that Cronbach’s Alpha 

scores are known to increase based upon the number of items within a scale (Hair, 2009). 

Average variance extracted (AVE) scores were used to confirm discriminant validity between 

the model multi-item constructs, namely capitalization support. All capitalization support 

constructs had AVE scores higher than their shared variance (Table V), satisfying Fornell and 

Larcker’s (1981) AVE criteria. This confirms that whilst conceptualized as being capitalization 

support dimensions, academic, athletic, self-development, and place are distinctly different 

constructs. 

[Insert Tables IV and V Near Here] 

6.2 Hypothesis testing 

SMART PLS 3.0 was used to test the hypotheses in our conceptual model (Ringle et al., 

2015), and the summarized results can be seen in Table VI and Figure II. The use of PLS-

SEM to test the hypotheses was deemed appropriate for two reasons. First, a widely used 

minimum sample size estimation in PLS-SEM is the “10-times rule”, which suggests the 

sample size employed by researchers be 10 times the maximum number of model links 

pointing at any latent variable within the model (Hair et al., 2011). As this study has a sample 

size of n=867, it far exceeds the 10-times greater rule, which would require a minimum 

sample size of 340 for the current study. Second, PLS-SEM has been identified as being 

superior to other approaches to CB (covariate based)-SEM, in that it is better suited to 

prediction and theory building (Hair et al., 2011), which aligns with the aims of the current 

study. Further, PLS-SEM has been identified as being a more robust modelling technique 

than CB-SEM as it can handle deviations for normality (non-normally distributed data) 

(Kock, 2016). Given these advantages and the characteristics of the current study, hypothesis 

testing with SMART PLS 3.0 was deemed appropriate.  
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The study found that academic support had a positive direct effect on well-being (β = 

.14, p<.05) and performance (β = .12, p<.05). Academic support had a significant indirect 

relationship with performance via well-being (β = .06, p<.05). Athletic support had a non-

significant impact upon well-being (β = .02, ns) but a significant impact upon performance (β 

= .13, p<.05). Place support had a significant direct effect on well-being (β = .13, p<.05) but a 

non-significant direct effect on performance (β = .06, ns). Place support was found to have a 

significant indirect effect on performance via well-being (β = .09, p<.05). Self-development 

support had a significant direct effect on well-being (β = .16, p<.05) but not on performance 

(β = .03, ns). Self-development support was found to have a significant indirect effect on 

performance via well-being (β = .07, p<.05). 

[Insert Table VI and Figure 2 Here] 

7. Discussion 

This research investigated whether capitalization support services provided at the 

nexus of two service areas – sports and higher education – can have a positive impact on 

student-athlete well-being and sports performance, a noted area of interest for TSR and TSSR 

(Kean et al., 2019). The results show (Table VI, Figure 2) that three capitalization support 

dimensions (i.e., academic support H1a, self-development support H1c, and place support 

H1d) directly influence student-athletes’ well-being and indirectly enhance their 

performance. The establishment of a direct link between support and well-being confirms and 

extends the TSSR findings of Mulcahy and Luck (2020) and the TSR findings of Parkinson et 

al. (2017). Both these studies found that social support could impact well-being. Thus, this 

study enhances both service scholars’ and sports scholars’ understandings of the importance 

of providing support, not only for improving commercial outcomes but also for enhancing 

individual well-being, which is central to the purpose of TSR and TSSR.  
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Regarding H1a and H2a (section 4), the results demonstrate that academic support 

can play a dual role in supporting elite student-athletes’ well-being and their perceived 

sporting performance, and that it can indirectly impact performance via well-being. This 

finding is consistent with prior research which has found that supporting individuals in 

learning environments can lead to improvements to their sense of well-being (Michalos, 

2017). This demonstrates that support from an academic perspective can also lead to 

enhanced athletic performance, which a new insight for TSSR and sport scholars more 

generally.  

Next, the findings for H1b demonstrate that athletic support directly influences 

performance but not well-being. This finding is consistent with prior research into support for 

student athletes in the form of athletic-focused services (e.g., coaching, athletic facilities and 

experience) which are all perceived as enhancing performance (Paskus, 2006; Johnson et al., 

2009; Nixon et al., 2021). However, it should be noted that these support mechanisms have a 

limited impact upon the well-being of student-athletes, which contrasts the core aim of TSSR.  

The results also indicate that self-development support can enhance the well-being of 

student-athletes (H1c) and this in turn indirectly influences performance (H2c). It could be 

suggested that self-development support is targeted towards assisting sport-athletes to thrive 

in “life after sport”. There has been considerable attention in the literature (e.g., Murdock et 

al., 2014; Holding et al., 2018) regarding efforts to increase athletes’ employability and 

career identity in preparation for sport retirement, and the results of this study suggest that it 

can also enhance their sense of well-being and performance in the short term.  

Consistent with prior literature (Mulcahy and Luck, 2020; Parkinson et al., 2017; 

Rosenbaum et al., 2006), the findings of this research stress the importance of place support 

(H1d) for student-athletes’ well-being. They also show that place support can indirectly 
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influence their performance (H2d). In regard to the measurement of place support, it is 

evident that student-athletes desire physical closeness to their universities but also a 

connection to people such as peers, mentors and staff (Andrew et al., 2016; Paskus, 2006). 

This is an important extension for the sport service literature, which to date has focused 

predominantly on physical facilities (recall Table II) and associated services as being drivers 

of satisfaction or decision-making (e.g., which university a student-athlete goes to).  

Another important finding is the partially mediating role of well-being (H3), which is 

consistent with the findings of other TSR studies (e.g., Ajitha et al., 2019; Taiminen et al., 

2020), as well as the related finding of impact well-being influencing performance (H4). 

Specifically, our study’s results demonstrate that capitalization support (H2a,b,c,d) does not 

enhance the performances of student-athletes directly. Instead, the impact of capitalization 

support on performance manifests first through an enhanced sense of well-being (H4), which 

leads to improved performance (i.e., support H1a,b,c,dwell-being H3performance H4). 

This supports preliminary findings in similar work (see Edgar et al., 2017). The theoretical 

implications of these findings will be discussed next. 

7.1 Theoretical implications 

This research offers three theoretical advances. First, the study used capitalization support as 

a novel approach to theorizing and empirically investigating social support in the TSR and 

TSSR literature. The predominant approach to examining social support is focused on 

perceived social support (Bae et al., 2021; Chou, et al. 2021; Yao, et al. 2015, Rosenbaum, et 

al. 2009), which is provided to mitigate or buffer against negative experiences. This study 

theorized social support from an under-investigated perspective in the service domain, that of 

capitalization support (Peters, et al., 2018), which is an alternative (not competing) approach 

to those undertaken previously in the service literature.  
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The patterns of relationships observed between capitalization support service 

dimensions and well-being and performance in the current study are consistent with the 

findings of prior studies into perceived social support (e.g., Beatson et al., 2020; Hur et al., 

2016; Schreurs et al., 2012). Our results show that positive events or service experiences can 

enhance student-athlete well-being and that, in turn, these experiences can indirectly enhance 

their sports performance. These empirically observed relationships show how capitalization 

social support can help individuals thrive rather than just help them cope by acting as a buffer 

against negative experiences. Thus, we argue that capitalization support service dimensions 

have the ability to significantly influence well-being as per prior social support literature and 

subsequently demonstrates the strength of the theorizing of this alternative perspective to 

social support. Therefore, the findings about capitalization support services in this study offer 

a new line of theorizing and inquiry for TSR and TSSR studies.  

Second, in the social support literature, studies have often focused on well-being or 

performance (Yao et al., 2015; Parkinson et al., 2017; Bae et al., 2021; Chou, et al. 2021), but 

rarely on both. Our study theorized that support services should be designed with an initial 

focus on well-being, consistent with the aims of TSR and TSSR, with a subsequent focus on 

performance. This view is supported by the findings. As supported by RRT theory and the 

TSR and TSSR agendas, the finding that well-being is a partial mediator between support 

services and performance outcomes demonstrates well-being’s richness and importance when 

supported as consequence of and antecedent to other variables. Indeed, the finding appears to 

suggest that it is possible for TSR and TSSR to serve dual purposes in that an individual’s 

well-being can be improved and this may later positively impact other outcomes that are not 

necessarily well-being orientated, like performance objectives.  

A third advancement relates to extending the service-focused student-athlete literature 

beyond a traditional orientation. In the service-focused student-athlete literature (recall Table 
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II), most work implicitly takes a traditional service marketing orientation focused on the 

importance of service areas as they relate to decision-making and/or outcomes associated 

with quality or satisfaction (Rosenbaum, 2015). Further, as shown through the lack of a 

significant relationship between athletic support and well-being, future researchers should be 

cautious about taking a narrow performance focus to assisting student-athletes and instead 

consider well-being.  

7.2 Practical implications 

The study findings have important practical implications for high-performance sports 

managers who look after dual-career athletes, and for sports service organizations. Its 

contribution may also extend into other service industries. First, the findings allude to the 

need for university sports colleges and programs to emphasize the importance of services for 

enhancing the well-being of existing or prospective student-athletes. This may represent an 

important program or policy shift for the providers of these service systems that usually place 

an emphasis on enhancing athletic performance. This finding is in line with the societal 

lessening of the stigma associated with the open, explicit discussion of well-being. Our study 

shows that focusing service support directly on performance is not the only option, and that if 

one focuses service support on well-being this can result in improved performance.  

Second, we shed new light on the marketing of student-athlete programs. In the US 

these are often multi-million-dollar programs and in Australia they are sometimes linked with 

professional or government sporting organizations. As illustrated by our model, there is a 

need for practitioners to design and implement multi-dimensional support service systems for 

student-athletes and integrating these may assist programs to recruit and retain high-

performing student-athletes (Kean et al., 2019).  

Third, balancing the pursuit of higher education and sport is a critical point in time in 

an athlete’s career (McKenna and Dunstan-Lewis, 2004; Wylleman et al., 2013), self-
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development services that impact well-being are an important consideration for practitioners. 

Based on the findings, it can be concluded that self-development services are important in 

supporting student-athlete well-being. We therefore recommend that universities allocate 

resources to employing self-development staff, and offer resources, such as online learning 

modules or workshops, to help student-athletes to develop soft skills (e.g., time management, 

networking, teamwork, creative thinking, and conflict resolution). They will use these skills 

in their student-athlete careers, and they will be critical to their transitioning to careers 

beyond sport (Wylleman et al., 2013).  

Place support was a service dimension with a significant positive impact on student-

athlete well-being. In line with Mulcahy and Luck’s (2020) suggestions, it is important for 

student-athlete services to create a third place using elements such as specialized university 

gyms or student-athlete lounges (e.g., areas to study/relax) designed to help establish a sense 

of belonging, attachment, and identity. Indeed, studies in other higher education service 

contexts stress the importance of place attachment and identity for cohorts like first-year 

students (Chow and Healy, 2008). We also suggest that purposely designed places for 

student-athletes may provide a strategic opportunity whereby other forms of capitalization 

support, or even other types of support such as perceived support, can be made accessible.  

In sum, we contend that these practical suggestions for enhancing tangible, 

capitalization type support services complement and can help balance to perceived type social 

support. It is likely that such practical recommendations require financial investment. The 

financial pressures associated with implementing these recommendations can be mitigated by 

using a staged approach in which transformative changes to student-athlete support services 

are designed and offered progressively. We also note that recalibrating service design to 

focus on well-being may also act as a cost saving mechanism, potentially alleviating issues 

such as student-athlete retention.  
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7.3 Limitations and future research directions 

This research has some noted strengths, such as the size of the sample and controlling for 

factors that could have provided alternative explanations. However, its investigation was 

limited to student-athlete support services. Like other research in TSR and TSSR, caution 

should be exercised when generalizing the findings and dimensions of capitalization support 

to other settings. Although we contend our study offers a degree of generalizability to similar 

service settings (e.g., high-performance fine arts student programs), support service 

dimensions will vary between service contexts. Following the suggestions of other perceived 

social support studies and studies in related conceptual areas, variations of service 

dimensions should be considered in conceptualizing capitalization support services in future 

work. Understanding these contextual variations could lead to fruitful future investigations of 

capitalization support, as it is likely novel dimensions can be uncovered and explored that are 

suited to particular service provisions and experiences.  

It should also be acknowledged that there is ongoing debate regarding the use of 

single or multi-item scales (Bergkvist & Rossiter, 2007; Bergkvist, 2015; Diamantopoulos, et 

al. 2012). Sports performance was measured as a uni-dimensional and single item construct 

to avoid participant fatigue and response error in the survey. Future research however could 

seek to extend the current research by exploring using multi-item scales for sports 

performance. This will shed further insight into the predictive validity of the capitalization 

support dimensions, and well-being confirm them as predictors of performance. Furthermore, 

it would address potential concerns relating to validity and reliability. 

Another extension of the current work could be the inclusion of moderators, which 

could impact relationships like those examined in the current study. One such moderator 

could be the mode by which capitalization support or specific sports in which it is provided. 

As noted by Parkinson et al. (2017), support can be provided both face-to-face and digitally. 
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Yet, the potential impact of different service delivery modes on support service dimensions 

and the subsequent influence on outcomes (e.g., well-being, performance) are not well 

understood. Future research could seek to determine whether the mode or platform by which 

support is provided positively or negatively moderates the impact of desired outcomes. Other 

interesting avenues for future work could be examining differences in relation to individual 

versus team sports and how this impact variations of capitalization support. Even with some 

of these unanswered questions, this study takes a step forward in extending knowledge in 

TSR and TSSR. 
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Appendix  

Control results 

Control relationship β P Values 
Age -> Academic Support -0.009 0.811 
Age -> Athletic Support 0.01 0.799 
Age -> Performance 0.001 0.967 
Age -> Self Development Support -0.02 0.621 
Age -> Wellbeing -0.002 0.959 
Enrolment Status -> Academic Support 0.039 0.25 
Enrolment Status -> Athletic Support 0.122 0 
Enrolment Status -> Performance 0.029 0.287 
Enrolment Status -> Place Support 0.08 0.012 
Enrolment Status -> Self Development Support -0.034 0.345 
Enrolment Status -> Wellbeing -0.032 0.331 
Gender -> Academic Support 0.079 0.018 
Gender -> Athletic Support 0.07 0.051 
Gender -> Performance -0.081 0.003 
Gender -> Place Support 0.035 0.325 
Gender -> Self Development Support 0.041 0.252 
Gender -> Wellbeing -0.029 0.389 
Uni Attended -> Academic Support 0.016 0.644 
Uni Attended -> Athletic Support 0.081 0.024 
Uni Attended -> Performance -0.015 0.562 
Uni Attended -> Place Support 0.093 0.006 
Uni Attended -> Self Development Support 0.064 0.068 
Uni Attended -> Wellbeing -0.033 0.318 
Year of Study -> Academic Support -0.044 0.236 
Year of Study -> Athletic Support -0.067 0.077 
Year of Study -> Performance 0.002 0.934 
Year of Study -> Place Support -0.125 .000 
Year of Study -> Self Development Support -0.066 0.097 
Year of Study -> Wellbeing -0.023 0.542 

 

 


