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For Nan. 



“There will come a time when you will think it is finished 
– that will be the beginning”

- Louis L’Amour



Introduction 



In this short book I have outlined the multiple issues that I 
personally have had to deal with during my time of transition 
since retiring from the AFL in 2017. 
Some of these issues will resonate with you and others may 
not, but hopefully by sharing my story, it will encourage you to 
change your thinking towards your future because sport doesn’t 
last forever. 

My hope is that whether you are an athlete, an employee, 
business owner, or in any significant sort of transition in your 
life, that some of what I have to say may be of some help and 
encouragement to you.



Chapter one
Transition



Definition: 
The process or a period of changing from one state or 
condition to another.

Are you an athlete worried about what’s next? Asking yourself 
questions like;
What does life after sport look like? Who am I as a person 
outside of sport? What options do I have after sport? Will these 
options suit me or not? How do I research them, create them 
and capitalise on them? Who can I trust to share these deep 
and personal conversations with?

I am Dennis Armfield, and I was in this exact position after having 
spent 10 years in the AFL system. Knowing that my career was 
coming to an end, my stress levels began to rise when I was 
forced to focus on my life away from sport. Am I ready for the 
unknown? What is my new purpose in life? 

I had no real qualifications having only partially completed a 
Podiatry degree, I had a mortgage and bills to pay. What was my 
plan? I didn’t have all the answers. All I knew was that I wanted 
to do something that I loved, something that I was passionate 
about and hopefully somehow turn my passion into a profit – 
but I had no clue how. I have a huge interest in helping people, 
making others be the best person they can be, in all aspects 
of their life. This passion is what bought me to write this short 
piece in the hope that it will help others who are going through 
a time of transition. The hard-hitting reality of transitioning out 
of elite sport can only ever be addressed properly by having the 
real conversations out loud, and that is why I have decided to 
share my story. 



Chapter TWO
The Final Siren



I wanted to strengthen my position and ready myself for the 
transition I was about to face. I went away and did some re-
search on transition, wanting to learn from those who had gone 
before me and hopefully be able to help those who will inevi-
tably follow. What I originally thought about the whole process 
of transitioning out of sport before it happened to me was that 
it didn’t need to be a scary, daunting process.  I thought I was 
ready and prepared and that it would all run smoothly. Howev-
er, I soon realised that the struggle of transition is real. Many 
athletes don’t want to admit it but it isn’t an easy stage in life. It 
is bloody hard! You really do find out a lot about yourself, espe-
cially your weaknesses …. But also, your strengths.

“It’s often said an athlete will die twice, the first time at retirement.”
      - Emma Vickers

A staggering research paper in the last 3 years has reported 
that ‘elite athlete survey identified that roughly 27% of transi-
tioning athletes will suffer from depression post their career’.

- Centre for Mental Health Research, The Australian National University, A. 
Gulliver.

These statements scare me a lot, as they are far too true. To 
hear the word die mentioned in the same sentence as transition 
is extremely alarming. Is it being too dramatic, or could it be my 
reality? I was determined not to let it happen to me.

Why do we have to die twice? Why is this an acceptable way 
of thinking? That means that every 2 out of my 10 mates who 
I have played footy with will suffer from depression during their 
transition out of sport. We have to do something to fix this alarm-
ing statistic. We need to find a better way to strengthen, prepare 



and support our athletes before they make the transition into 
their next stage of life - as early as possible - so that when the 
time comes they are ready for what lies ahead.

Don’t just sit and do nothing to prepare yourself, thinking your 
time will never come. Don’t wait until it’s too late when you find 
yourself desperate, or even worse, hitting rock bottom with no 
answers. Sadly, I witnessed this all too often in my industry. As 
footballers, we are taught to fight and be resilient our whole 
careers, and in many ways, wired to think we are indestructible 
- but of course we aren’t.  When we are not properly prepared 
for the battles that lie ahead during this transition period we 
become extremely vulnerable. But how do we prepare? This is 
a great challenge as many of the options that are available to 
athletes are either not relevant, have a hidden agenda or don’t 
really help at all.

‘Take outs’:
•	 Having only recently travelled my own journey of transi-

tion since leaving the AFL, my strong advice to all ath-
letes or anyone in transition, would be to prepare your-
self as soon as you start your sporting career. 

•	 Put the right structures and support in place early on 
and spend time thinking about and planning for life after 
sport. 

•	 Whatever your experience is, never give up! Have 
the right people in your life around you to support you 
through every step of the way.



Chapter Three
Self-Identity



From a very young age, all I have ever known is sport and 
that is where I found my identity. While growing up my friends 
always linked me to what I could do on the sporting field. My 
teachers always spoke to me about my sport and the school I 
attended always used me to promote their sporting programs. 
Since the age of 17, when football became my profession at 
the Swan Districts Football Club, all I have been known as is 
Dennis Armfield, the footballer. My thoughts soon changed from 
what I wanted to do as a career to my sole aim of being the best 
footballer I could be and how far I wanted to take it. Did I want 
to try and make the AFL? I was told I was good enough and if 
I focused all my energies on football and worked hard enough, 
I could achieve it – so this is what I did!  I know there are 
many athletes with a similar story to mine, where their pursuit 
of playing their chosen sport at the highest level becomes all-
consuming and their sole purpose in life. 

GETTING DRAFTED TO THE AFL - 2007

At the age of 20 I was fortunate enough to get drafted by the 
Carlton Football Club and my dream of making the AFL became 
a reality. To live out my childhood dream of making it at the elite 
level was an extremely proud moment. I was now known to 
many as Dennis Armfield, the Carlton footballer, and this is the 
identity I would assume for the next 10 years. But today, at the 
age of 31, I no longer have this title and everything that came 
with being a professional athlete – the structure, the community, 
the purpose, a sense of belonging. Who am I now without all 
that? Where does my identity lie? This loss of identity is a real 
challenge that every athlete faces when their sporting career is 
over. 



HOW CAN WE OVERCOME THIS?

During an athlete’s sporting career, we need to properly prepare 
and develop them for life after sport, so that they are able 
to transition into their next stage of life with a clear direction 
and purpose. We need to develop them as a whole person; 
their resilience, personal skills, education and professional 
relationships. We also need to help them utilise the skills 
that they have learnt during their time in sport - team work, 
leadership, time management, discipline – and help them build 
a positive support network that can help them prepare for what 
lies ahead.

As I continue to reflect on my journey, it is not hard to see that 
I had tunnel vision. Early in my football career I was single-
minded, totally focused on football and perhaps a little too 
selfish in my endeavours to achieve what I wanted in sport. I 
never took the time to think about life after football as nothing 
else mattered to me. I didn’t start to think about transition until 
half way through my football career when I started a university 
degree and involved myself in community work. However, I only 
got 2 years into my Podiatry degree when I decided to put it on 
hold and focus all my attention back on football in the hope of 
extending my career for as long as possible because I didn’t 
know what was next. In hindsight, I needed to focus more time 
on preparing myself for the next stage of life much earlier in my 
career. There were stages in my career where I got caught up 
in the ‘isolating bubble’ that is elite sport, where football was 
my whole life and became my whole identity. I blocked out 
everything else. 



‘Take outs’:

•	 Today, a ‘transitioned’ Dennis would say – “Don’t al-
low any part of your life to take up more than 1/3 of 
your identity”.  Today I see through different eyes and 
see how unhealthy isolating myself was. Sport had con-
sumed me completely. When I stepped away from sport 
at the end of 2017 I became lost as I had to rediscover 
a new identity. 

•	 Today, I am a husband, I am a son, I am a friend, I am 
a coach, I am a teacher, I am a teammate, I am Athlete 
School and I am whoever I choose to be – not simply 
Dennis the footballer. While I miss being a professional 
footballer I have to say that rediscovering a new identi-
ty has been extremely freeing. I’m still focused, I’m still 
disciplined, I’m still dedicated, I’m still applying the same 
drive to achieve my goals, but my identity is no longer 
solely attached to what I can do on the football field, but 
who I am as a whole person.

 



Chapter four
Time Management



This is where I have struggled the most. I have spent over 20 
years of my life with my calendar filled in for me. From the time I 
started school I was told what time to arrive, what classes I had 
to attend, when I get to take breaks, when I get to eat and when 
my day finishes. 

From school, I stepped straight into the sporting world where 
my daily routines continued to be mapped out for me. I knew 
what time I had to wake up, when I had to be at training, what 
each and every day would consist of (skills, weights, cardio, 
physio, meetings etc.) And when I would be finished for the day. 
I was constantly told where I had to go, when I had to be there 
and what I had to do. Most sports at an elite or full-time level 
operate like this.  My life has always been very structured, and I 
very rarely had to take responsibility for my own calendar. 

Transitioning out of sport and into the world of the unknown was 
extremely difficult initially because I felt lost, but once I began to 
set myself small goals each day and had little wins that gave me 
a sense of purpose and achievement my productivity and time 
management improved. I have learnt to break my days down 
into small bite sizes where each step I take is a sign of improve-
ment and a reminder that I am heading in the right direction. It’s 
pretty much like eating an elephant – take it one bite at a time.

When I first transitioned out of football I felt like I was being de-
toxed, cold turkey, from the control that I had given to others to 
run my life for me. I was so used to everyone doing everything 
for me and I had to make a conscious decision to start learning, 
bit by bit, how to take 100% responsibility for myself for the first 
time ever.  The concept of ‘un-learning’ was a new idea to me, 
but something I had to embrace and work hard to do because 



my habits were not fit for the big wide world.
 
‘Take outs’:

•	 Today, if I could turn back time, I would go back and tell 
myself mid-career to be conscious of the routines and 
control that others had over my life. I would urge myself 
to make every effort to start preparing for life after foot-
ball by taking some of the responsibility for my own time 
and making more of my own decisions and perhaps 
challenging those who made all my decisions for me.  

•	 Often no one knows when their time in sport is up. It can 
come suddenly. Start preparing yourself now and learn 
to take some responsibility for how your time is man-
aged. Obviously, within a sporting environment, there 
are still many systems, rules and obligations in place 
that you must adhere to, but where possible begin man-
aging the time that you do have control over.  Don’t fall 
into the trap that so many athletes do of submitting all of 
your life and time to your coaches, managers and all the 
other people who insist that you meet their demands.  
Start taking responsibility now for the things that you 
can control.



Chapter f ive
From full-time sport to full-time work



Today, now six months out of football and further along my jour-
ney of transition, I find myself in the working world – a new 
environment that is completely foreign to me – but one that I am 
enjoying immensely. 

I am trying to make the most of this new opportunity, striving to 
learn as quickly as possible and settle in to this new routine. I 
have gone from the top of my sport, the pinnacle, surrounded 
by 45 teammates who all have the same common goal, all go-
ing in the one direction, to suddenly in an environment that feels 
completely different to the one I was used to. It would be fair to 
say I feel like a fish out of water. 

Another thing I am adjusting to during this transition period is 
the fact that everyone wants to talk to me about my past expe-
riences in sport, rather than what I am currently doing now or 
plan to do in the future. Many people often ask me questions 
like, what was it like to play in the AFL, what were my team-
mates like, what was it like playing on the MCG, right through to 
what it’s like to walk around in public as a known figure. While 
these people mean well and show a genuine care and interest 
in me, I can’t help but feel a loss of identity, like nothing I am 
doing now is worth conversation.

Leaving my old teammates behind and trying to settle in to a 
new work culture has been a steep learning curve. I am trying 
to focus on the here and now and my future, however, I still feel 
stuck in the past as I continually get asked about my playing 
days. I have found it hard to just focus on the present and the 
opportunities that lie ahead rather than thinking back to the life 
I had before.



There are still times when I catch up with my old teammates and 
it is difficult now sitting on the other side of the fence – which 
is a huge shift from what I’m used to. I still feel like they are my 
teammates, but I am now on the outer and it is me asking all the 
questions - What’s it liked down at the club? How are the play-
ers going? What’s training been like? Sport is somewhat like a 
revolving door. One minute you are right in amongst it and then 
the next minute you’re viewing it all from the outer, seeking to 
feel that sense of belonging again.

‘Take outs’:

•	 It is important, during your career, that you don’t build 
your whole identity around being a sportsperson. Try 
and expand yourself. Have other interests outside of 
the sporting arena but more importantly create strong 
relationships with people who are outside the confines 
of your sport. The more channels you can create for 
yourself, the greater learning you get about the outside 
world. It is amazing how these connections will help you 
stay grounded but will also pick you up when you are 
feeling down.

•	 Transition is a tough time, so it is important that you don’t 
face it alone. As you step into a new working environ-
ment make sure you respect your new-found colleagues 
as they will open up a whole new world to you and teach 
you things you never knew. But also remember to stay 
connected with your old support network as they will be 
the ones cheering you on for the future.



Chapter six
Health & Fitness



As a professional athlete, I often took my health and wellbeing 
for granted. My whole world was focused on improving my phys-
ical health and fitness in the context of football. I was constantly 
surrounded by coaches, strength and conditioning staff, doctors 
and physios who focused on helping me reach peak physical 
condition. I also had access to psychologists and mental health 
experts who helped to ensure I stayed mentally fit (both on and 
off field) and I had nutritionists who made sure I ate the right 
foods to allow me to perform at an optimal level. Most impor-
tantly I was always surrounded by my teammates who would 
continually spur me on to be my best as we all strived towards 
a common goal.

When I was a fulltime athlete, health and fitness were just part 
of my constant, everyday routine and not something I had to 
really think about. It was just the way I lived. Then it all finished, 
and it was something I had to deliberately think about to fit into 
my day.

When athletes find themselves in transition their whole rou-
tine changes. They now have to work the 9-5 job and they are 
forced to try and fit exercise somewhere into their day, but often 
don’t have the time. Many athletes find it a constant struggle to 
maintain the level of health and fitness they once knew. Some 
are so caught up in building a career for themselves in their next 
chapter of life, that they often chase it at the expense of their 
health and wellbeing. 

Physical activity is one of the best remedies for anxiety and 
stress and helps with maintaining overall health and wellbe-
ing.  This was a real challenge for me since leaving football as 
I found it difficult to maintain a regular fitness routine to curb 



these issues. When I left the AFL, I made the decision that I 
wouldn’t play sport anymore as I wanted to focus purely on the 
next chapter of my life and building a career for myself. How-
ever, I found myself struggling, I missed my teammates, I felt 
terrible as a person, I felt unhealthy, stressed and at times even 
angry. I needed to somehow stay active as a means of stress 
relief.

Having conversations with my wife and close friends I came to 
the realisation that I couldn’t go from elite sport to nothing. If I 
was to remain both physically and mentally healthy I needed 
to maintain my fitness routine and get involved in some sort of 
regular activity.  

‘Take outs’:
•	 The greatest learning lesson for me was quite simply 

not to drop all the disciplines of health and fitness I had 
learnt from the past.  It was a matter of keeping life in 
balance and staying active. I decided to stay involved 
in football and play at local level. This has been a huge 
outlet for me and has provided me with an opportunity 
to ‘give-back’ to my local community which I thorough-
ly enjoy. I also built regular gym routines into my week 
and my wife, Abby, and I train regularly together to keep 
each other motivated. It’s amazing what a simple walk 
with the dogs can do for both your mental and physical 
health.



Chapter Seven
Self-Worth



Failure is never an option for an athlete. We are wired for com-
petition and we undergo years of training, practice, rehearsal 
and repetition to make sure we give ourselves every chance 
for success. However, when an athlete transitions out of sport 
into the big wide world they are often not prepared and all of a 
sudden there is this huge fear of failure. 

Are you scared about failing? Are you struggling to understand 
the path you’re about to go down and whether it is the right path 
for you? My encouragement is to face your fears head on - just 
like the opposition you have had to face over your career as an 
athlete.

In my research since transitioning, I have learnt that from a very 
young age, we develop learnings that impact our thoughts and 
how we view the world today. This relates specifically to the 
identity of an athlete, as their self-worth is often formed from 
their sporting achievements and they grow up believing that 
they are only as good as how they perform on the sporting are-
na – not who they are as a person.  When a child achieves a 
good grade on a maths test or achieves a podium finish in the 
100m sprint or wins a game of football we sing their praises, 
we give them pats on the back and we reward them with acco-
lades. The problem with this is that it only affirms their identity in 
sport and they continually seek recognition through sport.  

As a footballer, I was always measured on KPI’s (Key Perfor-
mance Indicators), stats and figures.  It was these things that 
determined whether I played well or not. When I reached my 
‘numbers’ I was applauded, and when I didn’t, I was told that 
I had to work harder. The problem with this was that no one 
outside the football club - commentators, journalists, fans etc. 



- noticed the hard work and effort I had been putting in behind 
closed doors. All they cared about was my performance in num-
bers. 

Whether in sport or in the business world, benchmarking and 
KPI’s don’t always tell the whole story.  I had to be careful not 
to be defined by a set of numbers as I transitioned into my next 
stage of life – otherwise I would be setting myself up for failure 
from the get go. I would never succeed if all I saw myself as 
was a set of numbers. Everything was going to be new and the 
way I had been measured my whole life so far, from school right 
through to professional sport was ‘right or wrong’, ‘correct or 
incorrect’, ‘black or white’ … there was never any grey. This has 
taken some adjusting to as I try and rediscover what ‘success’ 
looks like. 

Any athlete who is in a period of transition will likely have many 
ups and downs along the way. You will make mistakes, you will 
have setbacks and there will be tough days, but it is important to 
understand that true growth lies in these mistakes as we learn 
how to improve for the future.

‘Take outs’:

•	 Mistakes have become my new gauge for success. If 
I’m not having a decent crack at things, making mis-
takes along the way, failing, putting myself out there 
then I’m not learning or growing as a person. I have now 
set myself new goals for this next season of life – never 
stop learning, continue to grow, if I fall down – get back 
up again, develop new skills, share with others, test and 
try new things, be prepared to fail and fail fast, reset and 



go again.  
•	 People will respect your honesty, your hard work and 

your willingness to step outside your comfort zone and 
try your very best.  While there have been some chal-
lenges since leaving football I now love this new journey 
I am on where my self-worth isn’t based on the amount 
of kicks and handballs I get on a weekend. 



Chapter eight
Finances



I’ve personally found that nothing can prepare you for life after 
sport when it comes to managing your finances. It is vital that 
you take responsibility for your money as soon as possible and 
start educating yourself. Don’t leave it all up to your managers.

Not all professional sport provides enough income to last a life-
time – unless you are one of the lucky few who are at the top of 
the tree. There is really only a very small percentage of Austra-
lian athletes that make enough money to set themselves up for 
the rest of their life. It is important to note, however, that those 
of us who are lucky enough to play a game we love and get paid 
for it are extremely privileged. There’s no denying that. The op-
portunities I was fortunate enough to receive during my football 
career is something I will always be grateful for. 

Transitioning out of sport and into the next chapter of life re-
quires careful planning and the right support team in your cor-
ner.  Just like my playing days at Carlton I always had good 
support staff around me helping me to be my best. I have quick-
ly learnt that I still need a strong support network around me 
today, albeit a team with different skills – accountants, entre-
preneurs, mentors, lawyers, experienced business brains and 
most importantly people who are willing to be patient with me as 
I navigate this time of change.

I have learnt that I really am no different to anyone going through 
a career change, moving from one job to another. Although the 
change for me is quite big as I walk into this new world of busi-
ness that is so unfamiliar to me. 

Where ever you find yourself in your transition phase it is im-
portant to think about your financial situation and plan, plan, 



plan! I am much more conscious of money now than I ever was 
previously and I take the time to make wise financial plans with 
my wife so that we are prepared for the future.  

 
‘Take outs’:

•	 Prepare yourself for transition as soon as possible and 
do your homework on what the expenses may be for 
the services you will need post sport.  The services you 
receive now - health care, uniforms, footwear, transport 
etc. Will most likely be gone when you finish your ca-
reer in sport. Since retiring I have had to go out and find 
these services on my own and plan my finances around 
these needs. It is important that you budget, budget, 
budget.  I know it may seem like simple advice, but the 
sooner you can get your act together in this area, the 
more prepared you’ll be financially when the time comes 
to ‘hang up the boots’. 

•	 The cost of education, getting the right training and/or 
upskilling to find employment post sport can be some-
thing that catches athletes off guard. Start thinking about 
what you can be doing during your career so that you 
have some qualifications and are prepared for whatever 
field you want to go into. You never know, your current 
club, team or sporting body may provide you with oppor-
tunities to get the skills and training you need.  Again, 
a lot of athletes are oblivious to the programs that are 
made available to them and many don’t take advantage 
of them. The reality is that many athletes don’t make 
the time to plan for their future as they are so focused 



on succeeding in their sport. But the reality is that their 
sporting career will come to an end sooner or later…and 
then what? My strong advice would be to make the most 
of the opportunities that are available to you and plan 
your next move today.

•	 As an AFL player, I was extremely fortunate to get paid 
a good wage for playing the game I love. Most athletes 
who are able to make a living out of playing their chosen 
sport are very privileged. The reality is that there are not 
many jobs out there that pay the same sort of wage as 
an elite sportsman gets, especially if you have no formal 
work experience or training. That is why the transition 
from AFL player to unemployed with no qualifications 
was an extremely tough position to be in. Often athletes 
are used to living a lifestyle that is in line with their gen-
erous wages and it can come as a rude shock when the 
amount of money they are used to is no longer coming 
in. 

•	 With that in mind, my advice is to take advantage of your 
income while you have it. Plan for the future and invest 
wisely. Find people you trust who can give you sound 
financial advice. It is important to understand that the 
money you are being paid as an athlete today will most 
likely not be the same wage you are on post sport, when 
you are a new and inexperienced employee in a totally 
different field of work. 

•	 If you are well prepared and plan in advance for this 
inevitable change it won’t come as such a shock in your 
next chapter of life. By no means should you view your 



future as all doom and gloom. The take home message 
is to simply start thinking about your future and plan 
ahead – BEFORE your sporting career is over. Try and 
build a clear vision for where you want to head, and ulti-
mately, pursue something that you are passionate about 
and makes you happy as this is what will bring you the 
most satisfaction.



Chapter nine
Talk about it



In today’s sporting bubble there is so much media attention on 
our athletes, and it can be hard to ignore the opinions of others. 
Many of us develop a fear of failure knowing our every mistake 
will be heavily scrutinised. We are constantly measured on our 
strengths and weaknesses and how we have performed from 
week to week. Unfortunately, however, it is our weaknesses that 
gain the most attention, as everyone, from coaches to journal-
ists and supporters, want to tell you the areas that you need to 
improve on. We are constantly told to focus on our weaknesses 
in order to become a more complete athlete.

As an athlete it can be hard to keep a positive mindset when all 
you are focusing on is your weaknesses and constantly living in 
fear of making a mistake. 
One of the greatest battles I think an athlete, especially men, 
face is against their own thoughts and those negative voices 
that eat away inside – telling you that you are only one slip-
up away from failure. It becomes very isolating. There are so 
many athletes I know that simply don’t share their feelings or 
talk about their struggles because they are always expected to 
put on a brave face and show no sign of weakness.

During transition, faced with so many changes, this can be a 
real worry. It is vital that athletes share their journey with a trust-
ed person or support network to help them navigate these chal-
lenges. Allow a trusted friend or partner to hold you accountable 
and have the tough conversations with you. The truth is you 
can never fully prepare yourself for the changes that you will 
experience, but if you have the ability to open up and talk about 
it, transition will become a lot easier.

Don’t imprison yourself with your own negative thoughts. People 



often suffer in silence believing that no one would understand 
and that they are the only ones going through it. It is common 
for athletes who are transitioning out of sport to ‘go it alone’, 
bottle things up and not talk about it. This is a disheartening 
situation and something we need to address in order to provide 
athletes with as much support as possible through their time of 
need.  

Personally, I left an elite sporting environment where I had to 
portray that everything was okay all the time. I entered into this 
next stage of life where I carried this same mentality and con-
tinually put on a brave face for everyone. I would carry myself 
confidently at work before going home to my wife, sharing how 
tough things were. I soon realised that I wasn’t alone. I spoke to 
ex-teammates, mentors, work colleagues, family and friends to 
gain their support which allowed me to open up and be honest. 
If it were not for these conversations, where I was able to share 
my struggles, I might be in a much tougher position today than 
I currently am.
 
‘Take outs’:

•	 Find a trusted confidant who you can talk openly and 
honestly with, without fear of judgment.

•	 Build a supportive team of people around you who can 
help you move forward in your next chapter.

•	 Set small, achievable goals for yourself each day to help 
you gain that sense of achievement, helping you move 
forward. 



•	 Always remember, you don’t have to go it alone. It does 
take time so don’t be hard on yourself. Don’t bottle it 
up, talk about it and it will go a long way to making your 
transition a lot easier.



Chapter ten
Work Experience & Qualifications



There is no denying that one of the hardest things an athlete will 
go through is when their sporting career ends and they have to 
decide what is next for them in life - unless you are one of the 
few who have prepared well in advance and have mapped out 
a clear pathway for yourself.

Some of the biggest questions I faced when thinking about the 
end of my football career were; What if I don’t know exactly 
what I want to do when football is over? How can I gain the 
experience I need when there is so little time in amongst the 
training, game day and other commitments?
What other options do I have if I don’t complete my degree in 
time?
Will there be someone who is willing to take me on without any 
formal qualifications or training, and will I have anything to add 
to their business? 

The greatest challenge for most athletes is that they have spent 
the majority of their life focused purely on trying to make it in 
their chosen sport and have paid little attention to their edu-
cation. Their teenage years and early twenties have revolved 
around regular training sessions, match preparation, game day 
and recovery sessions etc. With little time to think about any-
thing else. The demands that elite sport places on the athlete in 
order to perform at their best doesn’t allow time for much else. 

From a very young age I dedicated my whole life to getting 
drafted into the AFL. From my teenage years through to my ear-
ly thirties I lived a very selfish existence, throwing most of   my 
eggs into one basket. At different stages in my twenties I tried 
to focus time on thinking about my future. I enrolled in a Podi-
atry degree at university, but due to time restraints I was only 



completing the course at a very slow rate and never managed 
to finish it before my football career ended. I ended up retiring at 
the age of 30 with no formal training or qualifications which left 
me with very few options of where to go next. 

Looking back now through the lens of someone who has transi-
tioned out of sport and is now content in full-time work, I strongly 
encourage every athlete to find a healthy balance and focus 
on creating pathways into life after sport. Continue dedicating 
yourself to your sport and work hard to be the best you can be, 
however make the time to find other passions that will break up 
your routine and help you to enjoy other things in life. Further-
more, find a passion that you can gain some work experience 
or qualification from. Never underestimate the opportunity to 
gain experience, skills and/or training in areas that may open 
up doors for you later down the track. As an athlete, there is al-
ways someone or something fighting for our attention so it’s no 
wonder that many of us finish up our careers with no idea what 
we’re going to do next.

My life motto, “LIVE TO GIVE”, is something that always drew 
me into my community work and it is something that I have nev-
er wavered from. During the latter part of my career I got heavily 
involved in community work with Odyssey House, giving me a 
purpose outside of football. This opportunity provided me with 
a healthy work/life balance and allowed me to turn my attention 
away from the rigours of football from time to time, which kept 
my mind fresh. This is something that not all athletes do well.

I am now working full-time for a great organisation, Elephant 
& Co, where we are in the process of launching the first ever 
‘Athlete’s School’. Having recently gone through my own period 



of transition I saw a huge need to properly prepare athletes for 
their life after sport. Many of our sporting bodies in this country 
are not doing enough to properly prepare athletes for life after 
sport - pre, during and post their careers. Too often we see our 
greatest sporting heroes retire from sport into a world of oblivion 
where they become completely lost. This does not sit well with 
me and I wanted to do something to change this. The Athlete 
School will work closely with athletes across a range of sports 
to provide vital training and education that will help them build 
a clear pathway for their future. The Athlete School will provide 
a much-needed service in our sporting landscape to give all 
athletes a hope of finding a life of fulfilment once their sporting 
careers are over. It is my hope that no athlete in the future will 
have to face the fear and anxiety that I had to when my career 
ended, but rather they will be excited about building a new ca-
reer for themselves once the final siren has sounded. 

For more information on The Athlete School visit:
Www.elephantco.com.au/the-athlete-school



The 

TRANSITION
From a wife’s perspective

BY ABBY ARMFIELD



Watching from the sidelines, I felt everything Dennis felt, as if it 
were happening directly to me. Being so emotionally invested in 
my husband and his wellbeing meant that every time he felt he 
wasn’t good enough, every time he came home from training or 
a game feeling depleted for whatever reason, my heart broke a 
little bit more. It’s a tough industry to be in, not one for the faint 
hearted. The constant scrutiny can be hard to deal with even 
for a tough cookie like Dennis and the partners feel the brunt of 
it just as much. He gave his heart and soul to his sport for 10 
years of his life, and what an amazing opportunity it was. But 
it’s all over before you know it, and at the end of it all you’re left 
somewhat scrambling to piece together a new life for yourself.

Dennis wanted to retire well before he actually made the call, 
but (at the risk of being labeled a pushy wife) i’ll admit I con-
vinced him to stay on as long as he could, while he could, for a 
few reasons:
One being that it is a huge privilege to be one of the chosen 
few to experience an AFL career, something so many wish for 
but will never achieve, especially one that lasts 10years! So, I 
encouraged him to ride that wave as long as he could because 
once it was over, there’s no going back. I knew, knowing him, 
that even though the pressure was intense and it sometimes 
brought him emotional and physical pain, once it was over he 
would miss it dearly. Obviously not the pressure aspect but the 
connections with his teammates, the feeling of being a part of 
a community, a family… and I was right! Although he’s thriving, 
he definitely feels on the outer now that he’s no longer a part of 
the footy bubble. 

The other reason, I was scared that I was unsure of what our 
future held. I didn’t feel we were ready. He didn’t have anything 



lined up work wise for post footy. His Podiatry degree was half 
finished and if he were to go back to school full time we both 
knew we wouldn’t cope financially. Whilst I run a successful 
business, I don’t have the ability to be the sole provider for our 
household. How would we pay our mortgage? How would we 
live the lifestyle we had grown accustomed to? How would we 
afford to have the children we so desperately wanted? Things 
were going to change drastically and that was scary.

But the day came where we knew it was time and we hung up 
the boots once and for all. I say ‘we’ because we are a team. We 
make decisions together because we are in this life together; 
we are stronger together. Once the announcement was made I 
saw a lighter man… he was about to be reborn.

Not having anything set up prior to retiring from professional 
sport, the question was ‘What next?’ We had some decisions to 
make, and fast! Would he continue playing footy locally? What 
would he do for a job? Would he be able to do both? Should he 
go back to Uni? Would I have to pick up more work to support 
us? Could I physically cope with the extra workload? Could I 
mentally cope with the extra pressure? I love my job. It brings 
me so much happiness and fulfillment so no matter what, I 
wanted Dennis to have that too. Whatever he decided, I wanted 
him to be sure he chose a path he was passionate about, one 
that would ignite a fire in his soul and drive him to continue to 
strive to be the best he could be while bringing him a sense of 
accomplishment and above all, the happiness he so deserved. 
Whatever he chose, we would make it work.



Then came the chaos of trying to source his ideal job. Dennis 
was frantically arranging meeting after meeting to make 
connections in order to put himself out there in the hunt for his 
new niche. It was almost a feeling of being homeless. Like he 
didn’t belong to anything anymore so he needed to find a new 
home and a new purpose. 
Fortunately, he was well known and highly respected out in 
the world and this brought many opportunities knocking on 
our door. If he hadn’t been so present in his community work 
and given so much of his time to the people, we are certain 
he would not have been so desired, and our story would be 
very different. So, although we hadn’t planned for our future 
post sport, having nothing in place, we were lucky he had built 
such a well-respected reputation and that ultimately came to 
the rescue. Most are not so lucky. Regardless of all this, we 
were both still slightly petrified of what was to come. 
When trying to decide which path to choose, my main advice for 
him was to choose something that would utilize his strengths: 
he is a people person, he has a natural urge to help others, 
he does everything whole heartedly and with enthusiasm, he 
wears his heart on his sleeve but is focused, logical and highly 
intelligent.  He is thoughtful and nurturing to peoples needs and 
has a genuine care for people in general. So, this was what he 
needed to find. A way to incorporate all of these qualities into 
a job because if he did this, there was no doubt in my mind he 
would go far. But did this job exist? Or more so, would a job like 
this bring in enough financial stability so we could pay our bills 
and live comfortably? Enter Elephant & Co.

No sooner had we had this discussion than a company that saw 
potential in him approached him. His reputation for having all 
the above qualities and his extensive work giving back to the 



community opened up a door at Elephant & Co. They had a 
vision and believed Dennis was the one to help make this vision 
a reality. 

‘The Athlete School’ - 
elephantco.com.au/theathleteschool
Their philosophies resonated with Dennis and I was relieved to 
see him so excited about this possible future, it felt like the right 
fit and we agreed this would be his new home.

At first Dennis found transitioning into this new ‘work life’ quite 
hard. He would come home saying he felt like a fish out of water, 
like he knew nothing and felt he wasn’t contributing enough 
because he didn’t quite know how to yet. He was doubting 
himself and what he had to offer. He was nervous about whether 
he had made the right choice. Not because he didn’t like his 
new job, but I suspect because it’s a pretty daunting thing to 
think that this decision, this choice of path could impact the 
rest of his life, failure or success. If it didn’t work out, he would 
be back to square one and have to start over again. He was 
overthinking things, thinking worst-case scenario. In my eyes 
all these feelings were to be expected in the transition phase, 
so I reassured him that it was still early days and he shouldn’t 
put so much pressure on himself to know everything straight 
away. It surely wasn’t that he wasn’t doing well or adding value 
to his new job, it was just different to what he’s known for the 
last 10 years. He just needed to go with it and eventually he will 
settle in and find his feet. He had to learn in order to progress 
and learning takes time. One thing about Dennis is that he’s 
really hard on himself. He wants to be perfect at everything and 
instantly!  #Perfectionist.  I suspect that would be for a lot of full 



time athletes and in transition, this can prove tricky.

I tried to dispel his fears, stay positive and be the support system 
he needed but seeing this once confident guy now so unsure 
of himself made me a little uneasy on the inside too. Luckily, 
I have my own support system in place. My family is always 
there to help boost me up, so I can pass that good energy onto 
Dennis if ever he needs. He is also my guiding light and pillar 
of strength when I need him. It’s a two way street and I’m so 
grateful to be in this life with him by my side.

So now we’re 6 months into our new way of life and things have 
started to flow. He’s back to being the confident man I know him 
to be, a lot happier at work now that his new project is starting 
to take shape and he’s finding his purpose. I know we still have 
a long way to go on this rollercoaster of transition but we’re 
staying positive that ours will be a success story. 



CONCLUSION



I’m still only a short way into my period of transition and I’m sure 
I will continue to face many challenges along the way. However, 
I have learnt so much about myself since leaving football which 
has helped me grow as a person. I am definitely no expert when 
it comes to transition, but I am currently living it, and this is 
my experience. I hope that by sharing my story it will in some 
way help others who are currently going through a period of 
transition or are about to. 

I also hope that by sharing my thoughts and reflections that it 
will encourage sporting organisations to reassess the way they 
prepare their athletes for life after sport. If the powers-that-be 
start implementing relevant and worthwhile programs to upskill, 
train and educate players so that they have a clear pathway 
post sport then it will help to reduce the current issues we see 
today with so many of our athletes when their careers are over 
- high rates of depression, addiction, isolation and loneliness. 
This is not right!

As Australians, we love to put our sports men and women on 
pedestals and we sing their praises when they are at the top of 
their game during their careers. However, when the final siren 
sounds, and the bright lights suddenly fade on their careers the 
crowds disperse and they are left to fade away into the shadows 
where they suffer in silence. This is something we must address 
as a society. 

I will be forever grateful to the Carlton Football Club and the 
AFL for the opportunities they gave me, allowing me to live 
out my childhood dream on the football field. I have developed 
many skills during my 10-year career which I can now take into 
my next stage of life. I worked with so many great people along 



the way and I think sporting clubs teach us so many great life 
skills that we can’t gain in any other environment. I now see my 
time in football as a great launching pad for even bigger things 
ahead.  
While I’m not one to dwell on the past too much I do sometimes 
think, if only someone had encouraged me earlier to start 
thinking about my plans for life after football, perhaps I may not 
have found the transition so difficult. Sport, on average, will only 
take up 4-7 years of an athlete’s life. They still have the rest of 
their lives to live so we need to provide them with adequate 
support to ensure they are set up for their future. 

Don’t face it alone, use your support networks, ask as many 
questions as you can and ultimately do what is right for you. 
No two people are the same and what works for you may be 
different to what works for others. Your life is in your hands. 
Change your ‘thinking’ towards your future! You only get one 
shot at it so make it count! 

I wish you well in your future endeavours, whatever it is you 
choose to do in your life after sport. Be persistent, find a purpose, 
do it with passion and never give up!

Thanks for reading! 

Dennis


