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ABSTRACT

Psychosociaskills and characteristics (PSCak vital for playersto reachtheir potential in
soccerand also develop life skills beyond sppprepamg them fortransitions within and
outside of soccerThe overall purpose of thithesiswas toinvestigaé assessment and
developmenbf PSCan maleEnglish academy socc&hapter 1 set the scene, with an outline

of my background and how | came to be interested in this particular biogiso set out aims

and objectives including an infographilustratingthe structure of thehesis In Chapter two

a narrativditeraturereviewaimed tol) identify which PSCareimportant, 2evaluatecurrent
approaches to assassntand develomentof PSCs 3) discusdactors affedhg development

of PSCawithin academiesand4) propose future researdfey findingswere tha{a)a number

of PSCs were important to deal with transitions,ith¥ importarn to develop PSCs from a
young age,c) playersshould bedevelopedholistically and (d) thee is limited research
investigating assessment and developmehtPSCs in acaderes In Chapter 3 a
@sychologicakharacteristics of developing excellenB&DEb6questionnaire was deployed
across categories of participati(academy Categories 1 to 4 and grassrawid)age groups

(U13 to youth teamin youth socceto examine the differences in psychological characteristics
across age groups and performance leWiglings suggest thaicross age groupgreaest
differencesin PCDEswere reported in perfectionistic tendencies and adverse response to
failure, with youth team players reporting the highest scores. Across catedqaescipation
greaest differences in PCDEs were observed in perfectionistic tendenciediysetéd control

and management, and adverse response to failure, with Category 1 players reporting the highest
scores. Youth team and Category 1 players also demonstrated thst lsighes in use of
imagery and active preparation. Category 1 players also demonstrated the highest and lowest
score on use of active coping strategies and presentation of clinical indicators, respectively.

Using semistructured interviewsChapter 4obtainedacademy manageexperiences of how



PSCs are developed English Premier LeagugPL) and English Football Leaguwecadem

soccer playersThere was universal agreeméram participantsof the importance oPSCs

not only to develop soccer players, but to develop-reeihded human beings capalofe
functioning outsideof soccer.PSCs identified by academy managers as being important
included the players being able to realistically -sethluate, resilience, good work ethic,
interpersonal competencies, autonomy, and seeking out social support when necessary.
Suggestionswere madearound trying to more effectively implement PSC programmes
included upskilling coaches, collaborating with external agencies (suchivassitiesand
charitieg, and further assistance fromational governing bodies such as th&PL, the
Professional Footballers Association and the Football Associdfioapter Sevaluated the
effectiveness of 21-week PSCintervention programmeeliveredin a Category 3 soccer
academy working alongside coachesUdi3 level. The main findings were thahe PSC
programme hatlothpositive and negative effects on player PSCs, highlighting that PSCs may
be enhanced through a carefully designed progranmifneally, Chapter 6 provides
recommendations for implementing a PSC programme in academy,asingrthePACER

(plan, approach, coach, environment and revieolléd developed from the findings of this
thesis The findings of this thesis can help sport psychology staff and other academy staff
effectively integrate PSC assessment and development into academy currictie
recommendations on assessing and developing PSCs from this tbekis also be
incorporatednto other performance settings such as education, dance, music and the corporate

world.
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction

1.1.Background

Effectively identifying and developing the next generation of talented athletes hastbpen a

of significant interesacross various sports for the past few decades, not least in the multi
million-pound industry of soccer (Baker et al., 201S@veral studiekave highlighted that

there are many inefficiencies in tkeentidentification (TID) andalentdevelopment (TD)

processes within soccé8ennett et al., 2019; Bergkamp et al., 2019; Larkin & Reeves, 2018;
McCarthy et al., 2022; Sieghartsleitnéra¢, 2019) of ten resembl i ng a 6t
against the wall and some wil|l s tarlounk® appro
making a career out of playing soccer professionalggti & Sulley, 201k The associated
challenges within TIandTD would therefore centre around making the process more efficient

with less type li(e., players deselected prematurely) and type ilk(, players staying in the

system when they should be-sielected) errors being made (Wattie & Baker, 2017). Reducing

the negative psychological impact of-gielection on players (Brown & Potrac, 2009) should

also be a priority for academise that theapproximate95% of young men whare released

from acaagmes are not treated merely as collateral dambageare also provided with the

necessary psychosocial skills and characteri@@8&<s)o thrive in a career outside of soccer

The current academy system in English Premier League (EPL) and English Football
League (EFL) clubs is guided ke Elite Player Performance Plan (EPPP) which was
introduced in 2012 to develop maaad bettehomegrown players to play professionally in
these leagues (Premier League, 20Ihlthe EPPRystemeach academy is awarded a category
statuswith 1 being thehighestand4 the lowest The highercategoryacademies have more
contact time with playerss well as moréull-time staff(i.e., coaching and other specialities)

and higher budget3hree phases exist within acadenireduding thefoundation phase (BP
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thatincorporaésunder9 to underll age groupsthe youth development phase (YDBhat
incorporatesunderl2 to underl6, and the professional development phase (Pt
incorporatesunderl7 to undei23. The EPPP has advocated following the English Football
Associ at rcomeb snodef @fu development (i.e., technical/tactical, physical,
psychological, and social) (Simmons, 2Q0dlthough this approach has been criticised for
lacking enough detail in application to individual players (Moran eR@R4) Traditionally,
technical (e.g., passing}actical (e.g., decisiormaking) anthropometricafe.g., heightand
physical attributegée.g., speed) have been prevalent metrics inghesmentand develoment

of aspiring soccer acaderplayers Bergkamp et al., 201%0opman et al., 2020 he easily
attainable and relatively objée¢ nature of this kind of data has led to a reliance on these
metricsin contrast with a everincreasingbody of research thauggests that psychosocial
elementof performance may be more important in players reaching theistéongpotential
(Green et al., 2020; Hardy et al., 2017; Moodie et al., 20@3& Baker, 2020).In 2022the
Premier League conducted a review of the success of the EPPP, a decade after its inception
(Premier League, 2022In the reviewsoccer academiagere encouraged to provideraulti-
disciplinary and holistic approach to player development (Premier League,. 2022)
information wasprovided howeveras tohowPSCsare currently assessed and developed

academy soccer clubs

In a systematic review of talent developmensatcerGledhill et al (2017) defined
psychosocial factors as individual psychological characteristics moderated by social
influences.In anothersystematic reviewDohme et al(2016) highlighted the inconsistencies
in the definition and application of psychological terms within the talent development
literature. It was suggested that could be split into pdgginzal skills (i.e., learned methods
that player deplog.g.,goal settingandimagery and psychosocial characteristice ( traits

that a player can develop using psylolgacal skills or that they would possess already e.g.,
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motivationand selconfidenceDohme et al., 2016)he terms characteristics and traite

often used synonymoushndare seen asnduringandstable aspestof personality(Dohme

et al., 2016) There is further confusion when we consider thahynof these characteristics

hawe trait-like bases that can be enhanced through, and dbyemuseof statedeployed
psychological skillfe.g., imageryYMacNamara, 2011)n other wordstraits are relatively

stable personality characteristics leading to a tendency to commit certain actions, whereas
statesare temporanand fluctuate but can be optimised by deployment of psychological skills
(Collins & MacNamara, 2018 For example, if we take resilience, it can be seen as a
personality trait that someone may possess to a certain degree, that can alter according to the
context they are in, which can change over time lamdmproved by psychological skills
training such as the mental fortitude programme devised by Fletcher and Sarkar1{2616).

little wonder that confusion exists within the literature and leads to sugasiedifficulties in

applied work.Accordingly, for the purpose of this thesis the term PSCs will be used as an
umbrella term when discussing approaches that deal with attempting to assess and/or develop
these factors. Examples include the dvdised approach (Diment (2014), the 5Cs amproa
(Harwood & Anderson, 2015) , PCDEs (pMdd Mamsar
approach (Mitchell et al., 2022, 2024).

What is more important than the semantics of terminology is that any framework
focuses on an eviderrmsed enhancement process. Such an approach is described by Collins
et al. (2018, poutcotgp raosc eas si p(ePrFPo)r ncaonngnengeu u Mo v
part involving a decision on whether this should be developed for now or for the future. The
outcome element concerns the general approach used to achieve the performance goal with
contemporary models often focusing on taxonomies of characteristies the 1imodeli
Jordet, 2016) or more singular factors such as grit (Duckworth et al., Z&ithe process

end of the continuumCollins et al. (2018) suggest that a broader spectsuch as
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psychological characteristics of developing excellence (PCb&s)ypplied that provides the
athlete with a box of tools to use when the situation requiressame framework can roughly
be applied to this thesis, with the performance element of academy football being for the future,
the outcome being the creation of a blend of different tools and conditions, and the process
being themanner in which these are delivered to the academy footballers.

Not only arePSCsseen as vital for those who go on to have a successful athletic career
(Larsen et al., 2020; Ryom et al., 2020; Stambulova et al.,) 20@&nhancing this toolbox of
skills is alsothought to help preparathletesfor the successfutransition out of the sport,
whether that comes at academy or senior I€@allins et al., 2018)This may beespecially
vital due to the vergmall minorityof academy playerthat do go on to play professionally
(Premier League 2022)ccordingly, the assessment and developmeot PSCs should be a
key priority in any youth socceatevelopmental settings. However, this seemingly vital process
is often neglected, in part perhaps due to the difficulties in initial assessment ofilRBGE
et al, 2016), in comparison tthe more easily measurable physical and technical factors
(Bergkamp et al., 2019There is also furtharonfusion around wbh PSCgo assess and how
to assess thenAccording to Nesti and Sulley (2015), there is an overreliance on psychometric
measures(such as questionnaidesvhich could be used alongside other methods (e.g.,
observation and performance profiling) to provide a more complete picture

One commonly used questionnaine youth development environmenis the
psychological characteristics of developing questionfRBGDEQ)developed byylacNamara
andCollins (2011) This instrument is used to assess six overarching PCDE fdbtetgport
for long-term succes<) imagery use3) coping with pressurel) organising and engaging in
quality practiceb) evaluating performances and working on weaknesses$)aswupport from
others. A second version was later developed (PCDEQ?2) by Hill et al. (2019) comprising seven

PCDE factorsl) adverse response to failure (maladaptive responses to failure including items
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related to anxiety, depression, focus and perfectioni@jnmagery and active preparation
(ability to use visualisation for skill refinement and management of aro@3ak)f-directed

control and management (intrinsic willingness to engage without constant superysion),
perfectionistic tendencies (perfectionism and associated maladaptive facets such as anxiety,
fear of failure and obsessive passid¥))seeking and using social support (seeking help from
appropriate stakeholders such as parents adhes),6) active coping (proactive self

regulated deployment of coping strategies) &)dtlinical indicators (mental health and

associated factors such as anxiety, depression, eating disorders, and changes in behaviour).

There has, howevebgen limited use of either of these inventories in academy sketiyr
2022, 2023; Mitchell et al., 2024highlighting the necessity for future research investigating
PCDE profiles of acadensoccemlayersand how best to develop these

Achieving elite status in sport is an exdranging, individualised, and ndinear
journey with those achieving a successful career thought to have devetwpalleady
possesseghsychosocial qualities thhtve enabled them to successfully navigate the pathway
(MacNamara et al., 2010B)ithin EPPPacademiedP SCsareessentiafor players to meet the
everyday challengespresented to thenfGledhill et al., 2017; Larkin & Reeves, 2018;
MacNamara et al., 2010a, 2010imcluding commitment to their goals, engaging in problem
focused coping behaviours, and seeking out social support (Mitchell et al., 2022 & 2024; Wixey
et al.,, 2023).With only a small percentage (~5%f academy plays going on to have
professionatareergNesti & Sulley, 2015Premier League, 2022lubsshouldhave a duty
of careto preparethe majority ofplayersthat do not progrestr their transition out of
academies They should surehalso provide them with employability skills they canuse
elsewhere in life beyontbotball (Stambulova et al., 2021) a manner where there exists

Aequal ity of entitlement, and a desire to

en

wi || promote their devel opment aThis esibeenn b e i
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described by Moran et al . (2024) as a Onew
pedagogy but more clearly aligning with talent development environments than previous
iterationswith a focus on bespoke, flexible and holistic -aged stageppropriate challenge
and supportThe four planningprinciples that this approach follows are knowing what the
purpose is (i.e., your overarching aims), knowing which educational experiences should be
provided to achieve these aims (i.e., your objectives), how thisendelivered, and how you
know if those aims and objectives hdaenmet

When developind?SCsijt has beemsuggestedby Nesti and Sulley (2015) th#tere is
a need toimprove the understanding diow coachesoperate This includes gaining some
knowledge of the time constraints coaches are under, the high staff turnover and how
micropolitics operate in academy soccer (Gibson & Groom, 2019). It has additionally been
argued by Mitchell et al. (2022, 2024) that it is doegwho are in fact best placed to support
playersin developing PSCé wi t h sport psychol ogistbés suppo
contact time with them, and t hatalictthamanye sé ob
guestionnaires.Clearly, a joineeup approach is required along the lines of a shared mental
mod el where Acoll ective under st aSnBarradaygh i s er
etal., 2023, p. R Currentframeworksusedor developing PSCeicludeDi ment 6 s -(2014)
based approach, the 5Cs of commitment, communication, control, concentration and
confidence (Harwood & Anderson, 2015), and thgillars, which includeghe 5Cs with the
addition of resilience, presence and selfareness (Mitchell et al., 2022, 2024hdPCDEs
(MacNamara & Collins, 2010a, 20100)he first three of these approaches/e deployed a
programmecentred approach whereby all players receive the same content at the sgme time
although they would be high in ecological validigy limitation of these frameworks ithey
do not take into account individual negdaich isan important step forward in developing

holistic curricula. PCDEs do take more of an individualised approach and advocate
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collaboration between key stakeholddesg., parents and coacheapngside the athlete
themselves in order tprovide developopportunities on the pitch (Collins & MacNamara,
2017). This approach suggests breaking down each PCDE down into easily observable
behaviours that can subsequently be assessed and monitored which aligns with the aims of this
thesis.Future research is needed to investigate BSg@ssmenind development approaches
specificallyin academy soccgparticularly exploring how best to operationalise this on the
pitch and through coachéasllowing guidelines for new curricula by Moran et al. (2024¢
existing principles described above by Collins and MacNamara (20h® would have
implications in how this is delivered in coach education currently in soccer with PSCs not
seemingly part of the curriculum folower-level qualifications. Furthemore, a more
collaborationapproachbetween sport psychology and coaching staff to avoidvadiking

would also seem important to enhance PSC deliged/should be explored in future research

(Rothwell et al., 2020)

1.2. My background in academyfootball

| was a late developer iootball terms, not just physically but also in terms of falling in love

with the beautiful game. It was not until my rigens that | was taken to a Bristol City game

in the year when they had a brilliant run to the League Cupfseais (1989), only to be beaten

in extra time by a strong Nottingham Forest side who would go on to win the competition. This

lit a spark in me and although | was never an outstanding player, | was an enthasiatgiar

and played for a local grassroots team every Saturday afteraanng a game for said

Saturday team, we were winningdzt halétime only to go and lose the gam@50ne of their

players was unbelievable in that game, scoring four and assisting the other goal. He played like

he was in a trancewhat | now knowtob O0i n t he zoned (Hanin, 199

about what drives playeiis nothing had changed physically or technically about him, and
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although tactics may have been a factor, | concluded that it must have been his mindset that

inspired him in the second half.

After gaining a degree in psychology, | decided to go on tdasters inSport
Psychologyit he modul e that | found most interesti
ma s t vee wéresrecommended to also do a coaching course to support our academic learning,
so | decided to do mlyevel 2CoachingCertificate (now UEFA (Licens@, and this sparked
my passion for coaching. Long story short, | then worked with -agen junior grassroots
teams, afteschool clubs and even ran my own soccer academy for a while. My coaching
adventures also took me to the United States for nine momtlsachi ng on chi |
programmes and several projects in Cyprus. After 10 years (and achievinge theAU 06 B 6
License) | felt brave enough to enter the world of acadsengerand got a position at a local
Category 3 academy (thgme-EPPPcentre of excellence) in the 2612 season. Over the
following decade | accrued experience in three more academies for four, three and two years

respectively.

During that time, | became fascinated with the retain and release procedures that these
academies used. Players were often signed or discarded based on superficial information and
subjective opinions (including minbased on current technical and physical attributes and not
necessarily on lorterm potential Focus was very much on the ones that were seen to have a
chance with the rest seen as collateral damage to be cast off without a further thought. | write
this not in seHlrighteous judgement but maim a sense of guilt in being part of the process
and indulging in poor practice myself. After seeing and being involved in this for a number of
years it started to eat away at me, especially hearing about boys that were released saying that

they never wated to go near soccerever again.
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| started to read more deeply around the subject and completésmghish Football
Associatiod s b rAdvamceddouth Awardin 2021which was full of important insight
into TID and TD It was also around this time thaalsobegan aProfessionalDoctorate (D
Prof) in Elite Performancas one particular tale left me really frustrated with the system, or
oneacademgnanaged s parti cul ar i nt e U{2agdgeupiatdhetimef i t .
one particular player was excelling which | let him know in front of the rest of the group
Ayoubve been outstanding recently, keep it u
a couple of weeks later he was involve@ibad tackle and broke his ankle, leaving him out of
action for the rest of the season. The acad:
methods of testing with the players. One particular assessment was to line all the players up on
the side of theitch and get them to sprint to the other Sidee quickest was somehow deemed
to be the Obestdé player. On other occasions
minutes and make snap judgements around individuals or even on one occasiorréhe enti
sqguad: fAnone of these are good edgyroupgohches Thi s
who worked with the players across all their games and training sessions and in reality, knew
them far better. The academy manager was making all the dectsised on very limited

subjective data i.e., his and only his opinion.

The injured player was told at the end of the season that he would be released, or he
could have a trial at the start of the next season to see if he was still good enough. This was
something of a surprise as in my opinion he was one of the top threesptagtee group prior
to his injury. However, the decision had beaade,and it was down to me to tell him at
parent so evening whi |l e t he academy manager
understandably devastated and burst into tears before stormioigtlo@itoom. | felt awful but
did nothing to challenge the decision, | merely went along with it through fear of losing my job

T what a coward. | finally got the courage to challenge the academy manager on his decision
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in the following preseason by which time the player had left the club. His response was to put
me on the Onaughty stepb6 and move me to anog
disillusioned with the procegssurely there was a better wajRe purpose of this thesis is to

try to answer that question.

My previous roles as a football coach (and providing psychology support to individuals
and squads) put me in a good position to comprehend the idiosyncrasies of soccer academies
which potentially play a role in identifying and developing talented youtrepdaThis can be
enhanced by streamlining the processes for embedding psychosocial skills and characteristics
into curricula through supportirndupskilling coaches, who have the most contact time with
players. This may not only be beneficial in devailgpthose players deemed good enough to
go on to the elite level but also to those who are cast out of the siygtewiding the latter

with useful life skills rather than them just being collateral damage along the way.

1.3. Philosophical perspective

It is important to outline oneds wphhhisthessop hi c :
adoping a pragmaticapproach across its contefMcGannon et al., 2021)According to

Giacolbi et al. (2005) pragmatism emphasitdespractical recommendatiotisat emerge from

the exploration o&pplied research questiofisattempts to avoid becoming mired in arguments

between academia armgbplied work with the research question being more important than
Aunderl ying phil cxlas épistenaology arsl entology t.ei, theorse® about
knowledge and the nature of reality respectivélgiacobbi et al., 2005, p. 21)
Epistemologically, according to pragmatjdtse world around us cannot be viewed as being
unaffected by soctoultural conditions or our own unconscious and subjective biases
(Giacobbi et al., 2005)Pragmatism does not have a rigid view of ontology, rather that

subjectivity and objectivity are on a continuwathowing for methods appropriate to certain
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contexts being deployed rather than seeing reality as being fixed and (¢lebelaers et al.,
2019) The overarchingim of this approach is to ultimately gaimore ecological validity,
moving out of the laboratory and onto the fiéldjuite literally in this instancey applying
theory to practice in the most natural of settings in this col(itext the football pitch This
means that there may sometimes be a need to deploy quantijatiiéative or even mixed
methodsapproachethat view the samguestion from different perspectiv@s., triangulation

T Collins et al., 201Bwith each having inhererdtrengths and limitations (Giacobbi et al.,

2005).

According to Giacobbi et al. (2005), it is vital that the researcher is aware that their
work i both research and appliéds specific to its owrcontext(i.e., in this instance EPPP
football academigsbut may still have applicability beyond (Taylor et al., 2022)e moral
aspect of the thesis is around high attrition rates in academies and those who do not progress
within the system gain something from it, rather than being broken biét practical element
ofthethesims ks t he question 6how can tdeawofld ndi ng

sett?2ingsé6

Study 1 (Chapter 3) empleg a deductive quantitative methodologf.e.,
guestionnairesho gain a mass of dateom a large sample siz8tudy 2 (Chapter 4) uslean
inductive qualitative approacki.e., interviews)enabling researchers to collect rich, context
specific data t o expl omresearphaquesticaibowinypanticiguds per s p
to use the lenses of their own experiencesxand the current knowledge b#3enes et al.,
2012) Study 3 (Chapter 5) udanintervention programmapproach where the first researcher
was embedded within the research context, to observe and then change the envinsmgent
a cyclical approach(Gray, 2022) A blend of quantitativei., questionnaires, performance
profiles and player feedbacknd qualitative {.e., throughcoach observation and feedback
from coach and lead author reflectiomsg¢asures were applied
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1.4. Aim and Objectives

The overallpurpose of this thesis was to investigate assessment and development of PSCs in

male English academy soccéccordingly,t he obj ecti ves of this the

1. Conduct a criticaharrativereview of current literature on the assessnaeak
development of psychosocial skills and characteristics on the male youth soccer

academy development pathway

2To identify differences in PCDE profiles

across ages and performance levels

3Expl ore academy managersod experiences of

psychosocial skills and characteristics in youth academy soccer players

4. Design deployand evaluatéhe effectiveness @ PSCdevelopment training

programme embededlinto the curriculumof an academy soccer club

5. Develop a set of guidelines and education materialsdachessport
psychologist@and other key stakeholddrseffectively embed thasseswmentand

developmentof PSCs into soccer cluademis.

1.5.Thesis Structure

This thesis comprises three main secti(gee Figure 1)Section 1(Chapter 2 includes a
narrativeliteraturereviewof current approaches used to assess and develop R&Ghapter
providesan overview of some of the current issues around assessing and developing PSCs,
namely competing with the overemphasis on physical and technical attributes and as yet a lack
of a successful approach to PSC enhancenSsdtion 2 is made up of Chapters 3 and 4.

Chapter 3neasues PSCausing thePCDEQ2in male academy soccer playergidgferent ages
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and levels of participatio.he aim of this study was iovestigate differences in PCDESs across
different age groups (U13, U14, U15, U16 and youth t@&m) and categories of participation
(Categories 1, 2 and 3 at academy level, and grassroots) in male English youth soccer players.
Chapter 4exploral the experiences of academy managers (AMspath assessing and
developing PSCsThe aims of this study were twofol d:
PSC identification and development and (b) to idgnthallenges AMs feel affect
development of PSCs. AMs agreed that PSCs are key drivers of progression and that
embedding them into the pathway was vital to facilitating holistic development and for players
to effectively cope with transitions. AMs idemgifl the need to upskill coaches with additional
support coming from external partners and National Governing Bodies. Academies should also
carefully consider the design, implementation, and evaluation of programmes to support player
PSC assessment and depenent.Section JChapter 5 and @pcuses orthe development of

PSCs in an academy settir@hapter Sinvestigated the effectiveness of a PSGgpamme
embededinto a Category 3 acadenyputh development phaggoup The aim of this study

was to explore the effectiveness of this PSC programme with nine U13 pldgbvered

through agegroup coachesThe 2tweek PSC programme had both positive and negative
effects on player PSCs which highlights the need for future research into programme design
and delivery through academy coach€hapter 6 provides set of guidelines and coach
education materialor continuing the process of integrating PSCs into academy curricula.
Finally, Chapter7 provides a general summary of the key findings of the thesis, along with

practical implications and future research directions.
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An investigation into the assessment and development of psychosocial
skills and characteristics on the talent development pathway in male
English academy soccer

[ Chapter 1: Introduction }

SECTION 1: Narrative review of assessment and development of PSCs

Chapter 2: The assessment and development of PSCs on the male youth
soccer academy development pathway: A narrative review

—— ———————

SECTION 2: Assessment and development of PSCs in academy players

Chapter 3: Differences in psychological characteristics of developing
excellence (PCDEs) profiles of male English youth soccer players:
Differences across ages and performance levels. Infernational Journal of
Sport and Exercise Psychology, 2022, 22(1), 1-23

Chapter 4: Academy managers’ experiences of identifying and developing
psychosocial skills and characteristics in youth academy soccer players.
Journal of Sports Sciences, 2024, 42(13), 1259-1271

e

SECTION 3: Development of PSCs in academy players

Chapter 5: Effectiveness of a psychosocial skills and characteristics
development programme embedded into an English male professional
soccer academy (in review)

Chapter 6: Recommendations for implementing a PSC programme in
academy soccer

S ——

Chapter 7: Summary of findings, implications and conclusions

Figure 1. Thesis structure
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CHAPTER 2: The assessment and development of psychosocial skills and
characteristics (PSCs)on the male youth soccer academy development
pathway: A narrative review

2.1 Abstract

Theintroduction to this thesisighlightedtheimportanceof assessing and developiR§Csn
academy soccer players, alongside physical and technical aspects that are commonly
overemphasisedResearch increasingly emphasisies importance of PSCs in developing
academy soccer players, allowing them to thrive as people and not just athletes. Despite this,
there is still ambiguity in which PSCs are important and how to assess and develap them
academy soccer playersnd indeed in how to even define thehecordingly, this narrative
literature review aims to 1) identify which PSCs have been identified as important, 2) evaluate
current approachessedto assess and develop PSCs, 3) discuss factors that affect development
of PSCs within academiesnd 4) propose areas for future reseainto effective PSC
assessment and development in academy sddeereview highlight&s number of PSChat

are deemedtb be important to (a) deal with transitions, (b) get an early start and (c) develop
players holistically. The review also highlights limited research investigating assessment and
development of PSCs in academy environments. Current assessment methddoinelctive
approaches such as questionnaires PEDH)) and subjective approaches such as player
observations and performance profiling. Although different approaches have been advocated
to assess PSC#& would seembeneftial to explorea more jonedup, individualised and
systematiapproach Future research should investigate PSCs at different ages and academy
levels andheeffectiveness of different approachegtobeddindg®SCs into curricula including

upskilling and engaging coaches inte importarce process.
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2.2. Introduction

A growing body of research has emphasised the importance of psychosocial skills and
characteristics (PSCs) in realising potential in youth academy soccer players (Green et al.,
2020, Hardy et al., 2017, Hill et al., 2023, Mitchell et al., 2022, Mitchell.e024, Taylor &

Collins, 202%, Williams et al., 2020, Wixey et al., 2023). Within this increasing volume of
research there lies ambiguity in conceptualising PSCs, due to the variety of domains, ages, and
development levels studied (Dohme et al., 20A@ditionally, Dohme et al. (2016) described

the lack of clarity in defining terms within sport psychology as being very unhelpful, potentially
leading to confusion between academics and practitioners. Consequently, there are often issues
in getting buyin from academy stakeholders and therefore difficulties in effectively embedding
PSC development within academy and coach education programmes (Nesti & Sulley, 2015,
Wixey et al., 2023). This is often furthered hindered by an overemphasis on more easily

measurable physical, anthropometrical, technical and tactical factors (Bergkamp et al., 2019).

In 2012, the Elite Player Performance Plan (EPPP) was introduced into English Premier
League (EPL) and English Footbal!l League (
increasing the quantity and quality of hogm®wn players English Premier Leagu¢EPL],

2011). An important strategy of the EPPP was to implement a holistic educational approach

that supported the physical, technical, tactical, social, and psychological development of
playersePL, 2011), knewmr nesg toldee | foo U rigside hfestgles , 200
and welfare supporAlthough this model has gained plaudits for its face validity, it has also
attracted criticism for being overly simplistic in terms of its application at an individual level
(Moran et al., 2024 Recommendations have also been made inyea0review of the EPPP

for a necessity to further increase support for the rdigtiplinary workforce (Premier League

2022). Currently, however, psychological profiling is only mandatory at Category 1 EPPP
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academies (Jones, 2018), with lower categories either having no support or relying on external

organgations such as universities or charities to deliver it (Dean et al., 2022).

Although there have been attempts to assess and develop PSCs in academy settings
(e.g., MacNamara, et al., 2010a, 2010b) many have struggled to transfer theoretical concepts
from classroom workshops to the pitch and are not always soccer specific (MiteiglP022
2024). Some notable exceptions in soccer include work by Diment (2014), Harwood and
Anderson (2015), and Mitchell et al. (2022, 2024) where PSC training had beenspdrionth
academy curricula and delivered by coaching staff. A drawback with these approaches was
their progranme-centred nature with the same tdpwn prescriptive content delivered by
coaches uniformly to all players. The issue here is the assumption that all players need the same
information delivered in the same manner with no thought for differentiation, presthming
they are in fact the correct ones to apply (Wixey et al., 2023). Indeed, Gledhill et al, (2017)
identified 22 internal psychological facs and 21 external social factors that were observable
in five playerlevel behaviours. In contrast, Dohme et al. (2019) distilled 92 PSCs into eight
skills and 11 characteristics. Variability in methods between studies may mean that some of
these may natlways be applicable in a soccer setting and to all players (Wixey et al., 2023).
Currently, however, there is no review that has specifically summérise&SCs are assessed
and developed on the youth soccer academy development pathway, and which ones are
important for players at different stages of their developntemtcharacteristics, Dohme et
al .6s (2017) d e f fonthet purpose ofvthis thesisb.,epredisgoseaul tared d
relatively stable traits (e.g., confidence or concentration) that may also béadate and
enhanced through deployment of psychological skills), all with a strong influence on an

athletebs. devel opment

Accordingly, the aims of this narrative literature review were to 1) identify which PSCs
have been identified to be important for academy soccer players, 2) evaluate current approaches
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being used to assess and develop PSCs in academy soccer players, including benefits and
limitations of these approaches, 3) discuss factors that can affect the development of player
PSCs within soccer academy environments and 4) propose areas for ésemech into

making this process more effective.

2.3.Why are psychaocialskills and characteristics(PSCs)important for academy
soccer players?

The journey to elite has been described by MacNamara et al. (2010b) as being dynamic,
individualised, and nchinear (i.e., different for everyone, evelnanging and with many ups

and downs). Future career success in adult professional soccer playeis s. instance
having a career for a top division European soccer team) (Van Yperen, 2009), has been
associated with psychosocial qualities that players established, or already had, whilst they were
adolescent youth players. Within the EPPP, psychakskills are vital for players to meet the
challenges and emotions experienced on the talent development j(@ledyill et al., 2017;

Larkin & Reeves, 2018; MacNamara et al., 2010a, 2010i®se include commitment to their
goals, engaging in problefocused coping behaviours, and seeking out social support
(Mitchell et al., 2022 & 2024; Wixey et al., 2023). As only a tiny fraction of academy soccer
players will become professiondtRL, 2022) it should also be a moral responsibility for
academies to ppare players for transitioning out of soccer to prepare them with the skills they
can deploy in other aspects of life, such as employment in careers outside of soccer

(Stambulova et al., 2021).

2.31. Dealing with Transitions

Many challenges in academy life come through transitions that can be classified as either
normative and expected (e.g., move to next phase of EPPP)-aprnoative and unexpected

(e.g., injury or deselection) events that a player needs to successfullgata (Wylleman &
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Lavallee, 2004; Wylleman et al., 2013). Transitions can also baithmdetic in nature, such as
those that exist within their micrde.g., educational studies, home) and maraironments
(e.g., youth and national culture) and their response to theenges may help to either
facilitate or derail holistic development (Stambulova et al, 2021; Wylleman et al., 2013). As
only a tiny fraction (~5%) of boys will go on to become professional, psychosocial skills should
be considered particularly important fevery player within the systemNésti & Sulley, 201k

These skills will become increasingly important if players arsalected, helping them to cope

with the process and life beyond the soccer environment (Rongen et al., 2018).

2.32. Getting an early start

The importance of developing PSCs from a young age has been emphasised by Till and Baker
(2020) in order to prepare them for later life, either within or without the soccer butdiéed,

future career success in adult professional soccer players has been associated with psychosocial
gualities that these players demonstrated whilst they were adolescents, such as, commitment to
their goals, engaging in problefocused coping behavieg and seeking out social support

(van Yperen, 2009). Interestingly, itay be that these skills may already begin to develop at a
relatively young age, with Papastaikoudis et al., (2023) discovering that PSCs such as
motivation, seHefficacy and met&ognition emerge at pr@&cademy ages (i.e., younger than

eight years old irsoccer). It is believed that general life experiences (such as having older
siblings as role models, and unstructured play against physically stronger opponents) may
facilitate a Adrop, rebound and growudso cycl
et al., 2024, p.9)Achieving buyin from players may be more beneficial at a younger age and
stage before they have developed resistance to the benefits of psychological skills training

(Massey et al., 2015).
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2.33. Holistic Development

Ryom et al. (2020) also highlighted in their
importance of psychosocial skills on the talent development pathway. The authors described a
feature of Apositive youth de ngtheavpolegarson env i r
across psychological, psychosoci al and acad
unique context. Also, player autonomy and seeking peer support (rather than autocratic
coaching) were encouraged with positive effects notedtendavelopment. Similarly, Larsen

and coll eaguesd (2020) case study with Ajax
development for many years) found that a loegn, developmental environment was more
effective than a more sherter m &6 wi st saét aaplplr ocaoc h. Addi ti onal
(2020) the support from coaches, parents a
psychosocial skills. However, it should be noted that cultural differences may exist between
English academies and their Bpean counterparts, highlighting the importance of

investigations into the psychosocial characteristics of English youth academy soccer players.

2.4 Which psychasocialskills and characteristics(PSCs)are important for academy
soccer players?

Earlier approaches in the domain often focused on single constructs such as grit (Duckworth et
al., 2007), growth mindset (Dweck, 20, resilience (Fletcher & Sarkar, 2016, Gervis &
Goldman, 2020), and selégulation (e.g., Toering et al., 2009, 2011, 2015) but more recently
these have been seen as too simplistic, and merely part of a much larger picture (Moodie et al.,
2023). In theirsystematic review of PSCs associated with talent development in soccer,
Gledhill et al. (2017) identified 22 internal $ylogical factors (e.g., sedfwareness, adaptive
perfectionism, task/mastery orientation, and -sedfulation). These were related to, and

interacted with 21 external social factors (e.g., autonomy supportive coaching, social support,

38



and appropriate types and l evel s of chall
developmental activities. A combination of these facterebservablen five playerlevel
behavioursthat wouldinfluencetheir chances of progression along the pathyemaptive

lifestyle choices and volitional behaviours, amoundadfcerbehavioural engagement, quality

of soccerspecific practice and play, appropriate use of coping strategies all combining to

produce consistently high levelssiccertechnical and taatal performance).

In another systematic review Dohme et al. (2019) investigated PSCs thought to enhance
development in young athletes. They initially identified 92 PSCs which were then condensed
into eight skills (including social support seeking, realistic-ee#fluationand maintaining a
sense of balance) and 11 characteristics (including -warkl ethic, interpersonal
competencies, and resilience). It is no wonder that with many inconsistencies existing,
practitioners may become bewildered as to what they should usenigaps due to the
variability in contexts of study, for instance different ages and sports (Dohme et al., 2016,

Wixey, 2023).

PSCs most prevalent in the literature for their evident importance to male academy
soccer players include autonomy, resilience and seeking social supfibdugh aitonomy
is more of a basic need than a PSC per se, bieieved to be linked to higher levels of
behavioural engagement, improving intrinsic motivation (Gledhill et al., 2017, Larsen et al.,
2020, Mitchell et al., 2024, Ryan & Deci 2000, Ryom et al., 2020, Toering & Jordet, 2015).
Therefore, its development through autonesapportive coaching (Gledhill et al., 2017)
should be a priority for talent development environmeRssilience is thought to enhance a
playeroés ability to cope effectively with pr
when wder duress (Fletcher & Sarkar, 2016, Mitchell et al., 2022, 2024). Seeking social
support has been associated with better athletic performance especially when players are
confronted with challenge. This factor seems to be correlate with future caressss(ldil et
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al., 2019, Dohme et al., 2019, Gledhill et al., 2017, MacNamara et al., 2010a, 2010b, van

Yperen, 2009).

Although there is some acknowledgement that the required PSCs will change with age
and stage of development MacNamara and Collins (2015) see these as being quite generic
across domains with a recommendation that they should be taught at an early staugdyunif
as the foundation to later success. Similarly, Papastaikoudis et al. (2023) claim that coping
skills may already have started to develop prior to players entering the academy system from
the age of eight. Psychological characteristics that seemitogortant preacademy included
motivation and seléfficacy, which are possibly catalysts for commitment and involvement in
the sport, alongside the establishment of metacognitive skills within players (e.g., self
evaluation) (Papastaikoudis et al., 2DZFurthermore, it has been suggested by Papastaikoudis
et al. (2023) that less structured environments help young athletes to learn more effectively,
implying that curricula could account for more plajedt and unstructured play sessions in
order to advace PSCs. Another suggestion by Papastaikoudis et al. (2023) was to ensure that
key academy stakeholders systematicamtrfy ass:¢
experiences to allow for bespoke programmes to support players from the very stdit and
along the academy pathway. This premise is supportétitoiiell et al. (2024who advocate
individual assessment and development plans rather than the current favoured pregramme

centred approach where all players receive the same content.
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2.5.Assessing psyclepcial skills and characteristics(PSCs)in academy soccer players.

The issue of assessing PSCs in academy soccer players is exacerbated by their abstract nature
in comparison to the technical, tactical, and physical components of performance, which are
relatively easy to measure objectively (Bergkamp et al., 2019). Amretie®ce on
psychometric testing (e.g., questionnaires), that may ultimately lack in reliability and
ecological validity (Nesti & Sulley, 2015), may not help in trying to reduce what Abbot and
Collins (2004) called the dichotomy between researchers aatitmmers. Indeed, Nesti and

Sulley (2015) claim that sport psychologists could do with improving their understanding of
what coaches already know within the domain and harnessing that knowledge to the benefit of

the players. This can be extended taapects of PSC development including measurement.

Tablel provides a summary of approaches used to assess and develop PSCs in academy
soccer players. Questionnaires are still prevalent in some studies, but recently there has been
a call towards upskilling coaches into developing their observation skillsadplayd pr ogr e
alongsidethe use of performance profiles, a much more holistic and ptaydred approach
that also involves coaches in the process with the rationale that they spent most contact time

with the playergMitchell et al., 2022, 2024)
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Tabl®ummary of approaches used to assess and develop psychosoci al

Study Particip PSC asse¢ePSC develcKey findingsStrengths Limitations

Design met hods met hods
Di ment Head coa None. FcSession de- Generally - Coakéd - Generic prendrramn
(2014) U177 and on develof challer received d- Holistic down)
Dr iblalset eams an only promote 7 6soccer |l a- Workshop - Prdcetermined wi-
ecolog pl ayers skills: (1 pitch bacs rationalisation
approa academi e concentrat - Higher ec- Mixedi bufyrom ac
Denmar k. settdl k, (3 validity coaches
availabl communi cat - Little informat
number s i magery, ( effectiveness w
particip setting ar - Transfer to EPP
construct.i
evaluatior
arousal cc
Gervis Ul16 acad IndividtACT delive- Seadomg - At hicetneg r - Single construc
Gol dma pl ayers. |l earning¢gsport psyc programme - No coach involyv
(2020) availabl and spor be success - Not holistic
study number s psychol ¢ pl ayer eng
psycho particip sessionsts and utilis
educat awarene:c taught ski
develo
resil.i
throug
ACT
Gr een Ar senal Academy I ndividual- Action pla- Interdisc- Not all academi
(2020) academy di scuss-ed individual including Category 1 budg
study group MDT group MDT staff
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2.5.1.Questionnaires

A few studies Kelly et al., 2@2, 2023 MacNamara et al., 2010a, b; Saward et al., 2019) have
sought cause and effect -etxlpreougnenfiakpaeareismarmn:
(Wixey, 2023, p. 187), which undoubtedly hold value but may lack transferability to real life
scenarios. Some of tbe approaches may also be too generic in nature and not esticedr

centric For example, the psychological characteristics of developing excellence questionnaire
(PCDEQ) created by MacNamara & Collins (20119 &me PCDEQ version 2 (i.e., PCDEQ2)
created by Hill et al. (2019) have both been designed using samples that were only partially
derived from soccer. The PCDEQ was developed with participants from seven sports including
athletics, soccer, hockey, swimmijngdo, rugby, and badminton, of which only three are team
sports and only 16% of the sample (i.e., 59 out of 363) specifically being from soccer. The
PCDEQ?2, however, may be more representative to academy soccer players with more than half
(i.e., 38 out ©63) of the sample being from elite soccer players, with the rest being from rugby

union (age ranges between 14 to 20 years).

The original PCDEQ has been used to monitor changes in PCDE scores in Category 2
academy soccer players over ar@0nth period and what category level (i.e-4)1they
subsequently reached at youth team level, which was used as an indicator of suaressful c
progression (Saward et al.,, 2019). Results indicated that coping with performance and
developmental pressures, evaluating performances and working on weaknesses increased with
age at higher category levels, whereas imagery use during practice gretitomdecreased.

The same questionnaire was deployed by Kelly et al. (2022) with coping with performance and
developmental pressures, and ability to organise and engage in quality practice both
contributing factors to receiving a professional contiachnother study by Kelly et al. (2023)
significant differences were discovered in the PCDEQ factor of coping with performance and
developmental pressures in players deemed to be of a lower social classification and of higher
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potential by age group coaches (cognitive bias notwithstandiBgjney, 2015) The
suggestion here was that players from lower secmomic backgrounds had developed better
coping abilities possibly due to engaging in more ik activities (such as stresbccey

alongside the more formal coaching received in academies. It may also be that coaches were
influenced by these playersd | ower status i
psychosocial characteristics. The authors recommended more undersaaid@ngpathy with

pl ayersd soci al b a ¢ krgng bighpotential pdividuals wholmayrbe 'y i n

lower in socieeconomic status.

It is believed thabnly one study has deployed the PCDEQ2 in soccer academies
(Mitchell et al., 2024). The PCDEQ2 was used as agmd posintervention assessment by
Mitchell et al. (2024) at a Category 3 academy. Significant differences were observed in scores
on imagery use, seeking anding social support, and active coping. In addition, they also
noted significant improvements in sedported scores related to communication, control,
commitment, concentration, and resilience, which is part ofr tBgdillars prograrme
Collectively, these findings demonstrate that the PCDEQ2 can be useful as a baseline measure
of PSCs in preseason and other suitable points throughout and at the end of each season to

allow tracking of the success of PSC development programmes.

A notable limitation of the PCDEQ?2 is its length (88 items), which may result in a lack

of buy-in from athletes and academy staff who may be averse to extensive testing (Hardy &
Parfitt, 1994). Also, although it may serve as a useful tool to compare neaselipost
intervention scores, it gives little insight into how its seven factors can be developed directly
through psychosocial skills training. There is also a suggestion that sport psychologists are
using questionnaires less frequently with a drop f83% in 2003 to 67% in 2017 (Vealey

al,, 2019). Nonetheless, questionnaires have the advantages of ease of use and formalised
structures, but their lack of ecological validity and often complex language may make them
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less appealing in academy settings, particularly for younger academy players. Certainly, if they
are used, this should be done as one of multiple assessment methods in order to achieve greater

validity of measures (Collins et al., 2018).

2.5.2.0bservable behaviours

Although an early attempt by Mills et al. (2012, p. 1602) to use coach observation of player
behaviours should be applauded for its pioneering nature, it offers limited suggestions for
applied practice other than the use of reflection by coaches andsplayjero fidevel op r
goatkdi rected, and intelligent performerso. M c
Hull soccer behavioural scoring tool, to assess academy players duringptagtcupport
coaches/scouts with talent identification. Tdssumption here is that this tool could also be

useful in the ongoing monitoring of their performance. Psychosocial characteristics that were
rated by coaches as being most important were resilience, competitiveness and decision
making. Similarly, Mitchdl et al . (2022, 2024) proposed a
where coaches are trained to spot actions from players that might relate to certain PSCs. For

i nstance, i n  Mi tpitlanseptogramee, in thé yoidtts devel@ptnéntt phase a

player exhibiting slow and negative reactions after success or making mistakes or incorrect
referee decisions could be said to be lacking [emotional] control. Coaches can then utilise this
information to cecreate (i.e., with sport psychology staff) sessiangdetst and train this

characteristic further.

Observation as a method provides a lot more ecological validity than questionnaires but
is also subject to observer bias, in that you need to know what you are looking for. As such,
there is also the possibility that different individuals will interpret $ame data differently
depending on their experience and knowledge (Barney, 2015). Assessing players with a

Amul tiple eyes, mul tiple timesod approach wit
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talent identification programmes in cricket (the Cricketer, 2019), could help provide greater
triangulation and a reduction in cognitive biases such as groupthink and confirmation bias. This
woul d provide what Bar ney ( atdlvalid psychologitd ) des
profileo. The caveat here is the | ack of res
with less staff and contact time with players being a potential barrier to repeated observations

by different members of stafiNesti & Sulley, 2015%.

2.53. Performance profiling

The proliferation of deductive approaches such as questionnaires (Wixey, 2023) suggests that
there is a need to use more bottominductive methods to initially identify which PSCs are
important for every individual (Mitchell et al., 2022). This contrasktdanket approach where

all players receive the same training and are merely assessed before and after. It may be helpful
to get a broader picture from a variety of sources (Collins et al., 2018) so as not to overlook
important data and also to reducguitive bias in assessment. Although questionnaires such

as the PCDEQ?2 should not be rejected outright, these could be complemented by other methods
such as performance profiles (Butler & Hardy, 1992) to provide qmd postintervention

scores and assepkyers holistically across all four corners of performance. This method of
profiling follows guidelines from Musculus anabinger(2018) to include selfatings from

players supported from second opinions from coaching staff. This could also have an
organisational benefit whereby multiple staff (e.g., coaches, sport psychologists, sport
scientists, strength and conditioning coaches) contribute and collaborate to avoid what
Rot hwel | et al . (2020, p.56) refawdinclodeas fsi
their holistic and bespoke nature with players increasing their autonomy, and perhaps their
intrinsic motivation and adherence according to-determination theory (Ryan & Dedci,

2000). A limitation would be the potential for respobsgssuch as social desirability and/or
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demand characteristi¢Rosenman et al., 2011) from they®as and other forms of cognitive

bias from coaches (e.qg., affinity bias, the halo effect) (Barney, 2015).

2.5.4.Use of data obtained from assessment of player psyduazial skills and
characteristics (PSCs)

Another factor to consider is how to use the data obtained from PSC assessments once it has
been collected. Traditionally, coaching has employed a deficit model where coaches have
sought to work on player weaknesoachbhasbebhor e r
suggested where player weaknesses only need addressing if they may pose a rsk of de
selection to that player (Ludlam et al., 201
got them into the academy in the first place so why ndirnomto be enhance them rather than

purely working on weaknesses that might not necessarily need addressing? In this context,
identifying playersd super strengths as wel
boosting their seléfficacy. This issomething that can be achieved using both subjective and
objective measures such as the ones outlined previously (Ludlam et al., 2015). However, it
should also be noted that this should be agd abilityappropriate, with younger players and

those of lover ability (i.e., lower category status), maybe having more need to work on their

weaknesses.

2.6.Development of Psychosocial Skills and Characteristi¢®SCs).

Often, PSC development has been delivered in @dom approach whereby characteristics

have been prdetermined and then assessed deductively by assessment approaches such as
questionnaires (Kelly et al.,, 2022; Kelly et al., 2023; Saward et al., 2018), Agany
programmes struggle to operationalise theory into practice by transferring clagssed
content to the pitch (Mitchell et al., 2022, 2024). One such method posited by MacNamara et
al. (20104, 2010b) is the PCDEs framework. This approach aeedoa a set of skills thought
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to be essential for developing psyebehavioural factors (e.g., commitment, motivation and
goal setting) in athletes to be systematically taught, tested and evalltatedpproach also
promotes a O toach systenibceohaacvhi obuerhavi our 6 model w
being worked on (e.g., commitment) can be clearly observed through depeaific
operationalised behaviours from the pladdacNamara, 2011 This leads into a combination

of coach system and coach behaviours designed to reinforce desirable and extinguish
undesirable behaviours from the athleseng behaviour change models such as those outlined

by Massey et al. (2015) and Moran et al. (202)wever, there does seem to be lack of
distinction between which of these PCDEs fall into the skills and characteristics brackets,
unlike the PSC approach taken in the current study. Also, as discussed by MacNamara (2011),
PCDEs may vary across or eveithin domains so would benefit from more extensive testing,

in this case in a soccer context.

However the guidance orhow to teach these factors ften limited to vague
descri pti on -rhodel, 3016) with maredokthe fosus sedmingly on measurement.
This is despite Collins and MacNamae®D17,2017) often emphasising the importance of
periodising challenge (e.g., playing up or down an age group, being left out or used as a
substitute for certain games or playing out of position) into the development pathway. The
PCDE approachdoes advocate for intalisciplinary working between players, sport
psychologists and coaching staff and indeed parents (Collins & MacNamara, 201¥gs but
also been criticised for being too centred on PSCs (Gulbin et al.,.2818pre holistic
approach using the game as a tool for both assessmes\aidpmentand one that is soccer
specific)would be a useful step forwaas would upskilling coaches and other academy staff

in supporting playerds PSC needs (Nest.i & Su
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2.6.1.Developingpsychosocial skills and characteristicsRSC96on t he gr ass o

Some notable exceptions in soccer include work by Diment (2014), Harwood and Anderson
(2015), and Mitchell et al. (2022, 2024) where PSC training has been periodised into academy
curricula and delivered by coaching staff. For this to occur, the environmeexdls to be

focused towards allowing PSCs to thrive such as utilising autorsumgortive coaching and
encouraging players to seek peer support (Ry
(2020) <case study with Aj aalongterns,tdevelagbmentdls ac a
environment was more effective than a more shoetr m 6 wi n at all cost s
Ryom et al. (2020) support from coaches, parents and schools was seen as vital to developing

pl ayersd psychosocial skill s.

A O ¢ébraisleld approachd was used by Diment (20
seven psychological skills (concentration, galk, communication, imagery, goal setting and
constructive evaluation, and arousal control) into sessions using-specéic practices. This
had the advantage of upskilling coaches and providing them with autonomy over the sessions,
delivered in Asoccer |l anguageo rather t han
(Diment, 2014, p. 24). However, this approach stit@irages a tedown and programme
centred approach where all players are receiving the same training regardless of individual
needs. This may be useful in tirpeor settings such as lower category academies but offers
little in the way of differentiationAs no data was provided on how players were assessed, it is
presumed that this did not occur. Also, although the author claims that the programme was

well-received, little information is provided as to how this was evaluated.

Similarly, Harwood and Andersonédés 5Cs (20
pitchb ased delivery through coaches. The 065Cséb

motivation), communication (i.e., how information is sent, received and ieted)r
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concentration (i.e., ability to sustain attention), control (i.e., regulates concentration and
manages the quality of performance) and confidence (i.e., belief a player has in their abilities).
This method involved embedding psychosocial factors into avadarricula through session
design, with certain games-cented apraach whece ale a ¢ h
players were involved in the same practices (see Figueex a mp | e ) . As with

approach, the delivery was again tpwvn and univer for all the players without prior

individual assessment.

Aims/Objectives

« Establish a positive and enjoyable leaming environment  « Value the importance of developing new skills at all

that fosters intrinsic motivation times (more effort equals more improvement)
+ Develop a task orientated climate where players feel in « Establish regular avenues of feedback with and
control of their own learning between the players

« Encourage players to keep going when things get tough

(4 ET NI Tag Game with The Great Escape Tag Game with The Great Escape
Corner Boxes Corner Boxes

[« LG PN Dribbling and Risky Business Dribbling and Risky Business

Exercise: Support Play Support Play

Checks

= Have the players set themselves goals for the coming sessions/weeks?
« Have the players shared these goals with the coach?

» Are the players engaged in the task/practice/game/challenge?

+ Does the practice allow the players to feel in control of their learning?
» Does the practice allow the players to make their own decisions?

« Does the practice foster feelings of confidence in the player?

« Doesthe exercise allow the players to socially interact with
one another?

Tag Game with Corner Boxes

The Great Escape Dribbling and Support Play Risky Business

Figure 2. Example ofa5Cs session plaifhe aim of the sessian todevelop the

psychological characteristic of commitmé€Rain et al., 2015)
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An evolution of the 5Cs was developed by Mitchell et al. (2022, 2024) who designed
an 08 pillardé approach incorporating the 5Cs
presence, and sedfvareness, again to be delivered by academy coachitfigvtaisupport
from sport psychology consultants. The emphasis was still on manipulating session design but
with more cooperation between coaching and sport psychology staff in-tneatmn of the
PSC syllabus. In their later study, Mitchell et al. (2D8uggested a future avenue of inquiry
mi ght be to tailor PSC programmes totermndi viC
assessments, such as performance profiling (Butler & Hardy, 1992) measuring baseline scores
against posintervention scoresAnother advantage that this approach has over the 5Cs is its
more bespoke nature whereby coaches are also trained to spot observable behaviours (see
section2.5) and adapt sessions accordingiihe PCDE approach (Collins & MacNamara,
2017) is a frameworthat encourages individualised assessment and development but does not
yet appear to have been tested in a footyaicific context e.g., an academy settifwerefore,

its application as a holistic tool that incorporates footbpdicific sessions is as yet unknown.

Allowing players to experience contrasting emotions through exposure to a variety of
periodised successes and struggles is thought to be facilitative of PSC development at optimum
levels (Moodie et al., 2023). Knowing your player and differentiating betvisgividuals
accordingly is vital as fAchallenge is in the
p.8). There is agreement from Papastaikoudis et al. (2024) that challenge is highly idiosyncratic
and can be categorised into three areas: commooviumon (e.g., playing up an age group or
playing out of position respectively), planned/unplanned (e.g., school exams and injury
respectively) and groufocused/individuafocused challenges (e.g., high workload and
bereavement respectively). The planrmadts of this would presumably need to be done
deliberately at the preparation stage, which may raise issues feretstnieted lower category

academies.
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Certainly, responding to the needs of what academies want and utilising the current
knowledge of their staff in PSC assessment and development may be more productive than this
being driven by the needs of academia (Nesti & Sulley, 2015). This is refetrgdollins et

al. (2018) as conducting scierfce sport rather than scienoésport.

2.7.Factors affecting development of player psychosocial skills and characteristics
(PSCs).

Although one of the original premises of the EPPP was to create a holistic development model,
Bergkamp et al. (2019) claim that the emphasis in initial selection (i.e., talent identification)
and subsequent development of players into the system is hdaaed towards
physical/anthropometrical (e.g., size and maturity), and technical/tactical corners over PSCs.
Selecting physically more advanced players contrasts with the considerable evidence that now
exists on PSCs being equally, if not more importinain physical/technical elements for leng

term player development, yet these are still largely neglected in academies (Koopman et al.,

2020).

2.7.1.0veremphasis on physical factors

Early talent identification and success do not predict future elite performance as growth and
maturational issues may distort perceptions of players that are early physical developers,
perhaps selected in favour of late developers (Gullich & Emrich, 2003 may be
problematic in a sport such as soccer where differences in maturation mean that some
adolescents who are chronologically the same age, may be three to four years apart in terms of
biological age (Cumming et al., 2017). Similarly, the relatige effect (RAE) can also cause
problems, with those born early in the selection year being recruited and retained over those
with later birthdays (Kelly et al., 2020) purely based on current performance rather than future
potential.
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This has implications for retain and release procedures at academies, suggesting that
players should not be signed or released bpgeglyon physical abilities that might give them
an early advantage in performing technical and tactical actions better than smaller, less
developed players. Indeed, selection of early physically, angelection of late physically
maturing players, may be aaerproductive (Gullich & Emrich, 2014). Players who have
struggled physically may well develop stronger PSCs thasetwho have not been challenged
as much due to using their physical advantage to dominate their smaller counterparts (Hill et
al., 2023). If smaller physical players are allowed to remain in the system, the challenge
afforded by having to problessolve and develop PSCs through struggle may be beneficial in
the longer term (Collins & MacNamara, 2@)L7There is also compelling evidence that the
RAE may be reversed in those players allowed to stay on the pathway (Fumarco et al., 2017).
This implies that as many players as possible that are initially recruited into the system should
stay in for as lon@gs possible, especially given the poor predictive validity of early talent
identification (O6Sullivan, 2018). 1t also s

pl aced on assessing and developing PSCs thro

However, with psychological profiling only being mandatory at Category 1 academies
(English Football LeagueEFL], 2018), it is more down to individual interpretation and
willingness from academies lower down the ladder as to how, and indeed if, PSCs are addressed
( Nest. & Sulley, 2015). Some excellent work
academybyGen et al . (2020, p. 6 @GigureBhwhicitigadoalt e d A &
allowing players to express their emotional states and resepf@rt accordingly. However,
at lower categories with less staff and contact time, assessment and development of PSCs may
be on a more ad hoc basis, possibly by staff covering more than one role (Jones, 2018), driven
by the aims of individual academy naayers (Nesti & Sulley, 2015). This may mean a lack of

expertise in one of these 6dual rol eséo, al o
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multiple disciplines. High staff turnover and a need to conform to the status quo in order to

stay in employment (i.e., professional selierest) may also be factors that prevent the
inception and continuation of new ideas (Gibson & Groom, 2019). Evehdalubs that do

offer some form of programme, this too may be limited with the prescribed factors being very
vague and without guidance as to how they should be delivered. There may also be issues with
academically minded sport psychologists usinggang and not Asoccer | an

2014, p. 24) when engaging with academy staff and players.

ACADEMY
ISLAND

Figure 3. Academy Islandfigure taken fromGreen et al., 2020)

2.7.2.Lack of academy buyin

Traditional hypemmasculine values still exist in soccer (Ong et al., 2018), with a reticence to
engage with psychology as it represents a sign of weakness (Gtaahp2020, Crawley,
2021). In a review of good practice in sport psychology, (McCormick,&@l8) claimed that

academies often only conduct sport psychology sessions ast&hing exercise to satisfy
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EPPP audits. These are often confined to brief and inadequate classroom sessions;iwith buy

from coaching staff being a major contributor to how successful they are. When exploring
coaches6 views on which PSCs wer eWixtgatahed mos
(2023) did not find any evidence that the four psychological factors (i.e., stress management,
focusing, imaging and lifestyle management) originally set out in the EPPP were either

important or being developed. This may reflect a lack tddmale as to their inclusion.

Getting coaches to buy into, and be involved in, the delivery of PSC development is
seen as essential as they have most contact with the players, thereby being the ideal vehicle for
such training (Mitchell et al., 2022; Wixey, 2023). This may not alwaystragghtforward at
a micropolitical level, where individual coaches may be driven byirsefest and will
manipulate the environment to their own needs, meaning that they may reject any requests to
take on additional tasks (Gibson & Groom, 2019). Thieres, however, seem to be contrasts
between academies with Mitchell et al. (2022, 2024) reporting positive outcomes when
working with coaches in a single academy. When consulting with nine Danish academies,
Diment (2014) had a mixed reception with an uptitkm coaches varying from every member
of staff at one academy to only two coaches at another. Within the EPPP system Champ et al.
(2020) and Crawley (2021) reported negative attitudes from coachiesir case studies in a
Category 2 and Category 1 demnies respectivelfChamp et al. (2020) found that traditional
hypermasculine attitudes prevailed with coadloéen exprofessional playerglemonstrating
dominant and authoritarian behaviours with little understanding of PS@svley (2021)
discovered that friction betweéehe desire to develop players holistically and the pressure to
produce players often led to a suboptimal environment, such as a lack of willingness to
encourage autonomy in playeespite these potential issues, coach educatioaldinclude
more explicit content around PSCs, whether this is through national governing body courses

or inrhouse academy professional development sessions.
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2.7.3.Navigating transitions

Transitions are additional challenges to developing academy players, classified by Stambulova

et al . (2021, p . 527) as: Aturning phases |
coping with, transition demands leading to successful or less stit@rgsomes and relevant
changes in an individual 6s career trajectory
(i.e., when they occur) and also their level of predictability. Transitions that are expected (e.qg.,
moving from junior to senior s@tgs) are known as normative, and those that are relatively
unexpected (e.g., injury or delection) are known as noormative (Alfermann &
Stambulova, 2007). Being able to successfully cope with either is vital in preventing derailment

from the academp at hway and to i mprove a playerads ct
(Stambulova et al., 2021). Failure to cope could lead to nedatiggerm consequences
includingpremature dropout, mental health issues and avoidance coping. Enabling players to
dewelop as people, beyond the pitch, would seem like an essential step in helping them to
effectively navigate their sporting carearglfrom a moral perspective, help them to cope with

life after sport. Interestingly, inductive research conducted by Sweeney et al. (2024) confirmed

the findings that an increase in technical and physical workload and playing in new positions

was viewed as g&hallenge initially by players moving from grassrostxcerto the Irish
Football Associ at i on osplayera genevaltyssdw trascas al positiye. Ho\
over the longer term and indeed necessary for development. A suggestion to achieve this is to
periodise challenge into academy curricula in order for players to develop their PSCs alongside

their technical and pfsical attributes (Collins et al., 2016).

2.7.4.Problems with sport psychology delivery

The lack of clarity in defining what PSCs are and how they should be assessed and developed

adds to the other current issues (Dohme et al., 2016). The use of unnecessarily complex
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language, and not what Diment (2014) describes as soccer language, is unhelpful in trying to
gain credibility. In turn, too much emphasis on particularly inductive psychometric testing from
sport psychologists may be gftitting to academy staff unfamiliaith this approach (Wixey

et al., 2023). Universities are accused of failing to prepare their graduates adequately without
having the necessary soft skills or awareness of micropolitics within academies to be able to
function effectively (Nesti & Sulley2015). Also, limitations exist whereby research has
previously been conductemh nonelite samples with little regard to its application to staff,

with access to elite environments being very difficult. In turn, improvement in academic output
then becomeghallenging if researchers are not permitted entry, meaning that ecological
validity is questionable, as is the possibility of cultural change (Cruickshank & Collins, 2012).
This creates a conundrum where it is extremely difficult to test and developifRB&sare

not accepted in academy environments. On the other hand, it can be argued that it needs to be
fit for purpose first, which is somewhat of
better but an improvement in coach education atmational governing body level and
through inrhouse academy professional development sessions would surely be G#pfitef

5). As a potential solution, Wixey et al. (2023) provide recommendations to support coach
education: online workshops; prodwctiof a central hub of resources for coaches to refer to;
changes in organisational functioning e.g., use of player reviews to check on PSC progress; act
like a golf caddy, supporting and working indirectlyroughcoaches rather than being the

centre of attention.

2.8.Limitations

As with all articles, narrative reviews are not without their limitations. Although it is hoped
that this review has been helpful in exploring some of the current issues in assessing and

developing PSCs, it lacks the academic rigour of a systematic rdwi#hvis instance, there is
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also the possibility of bias through selection or omission of research. Future research could
include studies into barriers against coach -imjyand how PSCs can effectively be
incorporated into coach education both by national governing bodies andhthreliguse
continuing professional developmg@PD) by academies. With this in mind, more research

is needed to evaluate wh PSCs are important at different category levels and player ages
(Laureys et al., 2031 Academia can focus on how best to ingegrgraduates into soccer
settings with less emphasis on psychometric testing and more on development of soft skills and
a background in micropolitical literacy (Gibson & Groom, 2019). Also, further investigation is
warranted into effective assessmentsdqabt just questionnaires) that use more of an inductive
and interdisciplinary approach (e.g., performance profiles and coach observation)
incorporating the views of academy staff. In reality, coaches will already be integrating PSC
elements within theisession implicitly (Roberts et al., 2019). The mission here is to make this
more explicit in order to assess and develop PSCs more systemaliballgurrent work can

be further evolved through th@isseminabn of appropriate methods throughpskilling
coaches througePD, further research based on the recommendations from this thesis and
other works, and also CPD of the author (for example by becoming accredited as a sport

psychologist)

2.9.Conclusion

Despite being widely acknowledged as essential in academy soccer and beyond, the assessment
and development of PSCs still lack in quality and quantity of applied research. Thishasiew
highlighted a number of PSCs reported to be important for academy soccer players to (a) deal
with transitions, (b) get an early start and (c) develop themselves holistically. Despite this, the
review highlights limited research investigating the assessiand development of PSCs in

academysoccerenvironments. Current asssment methods include objective approaches such
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as questionnaires (i.e., PCDEQ and PCDEQZ2) and subjective approaches such as player
observations and performance profiling. Although different approaches to developing PSCs
have been advocated, the area would benefit from a more jomenhdividualisedand
systematic approach with upskilling of coaches vital. Future research is needed to investigate
the importance of PSCs at different ages and academy levels and the effectiveness of different
approaches to developing and integrating PSCs into the academayla including upskilling

and engaging coaches into the importance of this progsessrdingly, Chapter 3 will explore

the former of these concepts by examining the psychological characteristics of developing

excellence profiles of male English youth soccer players across ages and performance levels.
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Chapter 3

This chapter comprises the following manuscript published in the International Journal

of Sport and Exercise Psychology:

Barraclough, J., Grecic, D., & Harper, D. (2022) Examining the psychological
characteristics of developing excellence profiles of male English youth soccer players:
differences across ages and performance levelsternational Journal of Sport and

Exercise Psychology
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Chapter 371 Differences in psychological characteristics of developing
excellence (PCDESs) profiles of male English youth soccer players:
Differences across ages and performance levels
3.1.Abstract
The previous chapter highlighted current practices and challenges around assessing and
developing PSCs and a need to better understand the PSCs of academy soccer players and how
they may differ across different ages and performance levels. Thetaé®aam of this study
was to investigate differences in PCDEs across different age groups (U13, U14, U15, U16 and
youth team) and categories of participation (Categories 1, 2 and 3 at academy level, and
grassroots) in male English youth soccer players375) Data were gathered using the PCDE
guestionnaire version 2 (PCDEQ?2). Differences between age groups and categories of
participation were analysed using the KrusWkédllis H test. Across age groups, highest
differences were reported in perfectionistic tendenates (57, p = <0.01) and adverse
response to failured(= .49,p = <0.01), with youth team players reporting the highest scores.
Across categories of participation highest differences in PCDEs were observed in
perfectionistic tendenciesd € .64,p = <0.01), seHdirected control and managemetht=(.63,
p = <0.01) and adverse response to failure (d = p58,<0.01), with Category 1 players
reporting the highest scores. Youth team and Category 1 players also demonstrated the highest
scores in use of imagery and active preparation, with Category 1 players also demonstrating
the highest and lowest score on aseactive coping strategies and presentation of clinical
indicators, respectively. The findings of the current study have important implictardcey
stakeholders involved in the planning and
environment . Careful consideration should b

psychological characteristics to ensure positive nurturing througheajaurney.
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3.2. Introduction

In soccer, talent identification and development systems (TIDS) exist to produce elite players
(Bergkamp et al., 2019). The ultimate aim of these systems is to select and then develop players
who will, in the future outperform those players who are either not selected for academy
programmes or dselected somewhere along the pathway (Larkin & Reeves, 2018). In 2012
the Elite Player Performance Plan (EPPP) was introduced by the English Premier League with
the intenton of increasing the number of hoger own soccer players in
top four divisions Wy sazdoeptinmg yiaplpoloiacti ¢ or
(Jones, 2018, p. 307), facilitated through increased contact time and specatking
supporting player technical, tactical, physical, mental, lifestyle and welfare development
(Premier League, 2011). EPPP academies are structured across three phases: 1) Foundation
(U9 to U11), 2) Youth Development (U12 to U16) and 3) Professibeaklopment (U17 to

U23) with each academy awarded a Category status from 1 to 4, with Category 1 being the
most elite and receiving the most funding (Premier League, 2011). Outside of the academy
system, soccer is classed as being grassroots wherelnypaauts take part on a recreational

basis within community settings (Weissman et al., 2022).

Within the EPPP, and indeed any other talent development system, psychosocial skills
are of particular importance for players to develop the neceatiabutesequired to meet the
challenges and emotions experienced on the talent development j(@ledyill et al., 2017;

Larkin & Reeves, 2018; MacNamara et al., 2010a, 20IHse may include moving to the

next phase of the EPPP (i.e., normative transitions) or dealing with setbacks such as injury or
deselection (i.e., nomormative transitions (Wydiman & Lavallee, 2004; Wylleman et al.,
2013)). Furthermore, psychosocial skills are prerequisites for learning and development and
for the attainment and maintenance of high performance (Abbott & Collins, 2004). It is also

important to note that playera the EPPP have nathletic transitions, such as those that exist
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within their micre (e.g., educational studies, home) and magraronments (e.g., youth and
national culture) that may help to fulfil and facilitate their development as a person outside of
soccer (Stambulova et al., 2021; Wylleman et al., 2013). Smgewery small amount (~5%)

of boys will go on to play professional soccer, psychosocial skills should be considered
particularly important for all EPPP academy soccer playdest( & Sulley, 201% and will

become increasingly important if players akeased (Rongen et al., 2018p. date, however,

much of the emphasis has been on measuring player physical, technical and tactical attributes
as these are easier to measure objectively than their more abstract psychosocial counterparts

(Koopman et al., 2020).

In their article examining challenges and solutions to optimising talent identification
and development in sport, Till and Baker (2020) emphasised the importance of developing
psychosocial characteristics within younger age groups wheesdttiéisutesmay not yet have
emerged and may therefore be critical to future suctedsed, future career success in adult
professional soccer players has been associated with psychosocial qualities that these players
demonstrated whilst they were adolescent youth players, such as, commitment to their goals,
engaging in problerfocused cping behaviours, and seeking out social support (van Yperen,
2009) . Ryom et al . (2020) al so highlighted
Belgium the importance of psychosocial skills on the talent development pathway. The authors
described anre/ironment that positively developed the whole person across psychological,
psychosoci al and academic or vocational | ev e
intended as a talent development process that allowed individuals to progresdaued|ites
well as the wider developmental environment which focused on creating more rounded
individuals, capable of being functional members of society if they did not reach the
professional levein soccer Also, player autonomy and seeking peer supfrather than

autocratic coaching) were encouraged with positive effects noted on later development.
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Similarly, Larsen and <coll eaguesdé (2020) C
(synonymous with developing excellent players and people for many years) found that a long

term, developmental environment was more effective than a moretsikort m  6lwi nc oastt sad
approach. Additionally, like Ryom et al. (2020) the support from coaches, parents and schools
was vital to developing playersé psychosoci a
differences may exist between English academies and tBeiopean counterparts.
Furthermore, to investigate further how these factors are manifested in English youth academy
soccer players across ages and performance levels, a more comprehensive assessment of player

psychosocial characteristics would be neagséCollins et al., 2018).

MacNamara and Collins (2010a, 2010b) explored the development pathway of both
elite and successful developmental athletes and identified a number of psychological
characteristics of developing excellence (PCDESs) that would be required by young athletes to
help negotiate the challenges and transitions of a talent development environment. These
PCDEs included the development of mental skills traditionally addressed in sport psychology
(e.g., use of goal setting and visualisation), in addition to the attjtadestions, and desires

that developing athletes would require to be successful on the talent development pathway.

MacNamara and Collins (2011) later devised a PCDE questionnaire (PCDEQ) to assess
six overarching PCDE factors: 1) support for ldegm success, 2) imagery use, 3) coping with
pressure, 4) organising and engaging in quality practice, 5) evaluating pert@snand 6)
working on weaknesses and support from others. However, the original PCDEQ was limited
by not accounting for maladaptive addal effectsof PCDEs and not being validated with
adolescent athletes. Consequently, this led to a second vertierREDEQ (PCDEQ?2) being
developed by Hill and colleagues in 2019 to address these shortfalls. The PCDEQ2 comprises

seven PCDE factors, including: (1) Adverse response to failure (maladaptive responses to
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failure including items related to anxiety, depression, focus and perfectionism), (2) Imagery
and active preparation (ability to use visualisation for skill refinement and management of
arousal), (3) Seltlirected control and management (intrinsic williega to engage without
constant supervision), (4) Perfectionistic tendencies (perfectionism and associated maladaptive
facets such as anxiety, fear of failure and obsessive passion), (5) Seeking and using social
support (seeking help from appropriate stakéérs such as parents and coaches), (6) Active
coping (proactive selfegulated deployment of coping strategies) and (7) Clinical indicators
(mental health and associated factors such as anxiety, depression, eating disorders, and changes

in behaviour).

The PCDEQ approach has been advocated over others such as grit (Duckworth et al.,
2007), growth mindset (Dweck, 2017) and resilience (Fletcher & Sarkar, 2016), which are often
oversimplified and only partially address some of the many complex psychadwliehges
faced on the talent development journey (Collins et al., 2018; Laureys et al., 2021; Taylor et
al., 2022). Due to the comprehensive nature of the PCDEQ2, a notable advantage is its ability
to differentiate between athletes across various PCidaEish can subsequently be used to
identify those psychological characteristics that require development. Indeed, Hill et al. (2019)
discovered that adverse response to failure,dedtted control and management, seeking and
using social support and dloal indicators discriminated between those athletes deemed by

coaches to have a low and high likelihood of developing to the elite level.

Despite these previous findings and the potential importance of the PCDEs, very little
research has explored PCDE profiles in academy soccer players (Kelly et al., 2018; Saward et
al., 2019). Contrary to Hill et al. (2019), Kelly et al. (2018) did not éing association between
PCDEs, and low and high performers as measured by the original version of the questionnaire

(PCDEQ). However, it is important to note that Kelly et al. (2018) examined current
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performance rather than potential development and may therefore have missed important
psychosocial skills that were gestating within the players, to potentially emerge at a later point.
Additionally, this research was conducted on a case study basigplaed PCDEQ profiles

within a single Category 3 academy and therefore did not allow for any comparison between
other categories of participation. Saward e(2019) also used the first version of the PCDEQ
across a 20nonth period to examine how PCDEwy be associated with future playing
standard.These authors discovered several-egated changes in PCDE factors that may
influence career progression and be characteristic of Category 1 and 2 scholars across the U12
to U16 age groups. Importantly, factors that were found to indicate membershighef h
category status were the ability to cope with performance and developmental pressures and
evaluating performances and working on weaknesses. Interestingly, imagery use (during
practice and competition) appeared to decrease with age, whereas cdhimpgndrmance

and developmental pressures appeared to increase. However, similar to Kelly et al. (2018) this
study involved players from a single Category (Category 2) from two clubs, further
highlighting the importance of investigations across diffesay@ groups and performance

|l evels. To the authorsé knowl-eldgtedjesthabhavev er |,
investigated PCDEQ?2 profiles across age groups and performance levels in male English youth

soccer players.

Identifying differences in PCDE factor scoresross age groups and levels of
participation could provide key stakeholders (e.g., academy managers, coaches) in academy
soccer with useful insights into the psychosocial characteristics that may differentiate players
at different ages and stages of tldervelopment. Additionally, it could help to provide more
focus on which PCDE factors to develop at younger ages or at lower categories of participation
that seem essential for future success (Taylor & Col@2]b). This may also help to reduce

the collateral damage of players beingorrectly selected ode-selectedtype | or Type I
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errors, respectively) whilstin a TIDS like the EPPP (Wattie & Baker, 2017) and help to provide
youth players with appropriate PCDESs to successfully navigate the challenges and transitions

they will inevitably face during their talent development journey.

Accordingly, the primary aim of this study was to examine differences in the seven
PCDE factors across age groups and performance levels in male English youth soccer players
using the PCDEQ?2. It was hypothesised that older players and those at higherofevel
participation would have significantly different scores across the seven PCDE factors
compared to younger players and those at lower levels of participation. A secondary aim was
to examine differences in PCDEs across age groups at each categoticipigtian and vice
versa, to determine interaction effects of age and category of participation. It was hypothesised
that significant differences in PCDEs would exist across age groups at higher compared to
lower categories of participation and acrosegaties of participation in older compared to
lower age groupslhe data collected from this study can also supplement existing knowledge
around normative PCDE profiles of academy players across different ages and performance

levels.

3.3. Methods
3.3.1. Study design

A crosssectional research design was used to investigate differences in PCDE profiles across
different age groups and performance levels in male English youth academy soccer and

grassroot players.

3.3.2. Participants

Three hundred and sevefftye male English youth soccer players (age: 12 to 18) were
purposively sampled from Category 1 to 3 EPPP soccer academies (n = 294) or grassroot (n =
81) performance levels. The number of clubs that participants were sampledtfeanh
performance level included: Category 1 (one club), Category 2 (one club), Category 3 (two
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clubs) and grassroots (one club). Tablprovides the total number, mean age and standard

deviation of participants across each age group and performance level. The U17 and U18 age

groups were merged into a youth team category comprising academwyritissecongear

scholars, which is repredative of the academy structure at these age groups. Soccer

academies exist as TIDS with the aim of selecting and producing elite players (Bergkamp et

al., 2019), whereas grassroots soccer is more about provigiogapities for amateur players

to participate recreationally within community settings (Weissman et al., 2022).

Table 2. Totalnumber (n), mean age (years) and standard deviation (SD) of players across age

group and performance levels

Age Catego Categt Catego Grasst Tot al

G

rod Mear n Mear n Mear n Mear n Me ar
Age Age Age Age Age
(SD) ( SD) (SD) (SD) (SD)

uis3d3 1513.:7 1713.%t 26 13.°: 2013.1 79 13. ¢
(0. (0. ¢ (0.1 (0. ¢ (0.

ui4 16 14.C 1214.:72 33 14.°: 2014.¢ 81 14.:
(0.1 (0. ¢ (0. ¢ (0. 2 (0.1

uis 3114.¢ 1115.¢ 28 15.: 2115.¢% 91 15. ¢
(0. 2 (0. ( (0.1 (0.1 (0. 2

ulie 26 16.1 4 15.¢ 23 16.%t 1216.:2 65 16. ¢
(0. ¢ (0. ¢ (0.1 (0. ¢ (0. ¢

Yout 25 17.(C 1817.1 9 17.¢« 8 17.¢ 59 17. 1

Team (0.1 (0. ¢ (0. ¢ (0. ¢ (0.1

(U1l

ulsg)

Tota l1 6 2 11 81 37

3.3.3. Procedure

Et hical approval was granted from the

aut hor

BAHSS2 0012), with voluntary informed (for participants over 16) or parental consent (for

participants under the age of 16) attained prior to participationeRlayere only selected if

they fulfilled the inclusion criteria of playing in an age group betwéei8 andU-18 on #
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September in that selection yeBtayers that were currently on trial at academies and not
signed were excluded from the study. No data was available regarding how long the players
had been at the academies or involved in grassroots fod®heicipants were informed about

the general purpose of the study and told that their identities would be kept strictly confidential
and that all the items in the questionnaire should be answered as honestly as possible.
Following gate keeper approval PCQE questionnaires were eithemailed to propective
participants for completion using the online platform Survey Monkey or were completed under
the supervision of the lead researcher following CO\Yfregulations. A major advantage of
electronic questionnaisdas the greater flexibility allowed to participants, especially as much

of this study was conducted during COVID lockdowns. Clear instructions on how to
complete the PCDEQ2 were provided to participants in the information sheet, including the
importanceof completing the questionnaire on ithewn. All PCDE questionnaires took
between 15 to 30 minutes to complete and were obtained from players between October 2019
and April 2020 during the competitive playing peridthis questionnaire has been validated

for use with théJ-13 age group and above and is thus considered the optimal tool, as discussed

in Chapter 2.

3.34. Psychological characteristics of developing excellence questionnaire version 2
(PCDEQ?2)

The PCDEQ2 questionnaire devised by Hill et al. (2019) was used. The PCDEQ2 consists of

88 items, with similarity responses markedon@6i nt Li kert scale from
to 6 (Avery | ike meo). A c¢ombigatadyifraned (of posi
16) items were used in an attempt to minimise response bias (Field, 2018) and acquiescence
bias (Horn & Smith, 2019)Negatively framed items were reversed (e.g., a score of 6 on the
Likert scale would become I)able3 highlights theseven PCDEQ?2 factors with an example

of sample items. The internal consistency of the PCDEQ2 has previously been reported by Hill
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et al. (2019) as good (U = 0.88) with-each i
0.91). I n the current study the internal con

individual PCDE factor -u@Bp(Fiatl288). rated as goo

Table 3. Subscales and sample itefinam the psychological characteristics of developing
excellence questionnaire version 2 (PCDEQ?2).

Factors/ subscal es Sampl e | tems

Adverse responda ntkciWhen things are gc¢

fear of failure) 21future seems uncert
| magery and actifvoer il i nclude i magery
managing arousal ar

performance) 15 ite

Sedfrected control Al often act withou
(SDCGMel at ede g wl steildal ternativeso

devel opment) 14 ite
PerfectionistimchtedinThe people around
perfectionism, anxiperfect at everythi
obsessive passion,

evaluation) 10 iter

Seeking and using <Al often seek advic
use of effective st

Devel opment) 9 iter

Active copiomgti A€ ((AWhen we nbkeddtam W
of coping mechanisrthe queuebo

Clinical Fofdi menoalcAAfter eating, | sc
factors such as anxits effect on my bc
eating disorders) ¢

3.35. Statistical Analysis

Descriptive statistics for all PCDE factors are reported using the median score and interquartile
range (IQR). Normality of data for all variables was checked using a Kolmo@wniwiov

Test and confirmed that ngrarametric analysis should be used. Homegg of variance was
checked with Leveneos test and confirmed e
differences in PCDE factors across age groups and performance levels KiadliaH (non

parametric) test was performed in SPSS (version 27, Chiltlgais). When significant main

ef fects wer e dhacwamlgsis Wasrused © degpeomsné pairwise comparisons
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between age groups and performance levels using the Bonferroni adjusted alpha level to reduce
chance of a type | error. The level of significance was getat 0 . 0 5 . d effeot bize was s
calculated by transformation of partial eta squared to obtain the magnitude of differences
through the effect size calculator for Aparametric tests

(www.psychometrica.de/effect_size.hjrand interpreted using the scale from Cohen (1998)

as: trivial (30.19), small (0.20.49), moderate (0-6.79) and large (>0.8).

34.Results

3.4.1. Differences inpsychological characteristics of developing excellencBCDES)
between age groups

The median scores and IQR for all PCDE factors by age group are presemiaoled
Significant main effects were found between age groups on adverse response tdf¢dlire (
= 24.21,p < 0.001,d = 0.49), imagery and active preparatiéh(@) = 21.31p < 0.001,d =
0.48), and perfectionistic tendencigs$ (4) = 30.60,p < 0.001,d = 0.57) (Tables). Pairwise

comparisons for PCDEs with significant main effects are also presentathlgy.

3.4.2. Differences inpsychological characteristics of developing excellen¢@CDES)
between categories of participation

The median scores and IQR for all PCDE factors by category of participation are presented in
Table5 Significant main effects were found between categories of participation on: adverse
response to failurgH (3) = 31.31p < 0.001,d = 0.59), imagery and active preparatidt (8)
=11.60,p=0.009,d = 0.32), seHdirected control and managemeit(@) = 34.60p < 0.001,

d = 0.63), perfectionistic tendencids (3) = 36.49p < 0.001,d = 0.64), active copingH (3)
=9.40,p=0.024,d = 0.27) and clinical indicator@$d (3) = 17.43p = 0.001,d = 0.41) (Table

5). Pairwise comparisons for PCDEs witrsficant main effects are also presented @ble

5.
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3.4.3. Differences inpsychological characteristics of developing excellen€@CDEY)
between age groups within each category of participation

The median scores and IQR for all PCDE factors for age groups in each category of
participation are presented irable 7. Across academy categories, significant main effects
were only found between age groups in category 1 players on: imagery and active preparation
(H (4) = 25.50, p < 0.00Md = 1.00); seHdetermined control and managemétt(4) = 16.71,

p = 0.002d = 0.73); perfectionistic tendencids (4) = 28.46, p < 0.004 = 1.08); and seeking

and using social suppoii(4) = 18.72, p < 0.00H = 0.79) (Table). Significant main effects

were also found at Grassroots level in imagery and active prepatatféh=< 20.10, p < 0.001,
d=1.04); sekdirected control and managemeit(é) = 15.25, p = 0.004]= 0.83); and active

coping { (4) = 14.08, p = 0.00d = 0.78) (Tables). Pairwise comparisons for PCDEs with

significant main effects are presented able6.

3.4.4. Differences inpsychological characteristics of developing excellen¢@CDES)
between categories of participation for each age group

The median scores and IQR for all PCDE factors for categories of participation in each age
group are presented ihable 7 Significant main effects were found between categories of
participation in the Ul4s, U15s and youth team (T&plén the youth team the only PCDE

with a significant main effect between age groups was perfectionistic tendéhfies(13.70,

p = 0.003,d = 0.98. In the Ul4s significant differences were found in adverse response to
failure H (4) = 16.97, p < 0.00d = 0.94), and selflirected control and managemeHt(@)
=18.41, p < 0.001d = 1.00). In the U15s significant main effects were found indiedfcted
control and managemert (4) = 30.22, p < 0.00Md = 1.35), seeking and using social support

(H (4) = 15.46, p = 0.004d = 0.82) and active copindd((4) = 27.87, p < 0.00d = 1.27).

Pairwise comparisons for PCDEs with significant main effects are preseritedl@y.
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Table 4. Median (M), interquartile range (IQR) and differences across age groups in psychological characteristics of developing excellence

(PCDE) factors.

PCDEU13 uli4 Uls Ulo Youth Te Main Effects

FactMm Il QR M | QR M | QR M Il QR M I QR H (4)p Co h edn
ARF 2.911.1C2.%6C1.142.9¢1.1C3.b71.143. 3221.1¢ 24.21< 0.(0.49
|l AP 3.6C0.9C3.821.2€¢3.%21.124.8®C1.074.2C0.92 21.31< 0.(0. 48
SDCN4 . 420.9€¢4.5C0.8C4.641.1€4.570.9¢€4.421.0C 1.38 0.84¢<0. 18
PT 3.9C1.0:53.92C1.123.49C0.853.8%E1.283. 7°0.95 30.6 < 0.(0.57
SUSS4. 440. 7€4. 331.0C4.5€0.944. 0€1.1¢4.321.0C 6.94 0.13¢0.18
AC 4. 4C0.5E5E4.5C0.9%4.5C0.954.4C0.9C4.6C0.823 1.54 0.81¢0.08

Cl 2.380.942.221.0¢&¢2.111.2z2z2.171.2¢€2.330.92 3.22 0.52:0.009

Youth team = U17 and U18 age groups, ARF = Adverse response to failure, IAP = Imagery and active preparation, SD@lveeteBetfontrol and
management, PT = Perfectionistic tendencies, SUSS = Seeking and using social support, AC = Active copingicall lnditators, T = Trivial effect size,
S = small effect size, M = moderate effect size, a = different from U13pwith.05, b = different from U14 with < 0.05, ¢ = different from U15 with <
0.05, d = different from U16 with < 0.05, e = different from youth team wiphix 0.05. *Denotes significant main effept€ 0.05).
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Table 5. Median (M), interquartile range (IQR) and differences across categories of participation in psychological characteristics of developimgeexcell
(PCDE) factors.

PCDE Category 1 Category 2 Category 3 Grassroots Main Effects
Factors (n=113) (n=63) (n=118) (n=281)
M IQR M IQR M IQR M IQR H (3) p Coh edn «

ARF 3.10° 0.98 3.00° 1.08 24534 133 2.86° 1.12 31.31 < 0.001* 0.59 M
IAP 4.00°¢ 133 3.73 0.92 3.73% 1.33 3.702 1.07 11.60 0.009* 0.32S
SDCM 4,719 0.93 4.43¢ 0.84 4.644 0.82 4.002b:¢ 1.21 34.60 < 0.001* 0.63 M
PT 3.60P¢d 1.00 3.45a.¢ 0.95 3.10°2 1.15 3.00&° 1.20 36.49 < 0.001* 0.64 M
SUSS 4.44 1.28 4.33 1.17 4.44 1.00 4.33 0.89 0.79 0.853 0.16T
AC 4.60¢ 0.80 4.45 0.70 4.50 0.90 4.20° 0.85 9.40 0.024* 0.27 S

Cl 2.00b ¢ 0.89 244 0.78 2.11¢ 1.00 2.56%°¢ 1.11 17.43 < 0.001* 041S

ARF = Adverse response to failure, IAP = Imagery and active preparation, SDCMdir8etéd control and management, PT = Perfectionistic tendencies,
SUSS = Seeking and using social support, AC = Active coping, Cl = Clinical Indicatedifferent from category 1 wih< 0.05, b = different from
category 2 wittp < 0.05, ¢ = different from category 3 wiph< 0.05, d = different from grassroots wjik 0.05 from category 2 with < 0.05, ¢ = different
from category 3 withp < 0.05, d = different from grassroots wjikx 0.05.*Denotes significant main effegb & 0.05).
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Table 6. Median (M), interquartile range (IQR) and differencespsychological characteristics of developing excelle¢e&E) factors across age groups
in each category of participation.

Level of PCDE Ul3 Uul4 ul5 Ul6 Youth Team Main Effects
Participation Factors M IOR M IOR M IQR M IQR M IQR H(4) p Cohend
ARF 3.10 0.98 291 1.18 2.81 1.48 3.10 1.04 3.48 0.79 13.41 0.009 0.96 L
IAP 3.2Fcde 113 453 1.07 3.73 1.53 407 1.30 4.33 1.13 25,50 < 0.001* 1.00L
SDCM 4.25 0.57 4.79 050 4.93¢ 0.50 4.36 0.89 4.50 1.32 16.71 0.002* 0.73 M
Catl PT 3.60 1.10 3.70 1.13 3.20%¢ 0.70 3.95 1.17 410 0.90 28.46 <0.001* 1.08 L
SUSS 3.83 1.25 4,50 1.50 4.78¢ 0.78 3.7¢ 1.81 4.44 1.17 18.72 < 0.001* 0.79 M
AC 4.40 0.92 4,75 0.85 4.80! 0.90 435 1.08 4,70 0.95 13.69 0.008* 0.63 M
Cl 2.22 0.83 1.89 1.08 1.89 0.78 2.06 1.03 211 2.89 471 0.318 0.16T
ARF 2.52 0.98 2.67 1.18 2.95 1.48 2.00 1.04 3.07 0.79 3.30 0.510 0.22S
IAP 3.53 1.13 3.60 1.07 3.90 1.53 3.87 1.30 3.80 1.13 0.57 0.966 0.51 M
SDCM 4,50 0.57 4.29 0.50 4.64 0.50 4.93 0.89 4,32 1.32 1.38 0.847 0.44 S
Cat2 PT 2.80 1.10 3.65 1.13 3.40 0.70 2.80 1.17 3.50 0.90 5.94 0.203 0.38 S
SUSS 4.56 1.25 4.00 1.50 456 0.78 3.83 1.81 4.06 1.17 12.26 0.16 0.82L
AC 4.40 0.92 4.45 0.85 4.75 0.90 4.40 1.08 4.40 0.95 3.32 0.505 0.22S
Cl 2.33 0.83 2.72 1.08 2.44 0.78 1.44 1.03 2.33 0.72 2.88 0.578 0.28 S
ARF 2.43 1.00 2.14 1.45 2.64 1.48 2.81 1.48 2.62 2.67 5.97 0.201 0.26 S
IAP 3.80 1.47 3.53 1.38 3.73 1.13 3.83 1.70 4.20 0.90 4.69 0.321 0.16T
SDCM 4.36 0.86 4.79 0.63 4.64 0.86 4.79 0.93 4.68 1.66 4.79 0.309 017T
Cat 3 PT 3.40 1.10 2.90 0.98 3.00 1.30 3.30 0.80 3.25 2.25 4.35 0.360 011T
SUSS 4.28 1.11 4.33 1.00 450 1.11 4.28 0.72 4,56 1.58 0.61 0.962 0.35S
AC 4.55 1.40 4.30 1.15 4.35 1.00 4.60 0.80 4.80 1.00 3.33 0.504 0.54 M
Cl 2.33 1.11 1.94 1.08 211 1.00 211 0.94 2.39 2.89 2.42 0.659 0.24 S
ARF 2.52 0.87 2.76 1.04 291 0.88 3.76 1.25 2.74 1.62 6.95 0.139 0.40S
IAP 3.67 0.38 3.73 1.25 3.33 0.73 4.43c 0.53 4.23 0.87 20.10 < 0.001* 1.04L
SDCM 4.6F 1.05 4.00 0.96 3.4¢ 0.86 4.39 1.25 4.21 0.93 15.25 0.004* 0.83L
Grassroots PT 2.60 0.88 2.95 1.23 3.10 1.15 3.65 1.62 3.05 1.27 6.35 0.174 0.36 S
SUSS 4.56¢ 0.53 4.39 1.00 3.7&¢ 0.78 4.17 0.86 4.39 0.53 9.96 0.41 0.58 M
AC 4.40 0.50 4.45 1.02 3.89 0.70 4.15 1.15 4.60 0.63 14.08 0.007* 0.78 M
Cl 2.44 1.36 2.39 0.53 2.56 1.50 2.89 1.72 2.94 1.72 1.66 0.798 0.36 S

Youth team = U17 and U18 age groups, ARF = Adverse response to failure, IAP = Imagery and active preparation, SDdiMetegktontrol and management, PT =
Perfectionistic tendencies, SUSS = Seeking and using social support, AC = Active copingjr@at l@Hicators, T = Trivial effect size, S = small effect size, M =
moderate effect siza. = different from U13 witlp < 0.05, b = different from U14 with < 0.05, ¢ = different from U15 with < 0.05, d = different from U16 with < 0.05,
e = different from youth team witlp < 0.05. *Denotes significant main effegt<€ 0.05).
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Table 7. Median (M), interquartile range (IQR) and differences in psychological characteristics of developing excellence (PCDE) factors across chtegori
participation in each age group.

Level of PCDE Category 1 Category 2 Category 3 Grassroots Main Effects

Participation Factors M IQR M IQOR M IQOR M IQR H (4) p Cohedn 6

u13 ARF 3.10 0.98 2.52 1.75 2.38 1.00 2.52 0.87 10.03 0.018* 0.64 M

IAP 3.23 1.13 3.53 1.03 3.80° 1.47 3.67 0.38 8.54 0.036* 0.56 M

SDCM 4.25 0.57 4.50 0.93 4.39 0.86 4.64 1.05 2.23 0.527 0.20 S

PT 3.60' 1.10 2.80 0.85 3.30 1.10 2.60 0.88 10.87 0.012* 0.69 M

SUSS 3.83¢ 1.25 4.56 0.64 4.33 111 4.56 0.53 13.20 0.004* 0.79 M

AC 4.40 0.92 4.40 0.65 4.60 1.40 4.40 0.55 1.63 0.653 0.27 S

Cl 2.22 0.83 2.33 1.19 2.33 1.11 2.44 1.36 1.09 0.779 0.32S

u14 ARF 3.05 1.29 2.67F 1.92 2.14.0d 1.02 2.76 1.10 16.97 < 0.001* 0.94L

IAP 4,679 1.07 3.60 0.63 347 1.30 3.67 1.27 14.76 0.002* 0.85L

SDCM 4.79 0.50 4.29 0.52 4,68 0.57 407 ¢ 0.93 18.41 < 0.001* 1.00L

PT 3.70 0.90 3.65 0.68 4.68 0.95 4.07 1.30 13.18 0.004* 0.78 M

SUSS 4.44 1.44 4.00 1.86 4.39 1.00 444 1.00 1.11 0.776 0.32S

AC 4.80 0.80 4.45 0.88 4.30 1.15 4.44 1.00 4.97 0.174 0.32S

Cl 1.89 1.00 2.72 1.39 1.89 1.17 2.44 0.56 6.10 0.107 041S

uUl5 ARF 2.81 1.48 2.95 1.00 2.64 1.48 2.95 0.88 2.03 0.567 0.21S

IAP 3.79 1.53 3.90 1.33 3.73 1.13 3.33 0.73 8.21 0.042* 051 M

SDCM 4,93 0.50 4.64 0.64 4.64 0.86 3.50"¢ 0.86 30.22 < 0.001* 135L

PT 3.20 0.70 3.40 1.40 3.00 1.30 3.10 1.15 1.52 0.677 0.26 S

SUSS 4,78 0.78 4.56 0.67 4.50 1.11 3.78 0.78 15.46 0.001* 0.82L

AC 4.80+¢ 0.90 4,79 0.50 4.3% 1.00 3.80+° 0.70 27.87 < 0.001* 1.27L

Cl 1.8¢ 0.78 2.44 0.67 211 1.00 2.50 1.50 7.89 0.48 0.49S

u16 ARF 3.05 0.98 2.00 0.00 2.83 1.52 3.71 1.33 6.71 0.082 0.51 M

IAP 4.00 1.17 3.80 0.00 3.73 1.68 4.47 0.60 5.38 0.146 0.40S

SDCM 4.36 0.82 4.71 0.00 4.82 0.98 421 1.36 8.34 0.039* 0.62M

PT 3.90 1.25 2.80 0.00 3.25 0.78 3.80 1.70 7.21 0.065 0.55M

SUSS 3.89 1.83 4.00 0.00 4.44 0.72 4.22 0.89 3.04 0.385 0.05T

AC 4.30 1.10 4.40 0.00 4.60 0.80 410 1.10 4.18 0.243 0.28 S

Cl 2.00 1.06 1.44 0.00 211 0.92 2.89 1.00 5.18 0.159 0.39S

Youth Team ARF 3.50 0.82 3.07 0.93 2.48 3.10 2.76 1.67 4.19 0.242 0.30S

(U17-U18) IAP 4.33 117 3.80 0.83 4.00 0.93 4.33 0.33 5.26 0.154 041S

SDCM 4.46 1.23 4.32 0.79 4.71 1.93 4.29 0.43 1.12 0.773 0.38S

PT 4,104 0.90 3.50 0.5 3.10 2.70 3.2¢° 1.50 13.70 0.003* 0.98 L

SUSS 4.39 1.06 4.06 1.11 4.56 1.89 444 0.44 3.50 0.321 0.19T

AC 4.65 1.03 4.40 1.05 4.90 1.20 4.60 0.70 2.57 0.463 0.18T

Cl 2.11 0.56 2.33 0.78 2.44 1.67 3.22 144 5.31 0.151 042S

ARF = Adverse response to failure, IAP = Imagery and active preparation, SDCMdir8eféd control and management, PT = Perfectionistic tendencies, SUSS = Seeking and using social support, AC :
coping, CI = Clinical Indicators, T = Trivial effesize, S = small effect size, M = moderate effect sizedifferent from Category 1 wili< 0.05, b = different from Category 2 with< 0.05, ¢ = different from
Category 3 withp < 0.05, d = different from Grassroots wjik 0.05 *Denotes significant main effegp € 0.05).
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3.5. Discussion

The purpose of this study was to examine differences in the seven PCDE factor scores across
age groups and performance levels in male English youth soccer players using the PCDEQ?2.
A further aim was taexamine differences in PCDEs across age groups at each category of
participation and vice versa, to determine interaction effects of age and category of
participation. It was hypothesised that older players and those at higher levels of participation
would have significantly different scores across the s®@DE factors. The key findings of

this study were that (1) in agreement wttie hypothesis older players (U16 and youth team)

had significantly higher PCDE scores than younger players-(I1B]3, but only in adverse
response to failure, imagery and active preparation and perfectionistic tendencies, (2)
perfectionistic tendencies werigsificantly higher in Category 1 players than all other levels

of participation, with youth team players reporting the highest scores, (3) youth team players
also had significantly higher scores in adverse response to failure than younger age groups
(U13-U15), with Category 1 players reporting the highest scores, (4) when examining
differences across categories of academies the only differences in PCDEs were found in
Category 1 players in imagery and active preparation,-deddfrmined control and
managemiat, perfectionistic tendencies and seeking and using social support and (5) grassroots
players had significantly lower scores in sdiffected control and management than all
academy playersdeal scores for the PCDEQ2 factors would be as high as pog®hblelose

to 6) for those deemed positive (AC, IAP, SDCM and SUSS), as low as possible (i.e., close to
1) for negative (i.e., ARF and CI) and somewhere in the middle fatueTto it having dual

effects i.e., both negative and positive connotat{ansund 3).

3.5.1. Perfectionistic tendencies

Interestingly, the greatest effect size difference between the older and younger age groups was
in perfectionistic tendenciesl & 0.57) with Category 1 youth team players reporting the
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highest scores. Furthermore, pairwise comparisons showed that Category 1 players had
significantly higher scores than all other categories of participation, suggesting that
perfectionistic tendencies increased through the age I¢nwddian score of 3.7 for YT
compared to 3.1 fdd13) and categories of participatigmedian score of 3.6 for Category 1
compared to grassroot$)erfectionism is generally accepted as being multidimensional (Hill

et al., 2018), consisting of perfectionistic strivings (adapsedireferenced and leading to
setting of high standards) and perfectionistic concerns (maladaptive worries over making
mistakes and feeling an imbalance between expected and actual performance (Madigan, 2016).
Hill et al. (2018) speculated that perfeciem may change with age as individuals develop
over their lifespan. Therefore, it is a distinct possibility that the importance of winning and
outcome goals in general (e.g., competition for scarce places at the next age group) may
increase throughout ascence, which in turn leads to greater levels of perfectionistic
tendencies, as found in the current studiarkin et al. (2015) discovered that higher
perfectionistic strivings in players seemed to facilitate more engagement in types of soccer
practice €oachled, individual practice, peded play, and indirect involvementyyhich
ultimately lead to higher levels of performance. Therefore, if players can avoid the negative
connotations of perfectionistconcerns (such as burnout and drogouaureys et al., 2021),

this could be a helpful factor in advancing through age groups and reaching and/or staying at
higher categories of participatiori.dould also explain why those athletes that are unable to
deal with this in a certain manner may be filtered out of the system as they get older or find
their level further down the participation structure (at a lower category of participataon)

form of sporting natural selection. Alternatively, perfectionistic tendencies may be a part of an
el i te pl-apaadbksnecassardy tor them to progress to higher levels. Either way,
player support/training on how to addihe negative consequences of perfectionistic concerns

would seem like a vital part of the process for player wellbeing and for reducing the chance of
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type one (incorrectly selected/retained) or type two errors (incorrectly removssdéieed)

when making decisions on playerso6 futures (i

3.5.2. Adverse response to failure

Theresults illustrated that similar to perfectionistic tendencies, adverse response to failure was
also highest in Category 1 play€median score of 3.1 compared to 2.86 in grassraois)
moreprevalent in older playefsnedian score of 3.33 for YT and 2.71 for U1B)r example,

youth team players had significantly higher scores than theUl183age groups. The close

links between perfectionism and fear of failure (Hill et al., 2019) may suggest that an adverse
response to failure could be a manifestation of pedistic tendencies. This would suggest
thatas players progress through the system, there is a likelihood of both adverse response to
failure and perfectionistic tendencies increasing as they get closer to the professional phase
(Noon, 2015)This may als be linked tdhe developmendf a more exclusive athletic identity
(possibly even foreclosure) at higher COP and older age groups. As players get closer to the
prospect of a professional contract it may be that they invest even more time and effort into

their athletic endeavors atglexpense of other elements of their identity.

This phenomenon has been examined by Rongen. ¢20#0) who examined the
differences in athletic identity between Category 1 academy players amlafagjeed soccer
playing school pupils. The studgund consistently higher athletic identity in those players
registered with a Premier League Category 1 soccer club, comparednwtaded soccer
active secondary school pupils. Therefore, this reinforces the importance of holistic player
development irensuring players develop as more rounded people regarll@vhether they
make it to the elite level. 180, an increased chance of adverse response to failure may also
coincide with more stressful challenges and important transitions that players experience as

they progress across age groups and when involved at higher categories of participation. For
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example, both Savage et al. (2017) and Stambulova et al. (2021) identified the junior to senior
transition (JST) in sport as being particularly stressful for athletes with increased demands
being experienced during this specifictimeo i nt o f umey ffelg.atyai@ingdngensityo

and level of competition). It may be the skills that a player brings to the situation that are more
important than the situation itself as a learning opportunity (Savage et al., 2022). In accordance
with thefindings, this lghlights the importance of targeted interventions in and around these
important transition points, particularly for older players and those involved at higher
categories of participatioifhe current studywould support both studi€Savage et al., 2022,
Stambulova et al., 202pprticularly as both ARF and PT showed a linear increase through the
age groups (with the exception of the U14s) and in the highest COP (i.e., Category one and two

academies), peaking at U16 and youth team level (just beforetanthaf JSToccurred.

It is also interesting to note that higher adverse response to failure scores have
previously been suggested to |l ead to fAsubopil
(Hill et al., 2019, p.524). Indeed, Hill et al. (2019) found that players ratesd likely to
progress to the elite level had significantly lower scores in adverse response to failure than
players rated less likely to progress. This finding would seem to disagree with the findings of
the current studyglthoughit is important to recagise that although adverse response to failure
itself is not thought to havedmal effec{ i . e. , both adaptive and mal
on which it is partially based, does. This could possibly mean that higher scores in adverse
response to failure (and perfectionistic tendencies) could also lead to, or represent, positive
psychabehavioural characteristics (e.g., quality practice,-getting and selfeinforcement,
focus and distraction control), in addition to the negative charactepstie®usly mentioned.

For example, Sagar and Stoeber (2009) found that perceived coach pressure predicted a
heightened fear of experiencing shame and embarrassment in their participants when

experiencing failure, in comparison to lekmsmanding coaches.oMever, this enhanced
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perceived pressure also elicited more positive emotions after success (e.g., happiness, pride,
satisfaction), perhaps again illustrating the potential-dtfatt nature of a fear of failure and

its effect on adverse response to failure mentioned preyioliserefore, fear of failure may

not necessarily be a bad characteristic but be indicative of being part of an elite environment
where high expectations are the oO6nor mb, espe
older and higher category plagewithin the current study. As such coaches need to be made

aware of how their coaching behawis may positively or negatively influence their players

and ensure that players have the necegsghebehavioural skills required to deal with both

the negative and positive effects of fear of failure (and whether this leads to adverse response

to failure or not). To do this, Collins and MacNamara (2017.341) have advocated a
isystematic teaching, chall engi ng, riedsal uat i n
challenge into the pathway. This challenge is designed tetesa ycarrest psychosocial

skills and develop appropriate mental tools to cope with any areas of issue which may include

an adverse response to failure caused by a negative response to fear of failure. Indeed, it is not
just coaching staff, but all significaathers that are vital in this process, including parents and
teachers. Stambulova et aR0Q1, p.359 statethat the most successful environments for
supporting athletes exist when all the indiyv
parent$ are integrated, and when there is a recognition of the need for coherent messages and

optimal support from different stakehol derso

3.5.3. Self-directed control and management

An important positive PCDE characteristic that may help facilpjate a ydevelgptent and
effectively navigate adverse response to failures isdssd€ted control and management
(Toering & Jordet, 2015). It includes elements such as metacognition, grit, and delayed (rather
than instant) gratification i.e., working hard forcsass in the longerm over the shotterm

(Hill et al., 2019;Toering & Jordet, 2015). These findings agree with the current study that
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found players who had been selected for an academy had significantly higher scores than
grassroots player@nedian score of 4)urthermore, in the current study Category 1 players

had the highest scorésedian score of 4.71 ollectively, this would suggest that academy

players and particularly those performing at the highest level possess higher levels of autonomy
(self-regulation and seltontrol) and focus on planning towards their ldagn goals. These
psychological ch@acteristics are vital for mating players towards practice that may often

be viewed as tedious and unenjoyable (Baker et al., 2009). Although Ericsson and cdlleagues
(1993) deliberate practice theory (i.e., an accumulation of thousands of hours of practice is
required to achieve expertise in a domain) has largely been debunked, Toering and Jordet
(2015, p . 3 4 4the wiliognasd to do just a little mdre thian others each day may

to some extent contribute to differences between elite performancedlevelsl n t he st u
Toering and Jordet (2015) players with higher-sedfulation reflected more (also thought to
facilitate advancement to higher levels) and tried harder, even under challenging canditions
According to the findings of the current study, these traits would seem to be important
characteristics representative of pl ayers e
environment influencing their development (Larsen et al., 2020; Ryom ed2D).ZI'he case

studies by Larsen et al. (2020) and Ryom et al. (2620)t h f ound t hat fAaut or
coachingo (Gl ed h iwithin a supportivé micr@ndronin@nt (pripritising )
development over winning) on an individualised basis was indicative of positive cultures. As
such,practice design would need to account for coaching behaviours where players are given

the chance to sefegulate, in line with findings from Mills et al. (2014), who interviewed elite

soccer academy coaches for their views on optimal development envmsnmbis might

include praiding practices that are specific, appropriately challenging and more task/mastery
oriented (Collins et al., 2018), thus allowing players to engage more effectively with the

programme, whilst also developing the psychosocial skills necessary for sudt@ssand
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extrinsic to the sporting world. In addition to coaches, it is also important to acknowledge the

role of parents in facilitating player salfrected control and management. Collins et al. (2016)
highlights the importance of parents beisgpportive butlso allowing their children to make

mi stakes and have ownership in their devel oy
parents are often associated with less elite athletes. For example, those that were labelled as
Osuper champiowinls®i rd etok & adk teedlt, aiind though interested, were

not a significant driver of t.Aleeiefore, ddecatoh o p mer
sessions for significant others (e.g., coaches and parents) may be beneficial in helping to
support sekdirected control and management and for understanding the advantages of having

a moreobhéandppr oach idien(Appendicesi8andP)l ayer s/ ch

3.5.4. Imagery and active preparation

Imagery and active preparation is another positive PCDE factor that can influence player
development and explores how an athlete uses visualisation for motor learning and arousal
regulation purposes (Hill et al. 2019%s with SDCM, the higher the levels of IAP, the more
likely players are to progress according to Hill et al. (20lb®gery and other forms of active
preparation suchspre-competition and competition focus plans when used from an early age
have been shown to enhance competition preparatamsitions to a different level, coping

with injury, and seHevaluation of performance (MacNamara et al., 2010a). In the current study
players in older age groups (i.e., U16 and youth team) had significantly higher(sceden
scores of 4 and 4.2 respectivelganplayers in younger age groups (i.e., Ui8th a median

score of 3.h Category 1 playenwith a median score of@dsoappear to visualise and actively
prepare more than those in lower categories, including grasénmuedgan score of 3)7These
findings are in contrast to those of Saward et al. (2019) who found that imagery use (during
practice and competition) appeared to decrease with age. When comparing elite eitd sub
athletes there is a link between use of psychological skildevel of performance (Laureys
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et al., 2021). Additionally, top performers (i.e., Olympic and world champions) use more
imagery and at a more demanding level (i.e., visualised themselves achieving champion status),
as opposed to less successful athletes that set their sights lowerd(8aala 2019). From a
perceptuamotor control perspective, Pocock et al., (2017) also discovered the advantages of
using imageryfor soccerspecific tasks i.e., visual exploratory behaviour (or scanning) which
may explain differences between anticipatand successful actions in Premier Leagpeeer

players (Jordet et al., 2013). The implicaticias this would be that imagery and active
preparation should still be encouraged in players from higher categomesticfpation but

also enhanced in those from lower categories and from an earlier age where time and budgets
allow. One possible method may be to deliver workshops to players (and coaches and parents)
to explain and encourage use of imagery and agtigparationas young as possible, with
regular monitoring of deployment of these skills, possibly as part of a wider PCDE package

(Collins et al., 2018).

3.5.5. Active coping and clinical indicators

The PCDE factors of active coping and clinical indicators had small significant differences
between categories, but no differences were found between age groups. With regards to active
copinghigher scores are seen as more facilitative of progre@didret al., 2019)and for the

current studythe highest score was observed in Category 1 playeegian score of 4.6)
However,when comparing thento other categories no significant differences were noted.
These findings are similar to Hill et al (2019Yho investigated a smaller sample of elite
academy soccer and rugby players aged between 2@ &amd reported significantly higher
active coping and significantly lower clinical indicat@¢asdesirable outcomén those ranked

with the most likely chances of developing to the elite level in their spudrestingly,
Category 1 and grassroots players both had the same CI median scores (2.383sandtgr
players (2.56) were higher than category 1 (2), although again these results were not significant.
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Similarly, thefindingsfrom the current studwould suggest that players across all categories

of participation seek to deploy active coping mechanisms, and that this seems to be most
prevalent in higher performing Category 1 players. When these testing situations do arise, they
areseenasmoreotahal | enge than a threat by Od6active
of participation) who also have more of a tendency to engage in approach rather than avoidance

behaviours (Collins et al., 2016).

Education for players into the benefits and workings of being active copers (e.g.,
Dwecko6s Mi ndsldtmayabp psefu to énfprove théir progress on the pathway.
Hill et al (2016) found similar results in clinical issues (mental health issues such as eating
disorders, anxiety and depression) where athletes experiencing thesetessiges to use
avoidance rather than approach coping methods. Although there wassméall &ffect size
difference between categories, Category 1 players did have the lowest median score (2.00)
which may initially suggest that they have less clinical issues than their lower catego
counterparts. However, Sothern and O&6Gor man
players reported having to play through pain and injury due to the fearseletdion, fueled
by perceptions of how parents and coaches would react negativiegyiflid not compete.
Impression management seemed to be an important factor towards these significant others.
Indeed, as seen with other factors, the dynamic between players and key stakeholders appeared
pivotal in how players attempted to conform to peee standards. It appears that players
became O6actorsé in order to portray the beh
coaches and parents, trying to appear fAment a
of this facade was to avoid anigdussion about their thoughts or feelings for fear of appearing
weak. It could be that Category 1 players are simply better at hiding their thanekeir
lower category counterpartisack of awareness or denial of clinical issues could potentially

notonly derail the talent development process but cause distress to players in their life outside
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of sport. All athletescould benefit from assessmeat clinical issues and appropriate
intervention when required (e.g., counselling), not least to improve theaust wellbeing if

a holistic and humanistic approaishto be takerfWilkinson, 2021). Amove away from the

culture where players are encouraged to internalise emotions andaselfje their mental

well being (Noon et al, 2015) would al so be b
masculineo environment (s @Qlaygrs acioss agle .groups2addl 8 ,

categories of participation would be a useful step forward.

3.5.6. Seeking and using social support

Finally, seeking and using social suppads the only factor which was naignificant across

both age groups and categories suggesting players sought similarly low amounts of support
from those around thenThe results from the current study may suggest that players are
reasonably comfortable with seeking support but do not do it all the time (otherwise median
scores would be closer td @he higher the better according to Hill et al., 20T%is could be

down to reluctance gswpperetkerass@iasananmce@t i dcttla
alternatively that being more autonomous learners, they are better at solving their own
problems¥Van Yperen (2009.326) found in his study that those playetsoreach elite level

as adults were more adept at dealing with s
resources more frequently and more flexiblybo
current study, although further study with a Ergample is warrantedo reiterate a theme

from this paper, educating key stakeholders into how to optimise their supporting behaviours

should be an importaiitif not vital T element of TIDS pathways.

3.6 Limitations

The current study was the first to examine PCDEs across different ages and categories of

participation in male English youth academy soccer players, however a number of limitations
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should be noted. Firstly, it was not possible to ensure the same number of participants across
all age groups and categories of participation. Therefore, some groups had lower sample sizes
(e.g., Category 2 U16 and grassrodtst could potentially lead to increased risk of outliers

skewing results (Field, 2018).

Secondly, although the PCDEQ2 can provide a large set ofsecsisnal data across
a range of psychbehavioural characteristics, certain drawbacks are also ewtdemsuch a
snapshot approacimcluding the risk ofvarious cognitivebiases. $cial desirabilityand
demand characteristics may increase if retain or release meetings are ininfiaresxample
(Horn & Smith, 2019) Many other variables such as tleenotional impact of recent
performances could also vary the results across the course oba setisplayers possibly
marking themselves more harshly after a defeat than a victory which could affect accuracy of
recall, although this in turn may depespersonality factors (Ottenstein & Lischetzke, 2020).
Other different aspectsomp | a y e rathlétic(e.gp, domestic or academiojes may also

affect their seHperception, especially during adolescence (Wylleman et al., 2013).

Furthermore, the PCDEQ2 isgenericformative assessment todherefore, future
research should look to adopt a mixed methods approach with the PCDEQ?2 used as part of a
larger battery of assessmerttsat are specifically designed for footbalor example,
interviews with key stakelders in the talent development environment may well yield some
useful insights into their beliefs around how psychosocial factors may be positively developed
in a positive manneir exploring both current good practice and areas that can be improved.
Additionally, observation of player pskio-social behaviours could be used to either support
or refute data from the PCDEQ?2 to test its ecological validity. Interviews with the players
themselves (who should after all be the most important people in the process) could also be
useful to explore their beliefs around psychosocial development in taéseiogment
pathways Rongen et al., 202T;aylor & Collins, 2021; Willams & MacNamara, 2020).
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Finally, a specific drawback of the PCDEQ?2 is that it does not distinguish between
perfectionistic strivings (seen to be facilitative) and concerns (seen to be potentially
debilitative). Stoeber and Janssen (2011) point out that these two elementsobibpéste are
highly correlated, but also that there is still a need to differentiate between them as this affects
how stakeholders may interact with players. It could be argued that the hestitiviegs
(associated with positive processes and outcon@sgding approach behaviors and positive
affect) should be encouraged (Sagar & Stoeber, 2009), which presumably would improve a
pl ayerés | ongevity within tal entonamshedldo p ment
be discouraged, but with the strong link between them it could be easy to mistake one for the
other using the PCDEQ?2 alon\®ithout this distinction it is hard for practitioners to decipher
whether their actions would be helpful or a hindrance. Given the potential importance of
adverse responsto failure and perfectionistic tendencies identified in this study, further
research is needed to develop an assessment approach that clearly defines what an adverse

response to failure is and distinguishes between perfectionistic strivings and concerns.

3.7.Conclusion

This study was the first to examine the differences in the seven PCDE factor scores between
different age groups and categories of participation in male English youth soccer players using
the PCDEQ2. An important finding of the current study,pirtial agreement withthe
hypothesisthat there will be significant differences between age groups and categories of
participation (stated in section 3.2)ld@r players (U16 and youth team) had significantly
higher PCDE scores than younger players QUL3) but oty in adverse response to failure,
imagery and active preparation and perfectionistic tenderfeoeerfectionistic tendencies

and adverse response to failure the highest scores were found in Category 1 youth team players.
Since perfectionistic tendencies and adverse response to failure canusveffectson

players, it is important that key stakeholders (i.e., coaches, parents, academy managers) are
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aware of this and seek to develop the adaptive characteristics of these PCDEs. Higher
performing players also demonstrated better use of both imagery and active preparation, and
seltdirected control and management suggesting that these PCDEs are kfetdevels of
performance. These findings also imply that there should be perhaps more focus at lower
categories and younger age groups to develop these PCDEs. This would allow players the
opportunities not only to excel and overcome the challengesdfarethe talent development

journey- but also to develop more holistically as a person for life outside of s@ageare 4)

Chapter 3 explored differences in PCDE factor scores across age groups and levels of
participation from Category 1 to 3 highlighting the importance of PCDEs in development. This
information can be useful for key stakeholders involved in the planning antonog of a
talent development environment with a need for careful consideration of how to identify and
devel op playersd PSCs to ensure positive ou
destination.Despite offering some objective and quantitatdveat a i . e. , his how
information does not provide information on how academies are currently identifying and

developing PSCs in players.

Formalised assessment of PCDEs to identify areas for development is a crucial part of
this process, in addition to other triangulated methods (such as player observation and open
ended questions to coaches, players and parents) about the PCDE in gAastigoortant
next step should be to evaluate what is currently being done to address PCDEs within academy
soccer and corresponding challendgegucatng coaches, parents and academy managers into
how PCDEs can be successfully integrated within the takrgldpment processhould be a
priority. Accordingly, Chapter 4 will explora c a d e my manag e r dedtifyiegxk per i e

and developing psychosocial skills and characteristics in youth academy soccer players.
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EXAMINING THE PSYCHOLOGICAL CHARACTERISTICS OF DEVELOPING
EXCELLENCE PROFILES OF MALE ENGLISH .
YOUTH SOCCER PLAYERS @
BARRACLOUGH, GRECIC & HARPER (2022) s
Centval

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SPORT AND EXERCISE Sl
PSYCHOLOGY, 22(1), 250-272

AIMS: explored how 7 PCDEs vary by age group
(U13-YT) & by performance level (Cat1-3
academies, grassroots) in 375 male English
youth soccer players

PCDEQ2 measuring seven factors via 88 Likert-scale
items. ysis Ki -Wallis H tests
main effects of age group & participation category
with Dunn’s post-hoc tests and Cohen’s d effect
sizes

Older players scored significantly higher on PT (d =
0.57), ARF(d = 0.49), IAP (d = 0.48)

Cat1highest scores in PT (d =0.64), SDCM (d =

0.63), ARF (d = 0.58) GR lowest in self SOCM

Interaction Effects: Cat1significant age effects for
IAP, SDCM, PT & SUSS (d =1.08). GR age effects for
IAP, SDCM & AC
Both age & environment shape players’
psychological profiles

IMPLICATIONS: PT & fear-of-failure responses
increase with age & performance level; can fuel high
standards but also risk of burnout. Consistent,
structured challenge & support from coaches,
, and can ptive PCDEs

lehmlons unequal sample across groupt
on self-reportdatai
biases; could validate and enrich findmgs
PCDEQ2 does not separate adaptive vs.
maladaptive perfectionism

" ©-g.,
observ lions interviews); futurotools should

clarify disti perf 9

&concerns

< as play pProg gh age cat:
&int i isplay ger PTs, more fear-
f-failure & self ylimagery skills. TDEs

should assess & develop psychological

Figure 4. Infographic summary of Chapter 3
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Chapter 4

This chapter comprises the following manuscript published in the Journal of Sports

Science

Barraclough. J., Grecic. D., & Harper. D. (2024). English Premier League and English
Football League academy managersod6 experience
characteristics are identified and developed in youth academy soccer playedsurnal of

Sports Sciences.
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Chapter4d-academy manager soO experiences of
psychosocial skills and characteristicéPSCs)in youth academy soccer
players

4.1. Abstract

In the current chaptea c ade my manager ©iaw psgyohgseciali skilis aeds o f
characteristicare identifed and developdin youth academy soccer playes®xplored One

of the key stakeholdsrwith considerable insight into PSC development is the academy
manager (AM) . The ai ms of this study were:
identification and development, (b) identify challenges AMs feel affect development of PSCs.
Nine AMs (i.e., Categry 1; n =3, Category 2; n =3 and Category 3; n =3) comprising an
average coaching experience of 20.4 + 7.4 years and time in the role of 5.2 years £ 3.2 years
participated in sermstructured interviews. Reflexive thematic analysis generated themes
identified ideal PSCs that AMs felt were importaaimelyrealistic seHevaluation, resilience,

a hard work ethicjnterpersonal skills, independence and social support seekig

identified current practices within academies alongside challenges: transitions, need to upskill
coaches, access to additional support from external partners and National Governing Bodies.
There was consensus that PSCs are key drivers of prograssighat embedding them into

the pathway was critical to facilitating development. deraies should think carefully about
design, implementation, and evaluation of prograto support player PSC development for

success during and after soccer careers.
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4 .2. Introduction

In 2012 the English Premier League (EPL) introduced the Elite Player Performance Plan
(EPPP) with the aim of Aproducing more and
2011). As part of the EPPP each academy is awarded a category status from 1)) (highes
(lowest), with category 1 receiving more funding, contact time with players, antinfeall
coaching and specialist staff (e.g., sport psychologists). The EPPP review conducted in 2022
encouraged soccer academies to engage with a moredisalplinary and holistic approach

to player development (Premier League, 2022) that incorporates all areas of the English
Foot bal |l As careinodel (ientéchnicdl/@matiqal, physical, psychological, and
social) (Simmons, 2004)Traditionally, much of the emphasis has been focused on
technical/tactical and physical attributes when assessing and developing players (Koopman et
al., 2020), which is in contrast with a growing body of research that highlights the importance
of psychological factors in éhprocesses of player talent developm@reen et al., 2020;

Hardy et al., 2017; Moodie et al., 2023; Till & Baker, 2020)

Within soccer talent development environme@iedhill et al. (2017) identified 22
internal psychological factors (e.g., salfareness, setegulation, task/mastery orientation,
fear of failure) and 21 external social factors (e.g., autonomy supportive coaching, parent
climate) that are interrelatéde., psychosocial). These were in turn associated with five player
level behavioural indicators (i.e., adaptive lifestyle choices, volitional behaviours, appropriate
use of coping strategieamount ofsocce behavioural engagement, qualitysafccerspecific
practice and play, and consistently high levelsafcertechnical and tactical performance)
that led to higher levels of soccer performance and subsequently higher chances of successful
transition from the academy to senior team. As such, this highlights the importance of youth
academy soccer players develaptheir sychosocial skills (i.e., learning how and when to
deploy methods such as swfk and imagery) that can regulate their psychological
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characteristics (i.e., traits that a player possesses innately or that can be developed through
psychdogicalskills training, such as resilience or motivationpbime et al., (20d). Crucially,

it alsohighlights the importance of key stakeholders in soccer academies carefully considering

the processes they use to identify and develop player psychosocial skills and characteristics
(PSCs). For youth academy soccer players this may be particularly im@staighlighted in

the EPPP 1Qear review thatonla s mal | minority of boys wil
careerso (Premier League 2022, p . 27) . Ther
developing players as people (e.g., facilitating essential life skills and managing emotional
wellbeing) andor players being able to thrive in a career outside of soccer (Larsen et al., 2020;

Ryom et al., 2020Stambulova et al., 2021)

Despite this there is widescale disagreement about which ones are important and how
they should be developed (Dohme et al., 2019). A range of approaches have been suggested by
numerous authors, possibly due to variability in the contexts of study (esganagsport),
leading to inconsistencies in definitions and deployment (Dohme et &), digle construct
approaches such as grit (Duckworth et al., 2007), growth mindset (Dwédak a2@ resilience
(Fletcher & Sarkar, 2016) have been popular preWolsit more recently have been seen as
being too simplistic, and part of a much larger picture (Moodie et al., 2023). A more
comprehensive approach suggested by Collins et al. (2019) is the systematic teaching, testing
and tweaking of a set of skills thgit to be essential for developing psydiehavioural factors
(e.g., commitment, motivation and goal setting) in athletes, known as psychological
characteristics of developing excellence (PCDB#hough, there does seem to be lack of
distinction between which of these falls into the skills and characteristics brackets and . To that
end, Dohme et al. (2019) conducted a systematic review exploring PSCs thought to facilitate
development in youth athletestofn 92 PSCs identified, they filtered these down into eight

skills (including social support seeking, realistic sialuation and maintaining a sense of
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balance) and 11 characteristics (including haadk ethic, interpersonal competencies, and

resilience).

Notably, the work of Harwood and Anderson (2015) and Mitchell et al. (2022) has
focused more on PSC devel opment programmes 6
staff who have the most contact time with g
agpproachod prescribed a number of practices th
constructs of commitment, communication, concentration, (emotional) control, and
confidence. Mitchell et al. (2022) developed this further, including the 5Csimatbek, but
adding resilience, presence and seMlvar eness to their 68 pilla
collaboration between sport psychology consultants, academy coaching staff and players.
Mitchell et al. (2022pnlso identified a number of behaviours that could be observed in players
by coaches during practical sessions to signify their level of psychosocial progress. For
example, commitment included behaviours such as staying involved in the game, creating
opporunities in training and games and showiiog teammates. However, Mitchell and
colleagues did acknowledge potential barriers to this approach, namely an overemphasis on
technical and physical preparation, difficulty for coaches to understand and verbalise how to
appropriately foster PSCs, and ayailing attitude of some coaches to be autocratic. Support
from appropriate agents (e.g., sport psychology consultants) may be useful in mitigating these
limitations (Mitchell et al., 2022). Indeed, Cote and Gilbert (2009) suggest that expert coaches
arewellposi ti oned to enhance athletesd psychol c
environments, drawing on the premises of-deliermination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000) to

facilitate autonomy, relatedness and ultimately competence.

Although there are an increasing number of studies that have explored how PSCs are
developed in youth academy environments (Barraclough et al.,-20Rapter 3 Crawley,
2021; Kelly et al., 2022; Kelly et al., 2023; Mitchell et al., 2022, Mitchell et al., 2024; Moodie

104



et al., 2023; Taylor & Collins, 2021 Thomas & Grecic, 2020; Wilkinson & Grecic, 2021), to

the authorsdé6 knowledge only a few of t hese
academy setting (Barraclough et al., 202hapter 3Crawley, 2021; Green et al., 2020; Kelly

et al., 2022; Kelly et al., 2023; Mitchell et al., 2022, Mitchell et al., 2024). The emphasis of
these studies has generally been around measuring PSCs using a variety of methods including
guestionnaires (e.g., Baclough et al., 2022Chapter 3Kelly et al., 2022; Kelly et al., 2023)

and via interviews with coaches for their views (Mitchell et al., 2022). There has been a call

for some time to move the development of PSCs out of the classroom and onto the pitch to
enhance their ecological valig (Diment, 2014) and to improve the receptivity to sport

psychology in soccer generally (Pain & Harwood, 2004).

From the existing academic literature there continues to be notable challenges that
EPPP soccer academies face in successfully implementing PSCs into their programmes.
Although the EPPP was designed to develop players holistically (Jones, 2018), psgeahologi
profiling and support were only made mandatory at Category 1 (English Football League,
2018). This means that psychological support (i.e., assessment and development) at lower
categories with less resources (i.e., time, staff and finances in pajtisuldown to the
discretion of individual academy managers (AMs). Even at Category 1, McCormick et al.
(2018, p.10) report -delvieetto the pateatial ofl spolt psychologyt i p «
services in order to meetith sebsons ofeergheing basite nt s
classroorrbased workshops. The success of these sessions often dependsirmrirduny
coaches who can have a major impact on how players perceive them. This could be problematic
as research by Champ et al. (2020) and Cra(@dé¥1) suggests that coaches are not always
receptive to new ideas and may maintain the hyp&sculine premise that psychology is for

the weak. An understanding of current experiences of how PSCs are identified and delivered
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across all categories of soccer academies would be useful in determining where improvements

can be made and what good practice is already being conducted.

The AMs have the ultimate responsibility for the management of the academy. Their
role includes developing, implementing, and monitoring the clubs coaching curricula to
develop individual players and through guiding coaches they play an integral rogurmgn
a successful foundation is built within the academy (PFSA, 2024). This underlines their
position as a key stakeholder and one that has significant influence on the assessment and
development of PSCs. No study has previously explored the expariehdbese key
stakeholders, who ultimately make the decisions based on personal philosophy, time and
financial constraints, around what will, or will not be included within their programmes (Dean
et al., 2022; Layton et al., 2023). This can be seen alsivibridging a gap in knowledge by
giving a voice to a previously undpublicised source, who have had a wealth of experience
6in the fieldo. Such information could provi
important PSCs for development bath and off the field, including perhaps some PSCs that
have not previously been noted. Furthermore, it could also help to identify what good practices
currently exist around the identification and development of PSCs in academies and what could
be improvel, which could elucidate a field that is currently subject to a lack of clarity (Dohme
et al., 2019). This information could help guide academies into the successful development of
psychosocial programmes and eduadtekey stakeholders (i.e., playersafét and parents)
into their importance. Exploring the commonalities and differences between Category 1, 2 and
3 academies would also be useful in attempting to level the playing field for academies with
less resources by demonstrating where good praetists and how lower Category academies
could overcome a | ack of resources. Therefor
experiences of how psychosocial factors are identified and developed in youth academy soccer

players across different egfory levels and (b) identify what challenges AMs feel affect the
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development of youth academy soccer players PSCs across different soccer academy category

levels.

4.3. Methods
4.3.1. Research Philosophy

In line with recommendations from McGannon et al. (2021), it is important to outline
philosophical stance when conducting qualitative research. The current study adopts an
inductive approach which allows researchers to collect rich, cosfgetific data to explore
phenomena from the perspective of the participants (in this case, AMs who rarely have such a
voice). Jones et al. (2012) describe this as an attempt to explore whatitliegues think and

feel about a topic through the lens of their own experiedcpgagmaticapproactwasadopted
(Giacobbi et al., 2@5) whereby the concept of reality depends on the experiences and
knowledge of those interpreting it (i.e., the researcheds as the research instrument).
Although this is contexspecific, pragmatists would argue that although this strategy is not
necessarily directly generalisable to other -kgafld settings, there is a high degree of
transferability possibleFurthermore pragmatism would also claim thektn o wl edge i s
constructedo (Poucher at al ., 2019, p . 3)
their existing insights’ and biases into the process order to learn more about the

phenomenand resarch questions being explored.

4.3.2. Participants

A purposive homogenous sample of nine AMs (age: 44.3 =+ 8.7 years) from two Premier League
and seven English Football League club soccer academies volunteered to participate. Two of
the Category 1 academies were in the Premier League and one in the Ckhipp(@ategory

2 academies were in the Championship, League 1 and League 2. Category 3 academies were

in League 1, League 2 and the National League. It should be noted that Category 1 academies
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have more coaches (six compared to five, four and two at Categories 2, 3 and 4, respectively)
and more coaching hours with players (betweéd 8ompared to-32 at Category JEnglish

Football LeagueHFL], 224). AMs were recruited through personal contacts and use of social
media including LinkedIin and Twitter (now X). The sample size of nine follows guidelines
from Jones et al. (2012) who suggested that for a homogenous group, six to eight participants
would beappropriate. Therefore, three AMs fronckaategory level (i.e., category 1, 2 and

3) were recruited (TablB). Mean coaching experience was 20.4 + 7.6 years (range 10 to 32

years), with time in the role of 5.2 years * 3.2 years (range one to nine years). All participants

had a minimum of UEFA O06AD |l i cense, wi t h ac

(GCSE)t o | evel 7 (masterds degree). Et hical a
institutional ethics committee (reference number BAHSS2 )3@%d voluntary informed

consent was obtained from all participants.

Table 8. Participant characteristics

Parti cAge Pl ayi CoachiTi meHi ghes Hi ghes
(Catec(yeaexper experiin rvocati academ
l evel) (l eve (years(yeé¢qual i f qualif
Cat 1 46 Serir 018 9 ECAS, A | eve
AYA

Cat 1 39 Pro 10 3 A, AYA BA

Cat 1 50 Pro 32 9 Pro A |l eve
Cat 2 44 None 15 2 A, EYL GCSE
Cat 2 45 Semiro21 6 A, AYA HND
Cat 2 46 Pro 27 9 Pro, A MSc
Cat 3 37 None 15 3 A, AYA GCSE
Cat 3 62 None 30 5 A, AYA MBA
Cat 3 31 Semiraolb6 1 A BA

ECAS =Elite Coach Apprentice Schem&= UEFA A license AYA= FA Advanced Youth Award;
EYL= UEFA Elite Youth LicenseBA = Bachelor of ArtsHND = Higher National DiplomaRro =
UEFA pro licenseMSc/MBA =ma s t e r 60 GCSHE—eCgnmemleCertificate in Secondary
Education.

108

[



4.3.3. Interview guide

Interview questions were developed using recommendations from Gasititoya (2016) on

the interview protocol refinement framework. This involved a {oliase process with the

initial phasebeing the construction of questions that first established rapport and then
progressed to the questions most pertinent to the study aim. The second phase involved writing
guestions in the everyday language of the interviewee, free from academic jargon. The
interviewer wrote a script to keep the questions in mind, dictuprompts in case participants

needed further probing to answer questions. Phase three of the framework involved the sample
guestions being reviewed by research team me
compr e hen s i-Montaya, RABG aps828). IFihatly, phase four was the piloting of the
interview conducted with two participants (AMs) to enhance reliability by practising technique

and assessing the appropriateness of questions (Jones, Ra&tEGjrom the pilot interviews

was not intuded in the final analysig.his was followed by the participants providing critical
feedback, which was used to make minor changes and to add further clarity to some of the
guestions. For exampl e, a more specific protl
the EPL, EFLand & coul d do more? | f so, what & how
examples of who might be responsible for assistance. Balllistrates a sample of questions

from the interview guide.
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Table 9. Semistructured interview questions.

Open questionto  Probes if Contextual factors (if the What is the purpose
achieve this participants do  purpose is still not of this line of
purpose not provide achieved) enquiry?

enough detail in

their answer
What is your Which factors do Is one specific corner Do they have a
current you think are more important than the current

understanding of
psychosocial skills
on the developmen
pathway?

What approaches
do you use to
identify (assess)
pl ayer so
psychosocial skills®

Is there anything
that limits you in
how you identify
and develop

pl ayer so
psychosocial skills®

important when
developing
players? How do
you assess
potential over
current
performance
when developing
players?

Do you have an
evidencebased
approach of
6al ways
this way
feelingd

other? f soi why is understanding of
this? What is this based psychosocial
upon (evidence)? factors?

Current performance vs

future development

(psychosocial vs

anthropometric/technical

Just through observatior

T what other methods?

Do you look at current  Are they looking at
research or trust your  current performance
own instincts and those or longterm

around you? potential?

Which constraints Budget/time constraints Any factors that are

limit you from
being more
effective (e.qg.j
time, finance,
knowledge)?

for lower categories? done well or could
be improved upon,
especially from a
psychosocial
perspective?
Any advice for
others to improve
best practice?

110



4 3.4. Data Collection

Interviews were senstructured whereby a standard set of questions were prepared giving the
researcher a degree of flexibility to the order of the questions and when to probe the interviewee
further (Jones et al., 2012). All interviews were conductecdbyfitst author either remotely

using Microsoft Teams video conferencing software or -fadace, dependent on
intervieweesod preferences. Remote inttervi ews
face interviews the Memo application function on ifAkone was used, alongside the Evistr

digital voice recorder (in case either failed). Intervieweye transcribed verbatim (yielding

131 pages of transcript in total using the Word for web transcription function), and participants
anonymised. Interviews lasted between 43 and 92 minutes (mean: 68 + 16.6 minutes) and were

concluded once the participarfiédt they had fully told their story.

4.3.5. Data Analysis

Data were analysed using reflexive thematic analysis according to guidance from Braun et al.
(2019) to enable construction and evolution of codes throughout the analysis process. The
researchers themselves are part of this process whereby they aresafi@astory, interpreted

through their own reflexive lenses informed by their respective applied experiences. The first
aut hor had approxi mately 20 vyearandiheEnglipher i enc
FAG6s | evel 4 Adv anc e@yearsowere spenfiw acadkmyccerat o u n d ]
Category 3. Thetwoeaut hor s had 60 yearsd combined exp
educators, teachers and researchers including various professional roles within soccer talent

development environments.

Reflective thematic analysis involved six phases as recommended by Braun et al.
(2019). Phase one was familiarisation with data, which began with noting any commonalities

and anomalies whilst transcribing, proofreading and editing the data. The secsed pha
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involved generating codes using Nvivo qualitative analysis software (QSR, version 12). Phase
three was constructing themes, whereby codes that showed patterns of similarity were clustered
into data themes, agai n bas éaabefaunthdadhtetheimesr st a
were then collated into a thematic table to be reviewed by the second and third authors to
provide feedback on their appropriateness and validity in relation to the data set. Phase five
involved refining themesnductively into wo story book themes: 1) identification and
development of player PSCs, and 2) challenges that affect the implementation and development

of player PSCs. The final phase was to write the report.

4.3.6. Trustworthiness

To improve trustworthiness within the current study researcher reflexivity was deemed
important (Jones et al., 2012), whereby the interviewer was aware of their own potential biases
at both the data collection (e.g., affecting the responses of interviexntbdsading questions

or verbal/norverbal reactions) and analysis (i.e., subjective interpretation of data) stages with
various measures taken to recognise, accept and reflect. These measures included feedback
from second and third authgrgilot interviews and selfeflection from the first author during

phases of thematic analysis. In this instance the second (DG) and third rese@ehers
prompted the principal researcher (JB) to amend interview guide questions as well as to reflect,
explain and explore alternative interpretations from the data. This resulted in altering themes
and their contents after consultation with the second and béseharchers. For example, a
subt heme of Opl ayer assess mentawassubsumedsnd was
the psychosocial testing theme, under the ps
was considered as an additional method, but it was decided not to pursue this due to the time
constraints placed on AMs especially during t@s®n, and the transient nature of the job (four

AMs had moved clubs/positions shortly after data collection).
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4 4. Results

211 raw data codes were generated from the nine interviews with EPPP soccer AMs. Raw data
codes were orgasad into 21 loweiorder themes, then built into six highender themes and

finally two storybook themes that were aligned with the aims of the study: 1) howd&Cs
identified and developed in youth academy soccer players (T@pland 2) challenges that

affect the development of youth academy soccer players PSCs (Iabexample raw data
guotes from AMs are presented in each table with AMssiflad according to participant

number (i.e., AM1 to AM9) with their respective category number subscripted{t@gs).

4.4.1. Storybook theme 1: howpsychasocial skills andcharacteristics(PSC9 are
identified and developed in youth academy soccer players

44.1.1 Ideal PSGCs

All AMs commented on the importance of player PSCs on the pathway with most
acknowledging that they weretkeyd r i ver s of a p |Thaysehe Gemrtbelae v e | o
of making a player tick, and if you don't get that, you don't get the othér bis AM1 Al t 6 s
very much the <corner whi ch, i n my opinion,
(AM1c2). Accordingly, AMs identified a number of ideal PSCs that they felt would be
important to identify and develop in players. These included realistieesalfiation,

resilience, hardgvork ethic, interpersonal competencies, independence and seeking and usin

social support. Independence seemed to be particularly important across all Category levels:

They have what they need, what theyodve ¢
on.They're in control of their own destiny. We can only do so much, but we try and
give them the tools away from here that t

hours a week, training on the Astro, it's much more than that (3M2
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4.4.1.2 Current practices

AMs highlighted a number of current practices used in academies to identify and develop
player PSCs. These included psychosocial testing, psychosocial training, psychological
support, sharing knowledge, staff experiences on the pathway, and player apptathes.

Regarding psychosocial testing, AMlmentioned the lack of knowledge in obtaining
assessments of player PSCs. Similarly, AM3t at edvet lamnobtfiuse quest.:
comes down to a lot of opinions and the head of recruitment rolehanekperience that they

have overaperiod oftimme. Thi s may even suggest that mor €
be dismissed altogether and not universally embedded into some academy curricula. One
exception was where AM? revealed that they were taking a more holistic approach to

assessment, including emphasis on the psychosocial corner:

In the past it's just being done off eye and it's a subjective opinion, whereas now the
work that we're doing with ***** [external company] will give us that objective
opinion where they'll sit down and they will be able to tell us from footage, from
interviews, from all the data they collect, if that person has improved and the way that

we improve that.

There also appears to be some resistance (e.g.cAMRI1c3) to using psychometric testing
methods, such as questionnaires, as they may lack ecological validity and seem to be too

dissociated from performance on the pitch:

Thereds questionnaires and all sorts of
When you're looking at players, the difficulty is applying that when you're watthing

12 sessions d¥ 12 games, what does that look like on the grass? AM2

Other AMs referred to questionnaires but required specialist staff to manage this and were

perhaps unaware of how this was operatisadlie.g., AM21). Three AMs (AM2,, AM2c3,
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AM3c3) acknowledged that more could and should be done in assessing and developing PSCs

in a more objective fashion. For example, AdYi&ated:

In terms of the actual measurement that's something that the sports psychology will be
looking into, but we don't really measure that other than it's just hard, looking visibly
at the player and how they're operating in their environment, | think if scrgeore

me a piece of paperé 1 6m a little bit ol

For psychosocial training, there was consensus across all AMs that embedding challenge into

the pathway was essential for successful development of player PSCs. One AM3(AM1

d

of fered some explanation t o wh We dalhitestyategich o ugh't

stress. You've got to place hurdles and st

comfortable and not being stretched then they can't be learning

At one of the Category 3 academies, AMTescribed a slightly different approach to

embedding psychosocial challenge:

We have player | ed games. We send teams
want the boys to lead, with the boys to articulate the points, to face challenges and come

up with solutions cos ultimately that's what's going to stand them in good stead.

Levels of psychological support and staff varied across categories as might be expected in
accordance with resources and funding. At Category 1 AMs commented about availability of
full-time staff to support player psychosocial development. At Category 2 Aldo
highlighted use of pattime psychology staff and external orgaations. At Category 3, AMs
described diff er We bavel psychelogy suppbrt treaughqubthet wholef
academyeé as the boys get ol 4 &MMelave retaneck | of
psychologists both for full time boys and for the nines to 16s progeam ( AsM Rlore

worryingly, AM3c3s 't at esawvedhat aciivual ly got a | ad who's
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going to do some profiling with the players. He's working intensely with the youth team first

and he will then be introduced to working with the younger age géoups

Sharing knowledge between departments about individual players was identified as a
particular strength at Category 1. Anether
players as being important. Experienced staff was also mentioned as a streagtithay

Category 1 AM:

Specialist staff who've been here a long time, they understand the players and parents
and form relationships better so they can pass on that information better and then there's

a trust element from the player and parent back tqAS12c1)

At both Category 2 and 3, playeentred approaches seemed to be a particular method
used to identify and develop player PSCs. For example,cAM1 a tWedry andiput the

pl ayer at the centre of everythingé we're

with playersé wedre veryopersonableé we try
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Table1l0. Academy Manager s opsyehogpdat skiles and eharacteffisti®@3are identified and developed in youth academy

soccer players

Higher-order theme Lower-order theme

Raw data exemplars

IdealPSCs Realistic seevaluation

Resilience

Hard work ethic

Interpersonal competencie

Independence

Social support seeking

We expect all players to clip their own performancenant
book so he can reflect on the actual week training, how he felt his emotions were around that, how he felt during tefogathne,
game, after the game and over the course of his Wb c1)

The ones who were really keen with their clips and their reflection and likewise with those that basically aren'tiitbihk it
tells its own story a little bit about the individual. (AM2

We talk about players coming through with that di splityay
that they had was resilience. (AWbB

| don't think it's a normal thing to push your body and to perhaps have an obsessive nature around improvement, owérdesir
push your body beyond its normal thresholds. There's a reason why they're high performers. The will to win or a eadpetitiv
can drive people to do things which arendét quite nlthnkial
something which, whilst on one hand is the thing that makes them great, of course it's something as welhwhicbecproblems i
it's not channelled the right way after sports. (AJY)3

| think that's prevalent in those players that don't make it because if | think about the top players that are playéeigitiy reow

playing the Premier League, international s at t haedtheye
comfortable in strivingé it's a paradox in strivinnmgitbyo!
the way they handle those moments. So, you'r e iorareatthegned

that make it in my experience. (AMQ

The other pillar thatoés a psychosocial one is | i f ehbosmarg
talking about you've got to be adaptable to any circumst&wé the moment in the game can you adapt and can you if the
situation changes or you learn enough to see it quickly and then show learning and then the last one is commit to personal
development. (AMg,)

They've got to be a | earner. .. receptive to infor mahg o1l
them mentally that they don't suffer from any inadequacies in terms of their physicalityc/AM2

| use that a heck of a lot in the academy just to manipulate situations or get boys to learn autonomously. (AM1
We give them ownership of their own development in terms of the individual learning progsamwe gi ve t hem

theydve gotThey'preacitn ceomtnrrol of their own destinyé we
away from here that theydl]l al so need s o stopitls mychireotre tharethamn ¢
(AM2c))

I would say all those boys | mentioned all balanced, all very well supported underneath from families) (AM1
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Current practices

Psychosocial testing

Psychosocial training

Psychological support

Sharing knowledge

Staff experiences on the
pathway

Playercentred approach

We just try and incorporate them [parents] and educate them as much as possible into the wholmpeogtarot keep them at
armdéds |l esygth. (AM2

Psychosoci al is the |l east | ooked at corner. Youbvesgot
psychosocial can't be. (AM3J)
A lot of the conversations are psychological around how we can change our players, thinking about how we can getseplay:t

things a little bit differentlyé but | wouldn't slaoge. i t'
(AM3cy)

It's more around dealing with adversity and setbacks angheedéption and how your teammates can help you through that.
(AM1cy)

Therebds bumps in the road that we'/l| put in place to h
them to focus on weaknesses as well as strengths. All our players here have a strength, but the majority have a Issef\asalk
well, which is, if |I'"m be)ng truthful, why theydre her:

We have one full time psych, but we've rebranded that department to the wellbeing team, but we also have what was origir
player liaison is now under the heading wellbeing. (A1

The club has moved into a partnership with a company who supply everything with regards to psychosocial health andavell
players, staff or employees of the club. They'll have all the resources that they need. With regards to psych, we wélfalppoin
time clinical psychologist, and we've got a sports psychologist coming in.{AM1

Everyone is constantly sharing informationé everyonedbhat
allows players to be people and the amount of detail we go into helping playerssjAM1

We have people that have lived the journey and understand the demands of the game, so | think there's enough glhadiators
been in the arena (AM3

Knowing the indivi dudhhtgivewusar advardaagecoser chlot ofitedms bekatise we do put the player:
centre of everything. (AM%)
We try and put the player at the centre of everything. We understand that losing and mistakes is part of developragnt. (AM:
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4.4.2. Storybook theme 2: Challenges that affect the development of playpsychosocial
skills and characteristics(PSC9

44.2.1 Transitions

Transitions in academy soccer can include athletic transitions i.e., moving from phase to phase
such as youth development to professional development phasesthiedit transitions (i.e.,
education/familyrelated), and dual career transitions (i.e., ngamgeducation or other work

interests alongside sport) (Stambulova et al., 2021). In the current study AMs identified all
these transitions to be challenges that could affect the development of player PSCs. With
regards tadual careershere was a genergerspective from AMs that the vast majority of
academy players would not become professional footballers, and that seapgther career

options was also important. This was summed up by &AMivéd want t o produce
but if he doesn't play professional football then we want to try and give him the life skills and
development that are ultimately going to allow him to progress and develop in other walks of

life. o

4.4.2.2 Staffing issues

Within this higherorder theme AMs discussed challenges around staff recruitment, and
continuing professional development (CPD) that could affect the development of player PSCs.
Staff recruitment was seen as a potential issue by some but also seenfasdéatlopment

of player PSCs:

Recruit the people inside your building. They're going to be miles more important than
the building itselfeée staff that have a bc
than they care for themselves andthéenheir o
you've got the right type of person in and then that will give the greatest edge and the

greatest platform to develop young people along the way AM3

With regards to staff CPD, AMs expressed a desire to improve staff knowledge around
the importance of PSCs for player development, but that this was possibly constrained by

resources:
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When we had had thefulli me psychol ogi st here it was
the work wasn't done with players or squ
were looking at leadership, for example, the psychologist waitilde were going to

use asix week block sit with the coaching staff and give us ways on how we could
give players tasks to work on | eadership

coach to affect more people than he could if he was doing stuff on his owncfAM1

4.4.2.3 Organisational constraints

Financial and time constraints were two organisational constraints that AMs expressed as
challenges to developing players PSCs. Finance was mentioned by Category 2 and 3 AMs in
particular. Time constraints, however, were pretty uniform across acadenmest €ategory

1. At Category 2, AM2; stated:

There's always a problem here of peopl e
time needs to be spent with the coachesé
get in that education, player care, psychology, nutrition, lots of staff members wdo qui

rightly want a piece of that action.

A Category 3 AM also mentioned insufficient contact with players as being
problematic:

Time, the more time you can give your players and parents and your staff, the better,
the more information you can have. The more connections and conversations you can

have the betteré those arcg. the things you

Clearly, differences in academy category grading (based on up to 10 different factors
such as training facilities, coaching, education and welfare provisions) have a huge effect on
funding and other resources, creating an uneven playing field with pbiemgiecations on
how player PSCs can be developed. AN &ummed up the situation within a Category 3
academy:

Wedbre on 15% of what some of the Cat 1 b
of the stuffeé and being a small club and
that work is limited. | did 65, 70 hours every week and | could do more. I'm probably

spealkng for pretty much every Cat 3 manager that | know.

However, not all AMs saw these as barriers necessarily:
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It's about the smaller clubs just working a little bit smarter. Always finding a way to do
somet hi ngéwe don ddation as a humizet Wd justewarnt ta previgleo r i

excellence whether we are Category 1 or Category 4. (AM1
Similarly, AM3cz1(who had previously worked in a Category 3 academy) stated:

| think sometimes at cat 3, a small but talented staff where you can align messages, you
can really have meaningful discussions an

being solved by money and volume of staff.

4.4.2.4. Additional support

Obtaining additional support from external partners and national governing bodies (NGBSs)
were mentioned as challenges that could affect development of player PSCs. It was apparent
that additional support was perhaps particularly pertinent and importa@afegory 2 and 3
academies with smaller budgets and less contact time as expressed by the AMs. External
partners included developing partnerships outside of the academy setting to help with the
development of player PSCs. Collaborating with other clutssals mentioned by a number

of AMs, as was additional support from Rsoccerrgansations:

Webdbve got partnerships and relations wit
charities that provide support in areas t
things that COVID forced us to do is jump online to have meetings and workshops, so

youknow the new world has shown (@AMIcg)hat t he

Support from othesoccerorgansations was also discussed by a number of AMSs,
namely the Football Association (FA), Prof
Premier League (EPL), and the Football League (EFL). This concurs with recommendations
from Mitchell et al. (2022) that adamies should use external orgations wherever possible
to help overcome the challenges of developing PSCs, although some vetting of these would be

necessary to ensure alignment in values.
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Table 11. Challenges that affect the development of player psychosocial skills and charac{@®iisc}

Higher-order Lower-order theme Raw data exemplars
theme
Transitions Athletic transitions So,one thing we do ask is that they can pick things up because we've got players here who are even up

first team they're physically not at the level of some other plaBetghey've got to try and find a way that
works. So go back to the learnings Ino use telling a player who's physically not developed to keep runnin
keep running at a more physically developed individual, you see the difference of age andfsigblager
keeps doing that and fails, that shows us he's not leat@'gnot picking it up, so they gotta find a waynd
that's something that we're big on. With the younger ones to keep developing them mentally that they dc

from any inadequacies in terms of thMiag physic
Non-athletic As they go through puberty and through the stages of turning from a boy into a man sometimes their che
transitions can evolve, change to certain aspects. Temper a

certain behavioural standards. (AMB

They might have a bit of a tough family background where they support themselves and they have to me
own way to training and back and a hard day at school. School work. They might be a bit troublesome a
or be in trouble, which then they &k into a game or into a training sessidgain, making it clear to players
that it's a short career, not everyoneds going
opportunities. And that és f r abetta pldyer,abepter petsan. Andihe
we've had a good icgfl uence on youé (AM3

Dual careetransitons We have to do more because that percentage of
it's important that you have education. You have a background that is a primary focus, and this can be tt
secondary focus. | think we have to edie them more when they come in. (Ad)3

Staffing issues Staff recruitment We're actually |Iimited to the type of coaches
have not had any sort of backgrounds in academy football, let alone working with children on a consistet
So, we're having to teach thémget them to understand just as well as the players. (M3

are the ones

Staff CPD Probably upsk 0
t hose aspectseé

more chance
stuff into sessions. (AMR)

il ling our staff wh
O contribute with t

122



Organgational
constraints

Additional support

Finances

Time

External partners

National Governing
Bodies

Probably the only thing really that stops us i ¢
it's going to be something to do with the acaderAic>)

Sometimes staff do three different jobsé to gu
are speci al i s {Tre pdgyan being antraa bacauaerl enly see that developing and getting b
(AM2c1)

The days of keeping things within these four walls, | think those days have gone. It's about collaboration
and speaking to football c¢clubs, being open to
giving them the best opportunity to béoatballer. | think it's just being open minded and inviting people in ¢
opposed to keeping them out (AM2

We've got into a project at the moment with a company called ***** who are now looking at measuring
psychosoci al el ements of the gameé We have a d
understanding of each player before they evenivalk t hr ough t he door é we g
basis on how to deal with each individual. (Ad41

The Premier League should send out a mental health/psych social ambassador one per cub. (AM1
What | would | ove is the Premier League and EF
for psychologyé that would force clubs to do i
an extra 10, 15, 20, 30 grandhfiing, it goes. (AM3y)
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4 5. Discussion

The aims of this study were to (a) i1 nvestig:e
are identified and developed in youth academy soccer players across different category levels
and (b) identify what challenges AMs feel affect the implementatidrdamelopment of player

PSCs across different category levélsefindings highlight several ideal outcomes related to
PSCs that AMs felt were important for identifying and developing in youth academy soccer
players. Whilst AMs highlighted a range of amt practices being used by academies to
develop player PSCs (including embedding appropriate levels of challenge and encouraging
independence) there was acknowledgement of a need for improvement in staff knowledge,
formal assessment approaches, operdigaton of collected data and use of psychological
support staff that could differ across category levels. Furthermore, AMs identified a range of
challenges that could further hinder the development of player PSCs including transitions,
staffing issues, rganisational constraints, andck of additional support, some of which
seemed particularly pertinent to category 2 and 3 academies who have less staff and greater

financial constraints.

45.1. How psychosocial skillsand characteristics(PSCs)are identified and developed in
players

An important finding from the current study was that AMs highlighted a range of ideal PSCs
that they believed to be important for identifying and developing in players. These included
social support seeking, realistic selfaluation, resilience, hatdork ethic, interpersonal

competencies, anddependenceSocial support seeking has been described by Dohme et al.

(2019, p . 32) as an fnathletesd ability and
from others such as coaches, parents, teammates,toe ac her s 0. This can |
informational, or tangible perspectives and

resilience. Realistic selvaluation (Dohme et al. 2019) describes a vital part of development
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whereby youth athletes evaluate their progress through identifying strengths and weaknesses,
which in turn allows them to set appropriate goals and expedites learning. This aligns with the
concept of Astrategi c st andhe ourrenti seidy whesebyd by
challenge is used within therogramme to enableplayers to develop and deploy PSCs.
Strategic stress can be I|Iikened to placing
environments (Collins et al., 2016), such as players playing up or down a year group, in
different positions, or even being usesia substitute. It is also important to note, however, that

the challenges that these bumps present are highly varied based oropitsrretations and
experiences of the different challenges and types of challenges they face (Papastaikoudis et al.,

2024).

Independence (also referred to as autonomous learning) has been documented by
different researchers (e.g., Dohme et al., 2019; Gledhill et al., 2017; Hill et al., 2019; Toering
& Jordet., 2015) as beirapimportantbasic needn the development pathway. This includes
may drivea wider set of skills known as seHgulation which incorporate metacognition
(being aware of onedés own strengths-steamnd wea
sacrifice for longterm gains). Autonomy supportive coaching hasn noted by Gledhill et al.
(2017) as being linked to better engagement levels from players, as well as improved enjoyment
and decreased draqt. Conversely, coaching behaviours that deny opportunities for player
autonomy have been linked with a ladkpoogression by players. This can clearly be related
to the autonomy part of saffetermination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000) whereby players who
have at least partial ownership over their own destiny are likely to be more intrinsically
motivated. Furthermay;, Cote and Gilbert (2009, p. 313) claim that expert coaches are skilled
in creating dopti mal | earning environmentso

other.
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Regarding current practices being used to identify and develop player PSCs, AMs
identified a number of considerations and approaches around assessment methods. Although
some AMs acknowledged that more could and should be done in assessing and developing
PSCs objectively, there was a reluctance to use questionnaires unless specialist staff were
around to manage this, and AMs were perhaps unaware of how this was opesatioGdliers
were reticent of using psychometric testing at all through a lack of gicalovalidity for
phenomena that occur Aon the grasso and wer
physical, technical, and tactical corners. This may be reflected in a general decline in use of
guestionnaires since the turn of the century (Veaewl., 2019). Although they offer a
potentially efficient and structured method of assessment, many sport psychology consultants
now deem them as lacking relevance (and ecological validity), undermining the relationship
between athlete and consultant, dpeing at risk from various biases such as demand
characteristics and social desirability (Wixey et al., 2023). Additionally, their use as formative
and summative assessment tools may be countered by a lack of providing data during games

and training, wheit really counts.

Some AMs referred to using a more traditd.
that relied on intuition and experience. Advantages of this approach include the ability to see
the player in their most natural setting (i.e., the pitch) providing higbldeof ecological
validity (Sieghartsleitner et al., 2019) with several studies confirming that ratings from coaches
were valid and reliable indicators of potential future progression (Fenner et al., 2016; Gdllich
et al., 2017; Jokuschies et al., 2017; &k Conzelmann, 2014). However, there have also
been a number of studies (Cumming et al., 2018; Hill et al., 2023; Sieghartsleitner et al., 2019)
that urge caution in using this as a sole method of assessment due to factors such as cognitive
biases and ntaration effects. Overdependence on this method may also cause problems if it is

used by inexperienced coaches who may be less versed in what to look for. To this end,
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Mitchell et al. (2024) provided a list of agend stageappropriate behaviours that coaches can
observe in players in order to gauge their current PSC status and develop this accordingly

through cecreation of sessions with sport psychology staff.

Based on these findings future approache
should look to use a multimensional approach (Sieghartsleitner et al., 2019) by combining
objective and validated tools with ecologically valid approaches such as olmsesvatd
synergistic input from coaches, AMs, and psychologists in training and games (Daley et al,
2020). Indeed, the involvement of coaches (with guidance from specialist staff) has already
been advocated by researchers investigating how best to idemdifipster PSCs in academy
environmentsCollins & MacNamara, 2017Rean et al., 2022; Mitchell et al., 2022; Williams
et al., 2020). Once player strengths and weaknesses have been assessed, a collaborative
approach (Mitchell et al., 2022) could again be used to embed psychosocial challenge within
the curricula (Collins etal, 2016 Collins & MacNamara, 2037 Mitchell et al. (2022)
advocated an 068 pillardé approach, evolved fr
(2015), whereby they suggested thevelopment of individualised performance profiling for
every academy playefhis wouldprovide baseline scores that could be reassessed at regular
points during the season, thereby adopting a plegetred approach, also pronmgt multi-
disciplinary working within academies (Moodie et al., 2023). Forming partnerships with
appropriate external agencies (e.g., charities and universities) may be useful in recruiting
suitably qualified individuals to assist in this process, whichrin would provide them ith

valuable industry experience.

I n the current study embedding chall enge
aspect for successful psychosocial training of players. This may occur in what Fletcher and
Sarkar (2016) described as environments facilitative of building resilieagebeing high
challenge and high support. Whereas, in contrast Moodie et al (2023) suggested that athletes
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should be exposed to a variety of highs and lows manipulated through deliberate planning,
allowing them to experience a variety of different emotions, provided that reflection and
supportive debriefing were al sobedetrimenmnas. Cha
chronically high challenge with no purpose and little athlete support can derail development
(Taylor & Collins, 2020). Collins and MacNamara (2617 p. 4) d e stesttwedke a it
cycl eo, -andstagapprapgisge challenge geriodsed into programmes from an

early age when players are more receptive and would benefit more greatly from positive habits
formed from the PSCs being developed. This challenge element can be introduced
incrementally and also involve checking that playersampetent in dealing with this added

pressure by deploying appropriate PSCs at each stage (Bell et al., 2013). Differentiation is also
vital to ensure that the challenge is set at the correct level for every individual, and that
appropriate suppbis also provided (Papastaikoudis et al., 2024, Williams & MacNamara,

2022) so that this strategic stress does not become distress.

45.2. Challenges that affect the development of playgysychosocial skills and
characteristics (PSC9

With regard to the challenges that affect the implementation and development of player PSCs,
AMs across all Categories described the importance of developing players as people capable
of functioning outside of the soccer bubble, due to the vast majorityacitieving a
professional career. This echoes suggestions from Stambulova et al. (2021) and similarly from
Larsen et al. (2020) and Ryom et al. (2020) in their case studies with mainland European
academies Ajax Amsterdam and KRC Genk, respectively. Thespectives also seem to
contradict the prioritation of assessment and development of technical/tactical and physical
attributes (Koopman et al., 2020). They would also agree with an increasing volume of research
suggesting that player PSCs are important facilitators of future progression and degvelopin

their ability to cope with the transitions (i.e., athletic, adhletic and duatareer) they will
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experience throughout the pathway (Hardy et al., 2017; Moodie et al., 2023; Morris et al., 2015;

Till & Baker, 2020).

Recruitment and training of staff were seen by AMs as further challenges that could
affect the identification and development of player PSCs. Crawley (2021) and Dean et al.
(2022, p.2) identified a | ack of endpethapsi on a
an unwillingness to embrace the psychosocial elements of performance. Notably, Dean et al
(2022) discussed a low level of guidance in the EPPP performance plan to inhibit the successful
integration of PSCs into academy curricula. Additiongdpsut for academies from external
sources was discussed by some AMs. Partnerships already existed between some academies
and independent orgaations, which could be an important step forward in mitigating
financial and temporal constraints. Some AMs believed that the Premier League and the
Pl ayersd Football Association in particul ar
on 10 yearsfahe EPPP highlights a lot of success that the plan has enabled with contributions
from the FA, EPL and EFL (unot the PFA). The report also identified 10 opportunities for
progress including providing more varied experiences on the pathway to facilitate easier
transitions out okoccer allowing more of a player voice, and improving multidisciplinary
working. These opportunities could guide future research in this field, along with investigating
the impact of player care officers, now made compulsory at all Category 1 to 3 academies

(EPL, 2022).

Additionally, a lack of acceptance of current PSC methods from key deonsikers
as well as lack of buin from coaches are problematic (Nesti & Sulley, 2015). Aside from
organgational challenges, the assessment and development of PSCs still lacks in ecological
validity with an overemphasis on psychometric testing by sport psychologists, especially of an
inductive nature (Wixey et al., 2023). Graduates and postgraduates malyitétk the
required soft skills to work effectively with players and fséifacademies, alongside a lack of
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micropolitical literacy Gibson & Groom, 2019)nvolving coaches in the assessment (Mitchell
et al., 2022, 2024) and delivery (Diment, 2014; Harwood & Anderson, 2015; Mitchell et al.,
2022, 2024; Wixey et al., 2023) processes has only been a recent development suggesting a

lack of previousinter-disciplinary collaboration.

Recommendations from Wixey et al. (2023) include the provision of a central database
of resources for coaches, online workshops, changes at ansatanal level such as better
use of player reviews to assess PSC development, and a golf caddy approach from sport
psychology staff whereby they work indirectly through coaches. Cleangpre evidence
based approach to integrate PSCs into their curricula holistically with agkyged focus
would be beneficial (Wixey et al., 2023). Startingyaunger ageso desensitise players
towards the PSC progremes could be an important improvement (Laureys et al., 2021; Ong
et al., 2018). Clearly, although some excellent practice already exists, much more work is

required to improve the process (Mitchell et al., 2022; Nesti & Sulley, 2015).

Further recommendations from AMs to improve current practice include lower
category academies (with greater budgetary/time constraints) developing innovative
procedures and partnerships with external agencies (e.g., charities/universities), creation of a
British Legiondé of soccer by the PFA to be
coaching staff to enhance PSCs through session design. There has also been an underlying
theme in evaluating and developing the whole person and not just the dageer(inrough
an interdisciplinary approach) to prepare them for life outside of soccer and the inevitable

transitions thatheywill experience in all domains.

4.6. Limitations

Although this is the first study to investigate AM perceptions of how PCS are identified and

developed in EPPP soccer academies the sample only represents around 10% of the overall
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population of AMs across Tier 1 to Tier 3 EPPP academies. Therefore, the findings of the
current study may not be universal across every academy. It is also important to acknowledge
that use of sernmstructured interviews may have some inherent weaknesaesduld have
influenced the findings of the current study, such asreelbrt bias (giving inaccurate
answers), recall bias (inability to recall events accurately), social desirability (presenting
oneself in a socially favourable manner) and demandacteistics (giving answers that the
participant believes the researcher wants) (Horne, 2098y, although AMs do have a
significant influence on assessment and development of PSCs, they are by no means the sole
stakeholders in this process and future research may benefit from consulting other staff
members such as heads of coaching, phase egelgiroup coaches, and indeed support staff
(e.g., physiotherapists, sport scientists, and strength and conditioning collcvesyer, the

study has given thepportunity for a traditionally hartb-reach sample to have a voice,
shedding light on existing good practice and identifying areas for the further evolution of

assessment and development of PSCs in players.

4.7.Conclusion

The aims of thiChapterweretoe x pl or e academy manager soé expe
developing psychosocial skills and characteristics in youth academy soccer plageksy

finding of this chapter was theonsensufrom AMs that PSCs are the key drivers for
development of future soccer players and for succeeding in careers outside of soccer for the
vast majority of players that do not go on to play professional soccer. Use of multiple,
ecologically valid methods (i.e., botlbjective and subjective) were proposed as a potential

way forward, including player sefssessments and coach observations. In terms of developing
PSCs, there was some agreement that embeddin
curricula was an effective way @aéachedleyvel opi

appropriately trained support staff and using support from external sajans was deemed
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important to help overcome some of the organisational challenges (i.e., time constraints and

staffing issues), especially those operating at lower category (E¥glse 5)

Findings fromChapters3 and 4may signpost ideal PSCs for players to strive towards
Chapter 3 suggested a need for carefully pla
PSCs, thereby ensuring positive outcomes on their academy jpadugssing the factors of
PT, SDCM and ARF appropriately. Chapter 4 provided a medepth exploration from the
perspective of academy managers as key stakeholders finding that such a programme should
be holistic in nature to build ideal PSCs in play#rrough upskilling coaches and working
with external partners. Accordingly, Chapter 5 will egel some of the ways in which the
above suggestions from Chapters 3 and 4 can be put into practice using an intervention
programme approach that assesses youth development phase EPPP players at a Category 3

academy.
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Chapter 5



Chapter 5 - Effectiveness of a psychosocial skills and characteristiBSCs)
development programme embedded into an English male professional
soccer academy

5.1. Abstract

In the previous chaptsy certain differences in PSCs (PCDESs) were noted between ages and
categories of playemsith AMs agreéng thattheseare the key drivers of development in soccer
players and for succeeding in careers outside of soccer for the vast majacigglemyplayers

that do not go on to play professidgal For assessmerdf PSCs use ofmultiple measures

was seen as being importamcluding use ofquestionnairg performance profds and
observatios. In terms of PSQlevelopmentthere wasonsensushat embedding challenge
within academy curricula waan effectiveapproachn developing PSCgsee section 4.4.1.2)
Upskilling coaches by appropriately trained support staftlaosefrom external orgasations
wassuggestedo help overcome some of the organisational challenges (i.e., time constraints
and staffing issues), especially those operating at lower category [Evetis.is a scarcity of
research however, investigating the effectiveness @ PSC developmentprogrammes
embeddednto academy soccearlubs Therefore, the aim of this study was to explore the
effectiveness of an individuaéd 21week PSGnterventionprogranmeembeddedhto a male
Category 3 soccer academy. Nine players (age 12.63 = 0.18 years) &ddi3hsquad
volunteered to participate in the studye lead researcher was embedded within the academy
to plan, implement, and review tirgerventionprogramme in accordance with acadesgg
groupcoachesr{= 2). Data were gathered pw@nd postPSC intervention using the PCDEQ2
and performance profiles. Changes in player PSCs weresadalging paired samplésests

wi t h Cdoeffeetrsidesused to determine the magnitude of change. For PCDEQ2 scores,
small positive effects were noted for sdifected control and managemedt< 0.31) and

active copingd = 0.27). Imagery and active preparatidr=(-0.42), perfectionistic tendencies
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(d=-0.43) and seeking and using social suppbrt{0.22) showed negative small effects. For

the performance profile scores, moderate positive effects were observed on emotional control
(d=0.76), seHawarenessd(= 0.52), and being a good learndr=0.47). Moderate negative
effects were observed for commitmetht=(-0.56), and concentratiod £ -0.79). In conclusion,

a 2kweek PSC development programme embedded within a Category 3 soccer academy had
both smaklto-moderate positive and negative etfe on player PSCs. Further research is
needed to explore effectiveness of approaches for delivering PSCs in soccer academy

environments in conjunction with academy coaches.
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5.2. Introduction

Alongside development of technical, tactical and physical attributes a plethora of recent
research demonstrates that psychosocial skills and characteristics (PSCs) are also vital for
progression along the academy soccer path@alilifs et al., 2018; Green et al., 2020; Gulbin

et al.,2013; Hardy et al., 2017; Hill et al., 2023; Moodie et al., 20UB;& Baker, 2020,
Williams et al., 2020 Psychosocial characteristics are traits that a player possess innately (e.qg.,
resilience, motivation) or that can be developed through psychosocial skills (i.e., learned
methods that can regulate psychological and social characteristics) training (Bblaine

2016). Importantly, PSCs have the wider purpose of developing aspiring soccer players as
people as well as athletes, capable of functioning in the world away from soccer, at whatever

point they transition out of that environment (Stambulova e2@R1).

The elite player performance plan (EPPP) was introduced by the English Premier
League (EPL, 2011) in 2012 to revolutionise the academy system for EPL and English Football
League (EFL) soccer academies. A key aim of the EPPP is to facilitate the halkstic (i
physical, technical, tactical, psychosocial) development of players across each academy phase
(i.e., Foundation Phase; W91, Youth Development Phase; UlA6 and Professional
Development Phase; U4721) to ensure optimal player development, heatith &ellbeing
(Roe & Parker, 2016). EPPP academies are casegoitiom 1 (highest) to 4 (lowestyith
higher categories receiving more contact time with players, more funding and more staff

(Premier League, 2011).

Although the EPPP was designed to develop players holistically (Jones, 2018),
psychological profiling and support were only made mandatory at Category 1 academies with
lower categories relying on external orgaions for support or even going witho@hapter

4; Dean et al., 2022). Even at Category 1, McCormick et al. (2018) reported that some clubs
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just do the bare minimum in terms of sport psychology services, with sessions often being
confined to basic classroebased workshops. These sessions often depend oim from

coaches who in turn can have a major impact on how players perceive therooditli®e
problematic as Champ et al. (2020) and Crawley (2021) suggest that coaches are not always
receptive to new ideas and may maintain the hypasculine premise that psychology is for

the weak. In additionGibson and Groom (2019) claim that micrbfpcs may come into play
wher eby i ndi v i-itteneatleads to themhrasipblatiagetie £nvironment to their
own needs, with less regard for the players. Additionally, at a macro level, lower Category
academies lack specialist staff and musaibe¢ time and budgetary constrair@hdpters).

High staff turnover and a need to stay in employment (professionahteetst) may be factors

that also prevent new ideas taking root (Gibson & Groom, 2019).

Chapter 5 identifies that academies may not be employing psychosocial development
despite academy managers recognising the importance of PSCs, with time and financial
constraints being cited as restrictive factors, alongside difficulties in deliverirgieffetaff
development sessiol&.n addi ti onal reason may be coache
implementing PSCs as they find this too demanding anddonsuming and may be more
prone to focusing on winning over development (Santos et al., 20&8¢nsure optimal
delivery of PSCs and overcome some of these challenges collaboration between key
stakeholders (i.e., coaches, parents and academy management staff) is seen to be vital in this
processChapterd; Dean et al., 2022; Mitchell et al., 2022, 2024; Santos et al., 2018; Rothwell

et al; 2020).

Although many frameworks exist with the best of intentions in implementing PSC
development (Collins et al., 2018), mapractitionersstruggle to operationa theory into
practicei.e., by transferring from classroctrased sessions to the pitch (Mitchell et al., 2022
& 2024). Other approaches such as PCDEs (Collins et al., 2010a, 2010b) offer detailed
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suggestions but only on a generic baSisme notable exceptions in soccer include work by
Diment (2014), Harwood and Anderson (2015), and Mitchell et al. (2022) where PSC training

has been periosid into academy curricula and delivered by coaching staff. Diment (2014)

applied-basedaddrapproacho i nvol ving educating
psychological skills (e.g., concentration, el | k, communi cati on) into
usingspots peci fic drill s. Ha r approath paeacdbedApnadtieat s o n 6

sessions to be delivered by coaches around the 5Cs of commitment, communication,
concentration, (emotional) control, and con
pillaré approach whi ch idtiana thee pillars(resiliende,h e 5 Cs
presence and sedfwarenegs again to be delivered by academy coaching staff with support

from sport psychology consultants. One possible limitation of these three approaches was their
programme-centred nature where tlsame content was delivered to all the players by staff.

Mitchell et al. (2022) suggested a possible alternative to this would be to tailor the PSC
programme to a more playecentred approach by implementing letegm individual
assessments, such as performance profiling to measure baseline scores compared to post

intervention scores (Butler & Hardy, 1992).

It may also be prudent to apply learning theories (e.g., transtheoretical model, health
belief model, social learning theoiryMassey et al., 2015) more systematically as an evidence
base to any intervention programme. Borrowing ideas from pedagogy éadeén prevalent
in coaching but this has not always been successful in transfer. It is argued by Moran et al.
(2024) that ideas from new curricula may be more directly relevant to talent development
environments, namely four principles: identifying thegose of the programme; deciding on
how these aims will be achieved, who will deliver the programme in a holistic and
progressively challenging manner, dralv will the success be evaluatdtifhay be necessary

to use a variety of different coach inputs to facilitate and reinforce ideal PSC outcomes in
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players. Use of overly simplistic methods such as operant conditioning suggested by
MacNamara (2011) could be flawed as they do not allow for differentiation between learners
and would not account for the dynamic, Aovear and individualised pathway icademies

(Bailey et al., 2010).

When collecting data, triangulation is important when assessing individual PSCs with
each measure having inherent strengths and limitations. Using more than one assessment
method means that the strengths of one can mitigate the weaknesses of anothergiGalli
2018). Accordingly, questionnaires such as the psychological characteristics of developing
excellence questionnaire (PCDEQ) (MacNamara & Collins, 2011) have been developed and
used to assess psychological characteristics of developing excéPeiogs), PSCs deemed
by MacNamara & Collins, (2011) to be important for success in talent development
environments. The PCDEQ was deployed by Kelly et al. (2022) across two seasons working
with a Category 3 academyo6s hdecelopmerd phasesrii.e.( i . e .
U12 to U16s). Scores were taken in-pe&ason, and two factors (coping with performance and
developmental pressures and ability to organise and engage in quality practice) were positively
associated with progression along théhpay. Similarly, Saward et al. (2019) tracked youth
development phas&J{13toU-16) pl ayer sd PCDEs at amoilat egor
period using the PCDEQ and what category level (i-é),they subsequently reached at youth
team level (i.e., indicator of successful career progression). They discovered that coping with
perfomance and developmental pressures and evaluating performances and working on
weaknesses scores increased with age at higher category levels, whereas imagery use during
practi@ and competition scores decreased. When applied to career progression, it was
suggested that for players in the YDP, coping with performance and developmental pressures
was particularly important to develop resilience on the pathway and to cope wittiangngt

also implies that effective, bespoke assessment methods are vital. Without measuring
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individual baseline scores and reassessment at specified points, it would be difficult to judge
the effectiveness of any interventi owth ot her

potentialissues around cognitive bias (Sieghartsleitner et al., 2019).

Despite the widespread use of the PCDEQ for tracking PCDE development, only
Mitchell et al. (2024) have deployed the more recent version of this inventory (i.e., PCDEQ?2;
Hill et al., 2019) in soccer as a prand posiintervention assessment in their stugyh a
Category 3 academylhey delivered a 8 Pillars (communication, control, commitment,
confidence, concentration, resilience, presence, anehwelfeness) prograne via player
workshops and aggroup coachesThis entailed an initial prgeason wdeshop with coaches
as an overview of the programme with exampl e
pitch. This was followed by twiesonthly workshops focusing on -@peation of sessions
between a sport psychology practitioner and the acadeesngdone s wi t h a singl e
addressed for four weeks at a time i.e., pert
Significant differences were reported in imagery and active preparation, seeking and using
social support and active copinign addition, they also noted significant improvements in

players communication, control, commitment, concentration, and resilience.

Performance profiling has been advocated as an alternative or complementary method
of measurement (Butler & Hardy, 1992) as it gives players the opportunity to be involved in
the assessment process (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Visek et al., 2013) and could es#ince
regulation (Toering & Jordet, 2015). The process ofeeuation has also been argued to act
as an intervention in itself as it encourages performers toeftdtt (Hemmings & Holder,

2009), although selfeport bias may be a factor with subjeetscoresbeingobtained

Another method that can be used to assess PSCs is observation, providing more

ecological validity by monitoring players in their natural environment (i.e., on the pitch)
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(Mitchell et al., 2022). This could also avoid the seffort bias potentially present in
performance profiling and questionnaires but could be prone to observer bias (Ashdown et al.,
2024). Mitchell and colleagues (2022) suggested a number of obsdreablgours for each

of their 8 pillars across the three phases of academy soccer. For example, in the youth
devel opment phase, effective commitment can
involved in the play, looking to create opportunities in trainand games, showing for

teammateso (Mitchell et al. 2022, p. 40).

According to academy managers who have an overriding influence on player curricula
and developmental processes PSCs are deemed to l@sh@nportant catalysts for player
development@hapter4). Despite this there is still little research investigating how PSCs are
effectively assessed and developed in academy settings. Although many coaches will be
incorporating PSC elements into their planning implicitly, there is a need to make this more
expicit so that specific PSCs can be assessed and targeted for development more effectively.
Therefore, the aim of this study was to explore the effectiveness of an indiseduBiSC
development programe in a male Category 3 soccer academy with playerthényouth

development phase.

5.3. Method
5.3.1. Study design

A pre-, posttestinterventionprogramme methodologyas used to embed the first researcher
directly within the context of their inquirysing a pragmatic approach wherakegearch is
based upon its practical, social, and moral outcomes, aiming to bring about improvements in
human populations (Giacobbi et al., 2005). Pragmatism often deploys singular or mixed
methods(as in the current studyeen as appropriate to the research question and how the
results may be used for the power of gdddich programmes should follow a set structure and

accordingto Morae t al . (2024, p . 3), should reflect
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pedagogical practices are applied to talent development environments such as football
academies. Four general principles should be followed: (1) clarity of purpose (including
developing in learners of autonomy and transferable skills), (2) including ajgpeopontent
(allowing flexibility and interdisciplinary working)(3) appropriately planned and periodised
strategies (accounting for the individualised, dynamic andinear nature of development),

and (4) evaluation (both at formative and summadavels).

According to Cushion and Jones (2006), a power imbalance will always exist between
those in an authority position (i.e., coaches and in this instance researchers) and players in a
more submissive position. For the purpose of the current siwdylaborative share of power
between researcher and participangs encouragefi.e., coaches and players) to apply and
extend upon previous research in an applied -fielsed setting (Boyle, 2012More
specifically, session design was-c®ated between researctand coachesand indeed at
times player$ and the latter were given more of a voice throughout the process in the activities
outlined in Tablesl2 and B based on recommendations by Mitchell et al. (20@¥}his
instance,le sevetp has e model outl i ned dswyframbwonaredssdé (199
described in more detail within the psychosocial skills development proggaection.The
use of this particular model was rationali se

previous use in an intervention by Beauchamp et al. (2012).

5.3.2. Setting and participants

Et hical approval was granted from the Univer
committee (BAHSS2 030Q5and informed consent was obtained from all participants and their
parents prior to participatiomwelve Category 3 EPPP academy players in northwest England

from the Ul3s(age 12.63 £+ 0.18 yeargputh development phase squad volunteered to

participate in the study as this represented the squad size at the time of inception (trialists were
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not included in case they were not later signed). One participant did not complete dredpre
postintervention PCDEQ2 questionnaires, and two additipadicipants withdrew from the

study due to personal reasons, meaning data is presented from nine plagevs. parttime

agegroup coaches were involved in the implementation of the PSC programach A (aged

22) who held an FA Level 2 Coaching Certificate and a BA in Football Coaching and Talent
Devel opment ; and coach B (aged 28) who held
Science and Coaching. Thel3s youth development phase squad were chosen as this was the
youngest age group that the PCDEQ?2 was validated with, and it was thought beneficial to start
with a younger age group that could be more regepti psychosocial training (Laureys et al.,

2021).

For the current study, the lead author (JB) provided workshops to thgrage
coaches, players and parents in the capacity of lecturer, performance psychology consultant
and level 4 Advanced Youth Award coach. These workshops featured a number of topics
related to usingsyclologicalskills to develop psychosocial characteristics (e.g., goal setting,

selftalk and imagery) and how these related to each pillar.

5.3.3. Developing and evaluating a psychosocial intervention programme

The framework used to develop and evaluate t
(1990) severphase model, similar to the perisglil approach used by Beauchamp et al.Zp01

when deploying a psychological skills training programme with Canadian Olympic
speedskaters (Figur® andsupported by Moran et al . 6s (2C¢C
curricula Previously, no such framework exisiadhis academyue to budgetary constraints

at the academy which provided an opportunity to embed PSCs into the curriculum, delivered

by coaches, and supported by the lead author.
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Phase 1: Orientation

Initial meetings with
academy staff to
determine
commitment/
requirements

Phase 7: Evaluation

Feedback from coaches,
players, parents

Phase 2: Sport
Analysis

Perfomance profiles

PCDEQ2 (end of
consultation period),
practitioner self-
reflection

age specfific 4 corner
requirements

Phase 3: Individual/
team assessment

PCDEQ2

Performance Profiles

Phase 6:
Implementation

Putting inteventions
into effect 'on the
grass'

Phase 4:
Conceptualisation

Phase 5: PST
Workshops
Staff CPD
Parent education

Asessing super
strengths/AFIs
Match concept to

interventions

Fi gwraeen adapted version -pliasTehomadé&l .( 1PCGDEQXZewvempsychol ogi cal c ha

guestionnaire version 2, AFI = area for i mprovement, uGRDe+xMhcawmt i r
cycl e. I n subsequent cycles, the process went from phase 7 to ph:
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5.3.3.1. Phase 1: orientation

Contact was made with the academy staff through mutual acquaintances followeiibigla
meeting between the lead author, academy manager and head of coaching towards the end of
the season before the consultation took place (March 2023). The purpose of this meeting was
to establish the structure of the academy season and how thehesguld fit within thatThis

is what Moran et al. (2024) describe as clarity of purpose i.e., ensuring that an equitable,
learnercentred approach is agreed and pricedidt was also a chance for the first researcher

to build rapport and share ideas of what could be developed based on previous research
(Barraclough et al., 2022Chapter 3Mitchell et al., 2022)This meeting went well, and both

the academy manager and head of coaching seemed very receptive. A second meeting followed
with the head of coaching and phase lead for the age group that would be participla¢ng
U-13s. Again, this was positive and both parties seemed interested and committed to the

process.

5.3.3.2. Phase 2: sport analysis

Although the first researcher was generally knowledgeable about practice at a Category 3
academy (with around 10 years6 coaching expe
level), it was still necessary to become familiar with procedures at thisytar academy. A

second meeting took place between the first author, head of coaching and youth development
phase lead in May 2023 to establish a timeline for the upcoming season and which PSCs
academy staff believed should be develope@as that thetaff requestedncluded having

playerled sessions to develop autonomy, using the 5Cs (commitment, communication,
concentration, control, and confidence), having mixed age gewpsimproving
communicationn players, all of which aligned with current recommendationg.,(e

Barraclough et al; Chapter 3, although the current study would deploy a slightly different
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approach as outlined belot this point, it was also discussed with the head of coaching and
YDP phase lead about which factors would be included in the performance profiles in the
technical and tactical corners for each positiob-dt3 level, thereby countering the criticism

of the fourcorner model as being overly prescripti{see Figurell for an example of a
completed profile for a central defensive midfield&his aligns with the second part of Moran

et al . ds ( 20 2detiding enwontent that is flexible anchwhere possible involves

inter-disciplinary collaboration between departments.

The academy season was pemsediinto six blocks, each six weeks in length (i.e., 36
weeks in tota(Table R), preceded by a brief pseeason blockf three weeksThe four cycles
for the current study consisted of geason and the first three siseek blocks. Data from
field notes, questionnaires and other resources such as presentations and handouts were
gathered continuously during this time by the lead auffioe information collected was then
used to identify (and maintain) good practice and adapt areas that required improvement, based
on personal reflections and feedback from others involved in the process (i.e., players, coaches

and other academy staff $uas phase leads and head of coaching).

5.3.3.3. Phase 3: assessment of playeychosocial skills and characteristic6PSC9
5.3.3.3.1Performance profiles

Performance profiling has been advocated (Butler & Hardy, 1992) as it gives players the
opportunity to be involved in their development (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Visek et al., 2013) and
could enhance sefkgulation (Toering & Jordet, 2015). The process ofeedfluation has also
been argued to act as an intervention in itself as it encourages performersrébleself

(Hemmings & Holder, 2009), although sedfport bias may be a factor with subjective scores.

In this instance, @a were collected prior to the start of the first cycle (i.e-speson)

using performance profiling (Butler & Hardy,
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and weaknesses to focus specificallyl@PSC items recommended by Mitchell et al. (2022

& 2024) and Barraclough et al. (202€hapter 4 (i.e., commitment, resilience, confidence,
emotional control, communication, concentration, good learner, enjoys challenge, teamwork,
leadership, presence, salivareness)Players rated themselves on a Likert scale ranging from

1 (lowest) to 10 (highest) on each of thgsescribeditems, with coaches doing the same
thereby creating a mean score to represent

(Ludlam et al., 203).

In addition, ratings of technical and tactical elements were also rated by both players
and coaches to provide mean scores, thereby allowhsgeation of sessions that were holistic
innature ascribing to the EngcbrmesnmodeF(8immohsa2004) As s o ¢
This model has been criticised for being overly simplistic and insufficient feraagestage
appropriate application to individuals (Moran et al., 2024). However, this concern is bypassed
in the current study as it is used as a todelect refined bespoke areas for development from
a wider list, that can indeed be tailored towards individual needs. ThigsS@éhe player was
working on could be tied in with appropriate footbshecific techniques and tactics to provide
greater ecologicalalidity i . e . devel oping PSCs O6on the gre
(Mitchell et al., 2024). Physical elements were not assessed in the performance profiles for this
programme, as this was deemed less important during a time of adbigismettn, but this
data could be provided from the EPPP testing that players undergo during a season, if deemed
necessaryWhere physical testing did take place and if performance analysis was also available
at an academy this would also allow the opportunity for raliitiplinary collaboration, as

recommended by Moran et al. (2024).

During this assessment, neither the playe
with a mean score obtained in an attempt to reduce bias between athlete and coadrhscores.
same method was redeployed at the end of the consultation period to compare baseline scores
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to those posintervention as advocated by Mitchell et al. (20Z23ta from the performance
profiles that was deemed relevant to session designtéichnical, tactical andsychosocial

0 s u girengthéand areas to develop) was shared with coarhesder to aid practice €eo
creation The lead author created a list of these factors and disseminated it to coaches on a

weekly basis (Table3).

5.3.3.3.2Player observations

One of the most ecologically valid ways of assessing players is through observation during
training and gamedMitchell et al, 2022) but as Christensen (2009) points out, this is only
effective if the observer knows what they are looking for. For this purpas@ch education
workshop was provided prior to the start of the intervention period (i.e.-gg&son)to
familiarise staff with a checklist cigeappropriatebehaviours that corresponded to certain
PSCs, relevant to their phase (Mitchell et2022) For example, a youth development phase
player may exhibit concentration by adapting correct positions in open play, staying focused

when fatigued, showing anticipation skills and quickly refocusing after a break in play.

Accordingly, in the current study, weekly
and games by both aggoup coaches (initially alongside the lead researcher who provided
gui dance) based on r ecomme n2024}8pilans progfammem Mi t c
Although these were essentially subjective opinions, it was hoped that discussion between
coaches ankkadresearcher would allow for some consensus to be reached. For example, when
visually assessing emotional control, the coach can observe how the player in question
responds both after successful actions or making mistakes and whether they argue with official
after a controversial decision against them. This should inform coach scores on performance
profiles when repeat scoraee taken later in the season by detedd8¢§ sas they occur in the

most naturasetting(i.e., on the soccer pitch).
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5.3.3.3.3.Psychological characteristics of developing excellence questionnaire version 2

(PCDEQ2)

The PCDEQ?2 (Hill et al., 2019) was used to assessane postintervention PCDE scores.

The questionnaire consists of 88 items and has been validated withl®@ge group, with

similarity responses marked on @6 i nt Likert scale from 1 (Av
|l i ke meo) to measure seven PCDE factors: (1
active preparation, (3) setfirected control and magament, (4) perfectionistic tendencies, (5)

seeking and using social support, (6) active appamd (7) clinical indicators. Both positively

framed (n = 72) and negatively framed (n = 16) items were used to reduce response bias (Field,
2018) and acquiescence bias (Horn & Smith, 2019). Previously, Hill et al. (2019) have reported

the internal consit ency of the PCDEQ2 as good (U = 0.8
as good-001).Data collecte@ from the PCDEQ2 was stored securely and not shared

with academy staff to ensure confidentiality.

Although this programme was not specifically aimed at the seven PCDEQ?2 fdwtors,
guestionnairevas nonetheless seen as a valid and reliable general measure of change over this
particular timeframe, as previously advocated by Mitchell et al. (2024). It was hoped that using
this measure would allow more credibility to be achieved in the implementitibe current
interventionsand would also potentialljpenefitthe areas identified in the PCDE approach
(MacNamara et al., 2010a, 2010bj)th Mitchell et al. (2024) proposing theoretical links

bet ween PCDEQ2 f aeptiolrlsarasgdd (tThaebilre own 068
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Table 12. Hypothetical links between the psychosocial skills and characteristics (PSCs)
identified in the thesis and psychological characteristics of developing excellence questionnaire

version 2 (PCDEQ?2) factofMitchell et al., 2024)

PSCs identified in the thesis PCDEQ?2 factors

Control Adverse response to failure

Control, concentration, and resilience Imagery and active preparation
Control, resilience, concentration, Self-directed control and management

confidence, commitment

[Over] commitment Perfectionistic tendencies
Selfawareness, communication Seeking and using social support
Control, selfawareness Active coping

5.3.3.4. Phase 4: conceptualisation

OncetechnicaltacticalandPSC baselinscoresver e col | ect ed, each pl @
areas for improvement were identified and a periodised plan was dbyitieel lead authdo
embed psychosocial challenge irto-createdsessios alongside coachassing guidelines
from Thomas (1990). In the context of the current study these included usinglpthgames
(i.e., with minimal coach input), creating scenarios in training where playeres working
under fatigue and strategic stress (e.g., in underloaded games or giving deliberately poor
refereéng decisions in training games), playing for the year above, or out of position, or being
asubstitutecoming on or going offFor example, in week 1, a full back and central midfielder
wer e t he 0b Uded TRaldeyddod specificacyaenples used in this study). It also
emphasised that players should be supported through this process which was achieved by
briefing and debriefing them individually and collectively when required (Collins &
MacNamara, 2013).

This aligns with part f Mor an et , a.110 dew cufriduluratd provide

appropriately periodised st rTEismwlves sevisdirgg part
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aims and objectives at a more challenging level when prewoes have been achieved to

further enhance super strengths (Ludlam et al., 2015) or areas for development, or indeed to
set new goals where appropriafhis can follow formative assessment at the end of each

period of interventorand al so fits with the cyecphase al na
model Expertisecan initially be provided here by the lead author with a view to upskilling
coaches for them to eventually have autonomy over planning and integration of PSC
development (Moran et al., 2024}t was also noted by Moran et al. (2024) that
parents/guardians should also be involved in the process to provide transparency and the

opportunity to reinforce principles to their child/charge.
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Tabl

gi Mm@l ine for de

very of psychosocial skills and character:i

Ti mepoint

Topic/overview of content

PSC

ConcentratiBl W4 S2 Workshop 1 (10 players, 5 paawatehesn. gbabteE
l ong/ medi um/ short term and outcome/ perfor mart
pitch.

SeaWvarenessBl W5 S1 Wor kshop 2 on f | i plpeedd (laeuatronnionngy )i.. eP.|,a ypelrasy e(r8

aut onomy then delivered on pitch. Group session but I

CommunicatiCat 3 -gwme BPs | eedpwandh BP1 made captain to improve cor

autonomy/ | € feedback during break periods and at end of
changing rooms tidy/clean.

Commit ment/ Bl W6 S2 Pitch session based on I LPs to demo to coact

concentrati Coerver practicesf ¢hboeu®®i ngcomeBPag Man mar k
(concentration).

Resilience B2 W1l S2 Pitch session based onmupl,LPsg.achefcendvént homBPsli (
playing into BRht@@dswol edef dmdiearvi dual const
pass forward, BP1 could only pass | ong (30+

Control/teaB2 W2 S1 inWorkshop-tal &«mhmesmoltfi onal control foll owealPlb).yi

l eader ship to explore how positivel/negative thinking cé¢
restrubttutedl s4 for devel opment of awarenes:
team captains.

Communicati Festival (FPIl alyed from start to finish. Players picked

autonomy/ r e to be captain/spokesperson. Lots of differert

|l eader shi p/
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Communicati B2 W4 S1 inPlayers planned I LP session. BPs worked on ¢
autonomy/ | € reinforcement, reference toCgaaeh Bnehgagedat
teamwor k this superbly.
Control/resB2 W5 S1 2 BPs worked on emotional control Both gi ve
bad ref). Both debriefed after.
Confidence/B2 W6 S1 inWorkshop 4 on colHdwdainfcfee r&e n tmafgemrms of vi sua
control 3Fs to corGatcheme dtfakedback sheets from pBPRly
wor ked on confidence (1 v 1 defender in frort
reinforcement); BP2 worked on resilience (pl
Confidence/Cat 3 -@hBne Did imagery befoBRltWwer gadieomn ocoufsi dence (pl
communi cati position, given | ots of positive reinforceme
resiliencel (communication/l eadership) & played out of j
Control/resB3 W2 S2 inWorkshop 5 on BPhmayéeosal eapbpnedobhbout fear of
autonomy/ | € are brilliantd. Also, how to cope with stre:c
t eamwor k structuring) Awareness of ar olsseadl floeovtealgse &
away game to demonstrate good pr ogrCesasc hf aBl Il
excellent session with both BPs on scanning,
Communicati B3 W4 S1 inWorkshop 6 on commuPiliagerenidepdti Eéamdot kpes
teamwor k/ avu verbal, |listening) & when/why each are i mport
| eader ship pl ayed silent/blindfold soccer to relate ffhi
verbal communication/scanning. Both BPsbrmaelfe
B = bBPock;bull seye player; I'LP = individual l earning pl an; S = session; W
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Table 14. Example of individual player psychosocial challenges planned acrossvaedxblock of the curriculum

Name Super strength Areas for improvement Position Bullseye  Training/match day challenges
Week

Enjoy challenge (PS) Long passing, tackling (TT), FB 1 Captain, lead team talk/warap
Communication (PS) Long passing, driven, lofted, whipped

Confidence (PS) Non-dominant foot, turning, 1 v 1 CM 1 Turning unopposed, sefopposed,
defender behind (TT) opposed (defender behind)

Enjoy challenge, commitment, Short passing, finishing, countpress, CM 2 Captain, lead team talk/warap

resilience (PS), turning, (TT), communication, awareness (PS) Shooting/pressing practice

pressing, playing forward (TT) Checking shoulder (ball)

Emotional control, teamwork, Long passing, turning (TT), leadership, CB 2 Captain, lead team talk/warap

enjoy challenge, commitment communication (PS) Short/long passing both feet, driven,

(PS), Short passing, tackling lofted, whipped

(TT) Turning unopposed, seropposed,

opposed (defender behindpdéll

Commitment, resilience, Enjoy challenge, communication (PS), GK 3 Captain, lead team talk/warap

emotional control (PS), first switching play (TT) Shooting practice

touch (TT) Passing & receiving

Finishing, dribbling, Non-dominant foot, tackling (TT) WM 3 Captain, lead team talk/warap

cross/cutback, 1 v 1 defender i confidence, leadership, communicatior 1 v 1 to finish, defender in front for

front (TT), teamwork, good (PS) confidence

learn, concentration, enjoy

challenge (PS)

Dribbling, finishing, pressing  Short passing, tackling (TT), emotional WM 4 Play underloaded, bad referee, Rock

(TT), enjoy challenge, control, resilience (PS) PaperScissors game, short

commitment, confidence, passing/tackling

leadership (PS)

Short passing (TT), Finishing, 1 v 1 defending, movement { ST 5 Captain, lead team talk/warap

commitment, concentration (P< create space (TT), emotional control, play underloaded, bad referee, Rock
communication, good learner, enjoy PaperScissors game
challenge (PS)

Commitment, emotional First touch, tackling, counter press, CM 5 Captain, lead team talk/warap

control, enjoy challenge (PS)

playing forward (TT), resilience,
communication (PS)

play underloaded, bad referee, Rock
PaperScissors game

PsychosocialPS); Technical/Tactical (TT): Fuback (FB); Central midfielder (CM); Centre back (CB); Goalkeeper (GK); Wide midfielder (WM); Striker (ST)
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5.3.3.5. Phase 5: psyclsocialskills training

Workshops are thought to be useful due to their interactive nature giving coaches a chance to
provide input, which should hopefully improve the chancetheh buying in to the process
(Mitchell et al., 2024) Accordingly, coach education workshops were used to disseminate
information around integration of psychosocial factors into training sessions and matches as
recommended by Harwood (200Buring preseason, a continuous professional development
(CPD) session was delivered aimed at all coaches inothedation and youth development
phases discussing why PSCs are important and how they could be developed. The session
consisted of 45 minutes in a seminar settimgrseen byhe lead authowith input encouraged

from coaches (Appendix 7foaches were provided with a background to sport psychology
and what this might look like at academy level, along with an overview of performance
profiling and observable behaviours. Coaches were then given the opportunity to reflect on
how they currentlywork on PSCs irtheir practice, followed by some examples by provided

by lead author. The coaches were then put into groups according to phase in order to plan their
own PSCGbased sessions, with support from lead authbis was followed by a 4hinute
practical sessioon the pitch with théJ-13 age groupinitially facilitated by the lead author,
demonstrating how PSCs could be developed using games (see examplé)Fgurie final

30 minutes of the practical session the academy coaldtiesred their planned sessiaas
demonstrate their understanding of the subjBgis was followed by a debrief with players

and coaches for feedback bow the playerghought they were developing PS®@ghat went

well, and what could be improved.
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How to play (10 x 10 yard square):
T Blue player passes to red and presses q
T The red player can either try to beat t
starting cone for 10 points or go to ei
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T Rotation: the red player goes to the op
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Figure 7. Example session used in staffintinuous professional developmémaissesand

developplayerconfidence, commitment and resilience

A resourcepack (Appendix 7)was produce@nd sent to th&)-13 agegroup coaches
and phase lead viamail. The lead author was available via telephone, textnsaiefor any

gueries as well as setting up a What 6s
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Six additional classroomworkshops were conducted with playdhsoughout the
programme duratioto explain the importance gisychosocial skillge.g., goal setting, self
talk and imagery), and how they might be deployedrtbanceysychosocial characteristics
related to each pillar (i.e., concentration, -selfareness, autonomy, communication,
leadership, commitment, resilience, control, teamwork, and confidence) following previous
work by Mitchell et al. (2022 & 2024)As the season progressed, the sawaithed in the
indoor sports hall once every two weeks. It was decided to align the classroom workshops with
these sessions so that players only had to walk a matter of metres to begin training and the
information would still hopefully be fresh in theirimas. This also had the added benefit of
being able to use whiteboards in the sports hall area. TWa&shopswere spread across the
programmesee Tablel3) where general principles were delivered en masse to the group and
individualised to players durg these sessions through activities (e.g., complgtagsetting
or selftalk exercises) to tie in witthe curricular requirements. Parents were also encouraged
to attend to be aware of the concepts under discussion. Some parents did attend but some felt
uncomfortable doing so with an interesting comment from one that they thought their presence
would make theison feel uncomfortable, which is perhaps a valid point to consider when
working with adolescent boys. Coaches were also encouraged to atteoéfeartheir own
experiential insights as well as gaining a further opportunity to engage with the psychosocial

contentand support players
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5.3.3.6. Phase 6: implementation

Key psychosocial areas wergentified by the lead authorand development needs were
prioritised for development on the pitch in training and gammesigreement wit the

appropriate playerdn line with previous research by Mitchell et al. (2022) coaching staff were

also consulted at this stage te@eatesessions witlnput from a coaching perspective which

then fed into session design. Following guidelines by Skyrme (2020) a plan was produced to
Obull seyeb6 players within the periodised cur
three players werselected for each week and targeted intorene or small group sessions

(Gearing & Bridge, 2024) and through use of individual constrdumisig squad sessions and

the games programniBenshaw et al., 2019)his was periodised into the academy curriculum

in the form of individual learning plans (ILPs) that were disseminated by the Spond application

and agreed with players before the start of the first block (mesocycle) of work (BallePs

were then used by players to plan their own developmentgesss wi t h 6bul | seyed
always in the same group for ease of support. Flipped sessions where players planned and
delivered their own ideas were repeated throughout the programme with five of these in total.

A 6super strengths®6 approach has been su
athletes6 strengths are the main focus of de
they present a barrier to progression. However, Ludlam et al. (2015) also raitad [dwer
levels of performance (e.g., Category 3 academies), there may indeed be more of a focus on
weaknesses. Regardless of which of these becomes the focus, the environment should be
designed to challenge players at the optimum level (Papastailaadis2024). This could be
achieved by exposing players to a variety of periodised highs and lows, allowing them to
experience contrasting emotions, alongside appropriate support from staff and reflection from
players (Moodie et al., 2023), supportinglWii ams and MacNamar ads (

differentiation is essential in planning. The lead author initially delivered sessions on the pitch
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to demonstrate to the two ageoup coaches what was required in terms of embedding PSC
development into practical sessions. From there, the lead author encouraged the two coaches
to work together in planning technical and tactical sessions that also S@deléments
embedded in them. Additional guidance was provided by lead author with suggestions for

improvement when needed.

To promote autonomy in players (Barraclough et al., 20e#hapter 4 Deci & Ryan,
1985 Moran et al., 2024and to improve inclusivity during games, the substitutes were asked
to observe the performance of individuals and the wider team (either in possession or out of
possession). They then provided feedback and suggestions atahdlf fulttime in
collaboraion with the players who had been performing, one of whom was also designated
captain and commented on what hwehhd angeboderx
better i f é6. T h i-an efiedt of adevdiopiny playerecomknunaatién and
leadership skills. For the intacademy festival (Table 13)Jayers were given complete
ownership from start to finish including picking the starting eleven, deciding team tactics and
ensuring that everyone got at least half the game time throughout the competition. Lots of
different challenges emerged from thisrsméo with a combination of winning and losing
group games and being involved in a penaltgotout at the knockout stage, which the team
won, despite a few missed spot kickgain, this afforded an opportunity for players to develop
PSCs with minimal interference from coaching s{ifbran et al., 2024)Another method to
encourage selfegulation was to allow players to plan and implement their own gra@lip
sessions. The second workshop session in blaggek 5 (Table 2) involved explaining the
concept of ofl i pped |l earningd to the pl aye

development. this was achieved by showing them the rationale behind this
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5.3.3.7. Phase 7: evaluation

Evaluation is thought to be a highly subjective and imprecise process, more judgmental than
metric (Moran et al., 2024yVith that in mind, there is no set guidelines as to what should be
evaluated and how, leaving it up to the discretion of practitioners to deploy a range of tools.
Accordingly, preand posintervention measures were taken using the PCDEQ2 and
performance profiles.

It was also deemed important by Moran et al. (2024) for practitioners to not only
evaluate their participants, but also themselves in order to ensure effective applibation.
collect data from a reflective perspective, McNiff and Whitehead (2005) suggest a number of
methods including field notes, personal logs/diaries, interviews and video recordings.
Accordingly, for the current study, coaches were observed at trainingovexk and informal
reflective conversations followed between them and the lesdarcher based around
Apsychosoci al session objectives, practice
behaviourso (Mitchell et al., 2022, pl6). Ad
assessed at the end of each of the three curriculcka(i.e., weeks 6, 12 and 18) through
feedback from coaches and sedflection by the first researcher using a temp{Atgpendix
7) devised using guidelines from Anderson et al. (2004). Responses were recorded using the
memo function on the firstrese&e cher 6s I Phone which was | ater
and securely stored. The individualised challenge could then be adjusted for the next stage
usi ng t-thstt wietackaoc happr oach recommendedapdy Col |
An example of how this informed practice in the next cycle came from Coach A in his feedback

from block 1:
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AFor e withro@mmanjcation, instead of just throwing them in charge of the
whole group, hand pick certain players so they can then target those players to
communicate with them and then adding mor

put them in positionswhhee it ' s required for them to coc¢

The first researcher also attended four home games and a festival to see how well the
PSC principles transferred to game situations. Again, informal discussions were held with
coaches after each game along watthectivenotes also made by the lead researafter every
training session and game®ifferences between preand posfprogramme PCDEQ2 and

performance profile were analysed at the end of the final cycle (i.e., the end of block 3).

5.3.4. Trustworthiness

When discussing validity, Burns (2017) suggest that this is not an appropriate term to address
the highly dynamic nature of the process. Instead, trustworthiness or credibility which both
roughly translate to whether the end product is a true and bekevggrlesentation of the
research process. With this in mind, Burns (2017) suggests a number of approaches that can
enhance credibility. Triangulation involves multiple data collection methods. In the current
study questionnaires, performance profiles apndch/researcher observations were used.
Member checking requires participants/stakeholders to verify data for accuracy (cognitive
biases notwithstanding), which was done by obtaining secondary scores on the performance
profiles from coaches and also viadhnterview with them at the end of each block using the
selfreflective diary template as a guide. Cyclical iteration concerns data from each cycle (in
this case prseason and three blocks of the curriculum) being compared to that of previous
cycles wich may help reduce researcher bias. This was achieved by the lead author completing

a reflective diary after every interaction with staff and players bothgme inseason. The
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same format was used to audio record-ggeip coach feedback at the end of eachnagk

block.
5.4. Data analysis

Al | statistical analysis was conducted wusin
Ver sion 29). Descriptive statisticx awed ef ocral
performance proafnd epotsdc vreed i @ nl.iptilye s(WssH dopfi rnoo
showed normal distribution as all scores abo
was 0.044 on the PCDEQ2 and Adenjoying chal/l
thought to not be an isg®kaladanthe 29a&lBpbeée Puas
were used to expl or2 faact ocrhsa ngreds g enr fPoCDnEan C e
pr-reo -paservention period. The | evel dwds si gni
calcul ated by transformation of parti al et a
through the effect size calculator for para
Cohen asiO.t2ni,visadadl )0 (mMoRe Bat eapd. barge (> 0

Lenhard, 2022)
55. Results

5.5.1. Psychological characteristics of developing excellence questionnairePCOEQ?2)
pre- to postintervention changes

Tablbiel l ustrates PCDE®Q2psseresnfrom peeiod. T
di fferencearmae tipyetednr vpernet i on scores was for pe
decrease pi=n O0s.d0540e A 3§ . The PGIDE efcd ®tdorcsong &l
manageprenddl(®&, 31) and @stODWé&EcdPP) nbad small
effect size changes meaning increpass®s1i8n sco

0.4 2anedeki ng and usprgOgidaeé aR) sappordtempnstr
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negative effects i .8i)]|l asbrasteswveRPRCDHEQ®™Nané&i

scores b-anwe-pmtsgreenti on.

Tabl5ePrdieo -paoaser wenthohogi cal characteristics

guesti qdMORE®ZEZ 0L es

Factor Pre rPost t df p Co h edn
(SD) (SD)

Adverse 3.06 3.2 0.51 8 .31 0.13

respons (1.1 (0.9 (T)

failure

|l magery 3.91 3.730.99 8 .18 -0. 42

active (0.4 (0.3 (S)

prepar

Setlfrec 4.33 4.52-1.33 8 .11 0.31

control (0.7 (0.5 (S)

managert

Perfect 3.22 2.881.83 8 . 05* -0. 4:¢

tendenc (0.8 (0.7 (S)

Seekin¢ 4.37 4.260.64 8 .27 -0. 2z

usi ng (0.5 (0. 4 (S)

support

Acti ve 4. 42 4.54-1.01 8 .17 0. 27
(0.4 (0. 4 (S)

Clinice 2.20 2.28-0.62 8 .27 0.14

indicat (0.5 (0.6 (T)

*  Significant change from pre to post interventionp (= < 0.05)
S = small effect size, T = trivial effect size
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& Factor 1 ARF 6 Factor 2 IAP Factor3 SDCM Factor4 PT

6 6
[+ -
2y 8 a 8 4 8 4
] 7] n
4] O @ ]
T3 < s < 5 € 5
2 2 2 z
= 2 1 I g5 8 2
E E £ E
@ 1 ¢ 1 o 1 a1
0 0 0 0
PRE POST PRE POST PRE POST PRE POST
6 Factor 5 SUSS 6 Factor6 AC 6 Factor7 Cl
%3 z 3 £ 3 * :
= S 8
L_uz 'EQ §2
L @ Z
o 1 1 1
0 0 0
PRE POST PRE POST PRE POST
Fig8Geoup and individual change scores for each psychol-dgi @alstc hze
intervention. ARF = adverse response to fdiirlaeuategd | choRng= nodmaagnedP yim
perfectionistic tendencies, SUSS = seeking and using social supp:
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Tabl &r-£6. paoservention performance profile sc

PSC fact Pr-e Po-st t df p Cohednods

mean mean

(SD) ( SD)
Commi t mer 8. 35 7.96 2.0¢ 9 . 035 -0.56

(0.5 (0. 8 (M)
Resilienc 7.40 7.55 -0. 6 9 . 271 0.14

(1.0 (1.0 (T)
Confidenc 7. 35 7.55 -0. 9. 9 . 187 0.114

(1.2 (1.5 (T)
Emoti onal 7.15 7.75 -1. 8t 9 . 048 0.76

(0.6 (0.9 (M)
Teamwor k 8 8 0.0C 9 . 500 0

(0.6 (0.6 (T)
Leader shi 6. 85 7 0. 3¢ 9 . 365 0.19

(0. 8 (0.6 (T)
Communi cze 6. 3 6. 3 0. 0C 9 . 500 0

(0.6 (0.9 (T)
Concentr e 7.8 7.25 2. 2¢ 9 . 0214 -0.79

(0.6 (0.7 (M)
Presence 7.5 7.65 -1. 4: 9 . 097 0.11

(1.3 (1.2 (T)
SehdfWwar ence 7.1 7.8 3. 51 9 . 003 0.52

(1.5 (1.1 (M)
Good | ear 7.55 8 2.5 9 . 015 0.47

(0.9 (1.0 (M)
Enjoy che 7.95 8.1 0. 71 9 234 0.19

(0. 8 (0. 7 (T)
* Significant change pg=kOmOp)e to post intervention (
M = moderate effect size, T = trivial effect size
Table 16 illustrates the -pteor f-pasmamwentpiroonf ip

Significant moder ate posindi-peotsef vecti ean ze6o
identified fomp=ebhodEs &naléwaa eededls. d0 .. 52) and
good IlpearfOnexla, 47). However, it sheubDddBB&, no:
=-0.56) , and pcocd+20rrd®) owefe also significa
were noted meaniregpotrhese spgloaysr deelrfeased acr
Al |l ot her effect $%dlzews weaaor esr ifvdral p e rFfi ggrumaen

inidmaividual differemandas-ipioséscenesobet ween p
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5.52. Playerand coach feedback

Table 17 shows feedback from the phaybesf boh
of Likert ratings out of 10 for how wuseful t
transferred toMedams ns agr eandoywytamefs. 10 gwat e as
set?i n8f afko6nmagt ieonalT. 4vdanmodbhc cati oh. heghesi
were also asked to comment on( vhiotwh uas erhard n trhae

6.89 oawandofprdb@®) de anyr cswengeerstt.i ons f or 1 mp

Tr anssdriopnt t he f i n alotclveaecthtessc kg f aomempl at e
Ander son etaravlai,l ad0 @4 )iwi tA&mps rsckil X c 8 eadd c 0o mme
perception;m ot ed i nBeltawd een 1t8h e m, coaches A and B m
around sat tvii dag adff ocih apll | agymegiess, ot heo ms taanndt trheei n f
|l omhgrm nature of Pf&fE@e cdteivved moepsmrse naf t he ,PSC i n

planning, potential barrieend suggested i mprovements for fu

5.53 Researcher selreflection

Appendi x 9 shows -aeaf leexatmpdre difaray( $ferlkoerd tadhre
recommendati ons fromf dAhldewidmags s@boml|l wor ROHalp
foll owedt bwgiduird gnar,weledks & 8i on 2. For this part
coacehnegsaged wel | i n | &amd sierkssti DIn0 wmitnhs polfa ycelrass
went wwelhll agerpnegunj degoWbai psoul d be i mproved
short erl aosvserroaol mii $ce s si TGhhei daecst.i on pl an was to |

of ctlhaes s roa domonthe pitch
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Tabl®| ayer feedbadksCati ntthea veemd i oofn tplreogr amme
Pl ayl mag Goal Se-l Emoti Communi Most use¢ Least (How us Sugges
sett tal cont & cohe watshe t o 1 mg
progr?a
1 9 9 9 9 9 Rel axati Dondt Kk 8 Ma k e
effect
that i
used i
game
2 6 9 8 9 8 Not answ Not ans 8 Not an:
3 6 6 7 8 7 Lewandows| Lesson 6 None
thing befo positiwv
training negati-v
tal k]
4 7 8 9 9 8 Set &l k |l mager 7 None
5 6 7 7 6 7 Se-t &1l k | mager 8 N o
6 8 7 7 6 6 |l magery Emoti ona 7 Il thin
technic good ac
7 7 7 7 5 7 Being agg Deep br 6 Not anct
8 5 9 7 7 7 Se-t &1 k None 6 Donoét
rememb
much at
9 7 8 8 8 8 Se-t &1l k Emoti ona 6 N o
Mean 6. 7¢( 7.7 7.6 7. 44 .44 6. 89
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Tabl €oh&h feedback at the end of the PSC I nterven

Coach comment s Rel ates tg
When it's sent across the information, what | tenthetyo/Pl anning
have an i mpact on the session |l ayout. And how do t h'ey

worked out a Ilittle bit better and actually the moidet

as wel |l as the coaching points that | require for the

What | tend to |l ook at is when | 'm planning sessiom.i

And how do they have i mpact on those players and as w

acatal ly the points that they've put downcadaochcBJually h

Each player been given individual challenges in trainflndividual
just excel with them and there's been some that've st

exedthteané They' ve given a chance to work on individual

and they're willing to go and try something [coach B]

I n the games, we've put it in their objectivesé fagrs egdNeed for ¢
or off the pitch. .. in charge of warm up, equi pmeretr, reinforc-en
extraneous pressure by putting them in positions that|{term natur
week or so, he's reverted back to himself. So | tthi nkjdevel opmen
reictmmders and putting them under the same objectives ar

t hought 1 'd do it because it's an objective for me, a

I think it's good to have. I think for the group odutplEffecti ven
the key early yUldrss.. S0 lundernknitrheast, it's really good |PSC intery
could do with a |l ot of improving ourselves and malkitng|progr amme
we've done sgwoddarand wdiankulid "enly i mprove our sed vglsa¥

really good, especially because they're getting cohnsitt

not their I LP weeks they stildl have that Ilittle bit w

I think its very effective to the point that wermMvtehet

and are willing to engage with players becawhseen twee sced
objectives, especially being an indoor session, ¢é¢ythe

on with it very wel/l and even when we've puwnt tthlee msraistsd

which has been a | ot of phase of play, they seem to h
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5.6. Discussion

The ai mi rofestthiigsati on was to explore the eff
i nter pemmtgteam mal e Category 3 soccer academy
depl oy individuali sed methods of assessing p
up at the end of the intervention perirod. TF

weekC PpSr ogr a mmet -oboodtehr astrea Iplosi ti ve and negat.i

were observed. For PCDEQ2 scor esdi rsencatleld pcoosnit
and management and active coping whisltgtc i ma
tendencies and seeking and wusing soci al sup
performance profile scores, moder ate positi:
sedwareness, and being a goodf dctag nwear evhel sal
commi t ment and concentration. These finding:
can be made on player PSCs following a care

changes highlighting thg bmpondanmcduaf P&¢GsI

season.

5.6.1. Changes inpsychosocial skills andcharacteristics (PSC9

The-w22k PSC intemeesnée¢donnptde@r amrr etnite st ud

pot etha itrmRdve positive changes on a number of

pl ayer devel opment ( Hi |1 et al ., 2019) and
(Lavallee, 2018, Stambul ova -dedtreatedand@80681j)c
managemento.dl16. 31) which involves strategie:
del i berate practice (Hill et al ., 20p89). The

O. W7 &.27) defined as proactivdlyhdepboyinhg

from challenging situations (Hill et al ., 2
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have previously explored PCDEQ2 scores on a
et al ., 2024) . The only study in EPPP acade
i ncreasaegisrent sceldontr pt @adI50man7a)g eanedipta t i v e
O. @, 0. 89) . I n contrast, Laureys et al. (20:

di scovered that the majority of participant:

bot h-diseédt ed contr ol aen dc onpai nnagg) e nwehnet n  atneds taecdt i
Mi t chell et al . (2024) suggested that increa
and more easily teachable than the other fac

I n the current dituegt edncoetasek andsmahag
down to the nature of how chall enges were ¢
increased emphasis on autonomy supmpodratyieve c
were encouraged to take ownership of their
debriefings and even an entire tournament.
constraints for players (Reed hams iednadallp.r,a c2t0il
(Gearing & Bridge, 2024) may also have been
was based on player Osuper strengthhsdl eaamde d €
from the profiling process (Mitchell et al .,
seddsescsonblred assoctihhened ewstbB i n active coping
2009) . Early work by Deci and Ryan (1985) h:
intrinsic motivation, with more recent stud
Toering & Joo dedvyodtlis5npg ailts merit i n academ

to aid progression on the pathway and transi

Significant positive changes in PSCs were
emoti onapg= c0o.d0tlr50,] 7@ war emdefsOs. 8(10. 82) and bein
| earprrer0d@20. 47) . For emoti obe&rsesoni atohbeed whi
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constraints imposed on players in training

|l aying out of position) and t he saubasreegnueesnst

©

and being a goolWednmakeetr heanawyatharve of -asking

-

eflect, which is thought to be an intervent
di f f erreenptorstelnieasure Mitchell et al . (2024)
contpkolo. A.,19) and medawar epiré Hadtd(2Qn 18¢1 bver

ti me points-waekopmeoNphemreviéous study has dep

profiles in this context, so no c¢cammar athiiwe
novel to the current study based Ghnapfj.eeado mme
Howewédisecore ahangesamd agobhgnti al l inks to a
directed control and management may warrant
al . (2024) proposed hypothetical | Fpni ki sl aly est w
progmeThey suggestoegmbhbpatadhaegwievdhe emoti onal cCo

sedwareness which would be supported by the

suggestedi ntehatted eddnt rol and managementswas al
concentration. Howleyeparthgessgsuppoktsedere ©Dhe
directed control and management s-hAwali @emge s N,C

with a negati ve dnteestiggy,therawas litle coeespgomdantei betvimeen

the PCDEQ?2 factorsna their hypothetically linked ® i | | ar séd as proposed
(2012ZTdabl g 4RYhough small tmefraapeb & shesdsahdybiem
taken i nto account here.

5.6.2. Negative effects ormpsychosocial skills and characteristicPSC9

The PCDE factors of i ma&agG.rdy2)an dp earcftei cvtdi opnriespte
=-0. 43) and seeking a@aneé.22)n@l dodieamionsu p@d ret
effects. Previous research by Mitchell et al
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tendepxi @840, 18) , although | arge and moder at
seeking and usp<n@ dfd@i 8I6)sup@ampadr it magepy and &
0. @%2,0.72), respectively. A deccroeaud sdes bieni apteerdf
withis particular faUfidrphayeysetabelCagegoty
research by Bar rCacalpguegshu §egte sals. t(hadt2 per f ect i ¢
devel op | ater on the pathway and be more pr
should also be taken into account that the
experiencinag rtihmd badasaddd ivantse df vari ous compet
psychopsgicbakopci al and academi c |Tehvee Ipsat (tyrlnl
in imagery and active prepatatiinokne dd evatehso fi n
understanding by players and a | ack of empha
addition, the workshop on i magery and actiyv
pl ayers had been heavily def enmatyedoitn havgamee
This highlights the i mportance of caref ul c

del i vered.

Decr eases iunsisnege ksioncgi aal m dssugopioaptt eadyn avyistbhe a K i
more ownership of theirsudpmomtinge tdappruagdch hie
2017) , whereby they attempted to solve prob
significant othsuppbyhéedcceanbddiatsotrdéd ¢ antsre

managemenawanednees f

Further negative changes in PSCs were als
(p= 0.dMD3B,5@6nNdoncenpradidBC.(79) . Il n contrast,
(2024) reported positive |inear increases ac

(p= 0d#9H4Q. 11) andp= oOndede3t. r12t)i.omy@pot heti cal I
and active preparation, control and concent
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Findings of the current study, however, woul

these | inks.

5.7. Potential reasons for theoutcomes

5.7.1. Playerfeedback

Datfa om parti cdemansiratst h(aptl ayheerrse) was a mi xed | my
(Al think it was good as it waso) and | ess p
Mean ratingdodafserd dlndsegsrveami on. 78 .78 &,7 44au g h't
and. 44r I ma gskeertyt.e @l rket i ona) gommumoil @aantdi on
cohesespectively, with an overall mean rat.
Comments akehehfedmi ve so tdadnartei npam oktd cuad e
suggest a disconnect between the classroom ¢
been necessary to makeeemortehwdhfd tvaoMoeaml! iedi tall
describe as a blend betave&rpimplitcinh ahdsesp
they are taught iin theghicd@&aers r owMorriazuldutmaad . i,

p., 6whidehiiwvear edaghcti cal eg entshiboalgdhs not neces

explained to them first. The wuse of constr e
exampl e, whereby players find their own sol
i ndi veandwiarlonment al and/ or task restrictions
they are stild] l earning implicitly, this wou
moreexplicit method of command stlhtetercwiaewii mg
sample of players following thanpgrseboamdebaama
as a | imitation and an area for i mprovement
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5.7.2. Coach feedback

Bot h cwarmbée t o s uc canbesd PIClchalengp intatrainiagramd games

forindividualp | ayer st he. niohsits praaast done by having a r
psychosoci al -cpaner omotdbak ,wBereagmoe@si, o 29DI0VY )t h e
have concentrated more on tecflomiec&leyarfd/nar nt
t hat al though ©players were r esweeknthaywfeen dur i n
reverted back to previolse havi ours shortly after. T-his 1is
term and novel nature of the programmermwith
pr ojCelins & MlacNamara 2apaln/d possi bly subject to epic¢c
| atent PSC may become s wiitnc htehdi so nc albsye thhoe ed n
i nt er vregnrtaineoe epr eax t peenrdieadd o f t i meOnNn(eS i smiogngt eosnt, i ¢
from the coaches was to conti nweehkupbewheeges ng

two sets of players would overlap on the san

Anot her potential professional barrier fo
preparation with both having more than one |
|l ack otipjtohinekii ng bet we e madlinhited timenmconsparaidease s a s
before sessions and games. This is in keeping with pref/ious di ngs fr om Barr a
(2012Zhhapter 4), where a |l ack of time persona
previously been idenhiPE€E€Eddagsehopmérnti Alswd
this from coach A was for the two coaches to
other following the game on Sundays. Wit h t
Zoom and Microsofd deaemspbetdobsecfrom the cor
time per mi tA ifnugr tohfe rc oiusrssuee. centred around pl
of o0 c ¢thae ®acben lsad planned to work with particularplayerl y f or t hem not
Having a conti ngency phahfarman addtipnglbl ea yuesre fourl thneor e
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the scheduled week and if the int-epdedapkay

instead, ensuring of course that the origina

Theaxssame stigma around wuse off otclues ewo roth
i ssues rather than being a more proactive t
Harwood Th2804).ul d al so blee aerfrpilaagewed kisn stuehm
transt heorTeltMPa alc hmaedkel &( D) Ct Benehéeal HBMBEI i ef
-Becker, 1974) and SsloFBiaamlduradhdi9&g j r mene wy r K
suggest that an individual 6s b mitial setfismualruosu ntdh
makes them pay attentiomntdo wtame i.nt doowand jtchgert rTaT
and HBMhis is in the form of some ifiar meafl t $h
terms this could be a health scare such as a
choices. For SLT,hiigth ameudsée hewpoedespkaypé aert
a novel and atthtarta btsheer @ emabhhen wants to i mi!f
behaviour i s r ehkWwa P&€E(dpeibapaisessomditions &an be exploited

to facilitate learning in academy players. Providing some form of impetus for acqRinG s

as a matter of extreme i mportance, as per th
buiyn from players and coaches alike. Applyin
usetftuhi si .¢elm@® usestaft ulsi gniodellaysrush tas sex | t h

academy pltdeaanpl eAnwoul d be the video of Robe
i magemayed as most wusef ul by pl dyem 3thieatcTalbl

the academies are attached too could al so dc¢

more 1 mpact f ul
Overall, coach feedback was positive wit
could in fact counteract some of the negat.

Covid pandemic. Coach A also enjoyedkilhleedPD
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in an area they were previously ilcosgsneawanmoda ed
Coach Bstatel hat t he pveoygffeativemme d wavas making some o

more confident and allowing them to cope wel

5.8 Researcherself-reflection

Set éfl ection from the researcher (s) is seen
reflective | og was completed after every tra
a template created from recommbMandatciodn®ecftred:
these | ogs can be used to inform | ater It €
devel opment. One of the main findings from t

classroom sessions te ttthet pwas hagl svdhi gre 9 esn ta

feedBAaclpreviously discussed, devel oping mor
l earhMomgan etymay . be2m®24 pful ,-i agai we mpteirchm pt |
interviewingheaptocepantof. building rapport
member s was also vital, in this case aided
coach, but future researchers shouwdr kniontge t

(Mitche2022,t 12402Mas. a pl easing part of the g
bl ossom oweeerk tpheer i2old whi ch woelrdn poget alivley i m
the psayernsic motivationgenearcaleasmrhlarrangmgret
(Deci & Rpamaj 4 r08&&Maerpd i n t hi s -lperdo cteosusr nwaanse nttl
all owing the p-bawmertsihmeb fapadmevodsrd apr @ al ks on ¢

a solid suggestion for practitioners to foll

5.9 Limitations and Future Research

Al t hough the current study was novel and inn

a controf @nyupomparative ,thatai igomhai mt har
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secondary group that data could be compared

club meaning |l ess opportunity to generalise
context s, although the besporkse rdeersd egrns otf hiass
| ess I fMarctNamtar.a, A 2f0ulrlt)h er potenti al l i mi t a

highlighted in previous studies (Crawley, 2
wi t h coiarcht duiynt egrati ng gPSC |parckg raafmma s c enpetas
i mportancei.n Gosacah nhwsyt as are new and more ef
coach education such as I mproved integration

academy CPD.

Measurement of PSCs also needs i mprovemen
of the various methods, i ncluding more effec
and implicit (e.g., constraintsa)iteaddtlvieng amea

be obtainedrpesti onwi{phgyersntaedvipawents) i
pr owoddee pt h to what worked and what did not,
a programme -t er deP&Coweadkb rigntaer2vlent i on may al

and future studies would benefit from taking

Overcoming organisational <challenges (e.g

be addressed, possibly with the help of app

charities. Despite the best of( Sintmeomtsi,o n2s0 0t4c
an acwddmyl evel, when it <comes tgor oeudpusc altei vnegl
this is often overlooked in favour of techni

PSCs have often been seéerpsabothi mpothaenpi bgh

players for |ife beyond soccer (Crawley, 202
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Future resexplchhr eshmeistd practice as to ho
devel opment into coach education. This could
cour sehsouosre iancademy CPD sessions, al though s

with the tattbattbot ewa-si albitngneexeéirycias eéb.oxRef

beharviomheckl| i sts, performance profiles and s
l ines of ipnpgqasrwoubdpexplbering other potent.i
effectiveness, such as intdrnviwowilndg aa ssa nopel
explore the i mpact of player care officers s

the 2022/ 23 seasonTo( Pirheemi aeurt hLoerabgsu ek, n onw | de. d)g. e

far been produced onuathe sdissudb¢rtcat iacn ahHauhde

5.11. Conclusion

The ainchapwahespltchree effectiveness ssodf PaS oses p
devel opmemeéi npraogbeRRPP Category 3 soccer acade
were t-wWaekaP3C pr ogr amnrnoeo dhearda tbeo tpho ssintailvie and
on player-diPS€stedSed¢ddntr ol and management (s
(smal li)oonad moctont r ocdwdg rmerde uan) ( mesceil U m) and goo
showed positive increas@e@asenvaenetainons.colrmag epr
preparation, seeking and wusing soci al suppo
coactrati om nmallio didobaverle a s e s | Feedimaekdrom playes,r e s .

coaches and the lead author would suggest that the programme was successful but would

benefitt r om further | inkage between more explici
and i mplicit T(hee gs.t,udcyo nhsitgrhaliingthst)s. t he potent
made on player PSCs following a carefully de
highlighting the i mportaincealofP3Eg utl lamro ungpmna u
(Figure 10)
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Chapter 6eexamemesati ons for I mplementing
socagiestilling findings from studies 1 and 3

setting to emapdmrize hopvet dtiisomMalti sed 6éon t he
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EFFECTIVENESS OF AN EMBEDDED PSC
PROGRAMME IN AN ENGLISH SOCCER ACADEMY

Barraclough, Mitchell, Grecic & Harper

P University of
&) Central Lancashire
» UCLan

AIM

Evaluate a bespoke 21-week
PSC development
programme in a Cat 3 EPPP
academy ul3 age group M ETHO D S
Participants: 9 players (mean age
=12.63 + 0.18 years); 2 part-time
age-group coaches
Design: intervention programme
where lead researcher co-
created on-pitch PSC activities
with coaches

Measured using PCDEQ2,
performance profiles/coach
observations (quantitative &
qualitative)

INTERVENTION

Intervention: 7-phase
framework with embedded
challenges; 6 classroom
workshops on core PSC themes
Weekly 1:1/small-group
“bullseye” sessions targeting
individual development needs STA TS RESUL TS
PCDEQ2 +ve small effects
SDCM, AC; -ve small effectsin
IAP, PT, SUSS
Performance profile +ve medium
effects emotional control, self-
awareness, good learner; -ve
medium effects: - commitment,
concentration

PLAYER &
COACH
FEEDBACK

Player feedback showed mixed
impact with + & -ve comments
with need for better transfer of
classroom sessions to pitch
Coach feedback generally +ve
but need for longer with each
player & time constraints
existed for planning, issues when
players not attending LIMI TA TI ON S
Small single age sample, no
control group, short time
period, needs better range of
assessment methods

IMPLICATIONS

potential +ve changes can
be facilitated on player
PSCs following PSC
intervention programme, -
ve changes highlight

importance of regular
monitoring of individuals
throughout season

A

-
(%)

N 4

Fi g @& Olefographic summary of Chaptér
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Chapter 6



Chapter 6: Recommendations fol mplementing aPsychasocal Skills and
Characteristics (PSCs)Programme in AcademySoccer

6.1 Introduction to the chapter

This chapter will focus ohowtheresearctirom this thesidias culminated in the development

of aPSCprogramme suitable for deployment in academy soccenthedyouth development
sportsand performance domain&s a whole the thesis has focused on identifying lE§Cs

that might help academy soccer players negotiate the youth development pathway, including
transitions during this period and ultimatel
whatever age that might b&he initial study (Chapter 3) identified which PCDEs might be
more prevalent in dier and higher category players. The next study (Chapter 4) examined
academy ma n a g e of sdéntifyeng prel rdeveloping gsychosocial skills and
characteristics in youth academy soccer players, noting$i@mutcomes that they wanted to

see from players and challenges associated with trying to achieve theséinfmrated by the
findings of the previoushaptes, gudy three (Chapter 5) detailed the implementation of-a 21
week programme in a Category 3 acadeésny/3 age groumpvorking with coachego deliver a

playercentred PSC assessment and developsyiabus

The importance of assessing addvelopng PSCs has been noted in a plethora of
studies(Green et al., 2020, Hardy et al., 2017, Hill et al., 2023, Mitchell et al., 2022, Mitchell
et al., 2024, Taylor & Collins., 2021Williams et al., 2020, Wixey et al., 20R8longside the
realisation that not enough attention is currently paid to these factemoeracademies
(Barraclough et al., 2024Chapter3 . | ssues exi st around academi
and concise definitions of what it is they are actually trying to measure and inf(Baioae
et al., 2016), which in turn may ledd a lack of buyin from key academy stakeholders
(Barraclough et al., 2024Chapter 4 Nesti & Sulley, 2015, Wixey et al., 2023)his isin
addition to pgchological profiling only being mandatory at Category 1 academies, with work
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at lower categoriesonductecht the discretion of individual academy managers (Barraclough

et al., 2024 Chapter 4.

There have been some attempts to address this gap in practice (Danish, 1996; Horn et
al., 2011; MacNamara, et al.,, 2010a, 2010b) but theseintefitioned programmes often
struggle to simplify theory into practice effectively and are not always speziaicademy
soccer (Mitchell et al., 2022 & 2024). Other more ecologically valid approaches exist where
PSC training had been embedded into academy curricula and delivereddip@geoaches
(Diment, 2014, Harwood & Anderson, 2015, Mitchell et al., 202242. Although the latter
approaches take theory from t harawbdcksstreir oom 6
programme-centredapproach whereby all the players receive identical content prescribed by
the coaching staff, with the assumption t h:

individualised, playecentred approacfWixey et al., 2023).

A final aim ofthis thesisvasto develop a set of guidelines and education materials for
coaches, sport psychologists and other key stakeholders to effectively embed the assessment
and development of PSCs into soccer club academle=e has also been an emphasis on
trying to achieve this in a playeentred manneiThis requiresstarting with assessing each
individualss PSCsand planningPSCsessions and interventions around their own personal
needsAdditionally, the intention has been to upskill coaciresession design and deliveéoy
sufficiently challenge players in order for them to deploy their psychosocial skills, to
subsequentlgnhance their psychosocial characterisii¢ghin the previous studyGhapters)
the primary researcheonductedhe initial and ongoin@ SCtesting of the players, whilst also
mentoring the coaches in their session planning and deliVee/next sectianwill discuss
some of the main theoreticahd practicaimplicationsand recommendatiorthat emerged

from this research project.
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6.2. Psychasocialattributes to develop in academysoccerplayers

There is still a great deal of uncertainty around which PSCs are most important for players to
develop, mainly due to variability in methods of data collection and interpretation from
previous researctDohme et al., 2019)Although there has been a move away from overly
simplistic singular concepts such as grit (Duckworth et al., 2007), this may have served to
furthercomplicate matter@Moodie et al., 2023)n a recent systematic review, Gledhill et al.
(2017) discovered 22 internal psychological facteingch were related to, and interacted with

21 external social factors, which in tuesultedn five observable playdevel behaviours. In
contrast, in their systematic review, Dohme et al. (2019) identified 92 PSCs condensed further
into eight skillsand 11 characteristicElnsurprisingly, a great deal of confusion may still exist

as to what it ishatshould actually be develedin young players (Dohme et al., 2016, Wixey,
2023). This thesihasattempted to distil these skills somewhat using what exiktiogvledge

and combining tis with primary researchrhis includedexploring differences between older
and higher category academy players, examin
seems to be facilitative of progress, and finally attempting to put the above intothtiagh

an intervention programme

The initial study (Chapter 3jeployed the PCDEQ2 (Hill et al., 201@hich was
analysed using the Krusk®allis H test.It wasidentified that playersvho remained in the
system longer (i.e., older players) and those at higher category academies tended to possess
higher perfectionistic trait&l = 0.57,p = <0.01)andhad amoreadversaesposeto failure(d
= 0.49, p = <0.01) did more seHdirected practicdd = 34.60,p < 0.001)and used more
imagery and active preparati¢sh= 0.48,p < 0.001)(Tables 4 to 7)Youth team and Category
1 players also demonstrated the highest scores on use of active coping s(dtegie3,p =

0.024)and presentation of clinical indicatqs= 0.41,p = 0.001).

187



The second study (Chapter #vealed whafAMs thought to be ideadPSG theyfelt
their playersneededto developincluding: social support seeking, realistic selfaluation,
resilience, hargvork ethic, interpersonal competencies, and independefbts also
discussed some current good practice to develop player PSCs including use of appropriate
challenge and encouraging autonofigble 10). In addition, thegilsoconsideredome of the
challenges they faced such as a need to upskill stgfflementingmore formalised assessment
of PSCs, and a lack of specialist psychological support staff especially at lower categories
Other extraneous factoasfectingsuccessful implementation of a PSC programme (and knock
on effects on playershcluded thempad of transitions, lack of coaching staff and turnover,

and financial and temporal constraififsible 11).

6.3. Assessingpsychosocial skills and characteristicPSC9 in academy soccer players

Whilstthere is currently nmmeasuremeribol that directlyassessesomeof the PSCs identified
to be important foacademysoccerplayersin this thesisthere is potential hypothetichhks
to some othe factors on the PCDEHIill et al., 2019) as also previously noted by Mitchell
et al. (2024)Table16). With this in mind, Mitchell et al. (2024, p) alsosuggestdthat the
i bes p o asedfiinstrearhedfsuch as those deployed in their work and this thesay

not fully align with validated scaleso such

Being over reliant on psychometric testing (e.g., questionnaires) may cause friction
between academics and academy coaching staff (Nesti & Sulley, @@&5as nvolving
coaches in the assessment progeay be of benefit as they spend the most time with the
playersit may, therefore, bprudent to explore methods thatnainvalid yetaremore soccer
specific andsimpleenough to be deployed lopachesuch abservation oPSCbehaviours
that can be observed in training, matches and sthaal eventgChapter5; Mitchell et al.,

2022, 2024)
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There may be an argument that testing methods may take up too much valuable time,
but this can be countered by the fact that players are already physically and anthropometrically
tested at regular points throughout the season when they are often satvaaiungdfor their
turn. This may be a perfect opportunity for them to also complete questionnaires and
performance profiles delivered by appropriately trained support, ggffiecially if PSC
development is to be taken seriously in academy settidgsevable behaviours can be
integrated into a coachdéds current observatio
elements of the game, and particularly if there are twooaehes working together where they
can split roles where one focuses on téchl and tactical, and the other on PSCs. Thus, the
supporting role of sport psychologists (or other appropriate staff) would be to help with
assessment and producing the player O&bull sey
curriculum. They wold then support coaches in session design particularly about which types
of constraints and conditions they could use in training and in games (see example session
Figure 7) and how best to individualise these to achieve a genuine flagaed approach.

The data collected from the performance profiles also has the benefit of encouraging a holistic
approach whereby players may develop theireeduation skillswhich in itself is a vital
psychosocial skil[Barraclough et al., 2024Chapter 4Dohme etal., 2019, MacNamara et

al., 2010a). It would also allow for more intgisciplinary working between departments on

how each corner of performance can be developed simultaneously on the pitch through use of
astute session design (Rothwell et al., 2020pp6rt staff could produce resource packs and
make themselves available in person or via electronic devices to help further as per guidelines

by Mitchell et al. (2022, 2024).

6.3.4. Use opsychosocial skills and characteristic§PSCs)data

WhenPSCdata ha been collected from the playersstnecessary to decide how to translate
that information into something useful for session dedigrChaptersa o6super strer
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approachlLudlam et al., 2015yvas usedvhich recognisestha pl ayer 6s strengt
got theminto the academipitially and weaknesses only needbe addressed if they threaten

to derail the player from the pathwaliowever, Ludlam et al. (2015) also acknowledged that

at lower Category academies players may possess more of these developmental areas which
would thus become more of a priority to develop over strengtiesefore the approach used

in Chapters involvedevaluatingthe data from performance profiles, PCDEQ2 and feedback
from coaches to create a list BEC priorities for each player with a mix of strengths and
weaknesse$layer super strengths and areas for improvement were then periodised into each
six-week block, which alongside the classroom sessions were designed to challenge the players
accordingly (see Table3) (Barraclough et al., 2022, 2024Chapters 3 and 4Figure 11

displays an example of a plagepsychsocialperformance profile taken from the four corners
model with super strengths of commitment and concentration and areas for improvement of

emotional control, communication, being a good learner, and enjoying challenge.
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ACADEMY PLAYER PROFILE

| Current Position: CDM |
“roorvor I oo | o5 [ooo I

DOMINANT FOOT: R |

PSYCHOLOGICAL PROFILE
Commitment 7 8 commment
Resilience 7 5 Enjoy challenge 5\| Resifience
A e
Confidence B 7 / VN
Good learner ./ 5 Confidence
Emotional control vl
Teamwork g B .
Leadership g 5 Concentration <, 7~ Emational control
Communication
Concentration 2 7 Communication | —  Taamwork
Good learner Leadership
Enjm,-'clwllmga = Player Score Coachzoore
SOCTAL PROFILE
Birth date/quarter Movernber 2011 G2
Where do you live now?
High school
Number/gender of siblings & birth order Twounger brother, 1vounger sister
Favourite team fdan Ltd
Favourite player and why Row kean because | like his tackles
Non-sportine hero & why Jirn carrey becauze he's funny
Favourite (non-PE) subject Art |
Other activities 5o to the gurn or play fifa or drawing and photograph.
What 12 nna nninmea thine shont von? I where nlazses and rnntact lrnses

Figure 11. An example of a completed player performance préditgpsychosocial

components
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6.4. Development opsychosocial skills and characteristicsRSCS9: the upskilling and
supporting role of coaches

Despite there being wide agreement that PSCs are the key drivers for player development, there
is a still a huge gap between what is required in delivery and what actually occurs (Barraclough
et al.,, 2024- Chapter 4. A lack of investment of resourcese(, time and money) by key
academy stakeholders does little to help the situation (Nesti & Sulley, 2015) and neither does
an over obsession with physical, technical and tactical paran{Benmgkamp et al., 2019)

This is despite many studies indicating that PSCs are in fact more important over itegrtong

for realisation of potential and for dealing with transitions within and outside of the pathway
(Green et al., 2020, Gullich & Emrich, 2014, Hardy et al., 2017, Hill et al., 2023, Mitchell et
al., 202, 2024, Taylor & Collins., 202 Williams et al., 2020, Wixey et al., 2023 he role

of coaches in developing PSCs in players has become more popular in recent times, with the
rationale that they are best placed as they have most contact time with the players (Diment,

2014; Harwood & Anderson, 2015; Mitchell et al., 2022, 20R&ey et al., 2023).

The PSQorogrammedeveloped irChapter5 incorporatedh CPD workshoplelivered
in preseason tdoundation and youth development phasaches to provide information
around how to integrate PSCs into training sessions and games following recommendations
from Harwood (2008)This was an interactive session where an initiahddute seminar on
the importance of PSCOsas deliveredhat involvedasking coaches to provide their own
definitionsof PSCsandto compare them to academic versionsaddition to identifyng what
was important irtheir academy. This session wiadlowed by 45minute sessionnthe pitch
working with theU-13 age group tdemonstrag some PS€elatedgameqsee Figuré for an
example). Theemaining 30minutes of the practical session was delivered by the academy
coaches to demonstrate their understan(Beg section 5.3.3.5 and AppendixThese types

of session can be applied universally in academy settings to disseminate important information
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in CPD sessions throughout the season around the vital need for PSC assessment and
development. They can also be used as an opportunity to gauge and encourage ewach buy
provided that they are delivered effectively i.e., are not full of academic jargbavarly

complexterms (Diment, 2014) whi ch is really at the mercy

Following the CPD session,rasource packseeappendix7 for example contentwas
sentto theU-13 agegroup coaches and phase lead viaal emphasisg availability via
telephone, text or-mail for anyfollow-upquestionsas wel | as setting up
for the same purpos@&raining sessiongere subsequently attendedce a weelalong with
home games on Sundagmme sample sessionere deliveredor the coaches and assist with
any area that they might struggle with as well as planning thevestk mesocycleshat
integrated player PSC developme@tassroom workshopgiere deliveredon a fortnightly
basis as this coincided with when the group trained indoors. This allowed a quick transition
from classroom to pitch and algmantedeasier use of whiteboards and other learning aids (e.g.,
iPad, laptop)During the games, my initial role was to manage player constraints and supervise
coaches during war-ups, and team talks at hadind fulttime to demonstrate to coaches what
was required from thenmAs the season went on this was gadijudevolved to the coaches
with diminishing input from myselfReflective conversations were conducted with both age
group coaches informally at the end of each observed session and game, and more formally
through an audio recording at the end of each block using recommendations from Anderson et
al. (2004). Coach coments and my own personal observations were fed intoetttesixweek
block if necessary. At the end of theterventionperiod scores from a pesttervention

PCDEQZ2 and performance profiles were taken alongside the coach and researcher reflections.

It was found that quantitative measures such as the PCDEQ2 and performance profiles
were of limited use over such a short time span and small cohort. However, this was a
promising pilot for later large scale, longitudinal studies. Some of the qualitataeeVealed
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a mixed reception from players with some embracing the programme and others having less
engagement with it (Table 17). The two ageup coaches also gave mixed feedback, with

some success in embedding PSC development into their sessions and gameg fafi anviral

struggle with the concept. They cited a lack of time and interaction with each other as potential
barriers to success (Table 18 and Appendix 8)-1®ékction from the lead author (Appendix

9) noted a need to more closely link classroomisesdo the pitch, also present in player and

coach feedback. Building rapport with coaches and wider staff members was also paramount

for this study and indeed any irtgisciplinary project (Cruickshank & Collins, 2012). A
particularly pleasing part ofhé programme was the enhancement of player autonomy,
hopefully leadingtolong er m i mpr ovements on playersoé6 PSC

wither within or outside of football (Deci & Ryan, 1985).

6.5 Developing coach education to help implement psychosocial skill development

6.5.1 Theplan, approach, coach, environment, and reviewRACER) framework for
implementing psychosocial skills

Drawing on the above findings of this thesis (summarised above in this chapter), it is necessary
to create a framework that is simplistic and
avoiding academic jargon to prevent alienating practitiori2oifie et al., 2019). Previously,

to help coaches integrateSC assessment and developmefifiectively into theirsession

planning Harwood and Anderson (201bE v e | dPR@GRESBapproach that was part of

the 5Cs programme. The acronymludesthe following:

T P=6Promote the C6b
T R=6Rol e model t he CO
T O=60wnership of their | earningb

T G=6Grow the C6
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1T R=6Reinforce the CO0
1T EE6Empower peer supportéo
T S=6Support the supporterd

1 S=06 S edviéw and responsiveness

One of the limitation®of the PROGRESSapproachis it is quite a lot to remember for
coaches during sessions.Consequently, a framework was developed using the
recommendations fronthis thesis called th® ACER framework (Figure 12). It evolved
particularly from theimplementation of interventiostage of tk thesis(Chapter 5)andin
collaboration with other practitionerswho have had experience of implementiR&C
programmesn academy soccer environmefiditchell et al., 2022, 2024)'he model fulfils
the four criteria of new curricula set out by Moran et al. (2024) to identify the purpose of the
programme; decide on how to achieve your aims, who will deliver the programme and how it

will be evaluated.

PACER stands formlan, approach, coach, environment, and eview. The PACER
framework isintended taallow a broader approach fdanningfor integration ofPSCson a
sessiorby-session basis which can then be slotted into wider curridnl@advantage of this
approach ighatit offers a choice betwedandividualised assessment and developmeng
programmecentred approach. The former allows for bespoke and holistic PSC development
for every player but may become diluted across an academy s@dsonndividualised
pat hway of PACER al so advocates the wuse of
(Barney, 2015) alongside deploying multiple (rather than $amgmethods of assessment to
triangulate the process as much as possible, thereby reducing certain types of cognitive bias

(Collins et al., 2018) when using the individualised pathway.
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Converselyfollowing theprogrammecentred am of the modeilsmore6 one si ze f it
where all players receive the same intervention simultaneously with no differentiation
However this method may be more benefidgmlPSCenhancemergn massahen there are

time and resource constraitiGhapter 4)
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The &Planningd phaseinvolves the coads (and support staff if appropriate) being
aware of which PSCs are important in a soccer context (Chahteand5), which PSGthey
are then lookingo assess and devel|dpw they will clearly definng and measwthem and
then identifyingwhat it looks like at the relevant age and stage of developrtidotanet al.,
2024) AApproacldinvolves decidingf a programmeentred(e.g., the drilbased approadh
Diment, 2014; the 5CsHar wood & Ander-piolnl; Mitd®dlfettal.,, 202he 068
2024)or a more bespokmdividualcentred approacfChapter Swill be utilised.If the latter
approach is used, then individual assessment also needs to be factstegth ias using
guestionnaires, performance profiles and coach observation (Mitchell et al., 2024), followed
by conceptualisation of that data into player super strengths and areas for improvement
(Ludlam et al., 2015)d&oacld consides how thecoach will then design their sessions to
facilitate PSC development as outlined in Chapt€EBvironmendrequiresconsidering age
and stagappropriate challenges that canmitegrated during training and games (e.qg., player
led gamesor individualsplaying under specific constrairitsChapter . Finally, Geviewdis
an essential part of throcesdo evaluate the impact of the intervention curriculum (Moran et
al., 2024)andinvolves reflectionro f o6 what went wel |laddisvitaldo 6 ev e n
retaining the effective parts of the programme and amending those that did not work initially

(Chapter 5; McNiff & Whitehead, 2005).

6.5.2 Developing aoacheducation workshop to help facilitate integration of
psychosocial skillsand characteristics (PSCs)nto coaching sessions

Coach education workshops can be an effective walysseminate information to staff and
assist them in careating session content, in this instarioehelp facilitate the integration of
PSCs into coaching sessiofiditchell et al. 2024). Such aorkshop was developed in
collaboration withDr Tom Mitchellwi t h  a combi nat iegperiercds withhe or |

theavailableevidence bas& he workshop was i t IhtegdhtingPsychSocial Development
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into CoachingSessionsThe What, Why andHo wand was designed to lbeliveredthrough
an online webinathat could be accessibie coaches from a variety of sporg example, of
this online workshop can be viewed at the following link:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cjofnsMIiv (Appendix 11). The workshophas three

main sectionsThe i ni ti al owhat 6 section sought to
around terminology used in defining PSCs, including an infographic based on the work of
Dohme et al. (2019)Coaches are provided with description of the term psychosocial and

what the distinctions are betwepsychosociatharacteristicsi., what you have) and skills
(i.e.,what you use)Examplesare providedased on previous researahd thoseoutlined in

Chapter 5including psychological factors of commitment, concentmti good learner,
resilience, emotional control, and social factors of leadership, communication and teamwork.
Subsequently,aachesvere askedo comment on which of these factors thmyceive to be

most important to their conteXnh the example online workshop delivered abowafidence,
resilience and emotional control (or variants of thesae thought to be the most importémt

player developmemwith 21 responsesom attendees

The second section of the workshop coverséhee hy 6 behi nd i ntegrat
curricula. This focuseon twoelementdeingperformance and duty of care. Terformance
element highlightthe marginaldifferences between winning and losing in sport and how PSCs
(such as confidence and concentration) on competitiooaldgt be thalecidingfactors where
the technical, tactical and physicabrners were equakor the duty of care element, it is
importantto illustrate that only a tiny fraction of boys (less than five percédsti & Sulley,
2015 in academysoccerwould go on to be professional, so there should be a responsibility
for academies to develop eyesingleplayeras much possible and not just the ones deemed
good enough to progreddltimately, the aim heres to empower the players with PSCs that

could help them cope effectively with transitions within andiolatof soccer(Stambulova et
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al., 2021). With this in mindthe workshop coverdifferent types of cognitive bias and how

that might influence the decisianaking of key stakeholders in academies, especially when
maturation and relative age effect were also part of this equation (Cumming et al.,A2018).
suggesteavay to mitigatebiased observations of playegstouset he o mul t i pl e ey e:
t i mmeahddadvocated by Barney (201%here different people watched players on a

number of occasions and compared notes, rather than it being a single person/single occasion

approach

The 0howof the evarkshop ocoved practical applicationgelated to the
integration ofPSCs into session desigg coachesusing thePACER model (Figurd?). The
model suggests either a programoemtred approach whereby all the players get the same
session at the same time, similar to Harwood
individualised approach where player strengths and weaknesses can bpatkyela more
bespoke fashion. This depends on time and resources available to the coach and organisation.
If the latter approach was taken it would be necessary for some form of assessment to be
conducted initially perhaps using multiple mixed methodstifiangulation(Collins et al.,
2018) As discussed previously this coultclude performance profiles (Butler & Hardy,
1992), coach observation based on a validated checklist (Mitchell 2022,2024), and/or
guestionnaires such as the PCDEQ?2 (Hill et al., 20A&5tassessment data would then inform
pl ayer Osuper strengths6é (Ludlam et al ., 2 (
developmenaccordinglyin their session desigskyrme,2020). This could also be periodised
into the curriculumalongside classroom workshopsd reassessed at regular periods, again
depending on time and resour¢sse Tables 13 and 18s with all good practice, the entire
process should also be subject to scrutiny in the form of evaluation and reflection. This could
include reflection by the coaches, for example using guidelines set cAmdsrson et al.

(2004) incorporating selawareness of types of cognitive bias, interpersonal skills, and
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professional limitations.A specialist member of staff, such as sport psychologist and/or head

of coachingcould discuss the achievement of PSC session aims and objectives around design,
engagement by players and overall effectiveness with coaches. Just as importantly, opinions of
players could be sought in questionnaires at regular intervals (e.g., theend dfe 6 bl oc k ¢
workoé) to see what i s ,aomglwithwbaasessmests (pedarmancs e f u |

profiles, questionnaires, observatipts compare to baseline data

In further developing coach educatjdature work should look to developfaceto-
face CPD sessiowhereby examples of hoRSCscan be takeout of the classroom and onto
the pitchcan be shown (similar to examples in appeesi8 and9). It is also important in the
future to evaluate the effectiveness of these coach education workshops. This totdddie
postworkshop questionnaires and ongoing longitudinal consultation with attendees to assess
their experiences in application i.e., what has worked well and what needs to be amended. This
could again be in the form of questionnaires and also ieteivg a portion of this sample to

gaindeeper insight.

Further testing of the PACER model is required, but it has the potential to be of value
in a number of contexts such as education, the corporate world and in other performance
domains such as the performing arts. It could be adapted for the individual ofetebse
environments and offer a useful method of enhancing performance with the option of either a
programmecentred or perseoentred approach depending on the resources (time, staff and
budget) available to the users. It may be limited in terms aqpiifi@g specialist assistance

initially, but with practice could become an effective model across domains.

6.6 Summary of recommendations for implementing psychosocial slsland
characteristics (PSCshssessment andevelopment

Below is a summary of recommendations when considering the assessment and development

of PSCs in an academy soccer setting:
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1 Conduct academwide (FP, YDP and PDP) CPD sessions with coaches to help define
what PSCs are, why they are important and how to assess and dinegtophe
PACER modetould be piloted and further tested in these scenarios

i1 Collaborate with coachds co-createsession following the initial CPD session. This
could be achieved by providing examples of PSC games and constraints within training
and games, including practical demonstrations. In additimaches could be provided
with feedback on their own ideas, both at the planning and delivery stages.

1 Video record CPD and practical sessions for refresher and reflection sessions.

1 Conduct inseason refresher sessions to assess understanding and adherence.

1 Engage parents in the process so that they can help in reinforcing the same information
as coachedhis would include invitations to any classroom sessions for transparency
into the process and where they would have opportunity to ask questions.

1 Use social media platforms (e.g., Teams, WhatsApp or Spond) to disseminate
information throughout the season to players, parents and coaches.

1 Have a bank of resources readily availabiea platform such as Microsoft Teanhkis
could include a bank of training sessions and ideas on match days from both the sport
psychology and coaching staff.

1 When assessing players using observatisa different members of staff on more than
one occasion (i.e., multiple eyes, multiple times).

1 Questionnaires and performance profit@s be completeduring rest periods when

conductingePPPphysical and anthropometric testitigoughout the season

6.7. Conclusion

Theaim of this chaptewas todevelop a set of guidelines and education materials for coaches,

sport psychologists and other k&tpkeholderg¢including scouts perhapi) effectively embed
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the assessment and development of PSCs into socceracademis. An online coach
education workshapwas developetb enable coaches to hawbetter understanding of PSCs,

their importance and how to integrate them into classroom and practical SeEs®RACER

model is an evideneleased framework that@ctitionersmay use tohelp guide thglanning

of the assessment and development of PSCs in academy ddoaaver, at this point its
application and effectiveness is relatively unvalidated and will benefit from further testing and
refi nemelnitf e PHetetailngs such as acadene f oot b.
intention is also to engage sport psychology staff in delivering CPD activities that empower
coaches to be confident and competent in enhancing player PSCs, as it is coaches who will
have the majority of contact time with the players. This providesamdwork around

i ndi vi duals contexgsaand res@utcas o morder to best fit their needs. This could be
on a universal programrreentred approach, or with sufficient resource and motivation, a more
bespoke playecentred approach. The hope here is to maximise PSC development in every
player, giving them more of a chance of successfully coping with everything that Isecoet

will throw at them.

A further hope is tesemove some of the stigma around spsstichology agust being
focused on dealing with issues, with particular resistance coming in soccer. Perhaps developing
alternative titles for sport psychology support staff could be an improveRF@rgxample,n
Chapter 5, one of the Category 1 AMs stated
wel | bei Morethar than i is hoped that tmedelcan be successfully adapted to any
other sporting environment and indeed any performance context such as dance, music, business
and education. Future research could engpliow this adaptation process can be achieved in

specific spheres.
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Chapter 7: Summary of Findings, Practical Implications and Future
Research Directions
Theoverall purpose of this thesis was to investigate assessment and development of PSCs in

male English academy socca&rc cor di ngly, the objectives of t

1. Conduct a critical narrative review of current literature on the assessment and
development of psychosocial skills and characteristics on the male youth soccer
academy development pathway

2. To identify differences in PCDE profiles
ages and performance levels

3. Explore academy managersod experiences of
skills and characteristics in youth academy soccer players

4. Design, deploy and evaluate the effectiveness of a PSC development training
programme embedded into the curriculum of

5. Develop a set of guidelines and education materials for coaches, sport psychologists
and other key stakeholders to effectively embed the assessment and development of

PSCs into soccer club academies.

The next sectionG@nd Figure 13vill provide a summary of key findings.

7.1. Summary ofkey findings

7.1.1Chapter 2: A narrative literature review on the assessment and development of
psychosocial skills and characteristicéPSCs)in male youth academy soccer players

Theaimsof the narrativditerature reviewvere to:1) identify which PSCs have been identified
as important, 2) evaluate current approaches used to assess and develop PSCs, 3) discuss
factors that affect development of PSCs within academies, and 4) propose areas for future

research into effective PSC asseent and development in academy soddespite PSCs
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being widely acknowledged as vital for progresswithin and when transitioning oubf

academysoccer, there is still a dearth of quality applied researhb. key findings of the

review were:

1)

2)

3)

4)

5)

6)

7

Provision between academies is very diverse with psychological profiling only being
mandatory at Category 1.

Friction exists between academics and practitiqiéth the former often being unable

to translate complex academic terms into something simple enough for coaches to use
and the latter perhapdinging to traditional hypemasculine attitudesnd being
resistant to change from those perhaps perceived as outsiders.

An obsession with current performance, particularly of a technical and physical nature
are unhelpful and coaches should be educated into the pitfalls of such an instant
gratification viewpoint.

Confusion still exists among sport psychologists and academics as to how best define
many psychosocial ternad indeed which PSCs are most important for development,
which does little to help the situation.

Assessment methods are still quite rudimentary with an-@hi@nce on lengthy
deductive measures which require specialist interpretation whereas the use of other
measures such as performance profiles and coach observations would seem like a
sensible wayorward.

Only a few studies have attempted to move PSC development out of the classroom and
on to the pitch, and thus far these have followed a progracemeed approach where

all players have received the same conetit no differentiation for individual needs

There should be a call for more playgentredstrategies which are botteap and less
prescriptive than curremhethodsand where fanning and delivenareas efficient as

possible in timgpoor academies.
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7.1.2 Chapter3: Differences in psychological characteristics of developing excellence
(PCDEs) profiles of male English youth soccer players: Differences across ages and
performance levels

Chapter 3nvestigate differences in PCDEs across different age groups (U13, U14, U15, U16
and youth team and categories of participatema@emyCategories 1, 2 and&hd grassroots

in male English youth soccer playei £ 375).The key findings of this study were:

1) Data gathered using the PCDE questionnaire version 2 (PCDBEQZpted that
highest differencesxistedin perfectionistic tendencies and adverse response to failure
with older (outh teanp players reporting the highest scores.

2) Across categories of participation highest differences in PCDEs were observed in
perfectionistic tendencies, salirected control and management and adverse response
to failurewith highest scores reported frabategory 1 players.

3) Youth teamand Category 1 players also demonstrated the highest scores in use of
imagery and active preparation (IAP), with Category 1 players also demonstrating the
highest and lowest score on use of active coping strategies and presentation of clinical

indicators respectively.

What this means is that players who remain in the system all the way to youth team
level and reach higher category levate more perfectionistic, suggesting that they set
themselves higher standards than those players who have bseleated. Adverse response
to failure (fear of and maladaptive response to failure) is thought to be very closely correlated
with perfectimistic tendencies, so youth team players having high scores on both factors is
unsurprisingElevated seldirected control and managent scores among Category 1 players
suggests that to get to this level players need high levels afiselpline and autonomo in

other words have done more themselves outside of academy hours to improve, again this could
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well be linked to perfectionismiViore effective use of imagery and the ability to control

competitive arousal levels also seem to distinguish higher performers.

For the PCDE factor of active coping the highest score was observed in Category 1
players, however when comparing to other categories no significant differences were noted
which would suggest that players across all categories of participation seekdy aepte
coping mechanisms i.e., deploy approach rather than avoidance behaviours when faced with
challenge. Category 1 demonstrated lowest scores for clinical indicators aghichndicate
that they are more mentally healthy than their lower category counterparts although previous
research (Sothern & O6Gorman, 2021) reported
pain and injury due to the fear of-delection, worried thagtarents and coaches would react
negatively otherwise. It could be that Category 1 players have simply learned how to become
betterat hiding their issueand avoiding discussion about their thoughts or feelings for fear of
appearing mentally weakoving away froma traditional hypemasculineculture(Ong et al.,

2018)where mental wellbeinig not discussediould be beneficialNoon et al, 2015)

There are some importambplicationsfrom this gudyfor key stakeholders iacademy
soccernamely arefuly consideing theassessment amidvelopnentofp | ay er sdrialpsy c ho
characteristics to ensure positive nurturing throughout their joussgordingly, the next
study (Chapter 4)Jooked at what is currently being done, what challenges are faced and what

can be improved from the perspective of academy managers.

7.1.3Chapter4:academy managersod experiences of iden
psychosocial skills and characteristic§PSCs)in youth academy soccer players

The key stakeholder with overall control over PSC assessment and development is the academy
manager. Chapter 4e x pl or ed academy managerso6 experie
development and also challenges that they faced in the prbliessaacademy managers were

interviewed (Category 1; n 3, Category 2; n 3 and Category 3; n 3) with an average
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coaching experience of 20.4 £ 7.4 years and 5.2 years + 3.2 years in thdedtey findings

were:

1) Reflexive thematic analysis revealed consensus among academy managers that PSCs
are the key drivers of progression and that embedding them into the pathway was
critical to facilitating development.

2) ldeal PSCs thaheythought to be importantererealistic sefevaluation from players
resilience hard work ethicinterpersonal competencjesdependence (autonomy) and
seeking social support.

3) Challenges that were identified in PSC development included the effects of various
transitions that players would experience (athletic,-awhitetic, and dual career
transitions), issues in recruiting, training and retaining staff, other organisational
corstraints (especially time and money).

4) Academy managers identified additional support mechanisms that could help facilitate
PSC development such asing eternal partnerge.g., universities, private sector
partners and charities) as wellhasre help from theduiesthat support acadenspccer
playe r s (t he Professional Football ersé Ass
English Premier League, and the English Football League).

5) Holistic development of players was also seen as essential as most would not go on to
play professionally.

6) Improving assessment methods to include both objective and subjective valid measures
was seen as important, including player-ssfessments and coach observations.

7) There was some agreement between academy managers that embedding challenge
(Astrategic stresso) within academy currtr

pl ayersé PSCs.
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8) Another crucial improvement would be to upskill coaches through appropriately trained
support staff to attempt to overcome sowofethe challengesoutlined (i.e., time
constraints and staffing issues), especially for those at lower categhdestdingly,
academies shouldeliberately andcarefully design, implement and evakigiayer

PSCassessment arttvelopmeninto their curricula

7.1.4Chapter 5: Embedding psychosocial skill development into an English soccer
academy

The aim of Chapter 5was to investigate the effectiveness afbespoke 2veek PSC
programmeembeddednto a male Category 3 soccer academy, working withUie age

group in the youth development phase witterplayers (age 12.63 = 0.18 years) volunteering

to participate. The lead researcher was embedded within the academy to plan, implement, and
review the PSC development programme in accordance with academy coectsaé part

of anintervention programmmethodology.The study built on previous recent research that
advocated delivery of PSCs through the coach, as they were the ones with most contact time

with the players.

The PCDEQ2 and performance profileere used to gather prand postPSC
intervention dataChanges in player PSCs were analysed using paired satxipks with

C o h edefiest size used to determine chanbfee key findings of this study were:

1) Forthe PCDEQZ2factors small positive effects were noted for saifected control
and management and active coping. Imagery and active prepgapatifactionistic
tendencies and seeking and using social support showed negative small effects.
2) For the performance profile scores, moderate positive effects were observed on
emotional control, selawareness, and being a good learner. Moderate negative

effects were observed for commitment, and concentration.
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3) A carefully designed PSC programme can have positive effects on player PSCs,
which in turn could boost playeroés perf

them in their eventual transition out of soccer.

7.2 Strengths and limitations

Upon review of the thesis, the following section will outline the perceived strengths and

limitations.

7.2.1 Strengths

It is hoped that the outcome of this professional doctorate has been to make a significant
contribution to the existing body of knowledge and inform good practice in academy soccer
with regards to assessing and developing P®Egecially at lower category levels where
resources are tightérhe work in this thesibuilds uporpreviousresearclby MacNamarand
colleagueg2010a, 2010bpy exploring PCDE profiles in academy players, what AMs think

of the situation and applying these findings iniatervention programmepproach.The
research undertaken in Chaptena&sthe first study to examine PCDEs across different ages
and categories of participation in male English youth academy soccer players. A benefit of
using a questionnairge., PCDEQ) was to collectind apply quantitative analysisddarge
crosssectional data seBuch a large sample size makes the findings less likely to be affected
by anomalous scores, thereby providing greater external population validity. This in turn allows

the data to be generalised to the larger population.

Chapter 4 wathe firststudyt o expl ore academy mam@ger so
are identified and developed. It was also novel in allowing a verytbarmhch sample to have
a voice demonstrating current good practice but also to illuminate some of the challenges that
they face, which many may have previously been unaware odolsatved to reinforce some

important existing ideas in particular the importance of player autonomy and upskilling
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coaches in their PSC knowleddestrength of using a sersiructured interview and thematic
anal ysis approach in this instance was the

the Owhaté t haGhapte@ds di scovered in

Chapter 5A notablestrengthof the study inChapter5 would be the use ad mixed
methods approacf.e., questionnaires, performance profiles and observatioepllecting
data Although each of these methods had its own weaknesses and were still prone to the biases
outlined above, the strengths of one method shouldbbesmce outhe shortcomings of the
othersFor example, the high ecological validity of using observation conldterbalance the
potential for selfreport bias in questionnairda.addition, working with and through coaches
to deliver PSC programmes on the pitch should be seen as an ideal scenario as they are the ones
that spend the most time with playersis was also novel research being the first to conduct
an individualised PSC assessment and development programme within an EPPP football

academy setting.

7.2.2. Limitations

It is important to address limitations tfe research methodologies used in this thdsie
study in chapter 3had different sample sizes for each grquuientially leading to increased

risk of outliers (Field, 2018). Secondly, certain drawbacks are evidenttlie use of
guestionnairs such as possible sekport biase.g., demand characteristiesid social
desirability (Horn & Smith, 2019) A specific drawback of the PCDEQ?2 is its inability to
distinguish between the more facilitative perfectionistitvings and thie more debilitative
counterpagi perfectionistic concern®8eing able to differentiate between them is important

as it may affect how players are coping with the stresses of academy life (Sagar & Stoeber,
2009). In addition, this questionnaire is particularly lengthy at 88 items which may lead

participants to not filling it in with a level of attention.
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A limitation of the studyin Chapter 4 was the small sample size of nine academy
managers, representing only roughly 10% of all AM®wever, this is inevitable with
gualitative research and using a purposive sample that is hard tq adthcligh such an
approach did allow for detailed insight into existing good practice and the identification of
areas to further refine the assessment and development of PSCs in plagengans that the
findings of this study may not be completely generalisablthis populationFurthermore,
semkistructured interviews are prone to some inherent weaknesses includirgpsetfbias,

recall bias, social desirability and demand characteristics (Horne, 2022).

Limitations ofthe studyin Chapter 5 include the absence of a control group meaning
that there was no secondary group to compare the datataing it is difficult tdully attribute
the findings to the expected outcom@s$so, implementig a holistic programme across an
academy is challenging as technical, tactical and physical components of performance often
take precedence, leading to a lack ofdoufrom coaches (Champ et al.,Zf) Crawley, 2021).
Performance profiles were an excellent method of identifying player supeagtbsemd areas
to developholistically but may lack the precision to monitor changes effectively over time. Use
of performance analysis to more accurately and objectively assess observable behaviours that
relate to the factors on the profile may be a useful future line of inquiry to pursul.ckhad
many significant results may be seen as negative in this study, but consideration should be
taken to the relatively shotime span(21 weeks) and that the approach used was novel and

thereforecould berefined in future studies

7.3 Implications for the professional domain

Despite the best of intentions, it should be remembered that sometimes human nature gets in
the way of even the best laid plans. Even the most experienced practitioners may fall foul of

organisational micropolitics the dark side of coaching (Gibson & ®ro, 2019, Potrac &
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Jones, 2009). Coachesay possess characteristics that are more conducive to their own
progression than that of the players, such ascBnizal levels of psychopathy, narcissism and
Machiavellianism (Furnham et al., 2013). Consequently, their working relationships may be
competiive, calculating, and often uncaring and they may often experience negative emotions

such as jealousy and anger (Potrac etal.,, 201R)e se ar e topics that are
0 noaching or university courses, meaningatimew practitioners may unwittingly be on the

receiving end (Gibson & Groom, 201®)is hardly surprising that such behaviours exist in the
cutthroat world of elite sport. However, Gibson and Groom (2019) describe ways of achieving
micropolitical literacyby beingawareof who key influencers are in the organisation, how they

judge you, and how to influence them to benefit yourself.

Achieving coach buyn to integrating PSCs into session design magdoeplicated by
micropolitical wrangling where individuals could be more driven by-isg#frest- and an
unwillingness to take on additional taskhan they are with player development (Gibson &
Groom, 2019). Some studies have reported positive outcomes when working with coaches
(Mitchell et al., 2022, 2024), whereasother(Diment, 2014) had a mixed reception, and some
reported mainly negative attitudes (Champ et al., 2020, Crawley, 2021). The latter was
attributed to the hypanasculine and antntellectual beliefstill prevalent in acadengoccer
Also, at lower category academies with less coaches less knowledgeable about PSCs, a more
hostile working environment may exist (Nesti & Sulle@18).Accordingly, he key practical
implication hereo upskill coachesvould be tomplement PSC training into coach education
courses from the lowest level to hopefully desensitise coaches towards their importance.
Secondly, it may also be useful to educate neophyte sport psychologists about the environments
that they are likely to encounter so that they have contingency plans for when they have

negativeexperiencegGibson & Groom, 2019)
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Conversely, it could also be argued that psychosocial support needs to improve, with
a tendency to use overcomplicated language and confusion over even basic definitions such as
what Oment al toughnessdé actual | ypsyceomdtribo h me
testing by sport psychologisighich may alienate practitioners (Nesti & Sulley, 2Q¥&}her
than more useiriendly methods (such as observable behaviours and performance profiling)
may also be impeding progress (Wixey et al., 2023). This forms a viciousi@rcheow can
PSC delivery be improved if it is not tested in academies? Conversely, how can it be tried and

tested in academies until it is fully fit for purpose?

Certainly, all sides could do better but an improvement in coach education both at
national governing body level and throughhiouse academy professional development
sessions would be an important step forward (Barraclough et al.,- ZC2dpter 4. For me,
the most important tool for anyone involved in academy soccer, be they players, coaches,
academy managers, parents or sport psychologists is an open mind and avoiding the worst

saying in any organisation: Athis is the way

A lack of time has been frequently cited by all stakeholders as being an issue in
delivering PSC development programmes, although this is somewhat contradicted by the same
people stating that it is the most important area for progression. This creatésiisgroka
paradox, where something is apparently highly valued in theory, but not when it comes to
allocating resources and moving away from a more traditional focus on physical and technical
factors. Using external agencies (e.g., charities and uniesjsitay be one potential solution,
although with the caveat that astaff from outside an organisation must be carefully vetted

and fit for purpose.

Politics and human nature asidejs hoped that this model could be successfully

adapted to any other sporting environment (grassroots to professional, youth development to
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open age, individual to team sports) and indeed any performance context such as dance, music,
business and education. All themeas may benefit from developing the individual in a way

that enhances not only their success within that domain, but also in life in general.

7.4 Recommendations for future research

Following the research undertaken within this thesis a number of recommendations for future

research can be provided:

1) It would be useful for future researchers dégplore how best to embed PSC
development into coach education to upskill-ggeup staff. National governing body
coaching courses or-imouse academy CPD sessions would be ideal vehicles, although
input from appropriately qualified and experienced staffild be paramount to ensure
qguality. Developing relationships with external organisations could help ease the

financial and temporal burdens for all academies, but especially those at a lower level.

2) The work presented in this thesis could be of further utility in other countries with
further testing. Although not currently generalisable due to cultural differences, further
investigation in academies settings away from EPPP settings may allow contie®nali

for good practice to emerge, as well as potential pitfalls to be avoided.

3) Investigatingthe impact of player care officers since their inception in 2022 would be
interesting withonl vy one paper so far being prod:l
(Holmes, 2024).

4) Further enhancement of measurement tools is important to improve validity, reliability
and usability, but this can only be achieved with full epended ceoperation

between academies and practitioners.
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5) Exploring how to adapt the assessment and development of PSCs in other performance
domainssuch as music, dance, education and busii@xsse of the content of this
thesis is universal across domains and some is context specific. Further investigation
could explore how this would locdkndhow PSC assessment and developraentd
be operationalised effectivelyPresumably, as the latter stages of thissishave
focused more on educating and empowering coaches to integrate PSCs into their daily
work alongside specialist staff as intésciplinarians,similar research could be
devised elsewherés an example, to assess and devedsiience in educatioyou
could ascertaimho the key stakeholders would be (e.g., teachers working with heads
of department, and perhaps parents), and justthis wuld be embedded into school
curricula. In PSC terms, this could be through deplegto f a &6f |l i ppedd ¢
social constructivist approacwh er e pupil s are encouraged
proxi mal devel opment & imprdve guiohank, yampeledc& 8 , p
and relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 20@0)d in turn resiliencd-uture lines of inquiry
could examine which PSCs are important in each of these domains, who is responsible

for their assessment and development, and how this would occur.

7.5Personal Reflections on the Research Journey and Findings

My Professional Doctorate journey began after years of frustration working in the academy
football system, where seemingly capable young athletes were being removed from the system
based on the opinions of individuals with no real rationale predenbe emphasis always
seemed to be the sarhecurrent physical and technical performariceith no account for
potenti al or considering the i mpetattahelpe of
them to cope better with the rigours of life within anchwiit football. | was as guilty of anyone

of this earlier in my coaching career for some of the reasons outlined albotevanting to
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rock the boat and wanting to hang on to my job by not voicing alternative opinions to those in
power. It was personal tragedy that was the eventual catalyst for me taking steps into doing
something proactive and undertaking this doctorfatnd a considekde amount of post

traumatic growth has occurred because of this, in my opinion.

There were considerable challenges along the way, gaining access to footballing
environments and trying to persuade people to the value of PSCs were two major ones. My
experiences and contacts developed through 10 years of coachirapeamyfootball helped
considerably, but trying to deal with egos and long held preconceptions proved frustrating at
many points. There were many positives along thetivaygh | have met with some fantastic
practitioners in the world of academy football who genuinely @sgipnately care about their
young charges as people and not just commodities. | hope to be viewed in the same light and
that the work in this thesis can be instrumental in influencing the landscape on how PSCs
should be seen as more vital than techniodl@hysical attributes, and how they can be taken
out of the classroom and onto the pitch with coaches as their main vehicle of delivery. This has
evolved over the course of the doctorate, heavily influenced by my owscahasr experience

as coach and ademic and in the latter stages by Dr Tom Mitchell and his work in this area.

| always believed that | was a good writer academically but now feel that this has gone
up several levels with the expert guidance of my supervisors along the way. | have also gained
more confidence in disseminating my ideas to others through conferences, podcasts and
webinarsi something | would scarcely have believed to have been capable of six years ago
although there is still more work to dio developing these skilld now need to anticipate

where this difficult but hugely rewarding journey wilkeame next.

My overriding reflections on the key findings of this thesis are that it can be very

difficult to influence people, which is the ultimate aim of trying to achieve best practice in
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talent identification and development settings. This does not mean that this should not be
attempted, and as mentioned above there are many, many fantastic people working in this
domain who always put the needs of the young people above theiMywangoing challenge

is how to achieve this in a way that does not sound preachy or patronising.

| would like to end this thesis with a quotation that began it from legendary golfer

Arnold Palmer:

AThe most rewarding things you do in |ife

doneo

7.6Key final conclusions

With the extremely high levels of attrition in academy soccer, it is essential that those released
from the system are not viewed merely as collateral damage. It should be remembered at all
times that these arg is children thatare in football academigesnd there should be a
corresponding duty of care to ensure that they are not damaged by the experience in the long
term. One such method may to assess and develop PSCs in ALL academy players in order for
them to have a better chance of successfully a#éivig the various transitions that exist within

and without the pathway. It is hoped that the model presented in this thesis can also aid with
these transitions and when players exit the system, at whatever point that might be, by creating
an easyto-follow framework with simple steps for key stakeholders (coaches and sport

psychology staff in particular).

In addition, it is hoped that the universality of these principles will allow their
application in a number of other performance settings such as dance, music, business and

education for example.
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Appendices

Appendix 1: British Association of Sport and Exercise ScierBAKES conference
presentation 2023

czz2uotff ! OlRSENDS4WP YA
tééOKZfzﬂAOjﬁA{1Ajjé Iy
YR 5S@USt 2LISR AY
WEYSa . | NeDINGHBAAAR | I5NILIS NJ
<
University of o s

t 48 OK2 a 290K H NI {Q @I NBES & P
Aytﬁe{x’azlxlﬁhgiyg '
OKI NI OGSNA &
Y2RSN} GSR o8
TR

t{, /thi{h/ ! /10wl ¢ 9YwL

da SR G2 F OKA
: = A~ UNJ} Ada LI &S

e 2oy Iy 20 S
B DRV G T § RS @S f 62218 RsuSnii 11

Background

* Main differences in PCDEs between Cats 1-3 & GR, and age groups
ul3-ul8 were perfectionism, self-directed control/management &
adverse response to failure (sarraciougn, Grecic & Harper, 2022)

* Overemphasis on physical, technical & tactical (oopman et 2, 2020; Til & Baker, 2020)

* Contrasts growing body of research suggesting PSCs most important
for development (Larsen et al, 2020; Mitchell et al, 2022; Moodie et al, 2022; Ryom et al, 2020)

* PSCs vital for development in system but also transitioning out
(Stambulova et al, 2021)

AIM: explore AMs’ experiences of how psychosocial factors
identified & developed in academy players across different
category levels
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Methods
*9 Academy Managers (3 each from Categories 1 - 3)
* Semi-structured interviews

* Six-phase analysis (sraun et al, 2019)
* Phase one: familiarisation with data
* Phase two: generated codes using NVivo
* Phase three: constructed themes (codes with similar patterns)
* Phase four: themes collated in table & reviewed by 2" & 3
authors
* Phase five: refined themes into subthemes relevant to RQ,
* Phase six: wrote report

* Trustworthiness: critical friends (2" & 3 authors), pilot
interviews & self-reflection from 15t author (ones et al, 2012)
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What’s your approach to Individual development?

A Separate approach? Or an integratEd Approach?
Using the game?

TECHNICA
YACTICALL/ PSYCHOLOGICAL
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Appendix 2: British Association of Sport and Exercise Scie(BASES conference poster
presentation 2024

Effectiveness of a psychosocial skills and characteristics (PSCs)
development programme in an English male soccer academy

B Barraclough, J', Mitchell, T2, Grecic, D', & Harper, D’ ;~\
Un;{f.’,‘d 'University of Central Lancashire, ’Leeds Beckett University ‘ Bmm
Lancashire

INTRODUCTION

Psychosocial Skills and Characteristics
(PSCs) vital for progression along
academy soccer pathway (e.g. Moodie et
al., 2023)

Psychological characteristics are innate
traits (e.g., resilience, motivation) or ones
that can be developed through using
psychological skills (e.g. goal-setting and
imagery) (Dohme et al., 2016)

Frameworks exist to implement PSC
development (Collins et al.,, 2018) but
often struggle to operationalise theory
into practice (Mitchell et al., 2022 & 2024)

PR st e b

+ Some attempts to embed PSCs into emoomo o m
academy curricula through coaching staff Fig 3. Group and individual change scores
(Diment, 2014, Harwood & Anderson, Scan to see clip of PSC game used to for each performance profile factor pre-
2015, Mitchell et al., 2022, 2024) develop commitment, concentration, and post-intervention.

* More individualised, player-centred confidence, resilience, also anticipation,
assessment and development is required decision-making

= Little research investigating how PSCs DISCUSSION
effectively assessed/developed in
academies RESULTS .

Findings highlight positive changes on
PSCs (PT, SDCM, AC, emotional control,
self-awareness, good learner) following
carefully designed player-centred
programme

Across 21-week PSC programme small-
to-moderate positive and negative effect

sizes (ES) were observed

Implement and evaluate the effectiveness of Significant difference pre- and post- Negative chang_es_highlig_ht _ir[lpﬂﬂaﬂce

an individualised PSC assessment and intervention for perfectionistic tendencies of regular monitoring of individual PSCs
. = = throughout season

development programme in a male Category PT(p=0.05,d=-0.43) Increases in SDCM possibly down to

3 soccer academy with youth development Self-directed control and management nature of challen espset toy layers e

phase SDCM (p = 0.11, d = 0.31) and active g play 9.

i = = iti increased autonomy-supportive coaching
2z::lr;geép 0.17, d = 0.27) positive ES (Gledhill et al,, 2017)

. . - Individual challenges (e.g. constraints)
Imagery and active preparation IAP (p= h
0.18, d = 0.42), seeking and using social R a2 e oy
support SUSS (p = 0.27, d = -0.22) all small-sided practices (Gea_nng & Bridge,
demonstrated small negative ES 2024) maylalso ha_ve been instrumental
* Pre-season continuin rofessional Performance profile scores pre- to post- Idncreases |nte']’|°t|°na| cm“:mll ying be
p 9 P intervention period showed significant ue to constraints use (e.g. playing
development (CPD) Jsessmns - were moderate positive ES pre- and post- undfa.rloaded, bad ref’ and playing out of
?r:lportance“(’;;hP:‘nléls and how to embzz interventian for amotional control {p = 23::;1(2;) and subsequent support from
into session design 0.048, d = 0.76), self-awareness (p = 0.003. Increases in self-awareness/being a good
d = 0.52) and good learner (p = 0.015, d =
+ Coaches were supported by lead author 0.47) learner may have occurred through
using Thomas’ (1990) seven-phase C-ommitment (p = 0.035, d = -0.56) and asking performers to self-reflect, thought
model (Fig. 1) concentration (p = 0 02"1 d= _6 79) also to be an intervention in itself (Hemmings
* Resource pack produced and sent to significant but negat'ive iES mee.ming & Holder, 2009)
age.'grou". coaches with lead au.thor these player self-reported scores
available via telephone, text or e-mail for decreased across intervention period
support as well What’s App group P
+ 12 academy players (age 12.63 + 0.18 o
years) from U13s YDP phase volunteered g R T - A carefully planned PSC programme can
= Baseline measures were taken (PCDEQ2 H have benefits for holistic player
and performance profiles) in pre-season : 4 development

Developing psychosocial skills to
enhance psychosocial characteristics
can be helpful for players to negotiate
transitions within and out of academy
soccer

' Overcoming organisational constraints
'h),,,,: {e.g., lack of contact time, coach buy-in)
should be addressed, possibly with
external agencies (e.g. universities or
charities)

.

.

.

= Action research approach

.

Fig 2. Group and individual change scores for
each PCDEQ2 factor from pre- to post-
intervention. ARF = adverse response to failure,
IAP = imagery and active preparation, SDCM =
self-directed control and management, PT =
perfectionistic tendencies, SUSS = seeking and
using social support, AC = active coping, Cl =
clinical issues

Fig 1. Thomas’ (1990) seven-phase model
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Appendix 3: Podcast episode: Football Fitness Federation episode 256 September 2023

ball Fitness Federation

PODCAST

EPISODE #256

with

James Barraclough

Lecturer in Sport

owFoo\ballFltFed 3 Youlube LISTEN ON eSooW ‘ﬂunqs
spososd by §83 REZZIL  HHytro  G00DPREP.

Appendix 4: Podcast episode the Sport Psych Show episode 296 August 2024

The Sport
Psych Show

26 AUG - EPISODE 296 - 51 MIN

Psychosocial Skills and Characteristics
The Sport Psych Show

I'm delighted to speak with UEFA football coach and lecturer, James Barraclough this week.

James has worked as a football coach for over 20 years. He has coached extensively in
academies and holds both the UEFA B and FA Advanced Youth Awards.

James has an MSc in Sport Psychology and has consulted with athletes and teams from
grassroots up to world champions. He is currently undertaking a Professional Doctorate in
Elite Performance examining psychosocial skills in academy football.

James teaches Sports Coaching and Sport Science at UCEN Manchester. He is also a sport
performance consultant supporting a number of mixed martial artists, athletes and football
teams.

In this episode James and | discuss a paper he led along with Prof David Grecic and Dr
Damian Harper which looked at academy managers’ experiences of how psychosocial skills
and characteristics are identified and developed in youth academy soccer players.
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Appendix 5: Podcast episode the Coaching Union episode 4 March 2025

#4 Psychosocial Skills
w/ James Barraclough

open.spotify.com/episod...

The Coaching Union Podcast - Episode

Appendix 6: Podcast episode the Mind Room January 2025

16 JAN - 30 MIN

Why coaches should be thinking about 'psycho-social’ skills and

characteristics
The Mind Room
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Appendix7:Coaches6 resource pack for

Initial pre-season CPD sessigelected slides
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PLAVER PROMLE i [T o

Current Position: CB

AGE GROUF
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Foundation Dev clopment Phase

Vouth Development Phase

Professional Devclopment Phase

Asking questions to the coach - secking

-ation, talking to cach other about the game

1 - offer some ideas to cach other, can casily
make friends and convene

Tisten to tcammatcs / coaches with respect. support
‘and cocourage, positive, constructive crticism to
teammates if ¢.g.. a move has broken down, body
language always positive and purposcful (coaches

need to model and agree what this looks like?)

Encourage and raisc the mtcasity of the tcam.
manage frustration by cocouraging what the tcam
can do next. body language always positive and
purposcful

‘Aticntion (if practice design is aligncd), don't get
bogged down after errors, keep trying

Control

Responding quickly and positively aficr success OR

quick mental preparation at sct picces o

. very little arguing with ¢.g., a ref if
decisions arc not correct.

Knowing when 10 specd up o slow the game. quick
‘mental preparation at st picees of comers, skowly
getting up aficr a foul to help own team to organise,
ook o raise cncrgy levels of the team.

Commitment Ammives carly, Eagemess (o cngage in lcaming.

effortful in all aspects of traiming and competstion.

Staying involved in the play, looking t0 create
opportunitics in training and games. showing for
tcammates

Play through pain / fatigue, chasing a bad pass down
1o ensure they receive it, never give up

Voluntcering 10 ¢.5.. demonstrate, wanting 1o
answer questions, plays, and moves with purpose,
tries new skills before others.

Confidence

Spring in stcp throughout the scssion, wanting the
ball when losing. plays with a scase of urgency. try
passes o skills without fear

Demanding the ball, want 10 roceive under pressure,
try passes, shots, or skills without fear consisteatly

Concentration Respond quickly o mstroctiom. show
understanding quickly, don’t nced to be told new

information many times.

Adapting correct postions 1n open play. stay
focussed when tired, anticipate movements of
opponcats. quickly refocus aftcr a beeak in play

Communicate iformation to others, win in high %
of persoaal batiles in games. accurately recognises
range of cucs and tnggers.

Resilience Sticks at a task they find hand o challenging. keeps | A deep sceded self-belicf that they can do somcthing, | Stability in the face of challenge, associated with
*going ‘when crrors arc made kecping level-hcaded in games if losing or receiving | leaming to be a professional. Coping with playing
incorrect decisions. U18’s one week then U23's another woek then back
10 U18's, seck support if they have a problem
challenge
Presence Fye contact. funny | cngaging. good manners Sclf-motivated 1o extras, not afrad 10 sk 3 question

respectful. positive body language. always on tocs
in games Tries 1 help others

Willingly and authentically helpful. only nced telling
once, tries to help others

AGd valuc to the sexsion Influcece otbers to support
the team X factor — Something in the cyes Take
every scaon 2x an opportunity to impress. Look like
they arc grabbing the opportunity cvery scxsion

Self-Awarencss Can articulate own strength and weakncss with Takes peronal 5. y | Com sdeniily iocds, can drive own
some support. can reflect $ reflect on I . can sct ceds, doesa't need lots of foedback,
development with support, these players appear own goals, these players appear driven and calm. cool. collected., has perspective on a range of

driven and internally motivated

interally

situation. these players appear driven and internally
motivated
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