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Socio-Cultural Constraints and Athlete Development

Abstract

The role of task constraints manipulatiorpedagogical practice has received considerable attention in recent
years, although there has been little focus on the role of socio-celbmsttaints on an athlete's development to
elite performance. Here,eraim to integrate ideas from a range of scientific sub disciplines to comgigter
certain behaviours and cultures (socio-cultural constraints) may esjgpihperformance and coaching. Using
recent conceptualisations of affordances in ecological dynamics, weekple socio-cultural constraints may
influence an athlete's development and relationship with a performance cévieatiso highlight how

workplace practices eminating from the industrialisation of the nineteentiwgém countries like the UK may
have influenced coaching practice and organisational behaviourstfabtimeon. In particular, features such

as strict work regimes and rigid role specification may have reducechpkastonomy, de-skilled performers
and induced a 'body as machine' philosophy within sportingnisgtions. These traits could be considered
counter to expert performance in sports where creatwityadaptive decision-making are important skills for
athletes to possesale propose that ecological dynamics is a theoretical framework that estthace
understanding of the influencential nature of socio-cultural consti@irttse development of athlete
performance. Key ideas suggest that sport pedagogists and practitimmdrdevelop methodologies which

help design practice landscapes rich in information to encourage athietemy to search for relevant
affordances which invite functionally relevant actions for competitive pegfiocewith physical, psychological,
emotional and social dimensions. Future research is needed to ex@oge @f sports to identify and clarify

the relationship between socio-cultural constraints and expertise acquisition.

Key Words: Ecological dynamics, affordance landscapes, socio-cultural constraints, dedesign, expertise

acquisition
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Socio-Cultural Constraints and Athlete Development

1.0 Introduction

Expertise in sport is multidimensional and emerges from the rich, gedtinteractions of an athlete
with a range of task and environmental constraints in performanuglaséd in practice (Davids, Button &
Bennett,2008. Ecological dynamics is a powerful theoretical framework to understandport/ practitioners
can support athlete development, predicated on these complex and dynamic interaatanating from
person-environment relationships (Davids, Handford & Williab®94) A key principle of ecological
dynamics, relevant for the challenge of athlete development, is the intgradiience of task and
environmental constraints @m athlete's ability to become attuned to the opportunities for action invited by
objects, surfaces, features, terrains, and other people, in a perterseting, (known asffordancesn
ecological dynamics) (Davids, Gllich, Shuttleworth & Araujo, 20Rn)increasingly functional relationship
with a performance environment is the basis of expertise from an ecologieahidgrrationale (Araudjo &
Davids, 2011)These ideas suggest that athletes who have been trained to select fromaadighran range of
affordances available in a competitive performance environment, will be bettargudp perceive information,

adapt their actions, make decisions and interact skillfully with ecological asristf competition.

James Gibson (1979,14.9 argued that "thaffordanceof the environment are whatdffersthe
animal”. For example, in rugby leaguaball offers kicking by players when travelling on the ground or
intercepting with theihands when moving through the @ slow player invites a quiekplayerto run past
him/her, or a hard pitch offers sidestepping on. Recently, Gibsdiés donceptualisation of affordances has
been revisited to emphasise the invitational characteristic of affordances tduatiwith the relevant
experiences, skills and capacities (Withagen, de Poel, Araljo & Pepfiig), Rietveld & Kiverstein2014
Bruineberg & Rietveld2014 Withagen, Aratjo & de Poe2017). Here,we elucidate what these refinements
imply for making sense of the variety of socio-cultural practicesaifeaémbedded in what the philosopher
Ludwig Wittgenstein termetbrms of life (Wittgenstein,1953) which consist of behaviours, skills, capacities,
attitudes, values, beliefs, practices and customs that shape the communities wé tiedeatures of a form of

life subsequently shape how we live (Rietveld & Kiverstgbil4 Bruineberg& Rietveld,2014).

Extrapolating these ideas, we contend that there are current examplesi®bfidife’ identifiable in
sport (e.g. related to ski-ing in Northern Europe, soccer in Brazil etrigkSouth Asia, and rugby union in New
Zealand). These forms of life in specific sports demonstrate hdweirfal specific socio-cultural and historical

constraints have been in developing sporting excellence. They can explagertain performance styles are
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Socio-Cultural Constraints and Athlete Development

developed in certain regions and why they are valued and exploited to eslahtisiance in elite sport.

Athletic sprinting in Jamaica, for example, is ingrained in the spoctiltgre and has a history and tradition of
excellence, strongly influenced by the G. C. Foster College fai€dyEducation and Sports where the
country's athletic coaches are educated in a Jamaican 'way of sprivitiogé( 2015). In these sporting cultures
a form of life can be highly influential in how sport practitionersstouct and design the micro structure of
practice, that could have positive or negative effects on athlete perfmmdaowever, the notion of different
countries or regions being associated with a particular 'style' or 'way' of prgetia performing in a sport is
rather simplistic, lacks theoretical substance and requires conceptual clarfinatioler to helpus understand
the basis for performance development. For example, to enhance athlete dewtl@pit feasible for one
country to simply imitate a way of practicing or performing associatedamitther (highly successful) nation in
asport (Harris, 2017)? Simply imitating the traditional practices of another natgrpresent performance
challenges without first exploring, understanding, and embrao@étm of life that influences the factors that

lead to another nati@success in competitive sport

Here we contend that differences in quality of performance and glatjites are substantively based
on a specific 'form of life', often developed under specific histoscaip-cultural constraints in particular
geographical locations in the world. Forms of life are predicated on égklific customary, habitual, highly
developed, yet responsive, modes of performing, competing, trainingractising which result in the
preference to design specific typesaffordance landscap@s athlete development programmes. Exploiting the
invitational nature of affordances when designing affordance landscapesticgtask designs (Withagen et
al., 2012; Withagen et al., 2017), should aim to make effective skillechantice likely to emerge. In these
affordance landscapespecific practice task designs guide developing athletes in their search for fainction
relationships with performance environments founded on skill, expartééalent (Davids et al., 2017)
Although recent clarifications of Gibson's conceptualization have made valuabibwtons to the literature
on affordances, little is known in sport domains about how a &diife can help sport practitioners to harness
local socio-cultural practices to influence affordance utilisation and thés#auof sporting expertise.
Understanding more about this issue can help sport pedagogists to/idedtiéxploit key socio-cultural
constraints to enhance the quality of athlete development in specific @peitsra, Button, Falcous & Davids,
2016 Araujo et al., 2010)First, we provide a brief historical case into why 'forms of life' assbciated

behaviours and customs may exist and influence sport expertise
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Socio-Cultural Constraints and Athlete Development

2.0 Historical Influences on Sport Performance and Coaching: The case of UK Rugby Football L eague

As with any social phenomenon, the extent to which history influencés-saltural practices cannot
be ignoredin the case of sport coaching in the United Kingdfimexample, industrialisation during the
nineteenth-century influenced social structures and trevidsh in turn influenced workplace practice and
behaviours from that timenwards, shaping training methods in later years (L3082) Increasing
industrialisation during the 1800s was successful, in part, tartitigtion line ethos, which was later strongly
influenced by the American mechanical engineer Fredrick Winslow Tayatsnsatised approach to industrial
efficiency. During a lecture on industrial efficiency in 1907, Taylor @0 215) provided insights into the

work place practices that contributed to his systematic management méttsoadvice was straightforward:

Managers should not allow employees to think fantkelveshut make sure they simply carry out
tasks as instructed, our schedu®s not ask any initiative in a maie do not care for this initiative.
All we want of them is to obey the orders we give them, do what yyeasd do it quick. That scheme
of giving minute instructions to every man, that is assigningahiask, having that task all planned for

everyone [Emphasis added].

Of interest is how these ideas filtered into cultural practices in institutional progrsin education
and sport affecting the development of individuals. One sport wiglegant socio-cultural-historical backdrop
to provide insights into how coaching behaviours and practice ddsge fiow players acquire performance
skills, is British rugby football league. Historicallygby football league’s roots originated in the north of
England, where playing regions had been built on the key industties Wictorian era (1837 to 1901). The
writings of sport historian Tony Collins (2006, p. 149) previdsights into how these strong social-cultural-
historical roots may have influenced the values of rugby leagyerplasuggesting that 'the attitudes of rugby
league players were, therefore, shaped and defined by the world dfialdabour, which was intensely

physical, often aggressively oppositional to management and, above a#it absolutely masculine'

It is understandable that the reductionist nature of Taylor's methodseaaititildes and behaviours
associated with industrial labour were manifested in other parts of socieay titrte, including the sport
domain (Kiely,2012) This process of perfidious filtration had strong connections tchesaand trainers
applying ‘production line principles' to design systematic training pnoges aimed to enhance athlete

performance (Smith & Davids, 1994 .stronger focus on enhanced athlete performance was perhapsodown
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the increasing professionalisation of sport performance throughustngcpractice and training requirements
during the early 1900s (D& Carpenter, 2015 he sporting forms of life that adopted ideas from Taylorism
and the industrial workplace in the commodification of athletes, were appliegl design of sports
performance programmes, where strict work regimes and rigid roléisatan reduced personal autonomy
and induced a 'body as machine' philosophy (Sé&ifbavids,1992) Taylor's legacy is still evident in the sport
domain today, where 'reproductive style' coaching approaches thatifaxa@domposition of movement into
anatomical units to 'reproduce’ skilled actions are still common (Davidisg;hHG&huttleworth, & Aradjo, 2017)
In rugby league, for examplehen learning the “6 O’clock pass” performers are required to: (i) point the ball to

6 O’clock, and (ii), pass over the front foot (Rugby Football League Le@ddthing Manual, 2014). These
traits were valued in the socio-cultural contexts of the Victorian era in the Utdibabunter to attributes
considered conducive to team sport performance, in contemporary setietg, autonomy within
collaborative efforts, creativity and adaptive decision-making are viewed agamipskills for athletes to
possess (Memmert, Baker & Bertsch, 2010; Arajpavids, 2015). As discussed next, socio-cultural
constraints shape the way that an athlete develops a relationship with the avddatimeds to invite

functional actions and behaviours during competition.

3.0 Sporting Forms of Life, Affordances and Athlete Performance

A key tenet of Gibson's (1979) theory of affordances is the redtimture between affordances and
an ecological niche. Within an athlete performance context, this is especially telatethdividual's current
available experience, abilities and capacities, captured initteirsic dynamicgdispositional tendencies) in a
constraints-based framework (Schoner, 1994; Vallacher, van &ééstvak,2015) Gibson (1979), and more
recently, Rietveld and Kiverstei2@14,p. 326 suggested that affordances are not simply action opportunities
offered by the environment, but are dependent on the 'abilities available ircal@aecological nichg'
important to this point is how an ecological niche can be 'shaped dptedduy the rich variety of social
practices humans engaige Rietveld and Kiverstein's (2014) conceptualisation of affordances connetes th
mutuality of the athlete-environment relationship which is embeddiedrs of life. The theory of affordances
embedded in forms of life provides a powerful rationale for the applicatitms key idea by sport practitioners
to consider the (socio-cultural and historical constraints in) environméits shape expectations and beliefs
on how athletes should behave, perform in competition, develop andflaergmple, Taylorism and

systematic workplace practices may have influenced the same emplogreedt performing, developing and
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Socio-Cultural Constraints and Athlete Development

training, who then went on to coach and play team spditiéss conceptualization is important for considering
how to maximig the design and resourcefulness of practice environments and thesibeiat practices that
athletes engage in around the globe in different societies, and communities with ghstah, physical and
geographical location$t can provide a lens for practitioners to understand the potential fofetrafis

(successful) practices and methods from one cultural context to another

Forms of life are recognisable within coaching values, practicehetmaviours across sports, which are
constructed by the relationship between wider social values and keigirads involvedn specific sports (Day
& Carpenter2015) An individual who transitions between social contexts (i.e. communities pleads and
the coaching arena) is influenced by normalised social values whitihuwmusly influence the relational nature
between affordances and the ecological niche (Bronfenbrenner, Cf#jider a form of life in British rugby
league, where 'percentages, position and possession have been thiegreia set of late' (Woods, 2017, p.
7). The players being considered almost as mere machinery in the greater strategidadf the high
performance sports organisatidrne consequences of this form of life are exemplified by the percepfi@xs o
Great Britain Rugby League International Phil Clarke (2016, p.wldning against the normalisation of

'machine-like' behaviours in athletes:

| worry that we arsatifling the talents of more playeby getting them tplay like robotdEmphasis
added]. The obsession with completion rates discourages players frognaalsk. We need to
radically alter that thinking and encourage players not to worry about \wedng and losing the ball,

mistakes will happen.

This account is consistent with the occupational ideals of Taylori@vaiting assumptions of
managerialism and the socio-cultural-historical insights into rugby éepigpvided earlier. This process-
oriented approach that adopts a dualist stance (i.e., seperating mind andamoolg)embedded in the socio-
cultural practices that are manifested through a sports or teams coaching practimEdsaaialrs (Lombardo,
1999), where coaches design practice tasks based on the decompositioplex ¢odividual or team skills
(Chow, Davids, Button & Rensha®016) Although structure and organisation may have benefits during
athlete learning, over exposure to practice landscapes that reduce opportunitigsrf@naicpromotes
systematic and predictable behaviours, can affect an athlete's respastoamtevant affordancebhis
perspective is exemplified by ex-Great Britain international Phil Clarke (20Z61®). who describes a

common structured playing style:
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The 'structured' play of who stands where, runs witich hole in their opponents' defensive line,
passes behind which team-maitis a bit like watching a driverlessr .... There is a bigger danger
that the shift away from autonomous thinking itaakwill become boring - if it hasn't already. Worse
still, we are in danger of damaging young players by eragging them to copy this style of play

[Emphasis added].

Withagenet al. (2017) have argued against this mechiardenception of human behaviour, instead
favouring the role ofgency (i.e. individuals can make their own way in the world) to betteietstand how
affordancesanbe designed to invite or solicit functional behavioiitee notion of agency does not mean
athletes should be 'programmed' to respond to certain affordantebphld 'unreflectively' interact with the
affordances available in a performance environment that invite their adiimtgald, 2008). Importantly,
advocating that athletes have agency and can, therefore, act autolydmthesr performance environment,
prioritises the person-environment relationship as the important scale of analggiarifs to developing
human movement behaviours (Withagen et2dl1,7) This idea implies that sport pedagogists, and the socio-
cultural practices they influence, must support the autonomy needetlétes during competitive performance.
They can develop the autonomy of athletes by facilitating their active explood@olandscape of available
affordances during practice, which helps them to perceive and pick up apportunities which exist in a
performance environment (Aradjo, Davids & Hristov@006) This re-conceptualisation proposes a significant
role for coaches as 'designers' of affordance landscapes, as part of @hemsipe form of life' in high
performance and elite development programmes, which simulate critical aspamtspetitive performance
environments. Although this approach to expertise acquisition isetiwadly coherent, within professional
rugby league, experiential knowledge of experts has gubiotthe existence of a form of life that is more

consistent with mechanistic and reductionist approaches in line with traditioridahg practices.

A challenge for sport pedagogists is to develop evidence-based metfiesiolbich help them move
away from mechanistic and reductionist approaches that force athletes tots¢igk foommon optimal
movement templates' in training (Briss&rAlain, 1996) Rather, sport pedagogists and practitioners could
work collaboratively guided by a universal principled theoretical framewotkatiter practitioners (e.g.,
strength and conditioning specialists, psychologists, trainers, coacHesmna@ice analysts, skill acquisition
specialists) in a 'Department of Methodology'. The aim of a Departméftetbbdology could be for group

members to collaboratively design practice landscapes rich in informatiorigual, \acoustic, and haptic)
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202 based on a powerful and comprehensive theory of human behagigd&aimplementation of methods,

203 encouraging the exploration of affordancés sed to shape and guide performance behaviours with physical,
204 psychological, emotional and social dimensions (Davids, Aradjo, HristdRakgos & Chow2012)

205 Collaborative work in a Department of Methodology, based on an ecologitahitg rationale, could lead to
206 an agreed understanding of when, how, why and, by whom, partieltis of a landscape can be searched
207  during practice. If sporting forms of life provide athletes with oppties to explore practice landscapes
208 varying in informational constraints, providing what Bernstein (186204) called 'repetition without

209 repetitian’ (i.e., athletes exploring and discovering multiple performance solutionkivadhe same goal
210 directed task), they are more likely to develop the functionality requiredntiinuously co-adapt their

211 behaviors to a range of evolving environmental and task constrainfisr{(iitton & Davids2013 Pinder,
212 Davids, Renshaw & Araujo, 2011ndividuals who improve their situation in a performance setting by

213 unreflectively responding to relevant affordances (solicitations of theommént) are considered to have an
214 optimal gripon the situation (e.g. simultaneous attunement to multiple relevantaftas) (Rietveld &

215 Kiverstein, 2014; Bruineber§ Rietveld,2014) the basis of autonomous behaviors in sport performance
216 contexts. The notion akilled intentionality(an individual's tendancy towards an optimal grip) can provide
217  sport practitioners with a suitable conceptual framework to understamtbhsupport athletes' to become
218 attuned to dield of affordancesunderpinning their agency in competitive sp&itilled intentionality is

219 founded on the intertwined relationship between emotion, cognitioremt@n and action of athletes who are
220 challenged by sport practitioners to adapt to dynamic constraints of spetif$cdiean affordance landscape.
221 The aim is to support each athlete in gaining an optimal grip on the mekff@rdances in a landscape to

222 develop a functional relationship with the performance environment (A€aDjavids, 2011).

223 The phenomenological notions of skilled intentionality, optimal grip, and dieddfordances applied
224  to athletes, signify that they: (i) have developed high levels of functionaléglapt to varied challenges in
225 performance settings, enhancing their decision making capacities andothenayineeded to interact with
226 teammates and opponents; (ii) have adapted to the relevant physical conditionimgitmfat high levels
227  throughout competition, and (iii), have developed the resilience and emotioratimystrategies needed to
228  flourish in competitive performance. Consequently, an athlete's concerabidities are constantly evolving,
229  signifying that their functionality towards an optimal grip on a fidldffordances is adaptable to varied
230  situations (Rietveld & Kiverstein, 2014; Bruineb&Rietveld, 2014)through their ability to develop a

231 functional relationship with dynamic performance environments (A@dpavids, 2011). This point is
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demonstrated by the experiential knowledge of Castleford Tigers Heauth daryl Powell (2017, p. 4) (At the
time of writing Castleford Tigers were top of the British Super Ledghle, having scored 149 more points

than their closest rivals (BBC, 20}7)

For me, you should have your own philosophy anducalas a coach and at Castleford we believe
that we're different. | like the way we playind I’'m excited by it — I’'m coaching them, so | should be.
If you’re not excited about what you’re doing, you should be doing something el¥¢e have a way of
playing, but we re always tweaking it.If teamsexpect something from us then we’ll throw something
else at themWe re hard to coach against and we won'’t change that. As a coaching group we like to be

inventiveand | know the players enjoy playing the way we do [Emplzakisd].

This extract suggests the existence of a form of life (philosaptyculture embedded in a
methodological framewojkhat refuses to subscribe to conventional styles of play, discus$ied leaPhil
Clark. Consequently, the team has a different way of playing that explaitving practice landscapes that
require players to use information to continuously co-adapt their actidims tnovements of opponents and
teammates in achieving task goals (Chow etfll6) Being embedded in a form of life of this nature means
that players become sensitive to and utilize (rapidly appearing andvidigda@ffordances in dynamic
performance contexts that are not effectively simdlateler the narrow task constraints of traditional socio-
cultural practices (i.e. styles of play). These ideas imply how transitiohiegms between performance states
of stability and relative instability, can emerge to underpin successforpenfice in sports such as rugby

league.

4.0 Conclusions and Futur e Resear ch

We argued thathe social, cultural, and historical contexts in which athletes develogarasingly
functional relationship with a performance context are important constairgxpertise which are relevant to
understand in sport. This category of constraints is currently lagkisgbstantive empirical research
especially with respect to their effects on expertise intgp@hara et al., 2016), although there are strong
theoretical and philosophical ideas which implicate their importance in shagliayiorsAn important
challenge for sport practitioners is to elucidate the role of socio-cultursiraors in the design of affordance
landscapes to enhance the development of sport expérttaekling this challenge, high performance sport can

use a powerful theoretical and methodological framework to guide sport praatitin exploring socio-cultural
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constraints to facilitate an athletatilization of the multitude of available affordances to suport skilled action
The role of ecological dynamias this task will focus attention on the person-environment relationigtgging
to a better understanding of the relationship between socio-cultural cotssénadl the emergence of an athlete's

skilled behaviours (Araujo, 2010)

To address these challenges Bronfenbrempesposed bioecological model of human development
provides methodological guidance for identifying relevant socio-culturati@ints that affect the development
of athletes (Bronfenbrennetr979) and looks beyond the athlete's immediate environment (although important)
to explore the wider socio-cultural constraints that influence skilled beha\@alobard & Krebs, 2012). The
evolution of the bioecological model of human development (Rofadge,2013)does not provida universal
explanatory theory of skilled behavior (Aradjo et al., 2010). Howeadwpting the model can provide
methodological guidance to analyse the relationships that evolve betwatiedd's exposures to a multitude
of constraints (e.g., person, process, context, time), the infltle@se constraints have on affordance utilization,
and the socio-cultural practices that are embedded in sporting forrfes (@riebs,2009) To explore these
relationshipsa mixed methods research approach can be employed to detail a form o&ldpegific sport,
establish the relationships between a form of life and an attdefgcity to utlize available affordances, and
analyse the task-specific relations between athletes and dynamic practice pettmmnsettings. An
ecological dynamics examination of the person environment relationghglew a functional analysis to
identify how perception and action can be harnessed to pick up and ufiiméaates by individuals (Warren,

1988).
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