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Glossary
Elite Player Performance Plan (EPPP): A strategy to increase the quality of, and
standardise, long-term player development within academy football in the English
Football League (EFL) system. The Premier League published the EPPP in 2011 in
readiness for its commencement from July 15t, 2012. A key premise of the EPPP is to
audit and categorise academies based upon the resources they provide for talent
development. The EPPP categorises academies from one-four, with category one
considered the optimum talent development environment and thus receiving the
greatest funding from the Premier League (The Premier League, 2011; 2022). The
EPPP promotes the holistic development of players which encompasses their
technical, tactical, physical, psychological, and social development (Webb et al.,
2020).
EPPP Category One: The term given to describe the optimum development model
in the academy system which offers a pathway from under five to under 21 years old
(Webb et al., 2020). Category one academies have the infrastructure and resources
that enable young players to access 8,500 hours of the highest quality of coaching
and talent development services (The Premier League, 2011). Category one
academies aim to produce Premier League players (The Premier League, 2022).
EPPP Category Two: The second tier of academy football that provides young
players with up to 6,600 hours of coaching with access starting from under five to
under 21 years old. Category two academies will offer a foundation phase, youth
development, and professional development phase (Webb et al., 2020). This tier of
academy will occasionally produce Premier League players (The Premier League,

2022).
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EPPP Category Three: Considered an entry-level development environment that
facilitates a player pathway for players from the age of five to under 21. Category
three academies will aim to produce players for the football league (a lower level of
competition than the Premier League) and offer players up to 3,600 hours of practice
(The Premier League, 2011; 2022; Webb et al., 2020). Category three academies
provide all three phases: foundation, youth development, and professional
development (Webb et al., 2020).

EPPP Category Four: The lowest of the academy tiers and is considered a late-
entry model due to the provision for the professional development phase only (The
Premier League, 2011). This category of academy is expected to produce football
league players who are late developers (The Premier League, 2011).

Foundation Phase: The first period of the talent development pathway in category
one, two, and three football academies; supporting players from under five to under
11 years of age. Players can only be officially registered to the academy in the under
nine age group (Webb et al., 2020).

Youth Development Phase: The second period of talent development within
category one, two, and three academies that provides coaching for players from
under 12 to under 16 years of age (The Premier League, 2011). With some
exceptions, professional contracts are determined at the end of this phase.
Professional Development Phase: The final period of any academy that caters for
players from under 17 to under 21 years old (The Premier League, 2011). Players in
this phase will have a professional contract with the club they are registered to.
Four Corners: A holistic model of talent development that encourages the

development of a players’ technical/tactical, social, psychological, and physical

Xiv



capabilities. This model is championed by the Football Association (FA) and is a
fundamental part of the FA coaching qualifications (The FA, 2023).
Psychological Corner: One of the corners of the four-corner model. The
psychological corner emphasises the promotion and development of a players’
psychological qualities that could aid their performance or contribute toward their
general wellbeing (The FA, 2023).
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Abstract

The overarching purpose of this thesis was to support academy football
coaches to better facilitate the psychological development of young players. To
achieve this purpose, three empirical studies were conducted, each with a respective
aim. Study one (Chapter 3) aimed to first identify the key psychological attributes to
develop within young academy players. Building on study one, study two (Chapter
4) aimed to explore the coaching strategies that can facilitate the development of
each psychological attribute, and also to examine the observable behaviours that
indicate that the attribute is developed. Finally, study three (Chapter 5) aimed to
apply the knowledge constructed in study one and two by designing, delivering, and
evaluating a sport psychology coach education and support programme at a case
study football academy. Study one (Chapter 3) interviewed nine academy coaches
who worked within a category one football academy, with eight psychological
attributes constructed from thematic analysis of the interviews: commitment to
develop, confidence, coping with the demands of high-level sport, drive to achieve
goals, emotional control, resilience, self-aware and reflective, and strong work ethic.
The findings provide greater direction for the attributes to develop in academy
players but also indicate that current frameworks may not fully capture the key
psychological attributes players need to develop in order to successfully progress out
of the academy. Study two (Chapter 4) interviewed twelve, category one and two,
academy football coaches to explore the coaching strategies used to develop each of
the eight psychological attributes identified in study one. Fifty-two coaching
strategies were constructed across the attributes providing academy coaches with a
catalogue of user-friendly strategies to support their players’ psychological
development with. Study two also identified behaviours that indicated the successful
development of each attribute, knowledge that can help coaches to observe,
intervene, monitor, and assess the psychological development of their players. Study
three (Chapter 5) involved the design, delivery, and evaluation of a 14-month coach
education and support programme with a case study academy: Dock FC. Summary
coach interviews indicated that the programme was well received and helped
increase awareness and to some degree their application of strategies to support the
psychological development of their players. An indirect approach to the programme
was taken to reflect the landscape of psychological support in academies present at
the time of the study. Summary player focus groups, along with the coach interviews
and researcher reflections indicated that this approach worked well, offering a
tangible approach for sport psychology practitioners to adopt, more readily, in
football academy environments. The research within this thesis offers empirically
informed knowledge which extends the extant literature significantly. The thesis
provides novel information on: (a) the key psychological attributes to prioritise the
development of in the modern-day academy football player; (b) coaching strategies
to support the development empirically informed psychological attributes; (c)
behavioural indicators of successful psychological development; and (d) the real-
world application of supporting academy coaches to develop targeted psychological
attributes in the modern-day academy football academy. The insights provided in
this thesis may help improve the holistic development that young football players
receive throughout their football academy journey.

XVi



CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION



Introduction

Football (or soccer) is a game that captivates millions of people around the
world, and for those participating in the elite youth tiers of the sport, many hold the
dream of becoming a professional football player (Chamorro et al., 2019). For young
players in Britain, the pursuit of that dream often begins when they join a
professional football academy with the aim of making the coveted step into the
senior first team, a transition that is recognised as the most difficult to make in elite
sport (McCarthy, 2020; Stambulova et al., 2009). Committing to and thriving within
a professional football club academy relies on an individual’s technical skills,
tactical understanding and expression, physical capacity, and psychological aptitude;
with academies having responsibility to develop each of these aspects in every player
(see the Elite Player Performance Plan, EPPP, The Premier League, 2011; The FA,
2023).

Recently, senior professional players have been more forthcoming in
expressing the importance of the psychological aspects of performance and the
support required to help them manage their personal and professional lives (Morris
& Deason, 2020). For example, having reflected on the challenge of facing scrutiny
leading to the European Championship 2020, England defender Tyrone Mings
reportedly sought support from a sport psychologist (Sky Sports, 2021). Further,
Davide Ancelotti, Real Madrid FC Assistant Coach, has stated, “At [Real] Madrid
now, we have players with their own psychologists. Mental health and psychology
are spoken about a lot more in society now, so the young players have a better
understanding of it and how it impacts their performance” (Nassoori, 2022). Such
examples emphasise the relevance of sport psychology and the importance of

supporting the psychological development of young talented players. Thus, attention



should turn to ensuring younger players receive effective psychological support
throughout their time in an academy to give them the best opportunity to progress
into, and maintain a successful career in, the professional game (Chandler et al.,
2020).

English football academies are high performance environments that are
designed to produce professional football players (Adams & Carr, 2017; Saby et al.,
2019). Young players may be signed to an academy for over a decade, working to
develop their abilities from the age of eight to (potentially) the age of 23 (The
Premier League, 2011). With the financial rewards of playing in the English Premier
League making English football an attractive proposition for players globally
(Deloitte, 2019), academy players will also face the challenge of outperforming
incoming talent from other countries. Consequently, the modern academy player
needs to demonstrate the ability to produce consistently high levels of performance?
to progress into the highest tiers of the English game (Mills et al., 2014; Poli et al.,
2019). In response to such challenges, and to improve the quality of home-grown
talent nationally, the Premier League introduced the EPPP. The EPPP attempts to
provide greater structure to the holistic development of young academy players,
offering a framework to support clubs to develop each player (Jones, 2018). Since it
began, the EPPP has encouraged the psychological development of academy players
(Champ et al., 2020; European Club Association [ECA], 2017; Gervis et al., 2020;
Pain & Harwood, 2004).

An athlete’s psychological capabilities are a key contributor towards their

sporting success (Durand-Busch & Salmela, 2002; Saward et al., 2019). Indeed, in

! Performance is often measured both subjectively (e.g., a player’s ability to execute a team’s game
plan; fulfil their roles and responsibilities; perceived attributesto cope with the demands of the game)
and objectively (e.g., game statistics; physical performance measures).



their review, Dohme et al. (2019) identified 92 psychological characteristics and
skills associated with youth development. Concepts such as resilience (Fletcher &
Sarkar, 2012); self-regulation (Jonker et al., 2017); confidence (Hays et al., 2009;
Vealey, 2001); motivation (Keegan et al., 2014); and the ability to cope (Gould et al.,
2002) have all been linked to a successful progression into elite adult or professional
sport. A notable body of research in this area has been the exploration of the
psychological characteristics for developing excellence (PCDES) in sport (cf.
MacNamara et al., 2010a; 2010b). PCDEs are characteristics that contribute toward
an athlete’s realisation of their potential, with several PCDEs suggested to support an
athlete’s talent development journey (e.g., imagery, coping with pressure, realistic
performance evaluations; MacNamara et al., 2010a; 2010b; MacNamara & Collins,
2015). Further, specifically within elite youth football, the 5Cs (concentration,
confidence, commitment, control, and communication; Harwood, 2008; Harwood &
Anderson, 2015; Harwood et al., 2015); coping and reflection (Saward et al., 2019);
discipline, resilience, and social support (Holt & Dunn, 2004) have been identified as
examples of psychological attributes associated with the success of talented young
players. However, the array of psychological factors associated to successful talent
development has inadvertently contributed to a lack of clarity as to which key
psychological attributes should be developed within academy players. For example,
the EPPP requires academies to develop four psychological areas: stress
management, lifestyle management, imagery, and focussing. Yet there is limited
explanation as to why these are prioritised over other attributes previously cited
within elite youth football literature (e.g., the 5Cs, Harwood, 2008). Given that the

Elite Player Performance Plan (EPPP) is the governing policy that directs the holistic



development of talented young football players in the UK, the decision to prioritise
attributes with limited empirical evidence is questionable.

The multitude of psychological attributes espoused to support the holistic
development of young football players can be explained, in-part, by the
methodological approaches adopted by researchers in this area. A common approach
within literature has been to pre-determine and then deductively assess the impact of
certain attributes on talented young football players (e.g., Harwood, 2008; Harwood
et al., 2015; Honer & Feichtinger, 2016; Saward et al., 2019). Although deductive
approaches hold merit, for example the 5Cs (Harwood, 2008) provided an accessible
framework to support coaches to integrate psychological development into their
practice, the (researcher) proposed attributes may not fully capture the psychological
needs of academy players (cf. Dohme et al., 2019). Indeed, Musculus and Lobinger
(2018) argued that seeking the opinions of coaches would provide additional and
relevant insights into the psychological attributes that should be prioritised and
developed in young footballer players. Although limited examples exist, Musculus
and Lobinger highlighted that previous qualitative inquiries with coaches have
identified psychological attributes that may not have been captured on self-report
questionnaires (e.g., dedication and willingness to sacrifice, Holt & Dunn, 2004).

Coaches can provide a different perspective to that of athletes and
researchers. Informed by their experiences of working with a range of academy
players, coaches can make “inter-individual” comparisons of players they have
developed and observed (Musculus & Lobinger, 2018, p. 2). This offers valuable
insights that can advance or corroborate understanding of the most relevant and
beneficial psychological attributes for football player development and performance

as reported in the literature. To date, there remains are limited examples of research



that has prioritised the views of academy coaches on this matter (i.e., Mills et al.,
2012), and certainly none during the EPPP era (2012-present). Thus, there is a need
to obtain the subjective views of academy coaches to provide a more holistic, and
updated, understanding of the psychological attributes that will give a young player
the best opportunity of progressing through the modern-day football academy and
into senior, professional football. Once a fundamental understanding of the key
psychological attributes has been established, attention can turn to identifying who is
in an advantageous position to support the psychological development of academy
players and how this might be done.

In their review of psychological support available for football players with
long-term injuries, Gervis et al. (2020) identified that 26 of 29 participating British
academies employed a part-time sport psychologist, an encouraging finding that
indicates some progress given previous admissions about the lack of recognition or
psychological support for youth players (i.e., Pain & Harwood, 2004; Stratton et al.,
2004). However, despite this progress, Gervis et al. questioned the impact that part-
time sport psychologists could have, highlighting the limitations of such contracts in
the supporting of players with long-term injuries (e.g., ad hoc support from non-
sport psychology practitioners and an absence of psychological screening). Despite
the financial revenue that football clubs can make, there has been little change in the
amount of money invested into a club’s respective academies, a situation that is not
forecast to change either (Deloitte, 2019; ECA, 2017). With the largest portion of an
academy’s outgoings being staffing costs, the employment of full-time sport
psychologists (taking precedent over other roles, such as strength and conditioning
coaches) appears unlikely (ECA, 2017). Without clear (or minimum) expectations of

an academy’s sport psychology provision (see the EPPP), the psychological support



(i.e., the employment of a sport psychologist) offered to young academy players
becomes dependent upon the values and priorities of the individual decision makers
within the academy, a situation that does not encourage a systematic and
standardised approach to psychological development for young players (e.g.,
Crawley & Hills, 2023; ECA, 2017; Gervis et al., 2020; Nesti & Sulley, 2015). Thus,
with full-time psychological support unlikely, there remains the need for other key
stakeholders to concurrently support all players’ psychological development
throughout their academy journey.

Along with organisational barriers (i.e., funding), the challenges associated
with integrating sport psychology into football academies, previously identified by
Pain and Harwood (2004) and Stratton (2004), remain (Champ et al., 2020; Nesti &
Sulley, 2014). For example, in Champ et al.’s (2020) ethnographic account of the
first author’s time as a practitioner at an academy in the English football league, it
was highlighted that coaches were reluctant to integrate sport psychology provision
within the hypermasculine culture of the academy. Champ et al. attributed this to the
notion that coaches may have adopted (and thus perpetuated) negative hegemonic
beliefs (e.g., that footballers cannot show feelings) associated with sport psychology.
Further, Jones (2018) interviewed Heads of Education and Welfare, who have the
default responsibility for the psychology provision within football academies,
exploring how well equipped they felt in their role to support the psychological
development of players. Participants reported that they could not effectively
contribute towards this part of the role citing a lack of time, limited sport psychology
knowledge, and administrative duties (from the EPPP) as factors that prevented
innovative and proactive provision. Jones’ participants also indicated that sport

psychology was not the priority but rather that producing senior first-team players



was the core focus. Such findings attest to the lack of understanding that arguably
exists regarding the role that sport psychology can have within youth academy
football, either as a stand-alone provision or to compliment holistic talent
development programmes (cf. Chandler et al., 2020). Crucially, Jones’ findings
highlighted that psychology was not a priority over players’ technical, tactical, and
physical developments, and raised issues concerning the enactment of the EPPP and
the limited attention that sport psychology receives as a consequence.

Gaining insight into how coaching staff interpreted, experienced, and
engaged with the EPPP, O’Gorman et al. (2020) interviewed 12 part time coaches
who worked within a category three academy?. They found that coaches were
passively compliant in the enactment of the EPPP policy also citing the
administrative duties of the EPPP as distracting from the coaching role, with
participants even indicating a change of their own identity, from coach to
administrator. O’Gorman et al. discussed how compounding issues (e.g., increased
administrative duties, lack of autonomy, change of job evaluation, the intensity of
the policy enactment) led to coaches attending to EPPP regulations unwillingly, with
coaches adopting a form of “impression and performance management” (Ball, 2003,
p. 221). Fabricating information to appease the criteria of the policy appeared the
norm amongst participants, with the delivery of the EPPP resembling an “enacted
fantasy” (Ball, 2003, p. 222). Further questions can be raised, therefore, about how
much change has occurred since the inception of the EPPP in regard to the

psychological development of players within football academies. Indeed, adopting

2 1n England, all EPPP accredited football academies are categorised from one to four following
external EPPP audit that occurs every two years (see thesis Glossary). Categorisation is based on
several criteria, including (but not limited to): the academy’s facilities; the number and level of
qualification of coaching staff; and level of access to sport science support. Category one is the
highest categorisation. Funding from the Premier League is given to each academy based upon the
category achieved. Category one academies receive the highest amount of funding.



an ethnographic approach to examine the organisational culture of an English
football academy over a period of three seasons, Champ et al. (2020) concluded that
the “EPPP appeared to have little to no impact on changing the beliefs and
behaviours of these individuals [coaches]” (p. 161), indicating that the EPPP has not
yet met its aim to improve and formalise the provision of sport psychology in
academies. Further, Champ et al. reported that the academy staff still perpetuated the
macho-masculine and brutal culture previously observed in youth football academies
(e.g., Cushion & Jones, 2006; Parker, 2001); an environment not conducive to
positive player experience or psychological wellbeing (Cushion & Jones, 2006).

Although the EPPP has provided some parameters for the provision of sport
psychology, albeit minimal (cf. Crawley & Hills, 2023; Nesti & Sulley, 2015),
researchers have suggested that provision continues to experience deficiencies
(Champ et al., 2020; Cooper, 2021; Crawley & Hills, 2023; O’Gorman et al., 2019;
Jones, 2018). In response to these ongoing issues, it is important to first identify the
personnel who can concurrently support the psychological development of young
academy players. With the Heads of Education and Welfare unable to provide
effective psychological support to players (Jones, 2018), coupled with clubs often
being unwilling to employ a designated full-time sport psychologist (ECA, 2017,
Nesti & Sulley, 2014), focus should perhaps turn to supporting the academy coach to
enhance the psychological development of players.

Coaches are believed to be in a primary position to develop athletes’
character (Paquette & Sullivan, 2012; Gould et al., 1999; Harwood, 2008); support
their wellbeing (Gould & Carson, 2008); instil life skills (Bowley & Cox., 2020;
Camiré et al., 2011; Gould & Westfall, 2014); and enhance social development

amongst their athletes (Conroy & Coatsworth, 2006). However, some have argued



that psychology is not the coach’s responsibility, with it blurring the lines between
two distinct stakeholders (i.e., the coach and the sport psychologist), in turn leaving
coaches and athletes in vulnerable positions (Ellicksen & Brown, 1990). Critically,
this reason alone does not negate the need for coaches to develop players
psychologically, rather it highlights the need to clarify the parameters for their role in
the psychological development of players. Within England, the Football Association
(FA) assesses coaches on their ability to enhance players across four areas of
performance: technical and tactical, physiological, social, and psychological (The
FA, 2020). It is, therefore, within the remit of the coach to develop their players’
psychology for performance (i.e., facilitate the development of the psychological
attributes players require to manage the on-pitch demands of the game and to
perform consistently in their respective roles). One-to-one psychological support
(that typically focus upon “issues”), or specialist workshops must be delivered by a
trained professional. The premise of the current Ph.D. is that the academy coach
should be providing psychological support for performance. The challenge,
however, is to support academy coaches to do this effectively.
Purpose of Thesis

Addressing issues and gaps in knowledge and practice, this thesis aimed to
identify the key psychological attributes required to give an academy player the best
opportunity to progress through the academy and into the senior, professional game,
and investigate the coaching strategies used to develop each. Then, utilising this
knowledge, to develop and deliver a coach education and support programme, with
the purpose of improving academy coaches’ knowledge and capabilities to support
their players to develop each of the desired psychological attributes. These aims

were met through the pursuit of several objectives:
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(@)

(b)

©)

(d)

)

(f)

)

Identify the key psychological attributes that give players the best opportunity to

progress through an academy and into the senior, professional game in order to

provide updated knowledge on attributes and thus account for the demands of

the modern game and talent development pathways.

Explore the coaching strategies that can be used to develop each psychological

attribute (identified in objective ‘a’), providing explicit, user-friendly guidance

for academy coaches to integrate the strategies into their practice.

Examine the adaptive player behaviours associated with each psychological

attribute to support academy coaches in their assessment and development of

each attribute in their players.

Obtain players’ opinions of which coaching strategies they find most beneficial,

enabling coaches to prioritise the deployment of strategies.

Design a season-long coach education programme, informed by the knowledge

acquired from meeting the preceding objectives.

Deliver the coach education programme within a football academy through an

applied, ecological case study approach.

Conduct a critical review of the programme, considering its impact, through

social validation interviews and focus groups with coaches and players.
Structure of the Thesis

This thesis will adhere to the following structure. Chapter Two will present a

review of literature associated with three themes: (a) the psychological attributes

desired of elite youth association football players; (b) how, and how well,

psychological attributes are developed in academy football players; and (c) the

academy coach’s role in players’ psychological development. The literature review

will provide context and highlight current gaps in knowledge in relation to the aims
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of the thesis. Following this, each study is presented as its own chapter and in the
order it was conducted. Chapter Three presents the first of the three studies, which
aims to identify the psychological attributes, and the associated player behaviours,
that will give an academy player the best opportunity of progressing through an
academy and into the senior, professional game. The second study (Chapter Four)
aims to build upon the findings of study one through further qualitative exploration
of the coaching strategies that could be used to support the development of the
psychological attributes (and their associated behaviours) identified in the first study.
Study three (Chapter Five), informed by the findings of studies one and two, presents
the design, delivery, and evaluation of a coach education programme that focuses on
supporting academy coaches to develop psychological attributes in their players.

Each of the three studies will be written and presented in peer-review format
as it was my intention to disseminate my research as | progressed through this Ph.D.
programme of study. This includes study specific critical discussions and references
presented at the end of each study chapter. As a result of presenting each study in
this way | have, at times, referred to we (i.e., the research team) when describing
aspects of my research. To qualify, as the principal investigator, | have led the study
conceptualisation and design, collected and analysed all data, and made sense of the
findings independently. In accord with all Ph.D. research projects, | have worked in
collaboration with my supervisory team who have also acted in the role as critical
friends to help me engage in a more rigorous approach to research, challenging my
decisions in a positive way to facilitate considered engagement in the research
process. Further, this approach has meant that the introductions to each study chapter
at times repeat some of the information presented in the thesis literature review.

While 1 tried to avoid this as much as possible, the approach taken and the body of

12



literature relevant to my research meant that some repetition was inevitable. Finally,
a general (thesis) discussion will be presented in Chapter Six with the thesis being
concluded with a reflective epilogue (Chapter Seven) designed to detail my
development as an independent researcher across the journey of this Ph.D. All
chapters are formatted to APA 7t Edition style, with tables and figures sequentially
ordered.

Philosophical Position of the Research

Knowing the lens through which a researcher views the world, and thus how
they interpret meaning in data, is central to understanding how, why, and where
knowledge comes from (Kivunja & Kuyina, 2017). A researcher’s worldview, which
can also be described in terms of a research paradigm, is a set of beliefs or
assumptions that guide their research endeavours and their interpretation of results
(Lather, 1986; McKenzie & Knipe, 2006). An interpretivist research paradigm was
adopted for this current programme of research, a research paradigm aligned to the
philosophical assumptions of the researcher. Interpretivists believe that the world is
complex and within it, individuals (including the researcher) define their own
meanings to the reality they experience (Jones & Wallace, 2005; Potrac et al., 2014).
Interpretivism offers a framework to explore, capture, and communicate the
subjective opinions of the academy coach, helping to meet the aims of the current
programme of research.

Within each research paradigm there are four central components: ontology,
epistemology, methodology, and axiology (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Ontology is
concerned with what constitutes reality, with the ontological assumptions of this
body of work aligning closely to relativism. The relativist ontology assumes that

there are multiple realities and that these realities can be explored through interaction
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between researcher and participant (Chalmers et al., 2005). An underpinning belief is
that reality and human experience are synonymous: reality is what an individual
experiences, and what an individual experiences is their reality (Sparkes, 1992).
Thus, relativist researchers explore the meaning of their own reality as they interact
with participants (e.g., through interviews), as the participant simultaneously makes
meaning out of, and communicates, their reality to the researcher (Potrac et al.,
2014).

Epistemology refers to how we come to know and what an individual
determines truth to be (Cooksey & McDonald, 2011). The current project is driven
by the perspective that for us to know and then develop the desired psychological
attributes of academy players, the values, interests, and subjectivities of academy
coaches need to be explored. In short, without their subjective opinions, knowledge
on this matter remains incomplete. As such, the researchers’ epistemological position
within this project can be described as subjectivist, where knowledge is believed to
be socially constructed and is developed with the search for knowledge occurring in
collaboration with one of most influential social agents in football academies (i.e.,
coaches).

A researcher’s ontological and epistemological assumptions in turn drive the
methodology of their work. This includes how their research is designed (and how
aims are constructed), how data will be collected in relation to the design and aims of
the research, and then how data will be analysed, interpreted, and presented. Within
an interpretivist paradigm, naturalistic methodologies are often employed, which rely
upon discourse of the observed world (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017). Common naturalist
methodologies include participant observations, interviews, and focus groups (Potrac

et al., 2014). The specific designs of each of the three studies that contribute toward
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this Ph.D. project will be outlined within each of their respective methods sections
(see Chapters Three, Four, and Five). Finally, axiology relates to the ethical
considerations of a research project with interpretivist researchers trying to attain a
balanced axiology whereby the outcomes will “reflect the values of the researcher,
trying to provide a balanced report of the findings” (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017, p. 34).
Thus, the process of how data is analysed is critical to the current programme of
research and a rationale must be provided to ensure that the data analysis process is
representative of the ontological and epistemological position of the researcher
(Braun & Clarke, 2021).

Different approaches to data analysis have been utilised within research
conducted in the context of football academies through similar philosophical
positions, namely: interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA; e.g., McGlinchey
et al., 2022); grounded theory (GT; e.g., Holt & Dunn, 2004; Mitchell & Holt, 2006);
content analysis (CA; Mills et al., 2012; Mills et al., 2014); and reflexive thematic
analysis (RTA; e.g., Champ et al., 2020). IPA (see Smith & Osbourne, 2004) is a
guiding framework to understand human experience and how an individual makes
sense of the world. IPA centres around an ideographic approach, focusing upon the
unique details of a case (i.e., individual). Although IPA is congruent with the
relativist philosophy of this thesis, IPA demands a deeper interpretation of data,
which in turn informs the recruitment of participants and the interview guide; a
process that was not logistically viable for the current project nor necessary given the
aims of the research (Braun & Clarke, 2021). GT (Charmaz, 2014) facilitates the
development of theory based upon the data collected from individuals within a given
social setting (Holt, 2017). Researchers using GT will conduct line-by-line coding

followed by more abstract (or selective) forms of coding, which in turn will be
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clustered for category development. Despite Charmaz’s (2014) approach to GT
being aligned to a constructivist epistemology, the line-by-line coding forces the
researcher to interpret all aspects of data, removing the researcher’s autonomy to
make sense of data pertinent to their research aims. Further, the role of the researcher
during the category development phase in GT is unclear, and thus it is difficult to
state, with confidence, that GT would align to the relativist philosophy of this thesis
(Braun & Clarke, 2021).

Another approach that is commonly used, yet sits outside of the relativist
ontology, is CA (Vaismoradi et al., 2016). Although CA is used to identify themes
from qualitative data it is often accompanied by the measurement of inter-coder
reliability in an effort to improve the accuracy of analysis, thus positioning CA
within the post-positivist paradigm (Braun & Clarke, 2021). CA is useful for coding
and categorising large amounts of qualitative data but, consequently, the analysis is
often descriptive (Braun & Clarke, 2021; VVaismoradi et al., 2016). A method that is
used to analyse larger amounts of qualitative data, whilst also guiding a deeper
interpretation and interrogation of the data, is RTA (Braun & Clarke, 2012). RTA is
considered to be an “easily accessible and theoretically flexible interpretative
approach to qualitative data analysis that facilitates the identification and analysis of
patterns or themes in a given data set” (Byrne, 2022, p. 1391). Further, in RTA, the
researcher takes an active role as they reflect and interpret the worldview of
participants leading to the formation of codes. Braun and Clarke (2012) provided a
clear framework for researchers to follow, directing their efforts to engage with the
data generated from naturalistic enquiries. RTA aligns closely to the philosophy,
ontology, and epistemology of this thesis and is thus deemed a suitable and effective

method of analysis to help meet the aims of this Ph.D. As such, RTA will be used in
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Study One (Chapter 3), study two (Chapter 4), and study three (Chapter 5), with each
chapter offering further explanation and rationale for its utility in that given study.
The following body of work has been conceived, constructed, and conducted
with the view that individuals’ subjective perceptions of the world create their
reality, and that the social world is indeed what people believe exists (Smith &
Sparkes, 2017). My research strives to understand the worldviews of academy
football coaches through naturalistic inquiry, actively seeking truth. The subjective
realities of academy coaches are prioritised throughout, driven by the belief that their
subjective realities bear the knowledge to catalyse better psychological support for
academy players, and in turn, contribute more effectively to their progress through,

and out of, an academy into senior, professional football.
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Introduction

The psychological capabilities of an athlete are recognised as an integral
contributor toward their development and success in elite sport (Beauchamp et al.,
2023). The systematic development of psychological attributes in young talented
athletes, therefore, is critical in supporting their ability to progress into senior, elite
levels of sport and achieve personal and professional success (Durand-Bush &
Salmela, 2002; Dohme et al. 2019; Harwood, 2008). For example, the focused
commitment that early specialisation environments require, demands sustained levels
of motivation from the athlete as it becomes a key buffer against maladaptive
consequences such as burnout or exiting the sport (Bartholomew et al., 2011;
Kingston et al., 2020). Early specialisation is described as the intense involvement in
training and competition within a single sport from a young age (Baker et al., 2009;
Wixey et al., 2020). Akin to this, a key aim of the elite player performance plan
(EPPP) has been to increase the number of training hours young academy players
experience toward 10,000 hours of practice and thus accelerate the development of
young individuals into expert players (Wixey et al., 2020). Under the EPPP, the
academy system, therefore, incentivises early specialisation by requiring category
one academies to deliver 4-8 hours of practice per week at the foundation phase (i.e.,
8-11year olds), a situation further compounded by pre-academy programmes
whereby children as young as four train multiple times a week as clubs race to
register the best local talent at the earliest opportunity (Austin, 2022).

It is increasingly reported that early specialisation environments are
psychologically demanding, requiring young athletes to develop a range of
characteristics to be able to cope with often competing performance (e.g.,

expectations to engage in extended deliberate practice to enhance expertise; high
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level of intra-team and inter-team competition), organisational (e.g., pressure to
continually make sport-related transitions), social (e.g., parental and peer pressure),
and personal (e.g., academic commitments) pressures (Coutinho et al., 2016).
Academies in the English football system, therefore, require the systematic
development of players’ psychological abilities to give them the best opportunity to
prosper within such an intensely competitive and demanding environment (Gervis &
Goldman, 2020; Mitchell et al., 2022). Indeed, the National Governing Body (NGB)
of association football in England, the Football Association (FA), include
psychology as a “corner” of their holistic four-corner coaching model alongside
technical, tactical, and physical aspects of performance (Chapman et al., 2020;
Simmons, 2004; Towlson et al., 2019). However, despite the need for, and intention
to, develop young (academy) football players psychologically, there remains two
significant issues. First, perhaps due to the variability in club academy structures,
philosophies, and values regarding youth player development, there is little
agreement as to which psychological attributes should be targeted. Second, there is
limited understanding of how to effectively develop psychological attributes within
youth players within the context of academy football (Beauchamp et al., 2023;
Mitchell et al., 2022). Each of these concerns are explored and addressed in the
following section: a review of the literature concerning the psychological attributes
associated with success amongst the youth athlete population more generally. This is
then followed by a sharpened focus on the attributes associated with success in the
specific environment of a professional academy in the English football system. Prior
to this, attention will briefly turn to the clarification of key terms.

Key Terms
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The following section will provide a conceptualisation for two key terms:
success and psychological attributes. Clarity on these two terms is essential, not just
for the purpose of this research, but to help situate this thesis within the sport and
coaching psychology literature that this review is largely based upon.
Conceptualising the Term “Success”

Success in youth football can be defined in many ways, from the day-to-day
successes (e.g., scoring, displaying positive performances, winning) to the longer-
term achievements (e.g., contract extensions, progression into the senior team,
international representation). Within the English football system, the EPPP has
introduced a variety of measures for assessing the success of its accredited
academies, such as: the number of professional contracts awarded by the club to
youth players (77% of contracts in the Premier League and English Football League
are held by home-grown players3; The Premier League, 2022); the number of first
team appearances of players graduating from the academy (e.g., 11% of recent EPPP
category one graduates have made 20 senior first team appearances; The Premier
League, 2022); and academy player international representation (i.e., the creation of
a larger pool of experienced players [more than 20 senior first team appearances] for
international selection for England; The Premier League, 2022). The progression of a
youth player into senior professional football is widely considered as a significant
achievement for all stakeholders involved. For the player, this signifies the
accomplishment of one of the hardest transitions to make in sport, whilst for the club
it is seen as the successful development of a marketable asset for the club’s own use

or for financial revenue (Deloitte, 2019; McCarthy, 2020; The Premier League,

3 Home grown players refer to those players who were trained within an academy in the English
football system.
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2022). Given the significance of this progression, the description of success in
academy football could centre around the progression from the academy to senior
professional football. However, with the restructuring of the academy system (i.e.,
the EPPP in 2012) and the introduction of the professional development phase (PDP,
see thesis Glossary) whereby players are, by definition, professional athletes already,
the definition of success in this context needs to be updated and refined.

Extending on Mills et al.’s (2012) general description, success within this
Ph.D. will be defined as: the successful progression into professional football
beyond the PDP stage of the academy. This may take the form of progressing into
the under 23 team or the senior first team attached to the football academy, a loan
move to another professional club, or a transfer to another professional football team.
It is well documented in literature (e.g., Collins et al., 2018; Collins & McNamara,
2012), and acknowledged in the recent EPPP report (The Premier League, 2022, p.
22), that there is “no one-size-fits-all” path into professional football. Thus, the
above description of success is considerate of this and flexible in its ability to be
applied to all players who make the progression from the PDP phase of the academy
into the senior game.

Conceptualising the Term “Psychological Attributes”

Attempting to bring order to the language games developing within sport
psychology literature, Dohme et al. (2017) conducted a systematic review on the
different terms being used to describe psychological components of an individual.
Twenty-one studies met their inclusion criteria with terms such as: “characteristics”,
“attributes”, “qualities”, “factors”, and “mental skills”, identified as being used
interchangeably to describe psychological components of an individual. As a result,

Dohme et al. (2017) coined the term psychological skills and characteristics (PSCs)
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to capture the diverging terms being used within literature. However, psychological
characteristics are “commonly defined as trait-like dispositions that can be regulated
or enhanced through systematic development despite their relative stability” (Dohme
et al., 2019, p. 261). This description does not lend itself to the perception that an
individual’s psychological components can be changed within the shorter timeframes
afforded within football academy environments, but rather gives the impression that
an individual’s mentality is a more stable construct. For example, self-efficacy is a
psychological component widely attributed to athletes' development and
performance but is reported to be state-like as it is likely to fluctuate depending on
several personal and environmental factors (Anstiss et al., 2020).

Arguably, Dohme et al.’s (2017) description is not conducive to the
philosophy or aims of this thesis, which is focused upon the development of the
psychological components of academy players’ development and performance.
Rather, the term psychological attributes is preferred and will be used throughout to
describe the psychological components required by an individual to develop and
perform (both personally and professionally). The term “attributes™ has also been
used previously in literature (e.g., Butt et al., 2010; MacNamara et al., 2010a; Mills
et al., 2012), appearing in 11 of the 21 articles reviewed by Dohme et al. (2017).
However, although the term has been used liberally, it has rarely been defined. For
this project, psychological attributes are described as: mental qualities that an
individual possesses that facilitate adaptive cognitions, emotions, and behaviours to
meet the demands of the environment. This description considers the interaction
between an individual’s cognitions, emotions, behaviours, and the context in which
they are situated, distinguishing it from the description of “characteristics” (as

predispositions and trait-like) by emphasising the contribution that the environment
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has upon determining what is an attribute (i.e., the mental quality is only as valuable
as the situation defines).
An Overview of Research Examining Psychological Attributes

This section provides a review of literature that has informed knowledge
within the discipline of sport psychology regarding the psychological attributes that
have been positively associated with athletic performance. In particular, the
attributes believed to contribute towards a successful progression from youth into
elite senior sport are reviewed, starting with attributes across wider sporting contexts
followed by literature relating specifically to academy football players.
Psychological Attributes Associated with the Successful Progression into Elite,
Senior Sport

Knowledge regarding the psychological attributes associated with senior
athletic success (e.g., development and performance) has grown considerably over
the last few decades. The body of research that has aimed to examine the
psychological attributes that support optimal performance at senior level has helped
to provide greater direction for the systematic development of a young athletes’
mentality (Beauchamp et al., 2023). For example, Gould et al. (2002) found, through
a combination of interviews and questionnaires, that Olympic champions were
characterised by several psychological attributes, including: the ability to cope,
confidence, mental toughness or resilience, sport intelligence, focus,
competitiveness, hard work-ethic, goal setting, coachability, high levels of hope,
optimism, and adaptive perfectionism. Durand-Bush and Salmela (2002), who also
employed a similar retrospective approach to that of Gould et al. interviewed
Olympic gold medallists or World Champions regarding attributes that contributed

to their development and maintenance of expert performance. Durand-Bush and
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Salmela’s (2002) inductive analysis identified self-confidence, motivation, creativity,
and perseverance as the key personal attributes, findings that demonstrate overlap
with some of Gould et al.’s attributes. Similarly, a plethora of psychological
attributes have since been identified in the wider performance literature, some of
which are analogous and some of which are unique to the context in which they were
derived, for example: self-regulation (e.g., Toering et al., 2009); resilience (e.g., Butt
et al., 2010); commitment (e.g., MacNamara et al., 2010a); motivational factors (e.g.,
Jones & Lavallee, 2009); hope for success (e.g., Honer & Feichtinger, 2016); and
coping (e.g., Finn & Mckenna, 2010).

Focusing upon the salient psychological factors that contribute towards
optimal performance, the exploration and application of the psychological
characteristics of developing excellence (PCDE) has been a prominent avenue of
research within sport psychology literature (e.g., MacNamara et al., 2008, 2010a,
2010Db). This body of work has added to our knowledge surrounding the
psychological characteristics that can maximise an athlete’s capabilities throughout
their talent development pathway; providing a useful framework for practitioners
(Collins et al., 2018; MacNamara & Simpson, 2019). Interviewing seven ex-world-
class athletes, along with a parent of each athlete, MacNamara et al. (2010a)
identified several psychological themes (e.g., commitment to excellence,
competitiveness, self-belief) that contributed towards the participant’s development
as a world-class athlete. Informed by previous psychological factors identified within
the literature (e.g., MacNamara et al., 2008), MacNamara and colleagues (2010b)
inductively and deductively assessed which PCDEs (i.e., commitment, focus and
distraction control, realistic performance evaluations, self-awareness, coping with

pressure, planning and self-organization, goal setting, quality practice, effective
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imagery, and actively seeking social support) expert performers (athletes and
musicians) felt they required at different stages of their development. Within the
inductive portion of the interviews, the musicians identified a further three PCDES
(social skills, distraction control, and focus) from those identified previously (i.e.,
MacNamara et al., 2010a), a finding that highlighted how the specific demands of a
performance environment (i.e., classical music) may require different PCDEs, or at
least, a differing ordering of PCDE development (MacNamara et al., 2010b).
MacNamara et al. (2010Db) also found that, in athletes, PCDEs were commonly
emphasised around the age of 16 years only once they had committed to their
pathway for excellence. Additionally, participating athletes reported more ‘ups and
downs’ further along their pathway to excellence, suggesting that this coincided with
the athlete’s reliance upon (natural) physical abilities in their early stages of
development. MacNamara et al.’s (2010b) participants were also able to provide
some indication of when different PCDEs were required. For example, coping skills
were necessary to help balance academic and employment commitments whilst
training; ability to prioritise became important at the age of 17 to help the athletes
respond to socialisation and the pressure of spending time with non-athletic peer
groups; whilst realistic performance evaluations helped athletes during “micro
stages and transitions” (e.g., injury, deselection, performance slumps, MacNamara et
al., 2010b, p. 75).

In their systematic review of psychological characteristics that facilitate
athletic development, Dohme et al. (2019) identified 92 psychological factors, which
in turn were analysed to produce 19 umbrella themes constructed of psychological
skills (e.g., goal setting, social support seeking, imagery) and psychological

characteristics (e.g., emotional control, self-confidence, focus). Through this review
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Dohme et al. suggested a diverging landscape of psychological factors associated
with success within sport, an array that potentially creates difficulties for the applied
practitioner in knowing which attributes to prioritise and systematically develop in
their athletes. Moreover, although the authors reviewed literature across different
sports (n = 34), the participants were predominantly associated to football (soccer).
Indeed, over 80% of the athletes in the review pool were football players, providing
a good indication of the attributes associated to success in football but also
highlighting the variety of attributes that could be associated to this sport alone.

The research reviewed in this section has contributed significantly to
knowledge regarding the psychological attributes possessed by successful senior
athletes and of the attributes to be prioritised at different stages of development for
youth athletes seeking to progress towards and into senior sport (e.g., Durand-Bush
& Salmela, 2004; Gould et al., 1993; MacNamara et al., 2010a; 2010b). However,
despite these merits, this body of work has been informed by a range of athletes from
different sports, making the findings more abstract and thus harder to apply, with
confidence, to the specific domain of a football academy. Participants from studies
included in the current section, although often sharing a similar ‘Olympic’ or ‘world-
class’ status (e.g., Gould et al., 1999; MacNamara et al., 2010a; 2010b), were from
different sporting domains, which may have specific (and different) psychological
demands. For example, when discussing the preparation for a World Junior
Championships, a participating athlete in MacNamara et al.’s (2010b) study
reported, “I wasn’t even training properly at that stage ... [ was just running”. Even
though MacNamara et al.’s (2010b) participant was preparing for a world
championship event (and thus represented the highest level of youth performers in

their respective sport), their unsystematic approach to training differs to the
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systematic approach to development in the modern-day football academy, where
eight-year-olds in EPPP category one academies would have “four rising to eight”
hours per week of curriculum-based practice (The Premier League, 2011, p. 35;
Wixey et al., 2021). There is a need to know, with confidence, the psychological
attributes youth football players require, particularly in consideration of the unique
contextual demands, to give them the best opportunity to progress within the specific
domain of an English football academy.

Psychological Attributes Associated with Success and Optimal Performance in
Youth Football.

There has been a burgeoning number of psychological attributes identified
within elite youth football literature over the last few decades (e.g., Finn &
McKenna, 2010; Holt & Dunn, 2004; Toering, 2009; Van Y pren, 2009), but with
limited examples of attributes that emanated from research which focused solely on
youth academies in the English football system. The current section will critically
review the literature that centres around the psychological development of young,
talented, football players more generally, before refining the scope to literature that
has provided knowledge on the psychological attributes associated to players housed
within an academy in the English football system.

One avenue of research that has contributed to the breadth of attributes
associated with optimal performance in football has been to identify the predictors of
future football success, often determined by comparing the performance outcomes of
higher ability players to lower ability players over time (e.g., Forsman et al., 2016;
Honer & Feichtinger, 2016). Honer and Feichtinger (2016) attempted to capture the
psychological characteristics that predicted the future success of 2677 U12 German

development centre level players making the progression into the (higher ability)
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academy system. Their results found that self-optimization, physical self-concept,
and hope for success were key psychological determinants of successful progression;
with the latter giving a player a 2.65 greater chance of becoming an academy player
by the age of 16. These results may not be too surprising given that the German
youth football system offers players an opportunity for progression whether they are
in an academy or not through attending one of the 390 national Deutscher FulZball-
Bund (DFB) talent development centres across Germany (DFB, 2015). Honer and
Feichtinger’s participant sample were taken from these centres, which, given that the
DFB centres are designed for the scouting of players, it was likely that participants
were indeed more hopeful. Therefore, Honer and Feichtinger’s findings may not be
representative of the key determinants needed in a youth football system like that
governed by the EPPP, whereby academies are the sole gatekeeper to a young
person’s progression.

In the Netherlands, Jonker et al. (2010) found that talented youth football
players were more intelligent than their non-elite counterparts. The “elite” players
also demonstrated more self-regulatory skills, self-monitoring, evaluation, reflection,
and effort. Adding to these findings, Zuber et al. (2015) purported that individuals
with an intrinsically stable achievement orientation were more likely to represent the
Swedish National under 15 team. Motivation, and associated concepts, were also
identified by Larsen et al. (2012) in their study on the important psychosocial
attributes of elite youth football academy players. Utilising a multi-method (e.g.,
interview, reviews, observations) ecological approach aimed at uncovering the
psychosocial skills developed in an elite youth academy, Larson et al. constructed
ten key psychosocial skills through triangulation. Six internal attributes included:

self-awareness, goal setting, motivation, self-organisation, hard work and managing
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performance, whilst four external attributes were: team skills, appreciating family,
utilising teachers as a resource and general social skills. Similarly, researchers
previously indicated that academy players have a higher level of motivation in
comparison to their non-academy counterparts and are higher in task goal-orientation
than non-elite players (Kavussanu et al., 2011; Ward et al., 2007).

More recently, Benitez-Sillero et al. (2021) sought to determine the different
components of mental toughness (negative energy control, attention control, visual
and image control, motivation level) across different age categories from a
professional team in the Spanish football league. Their findings found that age
correlated positively to visual and image control, attention control, and motivation
with the authors suggesting these findings may be useful in guiding future
psychological support for players. However, although this knowledge, on what
distinguishes an academy player from a sub-elite player or the psychological
differences across age groups, is useful to the talent identification scout or sub-elite
coach, critically, knowing the psychological characteristics that academy players
possess is not necessarily going to contribute towards supporting players to
successfully transitioning into the professional game (Saward et al., 2019). Rather,
researchers need to turn their attention to understanding what an academy player
requires to give them the best opportunity to progress.

Reviewing literature that contributed towards talent development in football,
Gledhill et al. (2017) identified 22 psychological factors (e.g., commitment, grit, fear
of failure, psychological wellbeing, discipline), findings that highlight the variety of
factors associated with success in just the sport of football. Although Gledhill et al.’s
and Dohme et al.’s (2019) reviews deliberately included a breadth of participants

(e.g., males and females, different levels of performance, current elite and ex-elite
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players, and participants from different countries) when seeking to understand the
key psychological attributes desired of academy football players, the variety of
psychological factors identified in the literature does not provide coherence or
clarity. Indeed, currently it is challenging for the applied practitioner to navigate and
decide which attributes to prioritise the development of in academy players. One
framework that has provided some direction for practitioners amongst the milieu of
psychological attributes, is the 5Cs framework.

The 5Cs framework (confidence, commitment, communication, control, and
concentration) has been readily employed by researchers working in academies and
adopted by the English Football Association (FA) to inform their coach education
programmes, illustrating the value placed upon the framework (Chandler et al., 2020;
FA Learning, 2020; Pain, 2016; Steptoe et al., 2019; Wadsworth et al., 2020).
Although the 5Cs framework has helped to accelerate the integration of sport
psychology within youth football (see Pain & Harwood, 2004), there is limited
justification for the use and prioritisation of these psychological constructs over
others. Indeed, the 5Cs are derived from the 6Cs of momentum, a theoretical
framework that presents six psychological attributes that contribute toward
momentum: commitment, cohesion, communication, concentration, control, and
confidence (Higham et al., 2005).

Although it is not necessary for a framework to have a clear inductively
informed conception, given that the 5Cs is the predominant framework utilised in
academy football it is important to understand its origins and rationale. Critically, the
5Cs may not capture all the psychological attributes that should be developed in
young academy players (Crawley & Hills, 2023; Mitchell et al., 2022). For example,

in their review of a sport psychology coach education programme delivered to

41



academy football coaches, Godfrey and Winter (2014) were encouraged to use an
expanded adaptation of the 5Cs programme, which developed ten themes: growth-
mindset, emotional control, inner drive, confidence, communication, resilience,
focus, self-awareness, team orientation, and performance lifestyle. Similarly,
Mitchell et al. (2022) added resilience, presence, and self-awareness as attributes to
develop alongside the 5Cs in their coach education programme in an EPPP category
three academy. Godfrey and Winter’s and Mitchell et al.’s work highlight that the
5Cs may not be a fully encompassing framework, indicating that there may be wider
attributes required by young academy players given the contextual demands that they
experience. Given that there is limited rationale, and no empirical evidence for the
prioritisation of each of the C’s over other psychological attributes, further research
Is needed to clarify the psychological attributes to develop in young academy
football players (Gledhill et al., 2017). In short, the reliance on a single, albeit user-
friendly model may have narrowed the focus upon the employment of coaching
strategies to developing attributes of questionable foundation.

Confidence is a psychological attribute that has received further attention
within youth academy football research. Greenless et al. (2021) attested to the
importance of self-confidence for young (aged 10-11years) footballers playing in an
EPPP category one football academy. The authors identified several sources of
confidence inductively derived from semi-structured interviews with players,
providing valuable guidance to coaches, practitioners, and parents. However,
Greenless et al.’s rationale for exploring confidence centred around Forsman et al.’s
(2016) previous research; a study that deductively assessed the psychological
contributors to successful progression of elite youth Finnish players between the age

of 15 to 19 years of age. Employing the Psychological Skills Inventory (PSIS-R-5;
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Mahoney et al., 1987) to high-ability Finnish players, Forsman et al. (2016) aimed to
identify the most significant technical, tactical, physical, and psychological factors
that contribute to future football success. Alongside passing and centring (technical),
and agility (physical), Forsman et al. (2016) found that motivation was the most
significant psychological predictor of success; emphasising the multidimensional
nature of football performance. However, the PSIS-R-5 only measures four areas:
motivation, confidence, concentration, and mental preparation to determine the
psychological contributors to successful progression in elite youth football, with
little rationale for prioritising these four aspects over other psychological factors.
While exploring (for example) confidence is important, basing research upon
deductively derived methods highlight how such assumptions can contribute towards
a diverging landscape of psychological attributes and proceeding sport psychology
programmes and policies.

It is reasonable and not uncommon, for psychological attributes identified in
one context, to then be asserted in another. This approach has contributed
significantly to the development and progress of the field of sport psychology (Sly et
al., 2020). However, it is important to be critical of the origins of attributes and to
challenge the efficacy of psychological attributes proposed in literature to provide
greater coherence and direction for practitioners. Attempting to apply the ten
PCDE’s to better understand progression within an English football academy,
Saward et al. (2019) asked 111 players from two different football academies to
complete the Psychological Characterises of Developing Excellence Questionnaire
(PCDEQ, MacNamara & Collins, 2011). Of the six PCDE factors measured, Saward
et al. found that working on weaknesses and coping with performance and

developmental pressures were strong predictors of progression into the professional
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phase of the academy (under 17 — under 23), with the authors recommending that
academies systematically develop a blend of the PCDEs to support a young player’s
progression. Saward et al.’s results suggested that some PCDEs, such as imagery,
decreased with age and thus were not as strongly associated to progression as other
PCDE:s (e.g., working on weaknesses). This finding could be explained by the lack
of psychological support in academies and challenges associated to developing
mental skills such as mental imagery in athletes (e.g., lack of specialised support,
Nesti & Sulley, 2015). The PCDEQ can therefore help target psychological attributes
that are not being supported effectively (MacNamara & Collins, 2011). However,
Saward et al.’s participants may not have scored highly on the imagery item as they
got older because it became a less valued and thus a less emphasised psychological
attribute to develop. Consequently, the authors concluded that imagery was not a
determining factor in progression for academy players, acknowledging that imagery
had not previously been recognised as a key factor for progression in youth football
across qualitative or quantitative studies (e.g., Gledhill et al., 2017; lvarsson et al.,
2020; Murr et al., 2018). Saward et al.’s findings highlight the potential issues in
assuming the utility of PCDE’s to all populations (i.e., imagery), and emphasises the
need to first inductively identify the key psychological attributes that will support the
progression of young players through and out of the academy.

As part of a study aimed at identifying factors perceived to impact the
successful progression of academy players into senior football, Mills et al. (2012)
provided one of the few examples of an inductive approach to the exploration of the
psychological attributes desired of academy players. Interviewing ten expert
academy coaches from top-tier (i.e., Premier League and Championship) football

clubs, Mills et al. identified awareness, resilience, goal-directed attributes, and



intelligence as psycho-social factors that influenced player progression, providing
clearer direction for those charged with the psychological development of players
within academy environments. However, since Mills et al.’s study, the English youth
football system has had a significant over-haul through the commencement of the
EPPP in 2012, which may have placed new demands upon players (e.g., increased
hours of deliberate practice, requirements for self-reflection). There is still a need,
therefore, for researchers to explore stakeholders’ perspectives of the key
psychological attributes desired of the modern academy player to facilitate success
within the nuanced contextual constraints created by developmental systems such as
the EPPP.

To date, players have been the dominant participant population within
research that has aimed to explore the psychological attributes associated with
success in youth football. Although this is not a situation unique to football (Collins
et al., 2018), Gledhill et al.’s (2017) review highlighted the dominance of the
athlete’s voice within this area of research, reporting that the participant pool of
studies included 14, 977 players, reflecting 99% of total participants in the review. In
contrast, only 81 participants in Gledhill et al.’s review were coaches (or others, such
as teachers). Although there will be an expected imbalance due to player to coach
ratios, Gledhill et al.’s participant pool still indicates that coaches’ contribution to
knowledge, generally, has been minimal. Therefore, seeking the opinions of
academy coaches will help to provide a more rounded understanding of the
psychological attributes to develop in academy players (Musculus & Lobinger, 2018;
Nesti & Sulley, 2015). Further, once the desired psychological attributes have been
identified, attention can turn to who is responsible for supporting their development.

Developing Psychological Attributes in Academy Players: An Overview
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The following section reviews literature within which researchers have
attempted to develop psychological attributes within the specific population of
academy football players, commencing with a discussion on who is responsible for
the psychological development of academy players in EPPP-governed academies. To
explore the aims of this project, it is crucial that the context of the academy and its
organisation of sport psychology is first reviewed, helping to identify the parameters
for the project.

Developing Psychological Attributes in Academy Football Players: Who is
Responsible?

Sport psychology has continued to experience a difficult integration into
football academies (Pain & Harwood, 2004; Jones, 2018). Despite the attention the
area has received, and recognition for its importance there remains confusion over
who is responsible for the psychological development of players and how this aspect
of performance should be developed (Mitchell et al., 2022; Nesti & Sulley, 2014).
The EPPP governs and directs the holistic development of academy players in the
English football system. Commencing in 2012, the EPPP provided an overview of
how the academy system was to be organised and run. A primary aim of the EPPP
was to standardise the holistic development of academy players to improve
progression rates (i.e., from the academy to the professional team) by encouraging
academies to provide a long-term development plan to support players technically,
tactically, physically, and psychologically (The Premier League, 2011; 2022).
However, regarding the psychological development of players, across academies
there are different interpretations of who is responsible for the psychological
development of players, a significant gap in the EPPP policy. For example, upon

reviewing the EPPP’s impact upon academy’s sport psychology provision, Jones
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(2018) relayed that there are no requirements for an academy to employ staff to
support the psychological development of players (even in category one and two
academies), with the role often falling to the head of education and/or Welfare
Officers. However, Mitchell et al. (2022) suggested that category one academies are
required to staff full-time sport psychologist to oversee the provision, an
interpretation at odds with Jones’ (2018). Indeed, neither Jones (2018) nor Mitchell
et al.’s (2022) interpretations of who is responsible for the sport psychology
provision in academies appear to be align precisely to the guidance of the EPPP.
Specifically, in the EPPP, there is no mention of any requirements for sport
psychology provision, nor any requirements to employ a full-time sport psychologist
in category one academies, nor any mention that this provision falls under the head
of education and/or welfare officer. Instead, sport psychology is briefly discussed
under the sport science provision (EPPP, The Premier League, 2011). Without clarity
over who is accountable, sport psychology becomes unsystematic and at worst,
absent, a scenario that has been indicated by Gervis et al. (2020) who found that the
academy physiotherapists were the main provider of psychological support for
players with long-term injuries. The EPPP needs to provide greater clarity as to who
is responsible for the psychological development of young players and provide
specific guidelines for how sport psychology is to be embedded within each
categorisation of academy (Crawley & Hills, 2023).

A recent review of the EPPP (i.e., the Premier League, 2022) ten years since
its inauguration, reported higher rates of youth-to-senior progression, higher
numbers of youth players representing their countries, increased number of
international championship victories at youth and senior ages, and a higher number

of graduates playing in the English Football League (EFL) or the Premier League.
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The EPPP has, unequivocally, contributed to the improvement of academy football,
increased the rate of player progression into professional leagues, and contributed
towards success within age group national teams. However, arguably it has not fully
supported the psychological development of players which, given the recognition
and value this area of talent development has gained, is a missed opportunity.
Although the EPPP may have intentionally been vague in the guidance given on
psychological support to give clubs greater autonomy (see Dean et al., 2022), this
may have inadvertently undermined and stunted the development of this provision.
Autonomy over the sport psychology provision can give clubs freedom and
opportunity for innovation and making this area work specifically for the club and its
needs. For example, developed by the psychology, safeguarding and player care
staff, Arsenal FC’s academy introduced an online platform called “Academy Island”
which is “an interactive tool designed to encourage an open conversation around
health and wellbeing” (The Premier League, 2022, p. 40). However, an innovative
approach like that of Academy Island can arguably only be capitalised upon by
academies with greater financial backing or by clubs (and people in them) who
prioritise sport psychology provision. Given the difficulties associated with
integrating sport psychology into football academies (Champ et al., 2020), the lack
of explicit guidance, financial support, and expectations is a risky strategy. Indeed,
the lack of guidance and expectations placed upon academies has potentially
undermined sport psychology and made it appear to be commaodity rather than a
fundamental element of talent development (Barker & Winter, 2014).

The lack of guidance or criteria for sport psychology is at odds with the four-
corner framework of holistic development the EPPP and FA promote (Simmons,

2004). What remains, ten years on, from the introduction of the EPPP, is confusion
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in the literature over where responsibility lies and a lack of observable progress in an
area that plays a central role in determining a players’ successful progression through
the academy and into the professional game (cf. Jones, 2018; Gervis et al., 2020;
Mitchell et al., 2022). Substantiating this critique, researchers have reported that
most sport psychologists are only employed on a part-time basis in an academy and
predominantly deliver counselling and one-to-one support for players, highlighting
the potential detachment from the day-to-day practices of the academy (Daley et al.,
2020; Gervis et al., 2020).

With the barriers and shortcomings of psychological support in academies
(e.g., lack of finances, lack of incentive from the EPPP, ambiguity over
accountability) attention should, arguably, turn to the academy coach to help inform
and concurrently promote the psychological development of players. Given the
caveats of the organisation of sport psychology provision within the academy
system, the current thesis is deliberately focused upon the academy coach and their
role in helping to support the psychological development of players. If academy
coaches are effective in supporting the psychological development of players, there
can be greater assurances that young players will receive some form of psychological
support as part of their holistic development, regardless of any organisational issues
(e.g., funding or accountability) that have to date undermined the sport psychology
provision in football academies.
Developing Psychological Attributes in Players: The Role of the Academy
Coach

Although recognised as being one of the greatest influences upon a players’
psychological development, coaches have generally remained detached from sport

psychology provision in academies (Daley et al., 2020; ECA, 2017; Gervis et al.,
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2020; Jones, 2018). With the psychological provision for young academy players
being recently critiqued (i.e., Crawley & Hills, 2023; Jones, 2018), it is timely (even
overdue) to involve the coaches in the development and application of this provision
(Champ et al., 2020; Chandler et al., 2020; Daley et al., 2020; O’Gorman et al.,
2020; Jones et al., 2018; Nesti & Sulley, 2014; Voldby & Klein-Dossing, 2020).
According to Cassidy (2013), effective coaches will develop athletes
psychologically alongside developing an athlete’s performance related outcomes.
Indeed, there is also a growing recognition and expectation for coaches to support
athletes’ wellbeing as part of their role (e.g., Bissett et al., 2020; Mazzer &
Rickwood, 2015). To support the holistic development of athletes, the FA developed
the four-corner coaching model, namely: technical/tactical, physical, social, and
psychological. Credited to the work of Simmons (2004), the four-corner model
espouses a multidimensional view of football coaching, encouraging a holistic and
integrated approach to development (Chapman et al., 2020). Within England,
coaches are educated on the four-corner model across all Union of European
Football Associations (UEFA) coaching qualifications and assessed on their ability
to promote each of the corners. Thus, there is an expectation that the qualified
academy coach will develop these four areas within each of their players, and it is
widely argued that coaches are well-positioned to address the psychological corner
as equally as the other areas (Cassidy, 2013; Kingston et al., 2020; Mills et al.,
2012). Nevertheless, the introduction of the EPPP and the increased “contact time”
that it aimed to provide only adds further to this argument, with some players
receiving up to 8,500 hours of access to coaches over their time at an academy (The
Premier League, 2011). Although the increase in contact time could lend itself to

greater psychological development, coaches must be effective in their deployment of
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strategies to thwart potential deleterious effects of negative coach-athlete interactions
(see Voldby & Klien-Dossing, 2020; Wixey et al., 2021). Effective coach education
is, therefore, required to support a coach’s application of techniques to improve
psychological attributes within their players.

To date, formal coach education programmes that pertain to the
psychological side of player development have been heavily scrutinised (cf. Adams
et al., 2016; Freitas et al., 2013). Simultaneously, it has been suggested that academy
coaches do not possess a good understanding of sport psychology concepts or
strategies (Mitchell et al., 2022). However, despite suggestions that coaches lack an
understanding of sport psychology, researchers have also indicated that academy
coaches are indeed capable of informing psychological practices and should be
encouraged to do so (e.g., Daley et al., 2020; Diment, 2014; Godfrey & Winter,
2014; Harwood, 2008; Mills et al., 2012). Regardless of understanding, a more
consistent assertion is that coaches do want to learn and discuss sport psychology,
which represents a positive shift from previous reports by Pain and Harwood (2004),
and one that should be exploited (Brink et al., 2018; Harwood, 2008; Nesti & Sulley,
2014). Indeed, sport coaches are (encouragingly) voicing that they want to know
more about the field of sport psychology and how they can implement it into their
practice (Brink et al., 2020; Nesti & Sulley, 2015; Pope et al., 2015). For example,
Pope et al. (2015) found that more experienced sport coaches independently used
online resources to improve their knowledge of sport psychology; sourcing
information on how to apply and then integrate concepts into their coaching, findings
that also indicate a lack of information readily available to coaches (i.e., that they
need to research this themselves). With coaches appearing to want more knowledge

and support regarding the psychological side of talent development, coupled with
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sport psychologists' views that coaches need to be more structured and systematic in
their approaches to psychological attribute development the limited support for
coaches is arguably puzzling (Harwood, 2008; Weinberg et al., 2016).

Developing an Athlete’s Psychological Attributes Through the Coach

Despite the growing acknowledgement for the role that psychology has in the
development of talented athletes, there has been limited attention given to supporting
coaches integrate this into practice (Camiré & Trudel, 2014; Harwood & Anderson,
2015). This presents a potential gap within talent development programmes,
particularly in high performance youth environments (such as a football academy)
where the organisation and coaches have a duty to develop their players
psychologically as part of their player’s holistic development (Gervis et al., 2020;
Nesti & Sulley, 2015; The Premier League, 2011; Simmons, 2000).

In their investigation into coaches’ perceptions of a programme designed to
improve youth development outcomes, Falcéo et al. (2012) recruited six Canadian
coaches from basketball and football to participate in workshops aimed to lead the
designing of activities that promoted positive youth development (PYD). From here,
participating coaches delivered the activities to their athletes with a summary
interview taking place to review the programme. Falcdo and colleagues identified
positive psychological outcomes for players (e.g., personal growth, awareness of
health, respect for other gender, confidence), the team (e.g., communication and
cohesion), and improved personal development for the coaches (e.g., better
understanding of players, learning, and relationship). Similarly, working with nine
Canadian high school coaches, Camiré and Trudel (2014) aimed to support the
integration and standardisation of psychological skills development into their

coaching practice. Analysis of their semi-structured interviews suggested that this
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was a successful programme, with workshops, specific sport psychologist support,
observations, and academic articles contributing toward the success of the training.
However, despite encouraging results, both studies promoted the development and
delivery of activities that sat outside of the normal coaching practice. For example,
Falcdo et al.’s workshops led to the creation of four activities (practice with college
athletes, healthy team meal, co-ed practice, and hope of health fundraiser), whilst
coaches in Camiré and Trudel’s study asked players to complete an evaluation sheet
to develop their self-awareness, an exercise that took time away from the coaching
session. Although all activities reported in these studies had merit, the development
of isolated activities may not lend itself to the high-performance environment of a
football academy where time is limited, deliberate practice hours are the priority, and
additional administration duties would likely place further strain on coaches (Champ
et al., 2020; Jones, 2018; O’Gorman et al., 2019). Rather, support for coaches to
enhance the psychological development of their players through more integrated
coaching practices would be of greater value to the academy football coach.
Supporting the Academy Coach to Develop Psychological Attributes in Academy
Football Players

The 5Cs (Harwood, 2008) is one of the most utilised frameworks in academy
football (e.g., Crawley & Hills, 2023; Godfrey & Winter, 2017; Steptoe et al., 2019).
It was designed to be user-friendly and to support coaches’ efficacy in the
psychological development of players, features which have contributed toward its
adoption by academies and national governing bodies (NGBs; Harwood, 2008).
Although the conceptual premise of the 5Cs has been critiqued earlier in this
literature review, the impact that the framework has had in applied settings cannot be

dismissed. This current section will therefore begin with a review of the literature
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surrounding the 5Cs and how it is has supported coaches to develop psychological
attributes in young academy players.

Opting for an indirect approach to developing the psychological attributes of
players, Harwood (2008) educated academy coaches on how to promote the 5Cs
during their training sessions reporting an improvement in coach efficacy as a result.
With the aim of providing academy coaches (and sport psychology practitioners)
with guidance on how to support a player’s psychological development, Harwood
(2008) delivered a 4-month coach education programme to coaches from a British
football academy. The programme included five workshops, with each being based
on one of the 5Cs (e.g., commitment). After an initial baseline assessment, the four
participating coaches then rated their own self-efficacy in developing each ‘C’ with
their players and assessed their team’s behaviours in response to the intervention
throughout the coach education programme. Findings demonstrated an increase in
coach efficacy and an increase in player’s behaviour responses, suggesting the merits
of a behavioural approach to developing psychological attributes in players. Building
on this, Harwood et al. (2015) sought to assess the effectiveness of the 5Cs coaching
programme with the addition of baseline measures and triangulated perspectives on
the success of the programme. Five under-13 academy players participated in the
programme, along with their parents whilst the coach of the under-13 academy squad
participated in several workshops aimed at educating them on each of the 5Cs across
the duration of the study. After each workshop, the coach then applied the coaching
behaviours they had learnt about the specific ‘C’ in the proceeding training sessions.
The coach, participating players, and their respective parents, then assessed the
players’ development of each ‘C’ after every training session utilising a

questionnaire designed to review the demonstration of behaviours associated to each
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of the 5Cs. Findings showed an improvement in each of the 5Cs for all players
across the study, suggesting that the programme was a success and affirming
Harwood’s (2008) previous findings.

Extending this, Harwood and Anderson (2015) provided a 5Cs training
curriculum that detailed practices designed to emphasise each ‘C’. The authors
provided example coaching practices (i.e., football drills) that could be used to
inherently promote the targeted ‘C’. They suggested that coaches should employ
eight principles of developing psychological attributes through coaching,
specifically: promotion of the attribute, role model the attribute, ownership over
decisions, support the growth of the attribute, positive reinforcement when adaptive
behaviours are observed, empowering peer support, praising the supportive
teammates, and self-review (i.e., PROGRESS). Further, Wadsworth et al. (2020)
aimed to improve an under-12 academy coach’s self-awareness and integration of
the 5Cs to support the psychological development of their players in an EPPP
category one football academy. Each of the Cs was coupled with an element of the
academy’s coaching curriculum (e.g., control was coupled with ‘playing in the final
third”). The 5Cs were integrated into coaching sessions alongside interventions
designed to promote the development of each 5C. Footage of training sessions was
then watched and reflected upon by the participant and the lead researcher. Upon
reviewing the process, both the participating coach and researcher suggested that the
programme was successful in meeting its aims, highlighting the merits of utilising
the 5Cs as a framework in which to help change coaching practice in a way that
allows coaches to integrate player psychological development within their coaching

sessions.
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The body of work surrounding the 5Cs has been significant for the
development of sport psychology provision in academy settings. For example,
responding to a request from an EPPP category two football academy to enhance
their psychological provision to meet the criteria required to be promoted to category
one academy status, Steptoe et al. (2019) employed a three-month psychological
intervention programme. Steptoe et al. reported that they utilised the 5C framework
to support the weekly coach education workshops, to guide coaches in the design of
training sessions to promote the desired behaviours of each ‘C’, provide parent
education, and as a framework for individual player support. The body of work,
resources, and knowledge that accompany the 5Cs enabled a quick response and
effective intervention. However, crucially, the absence of other frameworks that
support the psychological development of academy players makes the 5Cs a go-to
framework (cf. Wadsworth et al., 2020).

Using and alternative approach to the 5Cs, Diment (2014) attempted to
reduce the theory-to-practice gap through the integration of mental skills training
within practice drills across nine football academies in Denmark. Guided by
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological approach, Diment (2014) worked with academy
coaches to develop and deliver practices that were aimed at promoting seven mental
skills (concentration, self-talk, communication, imagery, goal setting and
constructive evaluation, and arousal control). Each practice was designed to
emphasise each mental skill through promoting stressful situations within the drill
(e.g., increasing physical demands). Diment reported that the programme was
generally well received, attributing this to the use of football language rather than
psychological terms, an issue previously highlighted as a barrier to sport psychology

integration (Pain & Harwood, 2004). However, the attributes, or in Diment’s case the
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mental skills, were already predetermined with little rationale as to their
prioritisation over other factors.

To date, there has been limited literature that has supported the development
of psychological attributes in academy footballers through the academy coach
(Mitchell et al., 2022). Of the limited examples, some guidance has been offered on
how to develop predetermined attributes but with little rationale for prioritising them
(Thelwell et al., 2006). Indeed, the psychological attributes presented in elite youth
football literature to date have been largely popularised because of deductive
approaches to research and the prioritisation of the athlete’s voice; leaving a
‘researcher-driven’ field for practitioners to navigate.

Summary and Future Directions

The development of adaptive psychological attributes in academy football
players is considered an essential contributor towards a successful progression into
professional or elite senior sport (Beauchamp et al., 2023; Champ et al., 2020; Nesti
& Sulley, 2014). Enhancing psychological attributes that can support players to
progress into the first team or potentially more importantly to exit the academy and
thrive, is a goal worth pursuing. This review has presented the current knowledge
surrounding the psychological attributes associated with success in academy football
contexts, highlighting key issues and gaps within this knowledge base. First,
knowledge to date has been dominated by deductive approaches to research,
whereby researchers dictate the psychological attributes, with little rationale offered
as to why certain attributes were prioritised over others (cf. Ivarsson et al., 2020;
Mitchell et al., 2022, Thelwell et al., 2006). The dominance of deductive approaches
has contributed towards a diverging landscape of psychological attributes, which has

potentially created challenges for the practitioner (sport psychologist, coaches, head
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of sport science) to know, with confidence, which attributes to prioritise and develop
in their players. Indeed, such deductive approaches have been unconvincing in their
impact (see lvarsson et al., 2020). Crucially, at the heart of this are the academy
players, who as a result will receive unstandardised and unsystematic support for
their psychological development; a situation conflicting with the aim to provide
holistic player development (The FA, 2020; The Premier League, 2011).

Second, and following from the first issue, there is a lack of inductively
driven research that has the sole aim of identifying the desired psychological
attributes to give young players the best opportunity to successfully progress through
and out of the academy. With rare exception (e.g., Holt & Dunn, 2004; Mills et al.,
2012; Morely et al., 2014) there have been few attempts to empirically explore this.
Thus, our knowledge and what we believe to be the ‘true’, has largely been shaped
by post-positivist research enquiries, a contentious situation given that such research
endeavours are largely dependent upon the beliefs, aims, and agendas of the
researcher. Driven by a different interpretivist ontology, it is the aim of this thesis to
offer a different perspective on what can be considered ‘true’.

Finally, the absence of the coach within research in this area is potentially
problematic. Very few studies have included coaches within their sample with even
fewer asking coaches about their perspectives on psychological attributes (see
Gledhill et al., 2017; e.g., Mills et al., 2012). Coaches are able to offer knowledge
informed by their experiences working with previously successful and unsuccessful
players, offering explanations for psychological attributes that currently exit in the
literature or by contributing further attributes that may have been missed through

deductive approaches to research (Musculus & Lobinger, 2018).
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From an applied perspective, despite some attempts (e.g., Diment, 2014;
Harwood & Anderson, 2015; Mitchell et al., 2022), the current review has
highlighted that the field of sport psychology remains relatively detached from
coaching practices despite it being a cornerstone of the FA coaching model
(Simmons, 2004). Challenges associated to the enactment of the EPPP, for example
a lack of time and insufficient training, have further compounded this issue (Jones,
2018; O’Gorman et al., 2021). Such challenges and barriers have led to a situation
whereby very few football academies have a full-time sport psychology provision,
with those academies of a lower EPPP categorisation likely to offer even less support
for their players’ than those of a higher category (cf. Gervis et al., 2020). Without
this constant psychological support or guidance players have even turned to other
staff (e.g., physiotherapists, Gervis et al., 2020), a disappointing situation that
highlights the deficiencies in the psychological development of players; even with
part-time support available. It would be realistic to expect academies to: (a) plan the
systematic development of desired psychological attributes in their players, (b)
provide effective support to systematically and positively develop the attributes in
their players, and (c) monitor the development of targeted attributes across all
players and provide interventions where necessary. To address the issues
summarised in this section, the current project aimed to identify the key
psychological attributes desired of players to give them the best opportunity to
progress through the academy and into the senior, professional game, identify
coaching strategies to support the development of desired attributes, and then design
and employ a coach education programme to support academy coaches to develop
the attributes in their own players. In attending to these aims, it was my intention to

equip academy coaches with knowledge and resources to support the development of
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key psychological attributes in their players. With a lack of direction and guidance
for coaches, coupled with the limited and varied psychological support academy
players receive, the outcomes of this Ph.D. may contribute significantly toward
informing and upskilling coaches to support the psychological development of their
players. By focusing on delivering sport psychology through the academy coach, this
Ph.D. intends to provide a (realistic) framework for academies to adopt, not only
mitigating many barriers that accompany sport psychology (e.g., funding, siloed
provision, negative perceptions), but most importantly offering a means of providing

consistent psychological support to young academy players.
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Abstract
The psychology of youth football players is understood to be one of the most
important contributors towards their success within the game. However, there is a
lack of consensus regarding the attributes that might be most important in this
context. To address this, study one aimed to explore coaches’ perceptions of the
psychological attributes that give players the best opportunity to perform and
progress through academies and into professional football. Semi-structured
interviews with nine professional academy football coaches from category one
academies were conducted. All participants held senior roles at the academy (e.g.,
assistant academy director, head of coaching, head of phase). Following reflexive
thematic analysis, eight psychological attributes were constructed: commitment to
develop, confidence, coping with the demands of high-level sport, drive to achieve
goals, emotional control, resilience, self-aware and reflective, and strong work ethic.
This study provided context-specific attributes to develop in academy players,
facilitating greater direction for holistic development of the modern-day academy
player. Our findings advance current understanding of the psychological attributes

that can support youth athletes’ progression into senior, professional football.
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Introduction

In the UK, the most talented youth football players are typically registered
with professional football academies, which are characterised by demanding
environments designed for the primary purpose of producing senior, professional
players (Adams & Carr, 2017). Given the wide range of performance, organisational,
developmental, and personal demands young players experience within academies,
their psychological repertoire to manage and thrive is regarded as integral to their
successful navigation through, and out of, the academy (Cooper, 2021; Finn &
McKenna, 2012; McCarthy, 2020; Mitchell et al., 2022). To support the
psychological development of players, the Football Association (The FA) build their
coaching qualifications around the four-corner model (Simmons, 2004), a
multidimensional model that focuses upon the tactical/technical, physical, social, and
psychological development of players. Research relating to the psychological
development of academy players has continued to amass over recent years,
contributing significantly to this provision (e.g., Gervis & Goldman, 2020; Harwood,
2008; Holt & Dunn, 2004; Mitchell et al., 2022; Steptoe et al., 2019). However,
although the research attention is encouraging, it has created issues that have
potentially stunted and misled the application of sport psychology within academy
settings and consequently reduced opportunities for young players to develop the
psychological attributes required for optimal and consistent performance and success
(Champ et al., 2018).

One issue associated with the application of sport psychology within football
talent development pathways has been a relatively limited rationale for the
prioritisation of certain psychological attributes over others in both research and in

policy (e.g., Gledhill et al., 2017; The Premier League, 2011; Thelwell et al., 2006).
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For example, the EPPP indicates that academies should seek to support players’
stress management, imagery, lifestyle management, and focussing skills as part of
their holistic development. However, little rationale for such a focus over other
psychological attributes has been provided, particularly in consideration of
individual player needs at different academy phases (e.g., foundation 8-12 year olds;
professional 16-18 year olds). Popular conceptual frameworks, such as the 5Cs
(commitment, confidence, control, communication, and concentration; Harwood,
2008) or the Psychological Characteristics of Developing Excellence (PCDE,
MacNamara et al., 2010a; 2010b), have also been utilised within academy settings
(e.g., Godfrey & Winter, 2017; Steptoe et al., 2019). For example, Mitchell et al.
(2022) chose to prioritise the 5Cs, as well as resilience, presence, and self-awareness
as key psychological attributes to develop in academy players and supported coaches
to do this through a season-long coach education programme. Mitchell et al.’s
rationale to include the 5Cs due to the strength of existing work was understandable
as the 5Cs is now accompanied by a plethora of coach-ready resources; owing to the
applied focus of the associated body of work (e.g., Harwood & Anderson, 2014).
However, critically, there has been no empirical research conducted to verify the
prioritisation of the 5Cs within football academies, a critique supported by its
exclusion from Gledhill et al.’s (2017) systematic review.

Frameworks such as the 5Cs or PCDEs originated from different
environments (e.g., music) or other psychological concepts (e.g., momentum, see
Higham et al., 2005) and, therefore, may not capture the full extent of the
psychological attributes that will best serve a modern-day academy football player.
Indeed Mitchell et al. (2022) included presence, resilience, and self-awareness as

part of their coach education programme, indicating that the 5Cs did not capture all
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psychological attributes the authors wanted to develop. Resilience or presence also
do not feature in the growing list of PCDEs either, but as recognised by Collins et al.
(2018) specific contexts may require different attributes. Accordingly, it might be
expected that academy players may require a blend of PCDEs, 5Cs, or other
attributes suggested in the literature (e.g., self-regulation, Toering et al., 2009,
Saward et al., 2019). However, little is known about the combination of attributes
that might best support a youth player through the context specific talent
development pathways of football academies, and there have been limited empirical
attempts to inductively explore whether there are further psychological attributes
practitioners need to be aware of (e.g., Holt & Dunn, 2006; Mills et al., 2012). This
is perhaps particularly problematic given the limited ecologically relevant insights
into psychological demands published since the commencement of the EPPP in 2012
despite the evolving nature of the EPPP (e.g., increased practice hours, higher
frequency of competition, introduction of full-time schedules) and the game (e.g.,
physical, technical, tactical demands).

Research that has been published in this area (psychological attributes of
young talented football players) has been dominated by deductive research designs.
Although deductive methods are not an issue in themselves, the extant number of
deductively driven research has led to a variety of psychological attributes associated
with success being highlighted making it challenging for practitioners to know which
attributes to prioritise for the psychological development of the players with whom
they work (Dohme et al., 2019; Gledhill et al., 2017; Kelly et al., 2022).
Furthermore, through deductive approaches researchers risk overlooking
psychological attributes that inductive approaches may capture. Knowledge

pertaining to the most relevant psychological attributes that academy football players
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require to navigate the demands associated with talent development pathways,
progress into senior football, and perform optimally may, therefore, be deficient (cf.
Musculus & Lobinger, 2018).

A further issue with the research in this area concerns the low representation
of academy coaches in study samples, which could potentially been seen as a missed
opportunity for helping progress and embed the field of sport psychology more
thoroughly within football academy settings. Academy coaches can offer their
subjective experiences that reference the psychological attributes of players they
have observed or worked with, making inter-individual comparisons between
successful and unsuccessful players (Musculus & Lobinger, 2018). Indeed, it has
been suggested that coaches can add explanatory-power to previous research
informed (predominantly) by self-report data from players, with qualitative
approaches providing opportunity for the construction of more ecologically valid
insights and the identification of important psychological attributes that may have
previously been overlooked (Musculus & Lobinger, 2018).

Utilising inductive means, Holt and Dunn (2004) provided initial direction in
understanding the psychological attributes academy football players require for
success. Interviewing 20 Canadian youth international players, 14 English
professional academy football players, and six English academy coaches, the authors
constructed four psychosocial attributes attributed to football success: discipline,
commitment, [effective use of] social support, and resilience. Applying a grounded
theory approach, Holt and Dunn were able to compare the different data sets from
both the Canadian and English participants, amalgamating codes that were similar
and adding new concepts where codes did not fit, which provided both depth and

breadth to their results. However, by intentionally trying to improve the
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generalisability of their findings the authors may have diluted the context-specific
findings that relate to academy football success in the English football system. Mills,
et al. (2012) interviewed ten expert academy coaches of Premier League and
Championship football clubs in England to identify psychological and environmental
factors that influence the development of players and their progression to the
professional ranks. In one of the few studies to solely prioritise the views of the
academy coach, Mills et al. inductively identified awareness, resilience, goal-
directed attributes, intelligence, and sport-specific attributes as key psychological
factors. Mills et al. (2012) theorised that these psychological factors developed
through an interaction with environmental factors (e.g., significant others, culture,
provisions). Since Mills et al.’s (2012) study took place, the EPPP has commenced
(in 2012), which significantly changed the environment of football academies (The
Premier League, 2022). Given the impact the environment has upon psychological
development (Mills et al., 2012), an updated understanding the desired psychological
attributes of the modern-day academy football player, in EPPP governed academies.
will be of significant value. To understand the demands and psychological
requirements of the modern-day academy player, an inductive exploration, seeking
the opinions of those immersed within the environment would provide a rich source
of knowledge to better inform the field (Musculus & Lobinger, 2018).

To address the issues presented in this review, this study aims to identify the
psychological attributes that are thought to give players the best opportunity to
successfully progress through and out of an academy into a professional senior team.
To achieve this, and attempt to provide context relevant insights, we sought the
opinions of those with concurrent and specialised knowledge of the academy

environment, the academy football coach. Given the academy coach’s influence
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upon player development and progression, specifically in relation to their successful
transition into professional football, it is surprising that only a few researchers have
captured their opinions on this matter (e.g., Mills et al., 2014). The academy coach’s
knowledge (i.e., understanding which psychological attributes are most important for
a player to possess) is a crucial perspective to obtain, enabling the contribution
towards, verification of, substantiation, and refinement of the findings of previous
literature. It is thought that by attending to this research aim this study will provide
updated knowledge on the key psychological attributes to target for development in
the modern-day (EPPP) academy football player. Practitioners can use the findings
of the current study to inform their practice, selecting psychological attributes to
develop with greater assurances that these will contribute positively toward the
holistic development of an academy player.
Method

Research Design

Underpinned by an interpretivist ontology, this study employed the
gualitative method of semi-structured interviews to explore the psychological
attributes desired of academy players. Interpretivist researchers suggest that there is
no reality independent of perception (Smith & Sparkes, 2017), and currently, the
academy coaches’ perspectives on the psychological attributes to develop in their
players have been rarely explored. Therefore, the method of this study had to capture
and interpret coach’s perceptions, providing information that represents truth as
understood by the participants (coaches) and constructed through their experiences
regarding the psychological attributes associated with success and optimal

performance in youth football (Potrac et al., 2014).
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Semi-structured interviews involve two individuals engaging “in embodied
talk, jointly constructing knowledge about themselves and the social world” (Smith
& Sparkes, 2017, p. 103). Semi-structured interviews give opportunity for
participants (who we want to hear from) to share what is meaningful to them. This
focused method of data collection allows conversation to flow from “doxa”
(presenting opinions) to “episteme” (justification of opinions), providing opportunity
for deeper exploration into participant’s worldview and affording the flexibility to
promote new knowledge (Smith & Sparkes, 2017). This flexibility facilitated further
contributions and insights into the psychological attributes to develop in academy
football players which have, to date, been driven by more rigid, predetermined
affirmations of “knowledge”.

Sample Selection and Participants

Nine male academy coaches, with an average age of 37 years old (SD =
10.6), were purposively sampled to participate. The criteria for selection included:
qualified to Union of European Football Associations (UEFA) Advanced License
standard; worked as a coach within either an English Premier League or English
Championship club; the academy was categorised as being EPPP category one (the
highest ranking of an academy, see The Premier League, 2011); had a full-time
senior position at the academy (e.g., head of phase or head of coaching); and had
coached within academy football for over two years. From the 12 coaches contacted
initially, ten agreed and consented their participation. One of the ten was then
promoted to the role of senior first team manager shortly after, leaving nine
participants.

Senior positions of the nine participants included: lead professional

development phase (PDP) coach (manages the U17-U23 age groups; n = 2), lead
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youth development phase (YDP) coach (manages the U12-U16 age groups; n = 2),
head of goalkeeping (n = 1), head of coaching (n = 2), and assistant academy director
(n =2). At the time of the study, each coach had worked in their position for an
average of 3.6 years (SD = 1.2) but had worked in academy football (predating the
EPPP) for an average of 7.7 years (SD = 4.9). Due to their senior positions held at
the academy coupled with their coaching certifications and experiences, the selected
sample were able to provide deep insights into the key attributes that support players
as they journey through the academy, having all had the experience of being the
gatekeeper (or contributing toward the decision) to a professional contract. Holding a
senior coaching position in a category one academy was deemed an important
criterion for addressing the aims of the study. Category one academies are
recognised as the optimum talent development environments that give players access
to the greatest amount of coaching (8,500 hours, Sly et al., 2020). Thus, category one
coaches are likely to have had greater interactions with players than coaches at
category two, three, or four academies and potentially have more intimate
knowledge on the psychological demands and responses required from players.
Furthermore, category one academies have produced the highest number of
professional players, therefore the category one coach is more likely to have
observed a greater number of successful players in comparison to coaches at other
academies (see The Premier League, 2022).

The sample were deemed to be small enough to manage yet large enough to
offer a new and richly textured understanding of the phenomena in question
(Sandelowski, 1995). As a comparison to a study of similar design, this sample size
is one less than the number of coaches who participated in Mills et al.'s (2012) study.

However, Mills et al.’s interviews discussed several topics with coaches (e.g.,
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influences on player development, environmental catalysts, factors that hinder
development), whilst the current project focused solely on identifying psychological
attributes desired of players. Therefore, this current study dedicated a greater amount
of time to speak with coaches about psychological attributes, distinguishing itself
from Mills et al. and previous qualitative literature (e.g., Holt & Dunn, 2004).
Interview Guide

The interview guide (see Appendix B) was designed to construct knowledge
and, therefore, several open-ended questions pertaining to the aims of the study were
asked to each participant. The guide was split into four distinct sections: (a) approach
to coaching; (b) important psychological qualities for an academy player; (c)
defining the psychological attribute; and (d) summary, which was used to enhance
methodological rigor (e.g., is there anything we’ve overlooked? Did I lead or
influence you in any way?). Questions were followed by non-directional probes to
enrich answers and ensure a more complete understanding of participant’s
worldview was obtained (Patton, 2015). Following some introductory questions
designed to encourage participant engagement and build interviewee-interviewer
rapport, participants were asked “what are the key psychological qualities needed for
the modern-day professional footballer (soccer player)?”, with probes including:
“why are the ones you mention particularly important?”’; “how do you recognize
each of these key qualities in the behaviours of players, what do they look like?”;
and “how do they influence behaviours?”” The interview guide was piloted with a
matched sample participant to test the order, phraseology, and the general flow of
questioning. The pilot study helped improve familiarity with the interview guide,
further enhancing the flow of the interviews.

Procedure
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Following institutional Ethics Board approval (Appendix A), coaches who
met the sampling criteria were contacted through the sport psychologist or head of
sport science at two EPPP category one football academies. Participating coaches
were interviewed at a location of their choice, with all interviews taking place at the
academy training ground of their respective clubs. The semi-structured interview
was conducted by the first author, who had accrued approximately 42 hours of
interviewing experience prior to the current study. An interview preparation booklet,
which contained a series of statements (e.g., think about the players who have
progressed through the academy and the attributes they possessed that helped them
to succeed) designed to aid memory recall and facilitate an in-depth data collection
process, was sent to each participant one week in advance of the interview (cf.
Cropley et al., 2016). Each semi-structured interview was audio-recorded using a
Dictaphone and lasted, on average, 63 minutes (SD = 12.73). Interview recordings
were subsequently transcribed verbatim, yielding 143 pages of single-spaced text.
Participants were given the opportunity to review their own transcript, with all
participants approving its accuracy (Tracy, 2010).

Data Analysis and Methodological Rigor

Guided by the philosophical position of the research team, data were
analysed according to Braun et al.’s (2017) reflexive thematic analysis (RTA)
protocol with an experiential orientation (see Braun & Clarke, 2022). This approach
was adopted as the research team were interested in understanding participants’
sense making of academy football player psychological attributes and, thus, saw data
(language) “as reflecting participants’ contextually situated unique realities or truths”
(Braun & Clarke, 2022, p. 8). Consequently, we used a combination of both

semantic and latent coding (see Byrne, 2022). Indeed, RTA places the emphasis
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upon the researcher(s) as a resource, playing an active role in the analysis of the
academy coaches’ subjective opinions through “thoughtful engagement with their
data and their thoughtful and reflexive engagement with the analysis process” (Braun
& Clarke, 2019, p. 594; Braun & Clarke, 2021; Byrne, 2022). The contemporary
approach to RTA aligns itself more closely to interpretivist paradigm and a
qualitative approach to data analysis with the researcher immersed in the analysis
through the cyclical process of reading, reflecting, questioning, imagining,
wondering, writing, retreating, and returning (Braun & Clarke, 2021; Byrne, 2022).
This continued interrogation of the data to interpret the meaning of what the
participating coaches communicated during the interviews was thought to contribute
to greater, and potentially new, knowledge to the field.

Braun and Clarke (2021) presented a recursive, six stage process to support
RTA: familiarisation, coding, generation of candidate themes, generating and
reviewing data, naming themes, and writing the report. Initially, all recordings were
listened to once before transcribing to allow for tone, volume, gesticulations to be
remembered. Each recording was then transcribed with each transcript read and re-
read multiple times to enhance familiarization with the participants’ worldviews and
to give opportunity for initial patterns within the data to be recognized in an
inductive manner and preliminary observations to be noted. The first author (Ph.D.
Researcher, Wixey) and the second author (Ph.D. Director of Studies) met up to
discuss the interviews and to talk through each transcript and the first author’s
recollection of the behaviours of the participants throughout the interviews. This step
facilitated our familiarisation with the transcripts. Second, segments of text were
then coded with both semantic (descriptive) and latent (hidden) meanings within the

text coded, a process that generated 553 raw data codes. Once again, we (the first
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and second author) met to help sense check and offer further considerations and
interpretations of the data. This process was not aimed at achieving a consensus, but
rather to strive for deeper meaning behind what the participant communicated
(Byrne, 2022) with many codes being changed and shaped throughout those
meetings until it was felt the meanings behind the words had been saturated. The
third phase saw the beginning of themes being created with codes organised into
clusters of shared meaning. This process overlapped with other stages and began to
occur during the stage two meetings between the first and second author. During this
stage candidate themes were created, which were then reviewed and revised in stage
four (n = 32). Candidate themes were recursively assessed with codes being included
and excluded in a concurrent process of interrogation, leaving 292 codes interpreted
to be of relevance to the research aims.

Patton’s (1990) dual criteria for judging themes were then utilised whereby
homogeneity within themes was first assessed and then heterogeneity across the data
set was evaluated to help justify them as distinct themes (n = 8) and substantiate their
boundaries (Byrne, 2022). This step was supported by discussions between the first
and second author, where the boundaries of each theme were reviewed several times.
This was an important step in the project as the themes generated in this study would
be used to guide the focus and design of the second study in this Ph.D. programme
of research (Chapter Four), as well as the intervention presented in study three
(Chapter Five). The third and fourth authors acted as “critical friends” at this stage,
offering their assessment and hermeneutic interpretations of the themes created
which in turn helped to guide the fifth stage: the naming of themes to capture the
interpretation and interrogation of data (cf. Smith & McGannon, 2018). The “final”

phase, writing of the report, was a concurrently completed throughout the preceding
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steps as to ensure it was not detached from the previous steps. This was an iterative
process that took the form of note taking through to the complete documentation of
the analysis.
Results

Data analysis resulted in the construction of eight themes representing the
key attributes that facilitate the successful progression of youth football players
through an academy and into senior, professional football: (1) commitment to
develop; (2) confidence; (3) coping with the demands of high-level sport; (4) drive
to achieve goals; (5) emotional control; (6) resilience; (7) self-awareness and
reflection; and (8) strong work ethic. Presenting each of these in turn, we will start
by defining the attribute based on the contributing sub-themes, describing the
themes, and providing participant quotes to illustrate and illuminate the
characteristics of that theme. Table 1 illustrates the thematic convergence of the

codes, to sub-themes, to the construction of general themes.
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Table 1

Psychological attributes that support the progression of academy players

Psychological Attribute

Themes

Sub-Themes

Example Code

Commitment to

Consistency of adaptive behaviours.

Sacrifices made in order to commit to academy

Off pitch sacrifices made in order to commit to

Develop being an academy player
Commitment has reciprocal Consistent habits of adaptive behaviours Consistently high standards of behaviours
relationship with confidence and Commitment has reciprocal relationship with everyday
preparation confidence and preparation Commitment and preparation have reciprocal
relationship
Commitment to own development Commitment to own development Committed players to be dragged off training
pitch
Confidence Confidence influences behaviours Confidence an important attribute Confidence positively impacts other psych

and psych attributes

A lack of confidence inhibits risk
taking

Confidence comes from different
sources

Best players have resilient confidence

Confidence needs to be combined
with humility

Confidence influences performance
Confidence effects other psych attributes

Fear inhibits risk taking
Confidence comes from different sources (e.g.
knowledge, feedback, preparation)

Best players possess a resilient belief

Confident players need humility to be effective

attributes
High confidence enhances performance
Confidence influences how players communicate
Fear can inhibit risk taking
Knowledge is a source of confidence
The best players possess a robust inner belief

Confidence needs to be combined with humility

Coping with Demands
of High-Level Sport

Ability to independently cope with
demands, expectations and
setbacks

Strategy to cope with a setback

Pressure and setbacks originate from
deselection

Players need to be able to independently cope and
overcome setbacks

Effectively cope with and manage demands and
expectations

Successful players will endeavour to find a way to
cope

Positive responses to mistakes or sethacks

Pressure and setbacks originate from deselection

Players need to be able to overcome setbacks

Players need to cope with external demands

Successful players will find a way to cope

Positive responses required of players post-
mistake

Common setbacks revolve around team
deselection

Driven to Achieve
Goals

Engaged and focused in pursuit of
individual goals
Players need to be driven

Engaged and focused in pursuit of individual goals

Players need to be driven

Driven players are independently driven by their
goals
Players need to be driven
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Psychological Attribute

Themes

Sub-Themes

Example Code

Emotional Control

Players need to manage a wide
variety of emotions across
situations

Emotional control promotes
resilience to difficult situations
(challenges)

Players need support in managing
emotions

Players need to manage a wide variety of emotions
across situations

Emotional control promotes resilience to difficult
situations (challenges)

Players need support in managing emotions

Ability to manage a wide variety of emotions

Emotional control helps players handle pressure

Some players lack experience of managing
emotions

Resilience

A key attribute which compliments
and promotes other psych
attributes (e.g. problem solving)

Positively and effectively responding
to setbacks

A key attribute which compliments and promotes
other psych attributes (e.g. problem solving)

Allows you to respond positively to
mistakes/criticism

Allows you to manage and handle setbacks
effectively

Resilience positively influences other psych
attributes

Resilience players don’t dwell on mistakes

Resilience is a positive reaction to a mistake

Self-Aware and
Reflective

Self-awareness impacts play
behaviours

Successful players more readily self-
reflect and develop weaknesses

Self-awareness an important
psychological attribute

Being present in all situations to
maximise development

Self-awareness impacts player behaviours

Successful players more readily self-reflect and
develop weaknesses
Self-awareness an important psychological attribute

Being present in all situations to maximise
development

Self awareness impacts a player’s behaviours
Successful players will self reflect more readily
Self awareness can lengthen a player’s career

Be constantly present and aware to maximise
own development

Strong Work Ethic

Possess the right attitude to work
hard

Determination possessed by the best
players

Serious approach to challenges and
overcoming setbacks

Possess the right attitude to work hard

Determination possessed by the best players to
prove others wrong

Determination to remain in the professional game

A serious approach to challenges

Attitude to work is a key attribute to success
Possess a determination to prove others wrong
Self belief fuels determination to remain in the

professional game
A conscientious approach to preparation
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Commitment to Develop
This attribute was characterised by an athlete’s demonstration of consistent,
adaptive, behaviours that contributed to their own development. This theme was
informed by three sub-themes presented: (i) consistency of adaptive behaviours; (ii)
the reciprocal relationship commitment has with confidence and preparation; and
(iif) commitment to own development. For example, participant 3 outlined the
commitment that academy players often make, “The commitment and the sa