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Abstract

The concepts of Athletic Identity (Brewer, Van Raalte, & Linder,1993) and identity
(Erikson, 1950, 1968) both carry notions of having a clear sense of self definition. Applied
practitioners in elite professional football settings (e.g. Holt & Dunn, 2004; Harwood, 2008;
Nesti & Littlewood, 2010; Nesti, 2013) have championed the notion that individuals who
possess a clear sense of self, (generally) cope with the demanding nature of first team
football, and the daily challenges that arise from their chosen profession (i.e., injury, de-
selection). Conversely, a small number of researchers have consistently argued that
professional football club culture may not support the development of a clear sense of identity
in (young) players, as it has been described as espousing notions of power, dominance,
authority and insecurity (see e.g. Parker, 1995, 1996, 1998, 2001; Roderick, 2006, 2006a).
The present thesis explores the role of identity, the impact of football club culture on its
formation, and its importance in the career trajectory of youth team footballers.

Across three distinct studies, this thesis explores the concepts of Athletic Identity, identity,
and the creation of club culture within youth and professional football. Study one used a cross
sectional approach, within and across levels of play along with distinct situational,
demographic variables to assess any differentiating factors in Athletic Identity in 168 (N =
168) youth team footballers. Football club explained 30% of the variance in exclusivity
among players (p = .022). Mean social identity was significantly higher for those players in
the first year of their apprenticeship compared to the second year (p = .025). The range of
variance for exclusivity amongst players suggested it was the cultural climate created at each
individual football club that impacted this subscale of Athletic Identity. Study Two used a
qualitative approach with the aim of critically exploring the perceptions of practitioners in
relation to; ideal player characteristics, working practices, organisational culture and
environmental conditions. These facets are influenced by practitioners within youth
development programmes, all of which contribute to shaping a player’s identity (Erikson,
1968). A total of 19 youth development practitioners were interviewed during data collection.
Practitioners provided an explicit and clear blueprint of the ideal player characteristics
required for successful upward transition, including, self belief, dedication and self
awareness, which are synonymous with notions of identity. Finally, Study three used a case
study approach to critically examine how players’ experiences of a professional football
environment and culture served to shape their identity and allows them to cope with critical
moments. A Championship football club served as the case study in which 4 players were
interviewed 3 times over the course of one season. Findings were represented as narrative
stories of each player. Findings suggested that having a clear sense of identity provided
players with a platform for resilience and perseverance throughout a range of critical
moments.

In summary, it is vital that appropriate internal (club) and external (affiliated organisations)
strategies are developed and integrated into practice to ensure that players develop a clear
sense of identity and meaning. It is essential that this transcends the professional football
domain for players to have the best possible platform for career progression and career
termination.
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Glossary of Terms

A range of contextual and environmental specific terms are used frequently
throughout the thesis and are defined below:

Home-grown:

Football Scholar:

Football Academy:

A football player that is either located within and/or has
player progressed through a professional football club's Youth
Development System/Football Academy. Such a player may
also be referred to as an indigenous player.

A player that enters the Football Scholarship scheme within a
professional football club's Academy system on a full-time
basis after finishing compulsory education.

Football Professional football clubs that enter into the Football
Association Academy Premier League are required to have a
Football Academy, which is a developmental training system
that caters for players aged from 9 to 19 years of age.
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Charter for Quality: A document produced by the Football Association's Technical

Elite:

Quality Department in 1997 that outlines the required
infrastructure, regulations and procedures for a club to operate
a fully licensed Football Academy.

Any individual and/or group of players located within the
context of a top-level professional football club and Football
Academy system.



Researcher Profile

As social readers are part of the social work they study, they influence it and are
affected by it (Littlewood, 2005). Others in the field of ethnographic research suggest
the research should explore the relationship between ‘self’ and the ‘other’ and
therefore indicate their biographic positioning in relation to the research process

(Foley, 2002).

| have always had a keen interest in both playing and watching football. My
step dad took me to training and matches for my local side from the age of around 9. |
was never near the standard to enter a professional football environment so it was
never been a dream lost. | played at an amateur level until 1 was 30. Throughout my
teens and early 20’s | regularly accompanied my step dad who, in a work capacity,
travelled to football matches up and down the country most Saturdays, so it is safe to
say I’ve seen quite a few matches and have a good understanding of the basic
technical and tactical aspects of the game. | went through the normal state school
system doing GCSEs and A-Levels in sixth form. After completing an undergraduate
dissertation on the ‘Aerobic capacity of university level football players’, I lost
interest in the physiological aspect of player development probably due to seeing the
lack of career opportunities and research access in professional football at the time. It
must be noted, here that my research methods training was predominantly quantitative
which may have influenced my liking for physiology. | became more interested in the
types of people that footballers were and how they achieved excellence in their field. |
undertook an MSc with the thesis focussing on the environmental conditions and
psychosocial competencies associated with successful talent development in soccer.
During this period of my education, | received training on qualitative aspects of

research methods. Although never having a career intention, shortly after completing
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the MSc | began working in a local FE college where part of my duties were to teach
the educational element of the apprenticeship programme at a professional football
club, the same one | used for the MSc studies. Here | engaged with the club scholars
for around 1.5 days per week in a classroom setting and really started to see the
difficulties they faced in trying to make it as a professional. | did this for five years,
totalling around 1500 hours of interaction, and saw players enter, progress, but more
often than not, exit into a work where their football skills didn’t transfer well. I gained
a great deal of insight into football club culture and it posed questions surrounding
such a culture and how it shapes players lives. A short time after I finished teaching
on this programme, and moving into a more HE orientated role, | enquired at a
university well respected in the area of football research and eventfully enrolled onto

the present thesis.



Chapter One:
Introduction and

| iterature Review



1.1 Introduction

The present thesis explores the role of identity, the impact of football club culture on
its formation, and its importance in the career trajectory of youth team footballers.
Erikson (1968) observed the most importance task for an individual during the period
of adolescence is self identification. The concepts of Athletic Identity (Brewer et al.
1993) and identity (Erikson, 1950, 1968) both carry notions of having a clear sense of
self definition. This is comprised of goals, values and beliefs that an individual finds
expressive and is unequivocally committed to. Identity has also been viewed as
central to an individual’s psychological development (Maslow, 1962). Indeed
Maslow believed that a strong, clear sense of self would allow an individual to pursue
what he perceived as the universal human tendency to strive for growth, autonomy,
and the excellence of self actualization. A number of applied practitioners (see e.g.
Holt & Dunn, 2004; Harwood, 2008; Nesti & Littlewood, 2010; Nesti, 2013) in elite
professional football settings have championed the notion that individuals who
possess a clear sense of self, [generally] cope with the demanding nature of first team
football, and the daily challenges that arise from their chosen profession (i.e., injury,
de-selection). Further, this work has suggested that researchers give greater attention
to the study of identity from alternative conceptual and methodological perspectives,
as opposed to the dominant cognitive behavioural approach that has dominated
literature within the sport psychology domain. The present thesis adds to this call and
presents a range of unique and novel research studies that aim to better understand

identity within the context of elite youth professional football.
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A number of researchers have consistently argued that professional football
club culture may not support the development of a clear sense of identity in young
players, as it has often been described as one that espouses notions of power,
dominance, authority and insecurity (see e.g. Parker, 1995, 1996, 1998, 2001,
Roderick, 2006, 2006a). With regard to youth team football, there is only one case
study available to researchers; Parker’s seminal ethnographic research on (trainee)
masculinity at Colby Town Football Club. This is now over 20 years old and although
it did not focus on the concept of identity, it provided valuable insights into the
development of a hyper-masculine self in players through their need to conform to a
range of formal and non formal cultural norms, traditions and working practices.
Despite this work, it is felt that there is a need to add more depth and breadth to our
understanding of the lived experiences of youth team footballers, especially to
understand who these players are, and how their identity is connected and influenced

by involvement in professional football club settings.

In light of these issues, the aim of the present thesis is to explore the concept of
identity in professional football with a specific focus on the transition from youth to
professional environment. To achieve the dominant research question, a series of

inter-related research objectives will be addressed:

1. To investigate the concept of Athletic Identity in youth team footballers and
determine whether a range of demographic variables (e.g., year of
apprenticeships, living arrangements and level of play) influence levels of

Athletic Identity. (This will be addressed in Study One).
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2. To explore the perceptions of practitioners (e.g., academy managers and
coaches) employed within professional football clubs on the importance of

identity in youth team footballers. (This will be addressed in Study Two).

3. To examine the strategies used by professional football clubs in creating an
organisational culture to develop identity in players. (This will be addressed in

Study Two).

4. To explore a range of players perceptions of the development and importance
of identity at distinct phases of the football career. (This will be addressed in

Study Three).

1.2 Literature Review

The following review of literature aims to provide the context and background
material to the series of research studies, namely the historical features of youth
development in England and theoretical concepts surrounding identity. This will

include Athletic Identity, identity and the role of football club culture.

1.3 Cultural and Historical context of youth development in English football

This section will provide an overview of youth development structure and
organisation from its early stages to the present model highlighting key legislative and
organisational milestones. Up until 1960 it was illegal for a football club to recruit
under 17’s as full time professional employees. However, according to Monk and

Russell (2000), young players were often recruited as ‘ground staff” or ‘office boys’
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undertaking manual and often menial activities such as cleaning equipment or
maintaining the stadium. Such a lack of structure may lead to a situation where
educational needs were not addressed. As a result, in 1960, the Football Association
took the first steps to formalise the employment of young players by introducing the
‘apprentice player’ who was able to join a football club at the age of 15. The
guidelines did not explicitly require educational provision but did state that
apprentices should be able to explore education activities as part of their
apprenticeship. At this time football clubs were able to sign 15 apprentices (Harding,
1991). The implication of having no education requirement meant that young boys
were being employed to solely focus on a football career which was uncertain, if

unsuccessful they had limited transferable skills to enter new employment.

The establishment of the Footballers Further Education and Vocational
Training Scheme (FFE & VTS) in 1978 signalled further formalisation of the football
apprenticeship. However the schemes varied in their structure but all would typically
include some form of manual labour seen in the pre 1960’s period. With the economic
recession of the late 1970’s came a decline in the number of apprentices e.g. the 24
Division Four clubs had a total of just 33 apprentices. The saviour came in the form of
the Conservatives youth training scheme (YTS) in 1983 which was employed by the
football industry in 1984. The YTS provided the necessary framework from which
football could work from as well as much needed revenue from central government.
In 1987 the FFE and VTS received ‘Approved Training Organisation’ status which
lead to an increase in the number of apprentices and required football clubs to allow
one day a week ‘day release’ at a local college for apprentices to study Leisure and

Tourism related programmes. This also saw a decreased in their amount of manual
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and menial tasks once expected by youth trainees. Towards the latter stages of the
1990’s FFE and VTS expected YT’s (a term still commonly used in today) to take
GNVQ or A-Level in Leisure Tourism and Sport depending on GCSE grades and
would also help fund further educational pursuits beyond playing careers (Monk &
Russell, 2000). This new regime allowed players to receive the benefits of an
education beyond the scope of a football development programme and allowed for
some integration with others outside the football world. It also offered some security
in terms of having a formal qualification to help them seek and obtain employment if

deselected.

From 2006, at the age of 16, the most technically gifted players and / or the
ones who show most promise were rewarded with a two-year full time
‘apprenticeship’ and access to the Apprenticeship in Sporting Excellence (ASE)
programme. This signalled a more rigorous and structured system for the
apprenticeship programme including maximum squad sized and more detailed
auditing. According to LFE (2010) ‘players may also be recruited from outside the
Academy or Centre of Excellence from local leagues via a clubs scouting system’.
Monk and Olsson (2006) reported a range of 18:18 to 9:22 players recruited from
within their own development programme i.e. U16’s and below. Previously and pre
ASE, Hoey (2003) reported only half of Ul5’s progressed onto an apprenticeship.
This internal labour market has arisen possibly due to the amount of information
about players (e.g. from sport scientists and local scouts) which would already be

available to coaches and youth development managers over players in local leagues.
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Players can be formally associated with a football clubs Academy or Centre of
Excellence from the age of 9 and train at the academy between 2-4 times per week as
well as competition on a weekend (Richardson, Gilbourne & Littlewood, 2004). The
current form of the football apprenticeship is the Apprenticeship in Sporting
Excellence (ASE) which was introduced in 2004. It is comprised of a 104 week
programme to include; ‘Football Development’ (training and competition); ‘Work
Based Learning’ (Vocational NVQ to recognise skills knowledge and abilities in
football) and Technical / Academic programmes (A-level standard programmes and
Level 2 Certificate in Coaching Football) (LFE, 2014). The non football aspects of the
programme typically amount to around 12 hours per week with the remaining time
being taken up by training and competition. Players typically expect to earn £45 per
week if in the football league and £90 per week if in the premier league. The number

of players registered to the ASE programme stands at 1400 (LFE, 2014).

1.4 Professional football culture

Whilst the concept of identity has a focus on the individual, we must not ignore the
case for understanding the individual person in context. This section aims to provide a
critical appraisal on the current state of knowledge on the cultural constraints that

players and staff work under within a professional football club setting.

Jones (2010) defined organisational culture as ‘the shared set of values and
norms that controls organisational members’ interactions with each other and with

people outside the organization” (p. 179). Culture may manifest itself in many
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different ways through logos, mission statements, language, events that convey
meaning to the organisation which all have the capacity to shape those individuals
within the culture. For example, a football club may have a club crest, colours and
mottos displayed at their training ground. Despite this, empirical research on the daily
activities, trials and tribulations, cultural norms of modern youth team footballers and
the culture they operate in is sparse thus limiting our understating of identity in this
context. Only one study appears to have been published exploring the organisational
culture and tensions in professional football. Ogbonna and Harris (2015) reported
issues relating to control, lack of togetherness, tensions between individual player
needs and club requirements for media exposure. Although insightful, it focussed on
the management of the club as a business and didn’t centre on first team culture and

subcultures.

Access into the closed and insular world of professional football clubs is
limited to outsiders who include researchers, members of the media and the public
alike. Football clubs have been previously described as ‘jealously guarded worlds’.
They are quite suspicious of social researchers and of press and broadcasting
journalists whose interests lie in anything other than the straight report or the novelty
item’ (Tomlinson, 1983 p. 151). The public rarely see the inside of changing rooms
nor half time team talks but merely see immaculate pitches, full stadia and the nicely
positioned media advertising boards behind the manager in and after match interview
or at the scheduled training ground press conference. There are, however snippets of
insight into this relatively unknown world through sociological realms of research and
the wider media alike. Television documentaries have shown some elements of the

brutality of life at a football club through half time ‘bollokings’ and training ground
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drills but have rarely focused on the daily experience led by players themselves; see
e.g. Orient for a Fiver (2005) and Football Dreams (2007). One of those which have
provided some deep insight is Hunter Davies’ The Glory Game (1972) in which
Davies under took an extended period of unrivalled total access at Tottenham Hotspur
FC in the 1971-1972 season. Within this account Davies provides a vivid account of
life as a professional footballer and although the job provides affluence and celebrity
status it is in fact a life of fear, insecurity, loneliness, tedium and rejection. Whilst
many academics and football fans alike may find such information essential reading
Tottenham Hotspur didn’t. After publication and a sensatialisation in The People a
‘legal row’ ensued but was quickly revoked (Davies, 1972, p. 12-13). Nevertheless
this type of access and associated publications has not been replicated to this extent.
The Glory Game is now deemed a classic text by many. Parker (1998) was not
without problems with access and had stated it took ‘the best part of a whole year to

find a way into a club’ (Parker, 1998 p.10).

From a sociological research approach, Roderick (2006) undertook in depth
interviews and fieldwork with [then] current and ex professional players across the
four major English professional leagues providing a vivid account of a range of career
experiences. In a similar fashion to Davies, Roderick describes the footballer’s careers
as short, insecure, physically demanding and played out under constant scrutiny.
Parker (1995, 1998, 2000, & 2001) carried out ethnographic research at one
professional football club within their youth team carrying out interviews, and
generally spending time with players throughout all aspects of their apprenticeship
during the 1993-1994 season. In his concluding comments Parker (1995) is in

agreement with Davies (1972) and Roderick (2006) that in football; “It’s about
18



opinions, authoritarian attitudes and domination. It’s about discipline tradition,
superiority...” (p.123). This is exemplified by Cushion and Jones (2006) who
analysed the discourse between a youth team coach and their players after a game. It
contained aggression, swearing, and individual berating whilst offering players no

opportunity to provide reason for their actions during the match.

Gearing (1999) described football clubs as institutions which exhibit dominant
masculine form characterised by power, authority and competitive aggression (Parker,
1995 p. 60). Gearing (1999), building on the work of Goffman (1959), described
football clubs as “peculiar and unigue institutions which stamp a certain character on
young men as they pass from adolescence and early adulthood” (p. 48). The notion of
football clubs as ‘total’ institutions was characterised by their high capacity to
structure the daily lives [and ultimately identity] of their members. This would be
through training, eating, travelling and competing as a team under the guidance of
coaches and other staff. Gearing describes football clubs as being similar to that of
prisons or army barracks where its members lead a semi enclosed, formally managed

way of life with its own paramount reality.

In Parker’s (1995, 2000 & 2001) ethnographic work the coaches at Colby town
exerted their authority by subjecting players to individual and team public reprimands
often as a result of poor performance in training or competition. In the case of Albion,
Cushion and Jones (2006) depict such abusive language, harshness and personal
castigation as being common place at every training session and describes this a form

of ‘symbolic violence’. Such authoritarianism, through discourse often in the form of
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‘bollockings’, was seen as a tool for which to keep players within a realm of
obedience and reinforced the social order. (Cushion & Jones, 2006). Such
authoritarian actions and discourse have been viewed (by coaches) as a requirement in
order to fully develop players and prepare them for life as a professional (Parker,
1996; Roderick, 2006). Through his field notes, Parker (1995) was able to articulate
the demands of coaches who wanted ‘aggression’ from players and for them to be
‘nasty’. Graham Rix, then at Chelsea FC, spoke of young players; “you’ve got to be a
hard tough bastard.....and in your heart and your stomach you’ve got to be tough as
nails” (Channel 4, 2007). In their research with elite coaches, Cushion and Jones
(2006) participants cite tradition (culture) and previous experience as justification for
authoritarian behaviours, for example, one coach explains his practice comes from
tradition; ‘“threatening people is the traditional way of doing it...... It’s not sort of
management and staff, its management and quite school boyish, ‘do as your told

stuft”. (p. 151).

The power and authority exhibited by youth coaches on their players was also
exhibited away from training and competition through the array of menial tasks given
to them including cleaning professionals’ boots, putting clean kit out and cleaning
shower facilities (Parker, 2001). Players who met [or conformed to] the formal and
informal criteria were often rewarded, coaches were seen to have their ‘favourites’
and displayed this by awarding certain players roles within the team such as vice-
captain and warm-up leader. In addition some players were seen to be exempt from
the more menial tasks such as cleaning showers. Cushion and Jones (2006) reported
coaches viewed acceptance of the social order established by coaches was viewed a

legitimate and valued behaviour with players being rewarded or labelled as a ‘good
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player’. This phenomena has been described to an extreme where Parker (1996)
reported that players positioned themselves as being possible a candidate for a
professional contract by living out everything that the coaches wanted and fully
accepted their values. The benefit of such conformity has been seen is the physical
education domain with reports of coaches displaying a positive bias to those who are
‘conforming, co-operative and orderly’ (Martinek, 1983, p. 65). Parker (2001) spoke
of subservience and an ability to conform to formal and non formal norms as being
some of the requirements associated with a successful transition to professional status.
Such norms included the official activities such as the menial jobs, punctuality and
performance levels but also un-official norms such as conforming to a hyper
masculine culture and a disregard for education. Similar notions have been supported
in professional and elite level youth football, where youth players talked about being
more interested in football than school (and quite possibly career planning) and
established professionals couldn’t see the relevance of education (McGillivray &

Mclntosh, 2006).

A strong sense of dedication to the role of footballer is promoted at
professional football clubs through coaches telling players to think about nothing
apart from football (Parker, 2000; McGillivray & Mclntosh, 2006). Parker’s (2000)
ethnographic account of the lives of a squad of youth team football apprentices from
‘Colby Town’ provided a vivid account of the educational aspect of their modern
apprenticeships. Parker described the classroom environment at a local college as
being dominated by male sub cultural practice which overshadowed the aims of
sessions “Aside from the occasional references to set work, sexuality and sexual

promiscuity were the main topics of conversation” (p. 69). Players were described as
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also creating their own ‘educational agenda’. Accounts from tutors led to the
apprentices being labelled as ‘uncooperative individuals, who because they had no
respect for anyone but themselves, deliberately set out to be ‘trouble makers and

wind-up merchants in class.

With regard to the lives of youth team footballers the requirement to undertake
‘jobs’ and wholly obedient appears to do little for development of personal growth of
in young players; One apprentice; Nick ‘/¢’s so regimental....there’s that many rules,
you're not left alone to grow up or be called a man, you're treated just like a kid’
(Parker, 1995, p. 116). In Parker’s study, life outside the training group also did little
to assist in the psychosocial development of players from adolescence into adulthood.
With little money as a result of low apprentice wages the players were limited with
what activities they could undertake in their spare time often resulting in relaxing in
rooms, watching television or playing darts at the accommodations provided by the
football clubs. Players provided accounts of severe boredom associated with too much
spare time (Parker, 1995, p.117). Such accounts do not carry notions of
developmental activities or opportunities for young players and instead seem to
promote further narrowing of the self, which may have negative consequences upon

injury or de-selection.

Whilst Parkers work provides much information about the lives of these
individual away from the confines of the training ground all the players lived away
from home. As a result we do not know if similar notions extended boredom are

experienced by those living at home with family, siblings and peers around them. As
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not all youth team footballers live away in rented accommaodation, it would be useful
to gain an insight into the experiences of this sub population. There is little
information from players who remain within the parental home throughout their
apprenticeship and as a result there is a need for accurate and rigorous information
with the aim of assessing any possible differences in the lived experienced of those
who stay at home. Regardless of individual living arrangements such narrowing of
experience in young players may not provide the best basis for which to progress into
the volatile world of professional football nor into a real world of every day society
(Brown & Potrac, 2009). Through interviews with recently de-selected former youth
team footballers it was clear that the impact of being released from a football club had
severe effects on their identity. One player spoke of his experience; “I felt as though |
didn’t know who I was anymore because football was my life and I didn’t have that
anymore. It was difficult time in my life” (Brown & Potrac, 2009, p. 151). Such
conditioning may well serve footballers well to some extent in terms of focus,
commitment and dedication to training and competition however during the highly
frequent critical moments such as; berating, injury or transition, the opposite may be
true. Additionally some critical moments may occur on a regular basis and so may
frequently challenge the identity of a player. Finally, the need to conform to a range of
implicit and explicit norms within a football context may promote total fusion with

this context and as such it seems easy to lose oneself in this.

Gearing, (1999) cites football clubs in being implicit in the delaying of
footballers healthy psychosocial development into adulthood through their ‘protective
and encompassing nature’. There are player accounts of such delays for example a

newspaper interview with the then Arsenal and England player Tony Adams stated “I
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can't paint footballers all the same but a lot of us never grow up. You come straight
out of school into a macho lads' environment. You don't have to learn about life”
(Ridley, 1997). Paul Gascgoine also described being a footballer left little need to
mature and develop; “Yep it’s good, you can just be a baby being a footballer”
(Cutting Edge, 1996). Both accounts depict some form of ‘maintained adolescence’
(Petitpas, 1978) which may be institutionally derived through long standing cultural
norms. This is reflected by a former youth footballers’ description of the difficulties
faced with trying to move on from his release from a professional football club. “... |
can’t see my life outside of professional football and I can’t see my life away from
football. It’s all I know. I've built it [being a footballer] up all my life” (Brown &
Potac, 2009, p. 154). This quote suggests the player has gained a clear sense of safety
and security from his time at a professional football club but upon release those

perceptions of safety and security have now gone.

Pain and Harwood (2004) noted that the ruthless nature of football increased
player’s fears of being stigmatised. In this regard, Cushion and Jones (2006) found
that some players actually engage in some form of ‘output restriction’ in order to
maintain good relationships with peers and not be labelled as ‘busy’, which it is
argued may marginalise them even further from their peers. This may be in the form
of not asking questions or volunteering for an extra duty. Traditionally male
dominated activities such as heterosexual promiscuity, drinking and smoking were
undertaken by players in a bid to replicate actions seen in their professional peers as
well as other working class adolescent cultures (Canaan, 1996). One player saw such
actions as a form of conformity to a norm. “If I go out with a pack [of cigarettes],

everyone’s ‘Oh give us one of them’ — I think it’s just the image really...they re not

24



enjoying it...” (Parker, 2001 p.70). This suggests that footballers willingly and
sometime begrudgingly conform to club norms. This may pose specific challenges to
players in terms of wanting to be part of the team but not staying true to themselves,

beliefs or values.

A strong sense of affiliation to the role of ‘footballer’ has been reported to be
promoted at professional football clubs through coaches telling players to think about
nothing apart from football (Parker, 2000; Brown & Potrac, 2009). McGillivray and
Mclintosh (2006) reported one Scottish youth team football player as saying ‘Any time
| had to think, I was just thinking about football’. To live, breath and eat football has
been strongly encouraged within youth development environments and it is perceived
to evoke increased levels of dedication and commitment to reaching professional
status (Holt & Dunn, 2004, Holt & Mitchell, 2006). According to (Nesti, 2004, Nesti
& Littlewood, 2010) such narrow sense of self may inhibit a players ability to make
the best use of their talents and cope with the range of critical moments professional

football offers.

The volatile climate and authoritarian coach-athlete relationships are likely to
have an effect on players’ psychosocial development, to date there is little objective
empirical knowledge available to practitioners such as coaches, education and welfare
officers (EWQ’s) and sport psychologists about this. With regard to football clubs
‘stamping a certain character in young men’ (Gearing 1999) this may have an effect
on identity formation (see Erikson, 1968). Youth team footballers recently de-selected

have reflected on their experiences of their total involvement in football “My whole
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life was structured around football, all my influences, all the people | dealt with,
adults and children, were all involved football. It’s fair to say that my life revolved
around football” (Brown & Potrac, 2009, p. 148). Roderick (2006) describes football
as ‘all consuming, and physically demanding career and that it is inevitable that self-

identity is essentially determined by it’ (p. 17).

Roderick (2006) describes players’ involvement in football as not just an
activity they do but something that they are. Such identity formation as a result of
occupation is not unknown as Glaeser (2000) notes that the ways in which the self
derives meaning from work are associated with the activities of the process of work,
the end products of work, the prestige associated with the work of a particular
occupation, the prestige of the social context within which work occurs. Erikson’s
work on identity suggests this meaning from work may stem back to school age and in
the context of football may stem from early engagement with an Academy setting.
Erikson suggests school can emphasise a “a strict sense of duty in doing what one is
supposed to do as opposed to making it an extension of the natural tendency in
childhood to find out by playing”’(p. 126). When applied to a football club setting it
appears that they indeed promote such a strict sense of duty in their players during
training, competition and culture. Erikson notes such effects as potentially negative in
that children may become entirely dependent on prescribed duties. The danger to
identity development is that the child or adolescent may begin to only accept ‘work’
as their criterion of worthiness. Erikson refers to Marx (1955) notion of ‘craft idiocy’
(i.e. becoming a slave to and of ones skills at the expense of wider social
experiences). In the case of a young aspiring footballer, they may begin to consolidate

their identity around their technical capacities elicited at their academy. When this
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description is further placed in the context of professional football and youth team
football it is unsurprising that footballers are somewhat ‘conditioned’ as a result of

this occupation (See e.g. Brown & Potrac, 2009).

The range of institutional norms, whether explicit implicit, are highly
complex. There is in fact very little insight into the daily working lives of footballers
but for a handful of researchers who have managed to gain access. With specific
regard to youth football only Parker has provided a truly meaningful insight which
was only based at one football club. Such requirements to conform are likely to shape
the identity (see Erikson, 1968) of each and every player at some point. Players need
to posses high levels of resilience to come through this and still demonstrate their
technical ability in training and competition. There needs to be more work of a similar
nature capturing a broader range of clubs to assess and inter club variation in working
conditions and subsequent effect of players. Only then can we see a broader cross

section of football clubs.

1.5 Elite Player Performance Plan (EPPP)

The latest regulations for academy staffing and infrastructure structure come in the
form of the Elite Player Performance Plan (EPPP), which came into play at the start of
the 2012-13 football season. According to the Premier League (2011) the long term
plan promotes the development of a world leading academy system. It aims to deliver
an environment that promotes excellence, nurtures talent and systematically converts

this talent into professional players capable of playing first team football at the club
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that develops them. The EPPP requires clubs to promote technical excellence and
ensure financial viability now and in the future. To achieve this, the modernised
academy system will be regularly and independently audited and evaluated with the
aim of continual reflection and improvement. The EPPP address all aspects of player
development across three distinct phases; Foundation (5-9 years old), Youth

Development (12-16 years old) and Professional Development (17-21 years old).

Clubs are independently audited against 10 key performance indicators

associated with player development (See Figure 1.1).

Figure 1.1. Key Performance Indicators for Academies. Adapted from the Premier

League 2011, p. 28)

Such auditing of clubs against KPI’s (Key Performance Indicator’s) results in

clubs being awarded a grading from one to four which in turn affects the funding
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provided to the clubs. The grading for each category is based up staffing, facilities,
access to coaching, financial scrutiny amongst others with clear operational
implications for each category. For example a category one club will provide more
access to coaching time and be expected to produce players of Premier League quality
whereas category four club will only be able to recruit players from the age of 17

which are of the quality play professional football.

For each category in the EPPP there are specific staffing requirements which
will inevitably have their own financial implications on clubs who would need to
either employ more staff or even be forced to make redundancies. Figure 2.1 shows a

category one exemplar staff chart.

29



CEO & Board

Academy Manager

Academy Secretary

15" Team
Management

Senior Professional
Develcpment Coach
{Reserve Team
Coach)

Head of Education

Teaching Staff

Welfare and
Safeguarding

Lead Match Analyst

Match Analyst

Head of Sports Science
& Medicine

{Academy)

rt Scientist ) i i
Senior Physiotherapist

{Academy)

Lead Strength &

Conditicning Coach el ..

Head of Recruitment
{Academy)

Head of Coaching
{Academy)

Coach Development
{Academy Coach
Professional
Development)

Scouting Team

Professional
Development Phase
Lead Goalkeeping
Coach

Youth Development Professional
Phase Development Phase
Lead Coach Lead Coach

Foundation Phase
Lead Coach

Youth Development Professional
Coach Development Coach

Youth Development

Foundation Coach Goalkeeping Coach

Goalkeeping Coaches
and Position Specific
Coaches

Figure 1.2: Typical Category one club structure. Adapted from the Premier League (2011, p.84)
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At this point it must be noted that the above structure, a Category One,
contains no sport psychologist. Nesti and Sulley (2015) cite a range challenges
including the culture of the club and finances. The seemingly institutionalised and
highly traditional culture of football has also been seen as something of a barrier to
applied sport psychology practice. Using a mixed methods approach Pain and
Harwood (2004) highlights integration of sport psychologists into a football
environment, knowledge of soccer, role clarity and negative perceptions of coaches as
some of the barriers to effective practice or even employment. Coaches in this study
also highlighted the term ‘sport psychologist’ as having negative connotations and
that sport psychology is ‘just common sense’. This has been seen elsewhere in the

wider domain of sport psychology (Ravizza, 1988, 1990).

1.6 Career Transitions and Critical Moments

The aim of this section is to present both theoetical and empirical understandings of
the career paths into and out of elite competitive sport can be characterised by specific
phases known as transitions which may include key achievements e.g. securing a
professional contract and / or failures e.g. deselection (Wylleman, Lavallee &
Alferman, 1999). Schlossberg (1981) defined a transition as ‘an event or non event
which results in a change in assumption about oneself and the world and thus requires

a corresponding change in ones behaviour and relationships’ (p. 5).

In an attempt to align and rationalise athletic career transitions, researchers
initially drew from two main sociological theories; Thanatology and Gerentology;

Thanatology is the study of social death and dying (Kubler-Ross, 1969) which may
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imply the ending of a sports career is comparable to a form of death. Models that
have been derived from Thanatology include the Social Death model (Kalish, 1996)
which implies ending a sports career may be comparable to a loss of social
functioning and an increase in isolation and ostracism. Ball (1976) reported that the
common reaction of team mates leaving the sport is to ignore them once they have
left. Some researchers see career termination as a singular event where meeting ‘the
end’ has negative consequences in a variety of sporting domains (e.g., cycling, diving,
netball, shooting, swimming, basketball, athletics, rowing) has a negative impact on
the lives of athletes (Werthner & Orlick, 1982, Allison & Meyer, 1988; Grove,
Lavallee & Gordon, 1997). This suggests retirement is not a singular event. With such
contradictory findings, it can be suggested that Thanatology does not fully represent

the issues surrounding exit from elite competitive sport.

Gerontology is the study of the aging process and the associated processes.
When athlete’s careers are terminated for whatever reason they may experience
‘Stages of Death’ which may include isolation, anger, depression and eventually
acceptance of their termination (Kulber-Ross, 1969). Models derived from such
theory include; Activity theory (Havighurt & Albrecht, 1953) and Continuity theory
(Atchley, 1989) which both suggest people’s should take on new roles or activities
after career termination in order to maintain a homeostatic level of activity throughout
a lifespan. Again this theory depicts retirement from elite competitive sport as a
singular, often sudden, event. There is little empirical evidence to support the
application of Gerontology and its associated models to athletic retirement from elite
competitive sport. Lerch (1981) tested continuity theory on a sample of professional

baseball players and found no links between continuity factors and post retirement
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adjustment. Similar findings have also been reported in American Football players
(Reynolds, 1981). The lack of supporting evidence for the use of Gerontology may be
due to several issues; Athletes typically retire at an early age, move into another
occupation and the termination may not always be a negative event (Coakley, 1983,
Lavallee & Wylleman, 2000). Such theoretical frameworks have, however, stimulated

further research in sports career transitions.

Unfortunately there are some inherent shortcomings with the application of
such models to elite sports competitors as the theories themselves were derived from
non-sport populations and so do not take into account the unique cultures and sub
cultures that exist in elite competitive sport. They also suggest that career termination
is a single, negative event in one’s life and do not take into account the lifespan
development of athlete nor help explain the processes athletes go through during
career terminations (Lavallee & Wylleman, 2000). In their systematic review Park,
Lavallee and Tod (2014) cited 126 studies exploring transition out of elite sport which

covered topics such as transition process and available support resources for athletes.

During the late 1970’s and 1980’s models focusing on the processes of
transitions rather than the previous perspective of termination as a negative, singular
event. Contrary to previous research Coakley (1983) suggested career termination
may even be an opportunity for social rebirth and has been supported by others who
all cited positive effects of career termination as, for example, a chance to explore
other avenues in life such as family , education or business (Ogilive, 1986, 1993;

Wertner & Orlick, 1986, Allison & Meyer, 1998). One of the most predominant
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models was Schlossberg’s (1981) model of Human Adaptation to Transition. Here
three main factors were considered during transition. (1) The characteristics of the
individual experiencing the transition (2) The individuals perceptions of the transition
(3) the characteristics of the pre and post transition environments. This model
provided researchers with a more rounded and applicable underpinning to their
endeavours to understand the career transition process of athletes. A further model
based on similar concepts was proposed by Stambulova (1994) who viewed sports
careers as a series of critical life events that have to be coped with or adjusted to. The
extent to the success of the transition depended on the type of transition, the sport and
the personality/experience of athletes. The transitions identified by Stambolova
(1994) were, (1) the beginning of the sports specialisation; (b) the transition to
intensive training in the chosen sport; (c) the transition to high achievement in adult
sports; (d) the transition from amateur to professional sports; (e) the transition from

culmination to the end of the sports career; and (f) the end of the sports career.

Later research in this area moved to a more lifelong approach that
acknowledged transitions as multifaceted in the sense that they intertwine with other
aspects of an athlete’s life to acknowledge transitions associated with athletic,
individual, psychosocial and academic dimensions. For example, it may be that an
athlete is concurrently making a transition from mastery to perfection, adolescence to
adulthood and secondary to higher education (Wylleman et al., 2004). Wylleman and
Lavallee (2004) proposed a developmental model to acknowledge the complexities of

an athlete’s transitional experience (See Figure 1.3).
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Figure 1.3: A development model on transitions faced by athletic, individual,
psychosocial and academic / vocational level (Adapted from Wylleman & Lavallee,

2004, p.8)

The top layer represents the stages and transitions athletes face in their athletic
development, including the three stages identified by Bloom (1985), and a
discontinuation stage to reflect the transition out of competitive sport. The second
layer reflects the developmental stages and transitions occurring at psychological
level, including childhood, adolescence, and (young) adulthood. The third layer is
representative of the changes that can occur in the athlete’s psychosocial development
relative to an individual’s athletic involvement, including the athletic family, peer
relationships, coach-athlete relationships, marital relationships and other interpersonal
relationships significant to athletes. The final layer reflects the stages and transitions
at an academic and vocational level, including the transition into primary
education/elementary school, the stage of secondary education/high school, the

transition into higher education (college / university), and finally the transition into
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vocational training and/or an professional occupation (which may however also occur
at an earlier age). Whilst the model is useful in terms of highlighting the different
levels and stages that occur at different times in an athlete’s career development, it
may also be argued that it fails to capture the non-normative transitions or critical

moments, i.e., injury & de-selection, failure to attain a contract, (Nesti et al., 2012).

The most current thinking in this area has focussed on in-career transitions and
critical moments. In their study of 10 young event riders during their transition from
club to regional level, Pummell, Harwood and Lavallee (2008) identified five
categories associated with successful in-career transitions (motivation for the
transition, perceptions of the transition, sources of stress, support for athletic
development, post transition changes). They recommended that systems be put in
place by the organisation, parents and practitioners to ensure the in-career transitions
are made as smooth as possible (e.g. anxiety managements and goal setting). Based
on the work of Wylleman and Lavallee (2004) and contextualised within professional
football, Richardson, Relvas and Littlewood (2012) presented a model of within-
career transitions from youth to professional. In developing Wylleman and Lavallee’s
work, they identified a need for what they termed the critical post academy phase.
Here, players (typically) receive a one or two year professional contract, but are not
necessarily housed within the first team squad. They argue that players are often not
prepared for this element of their career with diminishing levels of social support (see
Table 1.1). This extends the work on career transitions beyond much of the existing
research in this area and provides a platform for further research and understanding of
within-career transitions in this area. In turn, this should provide support practitioners

a viewpoint from which to base support interventions during critical moments.
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Table 1.1 Sociocultural model of elite player development in professional soccer at

Academy, post-Academy and first team level. Adapted from Richardson, Relvas and

Littlewood, 2012, p.149

Athletic Level

Academy (16-19s)
Development

Post Academy
Developing Mastery

First Team Mastery

Psychological Level

Psycho-social level

Environmental and
cultural level

Nature of support

Adolescence

Peers, parents, coach,
Ed & Welfare

Process orientated
Nurturing

Caring
Empathetic

Highly supportive

Social insecurity and
comparison

Partner
New coach(es)
Family

Uncompetitive
Lonely
Isolated
Uncertain
Stagnant

Bereft of social
support

(young) Adulthood.
Limelight stardom

Manager
New coach(es)

Outcome orientated
Ruthless

Masculine macho
Heightened
competition

Team

(Typically) crisis
management, sophist

In their critique of the transition based research, Nesti et al. (2012) suggested that the
term ‘critical moments’ may also more suitable term to describe the range of events
experiences by professional footballers on a daily basis, describing them as
“frequently experienced moments in our lives where we must confront the anxiety
associated with an important change in our identity” (p. 23). Such moments may be
positive or negative situation which are interpreted by the individual facing them.
Positive situations may include gaining a professional contract, winning a cup
competition, playing consistently well, whereas negative situations include

deselection [and possible subsequent exit from the football club], injury, non selection

for matches, and family and relationship difficulties (Nesti & Littlewood, 2011). Little
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is known about the daily existence of life in professional football and the effect that

critical moments have on player transition.

1.7 Approaches to understanding Identity

Identity has been defined and understood in a variety of ways in a variety of domains.
This sections aims to explore our understanding of this concept and present a range of
perspectives than can be used to understand its importance. Varying uses of the
concept of identity can be found in such diverse academic disciplines as mathematics,
biology, chemistry, art, history, psychology and sociology (e.g. see Bosma et al.,
1994). Psychologists, psychiatrists and sociologists have, in particular, used it as a
means of understanding selfhood or individuality (See Yardley & Honess, 1987;

Lapsley & Power, 1988; Kroger, 1993; Archer, 1994).

Identity is a social-psychological construct that reflects social influences
through imitation and identification processes and self construction in the creation of
what is important to the self and to others. The active self constructive aspects of
identity is founded upon cognitive operations that organize, structure, and construct /
reconstruct knowledge of the self. Identity is a self regulatory system which functions
to direct attention, filter or process information, manage impressions, and select

appropriate behaviours.

According to Adams and Marshall (1996), The five most commonly
documented functions of identity include: providing the structure for understanding

who one is; providing meaning and direction through commitments, values, and
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goals; providing a sense of personal control and free will; striving for consistency,
coherence, and harmony between values, beliefs, an commitments; enabling the
recognition of potential through a sense of future, possibilities, and alternative

choices.

1.7.1 Athletic Identity

Athletic Identity, is the most common and current concept used within the sport
psychology domain and has been defined in many ways, but all such definitions
include; (a) “the strength and exclusivity of an individual’s identification with the
athlete role” (Good, Brewer, Petitpas, Van Raalte, & Mahar, 1993, p.2); (b) “the
degree to which an individual identifies with the athlete role’’ (Brewer, Van Raatle &
Linder, 1993, p 237; and (c) “the degree athletes identify with the athletic role”
(Hurst, Hale, Smith, & Collins 2000, p.432). An example of this may be a person who

describes themselves as being ‘a footballer’ rather than ‘a person who plays football’.

The Athletic Identity Measurement Scale (Brewer & Cornelius, 2001) is used
to measure Athletic Identity. Evidence for the test-retest reliability (r = .89) and
internal consistency (¢ = .81 to .93) of the Athletic Identity Measurement Scale
(AIMS) have been obtained (Brewer et al. 1993; Good, Brewer, Petitpas, Van Raalte
& Mahar, 1993). The current version of AIMS is a 7-item questionnaire (Brewer &
Cornelius 2001), where responses are made on a 7-point likert scale, ranging from 1
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Total scores on the AIMS range from 7 to
49, with higher scores indicative of higher levels of Athletic Identity. The AIMS is
comprised of three subscales; social identity (i.e., the degree to which an individual

views him/herself as occupying the role of an athlete and includes AIMS items 1-3);
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exclusivity (i.e., the degree to which an individual’s self worth is established through
participating in the athletic role and includes items 4-5); and negative affectivity (i.e.,
the degree to which an individual experiences negative emotions from unwanted

sporting outcomes and includes items 6-7).

Table 1.2 provides a timeline for the development and use of AIMS, and the

proceeding section offers a critical appraisal of the work in this area to date.

40



Table 1.2: A timeline for the development and use AIMS.

Authors Year Subjects Variable (s) Results

Brewer, Van Raatle & Linder 1990 College student non-athletes Development of the scale Valid and Reliable scale

Brewer, Van Raatle & Linder 1991 College student non-athletes Development of the scale Valid and Reliable scale

Brewer, Van Raatle & Linder 1993 College student non-athletes Hypothetical Injury and mood Relationship between high AIMS and mood

disturbance disturbance

Brewer 1993 Intercollegiate Athletes Injury and mood disturbance Relationship between high AIMS, injury
and mood disturbance

Good, Brewer, Petipas, Van Raale & Mahar 1993 Athletes and non athletes Identity foreclosure Non-athletes develop less identity
foreclosure

Hale & Wakles 1994 Intercollegiate athletes Sport performance drug use Higher AIMS = increased potential for
sport, performance drug use

Martin, Adams-Mushett and Smith 1995 Swimmers with disabilities Exploration of Al High levels of Al in some swimmers.
Largely inconclusive.

Murphy, Petitpas & Brewer 1996 Intercollegiate athletes Career Maturity Females has higher career maturity

Weichman & Williams 1997 Intercollegiate athletes Career Maturity High AIMS score = unrealistic sport career
expectations.

Brewer, Van Raatle, & Peptipas 2000 Intercollegiate athletes Academic Performance High AIMS score not related to academic
performance.

Horton and Mack 2000 Adult Marathon Runners Sport Performance High AIMS related to faster times

Brewer & Cornelius 2001 Intercollegiate athletes and non  Validation A new 7 item AIMS reported to be valid and

athletes reliable.
Krylowicz 2002 Intercolegiate athletes Sport Performance High AIMS related to higher playing status
Tasiemski, Kennedy, Gardner and Blaikley 2004 People with spinal chord Opportunities and barriers for AIMS scores varied according to athletic

injuries 41

participation

status and hours of sport participation.



Lamont-Mills and Christiensen

Masten, Tusak, Faganel

Visek, Hurst, Maxwell and Watson 11

Grossbard, Geisner, Mastroleo, Kilmer, Turrisi,
Larimer

Hurst, Hale, Smith, Collins

Mitchell, Nesti, Richardson, Eubank, Midgley,
Littlewood

2006

2006

2008

2009

2010

2014

Elite, recreational and non-
participating adults

National, international and
world class athletes

American and Chinese public
College student athletes

Experienced vs inexperienced
bodybuilders

Elite youth foothall players

Level of play

Al and Trait anxiety

Comparison
Alcohol consumption

Level of competition

Level of play, living
arrangements, year of
apprenticeship, individual club

Higher AIMS scores associated with high
levels of play

Higher negative affectivity associated with
high levels of start and trait anxiety

AIMS is suitable for Chinese populations

High Al associated with increased levels of
alcohol consumption

Higher AIMS score associated with more
experienced bodybuilders

High AIMS score not associated with level
of play. Strong association with individual
club
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Individuals with a strong Athletic Identity have been seen to spend more time with
team mates and coaches who could further strengthen their Athletic Identity (Horton
& Mack, 2000). Where Athletic Identity has been seen to be strong, but not exclusive
to the athletic role, long lasting psychological benefits to the athlete have been seen
such as more social interactions, more positive athletic experiences and increased

motivation (Brewer, Van Raatle & Linder, 1993).

A strong and exclusive Athletic Identity can have a positive effect of athletic
performance (Werthner & Orlick, 1986, Horton & Mack, 2000). However there are
also some inconsistencies in the reported literature with regard to Athletic Identity and
sport participation levels. Two studies using student athletes (Good et al., 1993) and
national badminton players (Matheson et al., 1994) suggest that levels of Athletic
Identity increase with associated increases in levels of sports competition, whereas
others have found no specific differences across different levels of sport participation
(Brown, 1998, Tusak, Fagnal & Bednarik, 2005). The apparent lack of consistency of
findings may be as a result of inadequate participation level definition. Most of these
studies define sports participation based upon the institutional ranking, often
American National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) and not necessarily the
individual athlete’s or teams abilities (Lamont-Mills & Christensen, 2006). In their
study, Lamont-Mills and Christiensen (2006) used three distinct sports participation
groupings across 19 different sports elite (N = 51), recreational (N = 118) and non-
participation (N = 45). Using the Athletic Identity Measurement Scale (AIMS)
(Brewer et al.,, 1993) and associated statistical analyses they found significant
differences in overall AIMS scores for all three groups, suggesting those who

operated at higher levels of participation associated with the athletic role more than

43



those who were recreation or non participants. Similar findings have been reported in
marathon runners, where significant relationships (p = < 0.05) between Athletic
Identity and personal best times (Horton & Mack, 2000) have been observed. Brewer,
Raatle and Linder (1993) reported significant (p = < 0.05) differences in AIMS scores
in their sample of n = 243. Psychology students categorized as non-athletes (19.67
males, 15.75 females), recreational (34.76 males, 30.39 females), Intramural (46.79,
males, 40.43 females) and Intercollegiate (54.59 males, 53.35 females). This may be
due to increased dedication to training and competition, as well as being perceived as

athletes by others.

High levels of Athletic Identity have been associated with higher levels of
motivation. Baysden et al. (1997) examined the relationship between Athletic Identity
and the motivational variables of burnout, goal orientation, and commitment. One
hundred collegiate athletes from a football team (n = 64 males) and wresting team (n
= 36; 35 males and 1 female) participated in the study and completed the AIMS, an
adapted version of the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI), Task and Ego Orientation
in Sport Questionnaire (TEOSQ), and Sport Commitment Model Survey (SCMS).
Baysden et al. (1997) reported significant correlation between AIMS scores and
scores on the following subscales and scales: depersonalization and personal
accomplishment of the MBI; ego orientation of the TEOSQ); and sport commitment,
sport enjoyment, and involvement opportunities for the SCMS. These results are

consistent with the previous research of Curry and Weiss (1989), Brewer, et al. (1993)
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Those who place too strong a centrality to their Athletic ldentity may experience
psychological and physical negativity, such as overtraining, and anxiety when not
training, e.g. through injury (Coen & Ogles, 1993, Horton & Mack, 2000). These
negative experiences may occur during transitional processes such as de-selection or
retirement (Brewer, Van Raatle & Linder, 1993). In their systematic review, Park,
Lavallee and Tod (2012) reported 34 studies that had correlations with a strong
Athletic Identity being negatively associated with the quality of athletic transition.
Athletes who are somewhat one dimensional may have severely restricted the
development of other roles within the self, such as spouse, brother or father
(Wiechman & Williams, 1997). Danish (1983) suggested that the rigorous demands
of training and competition frequently require athletes to narrow their focus in order
to achieve optimal performance levels. Athletes with strong Athletic Identity place
increased value on success, failure and feedback compared to those who have lower
levels of Athletic Identity (Brewer, Van Raalete & Linder, 1993). One negative
consequence of a strong Athletic Identity and heavy investment in a chosen sporting
career may leave athletes and subsequent former athletes rather one-dimensional
(Werthner & Orlick, 1986), and this may lead to abnormal behaviours such as
overtraining, becoming anxious when not training, and drug abuse, all three of which
have been seen in studies of marathon runners (Coen & Ogles, 1993, Horton & Mack,

2000).

Marcia (1966) reported that athletes with high levels of athletic identity might
also be less likely to explore educational, career and social avenues due to their heavy
investment in sport. College student athletes, especially those from revenue producing

sports (e.g. American Football and Basketball) have been found to have less
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developed career plans and career planning skills than their non athletic counterparts
(Blann, 1985). This may be the result of the isolation that college athletic systems
bring from mainstream college activities, resulting in a lack of dependant decision-
making style. Murphy, Petitpas and Brewer (1996) reported that important decisions
(e.g. career planning) are often deferred to others. It may also be postulated that
individuals may even become anxious about post-career planning, a phenomena called
zeteophobia (Krumboltz, 1992). One reason for a lack of career planning is that
student athletes lack the time and interest to do career planning, or view it as a threat
to their athletic identity and their dream of becoming a professional athlete (Ballie &

Danish, 1992; Good et al., 1993; Petitpas, 1978).

The level of athletic identity can influence an athlete’s ability to cope with
setbacks in their career, such as retirement, injury or de-selection (Baillie & Danish,
1992, Brewer et al (1993). Crook and Roberston (1991) reported that athletes with
high levels of athletic identity may not develop appropriate strategies to cope with
difficulties faced during their careers. In a sample of former Olympic standard
Canadian athletes, Wertner and Orlick (1986) found that 78% faced difficult
transitions when retiring from sport, with 32% describing the experience as being
incredibly difficult or even traumatic. Grove, Lavalle and Gordon (1997) reported
significant correlations (p = < 0.001) between both emotional and social adjustment to
retirement in 48 retired (M 3.44 + SD 2.10 years ago) Australian national or state
sports peoples from a range of sports. They also reported significant (p = <0.001)
relationships between athletic identity and pre retirement and post retirement career
planning anxiety (zeteophobia). Similar findings have been reported by Lavallee,

Gordon and Grove (1997) from a sample of 15 former athletes, where Athletic
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Identity was significantly (p = < 0.05) related to the degree of emotional adjustment
required (from micro narrative ratings). They suggested the findings could possibly be
the result of high levels of commitment to the athletic role at the expense of other
roles and goals, and that the athlete’s social support may solely revolve around their

sporting lives (e.g., through coaches and playing colleagues).

Though an individual’s identity may contain numerous dimensions, or roles,
such as spouse, brother, friend, athlete, it is possible for one in particular to become
dominant and a lens through which the others are viewed (Baillie & Danish, 1992;
Turner, Oakes Haslam & Garty, 1994; Stryker & Burke, 2000). High levels of
Athletic Identity and over commitment to the athlete role have also been seen to
restrict the development of a multidimensional self concept (Horton & Mack, 2000).
In sporting terms people may see the footballer before the person and this has
previously been referred to as ‘role person merger’ in wider sociological literature
(Turner, 1978). Horton and Mack (2000) distributed the 10-item AIMS to 236
marathon runners and labelled them ‘High AD’ (67th percentile) or ‘Low AI’ (33rd
percentile). The high Athletic Identity group rated the role of athlete (marathon
runner) as significantly (p = < 0.08, Bonferroni adjustment) more important to other

life roles than the low Athletic Identity group.

Good, Brewer, Petitpas, Van Raatle, and Mahar (1993) investigated the
relationship between Athletic Identity, sport participation, and Identity Foreclosure in
students at various colleges and universities in the northeast region of the United

States and included intercollegiate athletes (n = 166), intramural athletes (n = 90), and
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student non-athletes (n = 246). Sports participation was found to have an influence on
the degree of Athletic Identity and Identity Foreclosure. Non-athletes were
significantly (p = < 0.05) less foreclosed with their identity than their intramural and
intercollegiate counterparts. In Gymnastics, Lavallee and Robinson (2007) reported
strong and exclusive associations between the role of being a Gymnast over being
someone who does Gymnastics. One participant spoke of her ‘indoctrination’ into
Gymnastics. “If you start gym where you’re 5, what are you? You’re a gymnast, this
is how gymnasts walk, this is how gymnasts stand, and this is how gymnasts

behave....”. These people were Gymnasts and to an extent were foreclosed.

1.7.2 Social and Role Identity

Identity has been conceptualised in many different ways with least four different
identities having been noted in the literature being; personal, social, relational (role),
and implicit identities (Thoits, 1983; Turner, 1987; Hetts, Sukana, & Pelham, 1999;
Burke, 2001; Freeman, 2003; Kitayama & Uchida, 2003). Among other factors, it is
thought that identities are selectively activated by situational cues. All contribute to
our overall self esteem and sense of worthiness, and threats against one’s identity can
be compensated for by affirmation in other identities (Steele, 1988; Steele, Spencer, &

Lynch, 1993).

According to social identity theory (Tajfel, 1978, 1981, 1982), social identities
emerge from identifications with self relevant groups (e.g. a professional sport,
political, religious, national etc.) and social categories (gender, age, ethnicity etc.). In

their description, Hogg, Terry & white (1995) suggest that people have a repertoire of
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discrete category memberships that vary in relative overall importance in the self
concept. Each membership is represented in an individual’s mind as a social identity,
which, in turn, prescribes one’s thoughts and behaviours in that group. Social
identities are created through processes of self stereotyping by means of which people
assume, as part of their own selves, characteristics linked to the stereotypes of their
groups, for example, that of professional footballer. In that sense, the attractiveness of
a group plays a central role in the identification processes (Kelman, 1958). The
current research seeks to examine factors that might be relevant in the identification

process within the context of professional football.

It is noted that role identities are associated with roles that are defined and
socially shared, and implicitly or explicitly sanctioned behavioural expectancies
associated with particular social positions (statuses). For example, the position of
professional football player. Theorists in this area view the self, not as an
autonomous psychological entity, but as a multifaceted social construct that emerges
from peoples roles in society (Stryker, 1968, 1980). Within role identity, the self is
seen to be a product of social integration (Mead, 1934; Cooley, 1902). Every social
institution (starting with the family) is hierarchically structured (Parsons, 1951,
Parsons & Shils, 1951; Parsons & Bales, 1955) and statuses are positions in the
structure of social institutions. It could be argued that in the case of professional
football, this could be; youth team player, 1% year professional through to senior
professional and coach. Roles and behaviours expected to be implemented by those
who occupy different positions (status), for example a coach or senior professional
footballer. Relational or role identities develop from the internalization into the self

of the roles (which are initially external behavioural expectancies) assumed
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throughout our lifetime (Borricaud, 1977; McCall, 1987; Wiley & Alexander, 1987).
We see ourselves as possessing the characteristics of the roles we perform. In short,
role identities are derived from the internalization of socially shared (and desired)
behavioural expectancies. For example, a coach creating the social climate at a
football club. In essence, theorists who advocate social and role identity perspectives

acknowledge the impact of social networks on peoples self concept (Serpe, 1987)

One critique of social identity theory is that researchers tend to emphasize the
fluidity of identity, highlighting how identities change with social context. On the
other hand, social identities such as partisan and ethnic identity demonstrate
remarkable stability over time when assessed in surveys on social and political topics
(Alwin, Cohen, & Newcomb, 1992; Converse & Markus, 1979; Ethier & Deaux,
1994; Sears, 1983; Sears & Henry, 1999). There is a discrepancy between social
identity researchers’ view of identities as highly fluid and the remarkable stability of
identities observed. Questions about the relative stability of social identities hold
particular interest for e.g. political scientists. A highly fluid and contingent view of
Identity clashes with the political reality of newly emergent independence and social
movements around the world, which argue for the rights of women, diverse ethnic and
racial groups, and gays and lesbians. The sustained commitment that underlies the
actions of individuals in such movements seems at odds with the notion of identities

as highly contingent and changeable.

Whist social and role identity theoretical standpoints resonate with the career
path of professional footballer there are also some discernible differences. With

regard to professional football, it would appear that the identity is somewhat fixed and

50



most players are somewhat moulded into a particular acceptable way of being from
early entry into the academy system, which may stay with them for long periods of
time regardless of social situation (See e.g. McGillivray & Mclintosh, 2006; Brown &
Potrac, 2009). This is partially evidenced by numerous stories of players struggling to
cope with non-selection, injury and adjustment to retirement. Such examples include;
Paul Gascoigne (Alcohol) (Daily Mail, 2014), Leon Mackenzie (Depression) (Daily

Mail, 2011), David James (Financial) Give Me Sport, 2015).

1.7.3 Identity: An Eriksonian approach

From a different, but nevertheless related perspective, scholars often refer to the
writings of Erik Erikson (1968) for inspiration and theoretical guidance when
exploring the notion of identity. The term identity is derived traditional psychological
roots i.e. (Erikson, 1968). This concept has been adopted to a limited extent in the
current sport psychology literature which is largely focussed on cognitive behavioural
approaches (Nesti, 2004, 2007a, 2007b, 2007¢). Erikson’s’ (1968) Eight Stages of
Psychosocial Development has been tentatively referenced in the Athletic Identity
literature (e.g. Brewer & Cornelius, 2001) as being a useful perspective in
understanding the development of Athletic Identity. Erikson’s (1950, 1968) work on
identity provided a theoretical framework in the form of his eight stages of
Psychosocial Development where the eight stages represent key developmental crises
that must be resolved in order to develop with a strong sense of identity. The eight
basic conflicts through psychosocial development are seen in the table below (Table

1.3).
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Table 1.3. Eight stages of Psychosocial development Adapted from Erikson (1968)

Stage

Basic Conflict

Important Events

Outcome

Infancy (birth to
18 months)

Trust vs. Mistrust

Feeding

Children develop a sense of trust when caregivers provide reliability, care, and affection. A
lack of this will lead to mistrust.

Early Childhood
(2 to 3 years)

Autonomy VS.
Shame and Doubt

Toilet Training

Children need to develop a sense of personal control over physical skills and a sense of
independence.

Success leads to feelings of autonomy, failure results in feelings of shame and doubt.

Preschool (3 to 5 | Initiative vs. Guilt | Exploration Children need to begin asserting control and power over the environment. Success in this
years) stage leads to a sense of purpose.
Children who try to exert too much power experience disapproval, resulting in a sense of
guilt.
School Age (6 to | Industry vs. | School Children need to cope with new social and academic demands.
11 years) Inferiority
Success leads to a sense of competence, while failure results in feelings of inferiority.
Adolescence (12 | Identity vs. Role | Social Teens need to develop a sense of self and personal identity.

to 18 years) Confusion Relationships
Success leads to an ability to stay true to yourself, while failure leads to role confusion and a
weak sense of self.

Young Intimacy vs. | Relationships Young adults need to form intimate, loving relationships with other people.

Adulthood (19 to | Isolation

40 years) Success leads to strong relationships, while failure results in loneliness and isolation.

Middle Generativity  vs. | Work and | Adults need to create or nurture things that will outlast them, often by having children or
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Adulthood (40 to | Stagnation Parenthood creating a positive change that benefits other people.

65 years)
Success leads to feelings of usefulness and accomplishment, while failure results in shallow

involvement in the world.

Maturity(65 to | Ego Integrity vs. | Reflection on Life Older adults need to look back on life and feel a sense of fulfilment.
death) Despair
Success at this stage leads to feelings of wisdom, while failure results in regret, bitterness,

and despair.
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Erikson viewed identity as a fluid and transitional phenomena, which develops
through a series of crises and resolutions throughout life and has both positive and
negative elements that shape who we are and what we become. This is different from
the work on social identity as Erikson views a person to be somewhat fixed, which if a
healthy sense of self is evident, would allow an individual to cope and manage the
many demands of life. Although no direct empirical research supports this notion in
sport, it is perhaps a fitting theoretical standpoint for practitioners when considering
the range of critical moments (or crises) faced by youth team football players within a

professional football club environment. Erikson wrote about identity as being:

“..a sort of deep enthusiastic bliss of bitter willingness to do and suffer
anything...and which although it is a mere mood or emotion to which | can give no
form in words, authenticates itself to me as the deepest principle of all active and
theoretical determination which I possess...”” (p. 19)

Using a Humanistic approach, Balague (1999), spoke of her work as a sport
psychologist with sports performers and the importance of identity and meaning,
which was deemed as central to performance. From her applied experiences, Balague
(1999) stressed the importance of the need for athletes to have a clear identity and self
definition in order to be in a position to achieve their goals. She stressed this was
extremely important to young athletes to have a clear sense of self and identify any
extra resources they may need to support their progression before they are needed

should a crisis arise.

Within professional football settings, Nesti and Littlewood (2011) suggest
identity as a concept be further explored to help frame our understanding of the lived

experiences of youth and professional footballers alike, especially during critical
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moments such as deselection, transfers or injury. There is little knowledge available to
the academic community on this concept in elite youth professional football. When
applied to Erikson’s eight stages of psychosocial development it is the fourth stage
which relates to a crisis of Industry vs. Inferiority. This is where, in the case of the
youth team footballer, their skills and abilities within football will receive positive
recognition from coaches and parents and form initial foundations of who one is and
what one will become. The fifth stage is related to a crisis of Identity vs. Confusion
and is the period of development where the teen forms their identity through a
combination of their biological maturity, societal expectation, and their experience of
life so far and the relationships they have made (Kroger, 1996, p. 7). It is these limited
experiences of general life as a youth team footballer that help to shape to who and

what these people become.

Marcia (1966) explored the notion of Identity Foreclosure which occurs when
individuals prematurely make a commitment to an occupation or ideology. A
‘foreclosed’ individual may appear to have the benefits of a strong identity with
regard to being e.g. a footballer but this strength is less able to cope with external
forces e.g. injury or deselection. Foreclosed self-identities start to explain some of the
negative experiences of athlete’s such as during injury or retirement (Cohen & Ogles,
1993, Horton & Mack, 2000). Such individuals may not have fulfilled a range of life
experience, and according to Petitpas (1978) will have conceded to the demands of
their environment and adopted a socially accepted role identity, allowing for a [false]
sense of safety and security at the expense of their personal growth. Erikson suggests
that in order to develop a healthy, strong identity both exploration of and a

commitment to avenues of expression that hold meaning and value. This means by the
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time adolescence arrives the individual should have had a wide range of experiences
and be in a position to discard the ones that hold least value, only then can identity
formation occur for the individual (Kroger, 1996). This humanistic approach links
well to that of Erikson’s (1968) work on identity. With regard to youth team
footballers who find themselves in this stage of Psychosocial development it may be
postulated that they have not had the opportunity of wide and varied experiences in
life as a result of long term regular highly focused rigour of training and competition
from as early as eight years of age (The FA, 2010). By the age of 16 such players will
typically experience even further specialisation by becoming full time youth team
footballers further negating opportunities for wider experiences beyond that of being a

football player.

1.8 Literature Review Summary

The account of the cultural climate within professional football clubs has been
articulated along with the impact on players who are attempting to progress to
professional status. Understanding the culture that exists within professional football
may help those working in football academies develop more bespoke support
programmes when working with players. More specifically this information may
relate to coaches, academy managers, head of recruitment and support staff. Despite
the information presented, we are still limited to the amount of knowledge about
identity in elite youth football programmes. There are also limitations in our
knowledge about psycho-social development of players and how football clubs, by

nature, impact upon this.
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1.9 Mapping the Research Journey: Clarification of the research aims and

structure of the thesis

The research aims to explore both player and practitioner perspectives on the impact
of organisational culture, working practices, and philosophies that impact on identity
in youth team footballers. Secondly, the research explores mainstream psychological
theory to understanding Identity and offer considerations for applied sport
psychologists working in this area. In order to achieve these overriding aims the
research encompasses three studies. The schematic below offers an overview of the
research journey, a brief outline of the nature of each study, aims and methodological
approaches. Between the studies within the thesis, an overview of the previous

studies, implications and how they inform the following study will be provided.
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Chapter 2: Study One; Athletic Identity in Elite Level English Youth Football: A Cross Sectional Approach
Specific Aim - To gain a critical understanding of the level of Athletic Identity in elite youth team footballers

Methodology — This study followed conventional data collection techniques in sport psychology in the form of a psychometric scale. The
Athletic Identity measurement scale (Brewer et al, 1993) to measure levels of Athletic Identity (Social Identity, Exclusivity and Negative
Affectively) in 168 elite youth team footballers’. In a cross sectional approach, within and across levels of play along with distinct
situational, demographic variables were explored to assess any differentiating factors in Athletic Identity

Chapter 3: Study Two; Identity in youth team players within elite level English professional football: Practitioner Perspectives

Specific Aim — To critically explore the perceptions of practitioners in relation to; ideal player characteristics, working practices,
organisational cultures and environmental conditions created by practitioners within youth development programmes all of which
contribute to players’ identity (Erikson, 1968).

Methodology — 10 professional football clubs spanning the four major levels of play were used in this study. A total of 19 youth
development practitioners were interviewed. Semi-structured interviews and subsequent content analysis procedures were employed to
create lower order themes, higher order themes and general dimensions.

~_~

Chapter 4: Study three; Identity in Professional Football: A Case Study of one Professional Football Club

Specific aim — To better understand how players experiences of a professional football environment and culture has served to shape their
identity and how allows them to cope with critical moments

Methodology — a championship football club served as the case study. More specifically four players (two youth team players, one
development squad player and one senior professional) were chosen to be interviewed three times over the course of one season.
Interviews and subsequent content analysis procedures were employed to create lower order themes, higher order themes and general
dimensions. Findings were represented as stories of each player.
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Chapter Two:

Athletic Identity In
Youth Team
Football



2.1 Introduction

To excel in elite professional football, players typically form a strong bond with their
chosen sport. After participating at beginner level (e.g., youth sport), most individuals
choose to specialize in a sport in which they are most skilled (Bloom, 1985; Cote,
1999). Family, friends, coaches, teachers, and in some cases, media influences, often
support the goal of advancement in that sport and consequently, young players may
begin to form an Athletic Identity (Wiechman & Williams, 1997). This has been
defined as the degree to which an individual identifies with the athlete role (Brewer,

Van Raalte & Linder, 1993, p.237).

Where Athletic Identity has been seen to be strong, but not exclusive to the
athletic role, long lasting psychological benefits to the athlete have been seen, such as
more social interactions, more positive athletic experiences and increased motivation
in North American student-athletes (Brewer, Van Raalte & Linder, 1993; Horton &
Mack, 2000). Those who place too strong an emphasis on their Athletic Identity
become somewhat one-dimensional, for example, they may solely see themselves as a
sports person. As a result athletes may experience psychological or behavioural
disturbance such as overtraining or anxiety when unable to train e.g., through injury
(Coen & Ogles, 1993; Horton & Mack, 2000 and Sparkes, 1998, 2000). Such negative
effects may also occur during transitional processes such as retirement or deselection
(Brewer, Van Raalte & Linder, 1993). In addition, such athletes may experience a
lack of post career planning skills and activities compounding the effects of transition
or deselection (Blann 1985; Marcia, 1966; Murphy, Petitpas & Brewer, 1996).

Athletes who are somewhat one-dimensional may also have severely restricted the
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development of other roles within the self such as spouse, brother or friend

(Wiechman & Williams, 1997).

Youth team footballers spend a high percentage of their time in training and
competition. To live, breathe and eat football has been strongly encouraged within
youth development environments and it is perceived to evoke increased levels of
dedication and commitment to reaching professional status (Holt & Mitchell, 2006).
McGillivray and Mclintosh (2006) reported one Scottish youth team football player as
saying “Any time | had to think, I was just thinking about football’’ (p. 378). As a
result, it is reasonable to suggest that if players are exposed to formalised training and
competition from as young as 5 years old (Football Association, 2010), some
individuals may be at risk of developing an overly strong Athletic Identity by the age

of 18 years.

This has previously been referred to as identity foreclosure (Marcia,
Waterman, Matteson, Archers, & Orlofsky, 1993; Petitpas, 1978). According to
Marcia (1966) foreclosure occurs when individuals prematurely make a commitment
to an occupation or ideology (e.g. a career in football). A foreclosed individual may
appear to gain the benefits of a strong identity with regard to being a footballer, but is

less able to cope with external forces such as injury, transition or deselection.

Identity foreclosure has been indirectly reported in youth team football where

players routinely sacrifice social and educational a