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Abstract

The thesis outlines a collaborative research project that was undertaken between the Malta
Football Association (MFA), the Malta National Sports School (NSS) and Liverpool John Moores
University (LJMU). Drawing on transition frameworks, models and contemporary literature
(Schlossberg, 1981; Stambulova 2003; Wylleman & Lavalle, 2004; Morris, Tod & Oliver, 2015;
Morris, Tod & Eubank, 2016; Richardson, Littlewood & Gilbourne, 2005; Richardson,
Littlewood, Nesti & Benstead, 2012), the research adopted an action research methodology to
examine the psycho-social and cultural challenges that young Maltese football players and parents
experienced within migratory based transitions. The author adopted the role of practitioner-
researcher to understand, plan and support a range of key stakeholders during the transition
process. Specifically, Study One (Reconnaissance Phase) examined the challenges experienced
by Maltese footballers that had migrated to European professional football. Individual semi-
structured interviews were conducted with 12 male Maltese players who had experienced
migration to a foreign club. Results evidenced that players experienced homesickness and lacked
psycho-social knowledge and skills for an effective transition. Players also experienced culturally
based challenges. The findings are framed around a unique and deeply embedded Maltese cultural
identity. Study Two (Reconnaissance Phase) utilised a focus group methodology with parents of
players from the Maltese Football Association (MFA) Academy, parents of young players that
had previously experienced migration, head coaches from top Maltese nurseries, and coaches
from the National Sports School (NSS) and MFA. Findings of Study One were disseminated to
facilitate reflection, discussion and to identify issues that required consideration in order to better
prepare young players for future migratory based transition. Study Three (Action Planning) used
focus groups to disseminate the findings of Study One and Two with the Headmaster of the NSS,
and parent representatives of the school. A number of change strategies were developed to
improve the school’s programme of preparation for students who may migrate to foreign clubs.
A separate action meeting was conducted with the Technical Director of the MFA to discuss and
highlight change strategies to improve the MFA’s programme of preparation for young footballers
seeking a career abroad in professional football. The Implementation and Monitoring phases
focused on applying the action strategies agreed. These were; (i) to experience migration and
independent living, (ii) psycho-social and cultural support and development of young players, and
(iii) parental education. Regular evaluation of change strategy activities evidenced positive
change and also continued to enhance the efficacy of the strategies being implemented. Young
players who have migrated overseas over the past year and who had engaged in a programme of

preparation prior to migration have coped well with the challenges they have so far faced.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction and

Literature Review



1.0 Introduction

For many people, football is not just a game, it forms a great part of their identity
(Harris & Elliott, 2015). Playing professional football provides a high social status and
few careers provide comparable opportunities for attaining and exercising values and
skills. In addition, it is also recognised that there are few occupations that one can “play”
to earn a living (Bourke, 2003). Indeed, it is these reasons that have influenced why, over
the past decades, the movement of athletes (for the purposes of work), within and between
nations and continents, has significantly increased. This is now a recognized feature of
the global sports (specifically association football) industry (Maguire & Stead, 1996).
The increase in athlete (player) migration has created intense media and scholarly interest
in recent years, especially since it has been recognised that to improve career prospects,
athletes (players) may need to migrate for the purposes of work (Bourke, 2002; Coakley,
1998; Magee & Sugden, 2002). However, when players move from one country to an-
other to play football, the transition has been described as complex and challenging
(Bourke, 2002; Richardson et al., 2012).

Although research into sports labour migration developed from the early work of
Bale (1982), it has been argued that subsequent studies have not focused enough on the
daily ‘lived’ experiences of the players (Littlewood, 2005; Nesti & Littlewood, 2011).
Most research has tended to focus on the top football leagues in Europe, or on the top
football nations (Darby, 2007a; De Vasconcellos Ribiero & Dimeo, 2009; Littlewood,
Mullen & Richardson, 2011; Richardson et al., 2012). In that sense, it has neglected the
experiences of individuals from smaller, or peripheral nation states, such as Malta in the
context of the present thesis.

On the Mediterranean island of Malta, one of the smallest states in the world with

an estimated population of 429,344, and which covers just over 316km squared (National
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Statistics Office, Malta, 2016), football is a national obsession. It is even the case that, in
Malta, people make sure they do not get married on the same day as some big football
match. Political rallies are shifted and parliament has sittings adjusted to the international
football calendar (Armstrong & Mitchell, 2008). Football is therefore an embedded
feature of the countries cultural identity.

Small nations like Malta have been able to enhance their national teams, at both
a youth and senior level, thanks to globalization of the game. Countries also considered
as small nations, such as Iceland, also have a number of players playing in top European
leagues that has helped their national team performances to improve. In fact, in the
European Championships of 2016, Iceland where the most talked about team, especially
after they beat England to reach the quarter final stages of the tournament.

However, according to Armstrong and Mitchell (2008), moving from Malta has
proved problematic, as players in Malta are described as being used to an “easy life”,
where playing football is amateur in nature, and players show little desire to pursue their
career elsewhere. In fact, the Maltese player Michael Mifsud, who started off with
Kaiserslautern Football Club (Germany), before joining Lillestrom Football Club
(Norway) and eventually Coventry City Football Club (England), was rumoured to have
left Germany because of repeated trips to Malta. Mifsud grew up on the tiny island of
Malta where everyone is sociable and he has many friends. When he moved to Germany
he struggled to cope. He explained “if I’'m bored here I go home, if I am bored there I go
swimming, if | get bored swimming, I go to Paceville” (Armstrong & Mitchell, 2008, p.
155). Thus, the lack of Maltese players with experience of other cultures means that the
national team has not developed in the same manner that other small nations like Iceland
have (Armstrong & Mitchell, 2008), as it has been seen that other things being equal,

national teams consisting of players with experience of playing abroad should be more
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successful in World Cup and European Championship tournaments than teams consisting
(mainly) of players from the respective domestic league (Frick, 2009).

In light of this context, the thesis aims to critically explore the migratory-based
transition experiences of non-professional players from the small island nation of Malta
to playing professional football in nation states that are physically much larger in size and
professionalism. It also aims to examine the role and function of the ‘host’ and ‘donor’
nation cultures, and how these may subsequently impact the transition process of players.
Armed with this knowledge, and through a participatory action research methodology,
the researcher engaged in a number of strategically developed change strategies that

aimed to support young Maltese players for a more effective migratory-based transition.

1.1 Literature Review

The literature review aims to give the reader an insight into migratory processes in
football throughout the world. Reference is made to the Bosman Ruling and how this has
helped players move more easily from one country to another within Europe. The transi-
tional challenges players face during migration are further discussed with reference to
contemporary empirical research by various researchers. The need for support and career
assistance programmes to prepare young footballers for migratory transitions are empha-

sized in the final part of the literature review.

1.2 Football Labour Migration

There has been a significant rise of professionals in various industries that have
become more internationally mobile, and their presence and activities have influenced the
very growth and structure of globalization developments (Dezaley, 1990). From the early

nineteenth century, travel and mobility has been central to the business and culture of
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music, dance and theatre. Entertainers travelled along particular routes to different coun-
tries in order to perform and earn a living highlight the point with respect to the interna-
tional appeal for “talent” (Lanfranchi & Taylor, 2015). Global labour migration, in fact,
has become routine throughout the world and has also affected the sporting world (Lee,
2010; Maguire, 1999). It has been suggested that the migration of athletes takes place at
three levels; within nations, between nations in the same continent, and between nations
in different continents and hemispheres (Maguire & Falcous, 2011). More and more elite
athletes are now selling their labour outside their home country and the international
movement of athletes has become an important feature of contemporary sport (Maguire
& Bale, 1994).
The movement of football talent, fuelled by the financial resources of clubs within
the stronger professional leagues in Europe, is typically referred to as football labour mi-
gration (Maguire & Bale, 1994; Maguire & Pearton, 2000a; Maguire, 2004). When ex-
plaining global football labour migration, one must also look at wider societal processes
to further understand this complex phenomena. Many factors influence the decision to
migrate and play abroad, with a consistent factor being the personal goal for a greater
experience in the sport, the opportunity of experiencing a full time professional career,
and the commitment that this involves. In smaller, and often less professional leagues,
players recognize that there are few full time professional employment opportunities, due
to the sport industry becoming commercialized and globalized, thus acting as a driver that
fuels migration (Lee, 2010).
The migration of footballers dates back hundreds of years (Maguire, 2004) and
involved lots of instability due to political and economic processes, government re-
strictions and regulations of federations (Maguire & Bale, 1994). Institutional or struc-

tural factors have also been instrumental in helping to shape historical and contemporary
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migration patterns. In 1931, the English Football Association (FA) introduced a two-year
residency qualification for non-British players in top competitions. This meant that for-
eigners could only play as amateurs. In Germany, the federation banned foreign players
and managers when Hitler came to power in 1933. In France, in 1932, clubs were allowed
to have up to five foreign players in every match. In Italy, non-nationals were banned but
those with dual citizenship and from South America were allowed, whilst the American
Soccer League made no restrictions (Taylor, 2006). When Italy lost to North Korea in
1966, the Italian federation did not allow foreigners for over 15 years. In France and
Spain, between 1962 and the early 1970's, the borders were closed, whilst in England in
1978, the prohibitive residency qualification was finally removed. The pattern on these
restrictions has significantly affected migration over the years (Berry, 1997) as it provided
the opportunity for players to move to different countries for professional reasons.

In 1993, the English Professional Footballer's Association called for better
controls on the playing credentials of foreigners as home-grown players were facing
difficulties in finding their place within the team. However, the England team’s poor
performance in the 2000 European football championships was still linked to the presence
of more than 180 foreign players in the Premier League clubs. England remains one of
the biggest buyers of elite football talent thanks to the increased economic power of
Premier League clubs since their coalition with Rupert Murdoch's Sky TV network
(Maguire & Pearton, 2000a). Tony Banks, Labour Government’s Minister for Sport,
(1997) even got to the extent of stating humorously that he was proposing to extend
English nationality to non-English residents regardless of their nationality, so as to
improve the performance of the national team (Magee, 1998).

When the International Federation of Football Associations (FIFA) attempted to

remove restrictions on foreign players in European leagues, professional players
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threatened to strike. In fact, in Italy, in March 1996, Serie A players led by Gianluca Vialli
conducted a strike asking for a limit to be placed on the number of foreigners contracted
to Serie A as well as an abolition of the transfer system (World Soccer June 1996:20). At
the same time, however, Vialli used the Bosman case to move freely from Juventus to
Chelsea at the end of the season. Former Italian U21 coach Cesare Maldini moreover
stated that football at youth level was getting worse in Italy since the number of foreigners
has increased and taken the place of Italian players (Powell, 2013). There was also a fear
that their top Italian players would move to other leagues in other countries (Magee,
1998).

The Bosman Ruling came about in 1995; Jean Marc Bosman, a Belgian citizen,
took the Union of European Football Associations (UEFA) to court over the European
football transfer system. His contract had expired at Liege Football Club and he wanted
to move to French club Dunkirk. However Liege asked for a transfer fee which Dunkirk
could not afford. Bosman won the case and thanks to the Bosman ruling the three plus
two rule was eradicated. UEFA had previously stated a quota which limited the number
of foreign players in domestic European Union (EU) leagues (Maguire & Pearton, 2000a).
This rule allowed European clubs to play no more than three foreign and two assimilated
players during matches. Assimilated meaning foreigners who had been playing
uninterrupted for five years including three as a junior in the relevant nation (Littlewood,
2005). From then on, EU players could work in any country of the EU without restriction
and thus, European football, continued to change after the Bosman ruling because players
made the most of their freedom and moved across countries to find the best wages
(Magee, 2002). However, those players not within the EU must have played in three
quarters of their country's competitive international matches over two years to be able to

play in the EU.
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However, the Bosman rule did not go down well initially. Some sport labour un-
ions in Europe tried to protect indigenous players by arguing for quotas and qualification
thresholds to be applied to potential migrants (Maguire & Pearton, 2000a). Questions
emerge about the playing opportunities and progression of home grown players in pro-
fessional football since career opportunities for indigenous talent in domestic club foot-
ball are not so easy to come by (Maguire, 1999; De Vasconcellos Ribiero & Dimeo, 2009).
Young home grown players will find it hard to keep their place in the academy and make
a first team appearance with more and more foreign talent coming in (Richardson, et al.,
2005; Richardson et al. 2012). As a result, national teams stand to suffer due to underde-
velopment and lack of exposure given to local young talent in elite level domestic club
football, an obvious progression route (Littlewood, 2005; Maguire & Bale, 1994). UEFA,
in fact, believes that freedom of movement has brought on a lack of local identity within
teams, teams without eligible national players. However, fans are not bothered about their
team not having indigenous players as long as their team is successful (Maguire & Pear-
ton, 2000a). Migration has been seen to involve the de-skilling and ensuing impoverish-
ment of donor countries. So less developed countries that have invested in the production
of athletic talent lose it to countries with more economically secure leagues (Klein, 1991).
What happens is that some countries lose their quality players in international matches
due to clashes with European leagues (Maguire & Pearton, 2000a). The Malta Football
Association (MFA) too, opposed the Bosman ruling to try and protect local footballing
talent. In that regard, Armstrong and Mitchell (2008, p6) suggested that, “for them, the
image of an egalitarian space of Europeanised football is dangerous; an opportunity for
the more powerful footballing nations to consolidate their position, at the expense of

Malta”. They continued to suggest that this way of looking at it comes about from a post-
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colonial society living on the edge of Europe, where experiences of equality and congru-
ence between those who have power and the powerless have often been negatively asso-
ciated with times of great hardship and violence.

Still, top class players will not come to Malta (Armstrong & Mitchell, 2008);
foreign migrants want to go to the English Premier League (EPL) and other top leagues
in Europe (Lanfranchi, 1994; Maguire & Stead, 1996; Maguire, & Pearton, 2000a;
Magee, 2002; Magee & Sugden, 2002). It is now easier to move too, since football clubs
are constantly facing financial concerns (i.e. buying and selling of players, sponsorships,
economic rewards etc.). This has pushed the clubs towards investing in “ready-made”
(Maguire & Pearton, 2000a) or more “finished” players, as they are more likely to be
equipped and ready to immediately impact upon first team success (Relvas, Littlewood,
Nesti, Gilbourne, & Richardson, 2010).

In the 2010/11 season in the EPL, each club needed to have at least eight home-
grown- players — registered for at least three seasons at an English or Welsh club between
the ages of 16-21 years. Other European countries, too, put their own quotas however the
legislation brought about by UEFA encouraged clubs to begin recruiting young talented
players at an even younger age (Richardson, Littlewood & Gilbourne, 2005). Clubs
recruit at the ages of 15-16 or even younger to ensure players are eligible for home grown
status by 18-19 years of age (Littlewood et al., 2011).

However, UEFA introduced a ban on any player under 18 making an international
transfer or first registration of non- nationals, within Europe so as to protect young players
and their clubs. However, the Bosman ruling prevents this proposal from being enforced
and workers within the EU can move freely (Richardson et. al., 2012). FIFA too, in 2001,
adopted a rule that forbade transferring football players under 18 years of age from other

countries. However, thanks to the liberalisation and globalisation of the football labour

20



market, such transfers started taking place in the late 1980’s and this was boosted after
1995. Many clubs looked for cheap talent in the Third World. Prohibition created a way
that prompted an ‘exception’ status or, otherwise, develop an international black market
for young players. Abuse took place since there were three conditions where transfers of
players under the age of 18 could take place. These included: when players’ parents move
abroad for reasons not linked to football, when the transfer is across EU countries and
when a teenage player is living close to the border of a foreign country (Andreff, 2011).
In fact, a Maltese player by the name of Myles Beerman was recently at the centre of a
controversy. The 17-year-old’s move from Floriana to Manchester City was being re-
viewed by football’s world governing body, with claims that it could breach rules con-
cerning the transfer of underage players. Beerman had been at City since 2014. City,
however, stated that everything had been done above board (Robson, 2016).

Managers will also look overseas for ready-made players, influenced primarily by
the significant financial status that clubs possess. In addition, a manager is reported to
only last approximately two years in a club and thus, it may not be possible to work on
long term youth development strategies. Instead, acquiring ready-made players gives
managers, and subsequently the club more chance of instant success. As a result of the
Bosman ruling, the value of promising young domestic players in the big leagues has
been inflated as clubs are afraid of losing them on free transfers and thus offer long and
attractive contracts. Hence, the economic attractiveness of foreign imports increases and
if they come from smaller EU leagues (such as that in Malta) or from outside the EU they

come cheaper (Maguire & Pearton, 2000a).

1.3 Football Labour Migration: A Maltese Perspective
Armstrong & Mitchell (2008) state that the migratory processes that have had an

influence on Maltese football have occurred in four stages. The first came about with the
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beginning of the game in Malta by the British servicemen who were on the island and
who eventually joined Maltese teams. The post 1961 participation of Maltese clubs in
Europe saw foreigners begging local clubs to take them on, so as to escape the Communist
regimes of the Eastern Bloc. The third stage came about, from the post-colonial
circumstances of the 1980’s. Some clubs took on well-known players whilst others looked
further afield. Such former England Internationals as Paul Mariner and Peter Barnes
played for Maltese clubs. Others came as coaches such as Former Arsenal player Alan
Sunderland as well as Brian Talbot who tried his luck in club management (Armstrong &
Mitchell, 2008). In the 1980’s, the then President of Malta, visited Bulgaria to seek trade
relations with the Eastern bloc. This brought in Bulgarian players and coaches to Malta.
In the last years, cheap football labour has been brought from Africa in the hope of selling
the players on at considerable profit to other European clubs. However, very often these
players become Maltese in the way they approach the game. According to Victor Zammit,
the first football club President to bring a Nigerian to Malta, “The standard here is too
poor — you know, walking football. They need more competition. It’s the way we live,
the climate, our mentality is all against succeeding” (Armstrong & Mitchell, 2008, Pg.
151).

In the case of Malta, the Bosman Ruling was perhaps the most significant
consequence of the nation’s EU membership for footballers and professional clubs. Malta
has had few football migrants since, up until the 15t May 2004, Malta was not a member
of the EU. The restrictions imposed by UEFA, a limit of three non-EU players at every
club in the EU, provided challenges in terms of Maltese player’s mobility within the Eu-
ropean context (Armstrong & Mitchell, 2008). Prior to EU membership, Maltese players
required work permits to play in other European countries; where permits could only be

obtained by playing 75% of the nation’s international matches. The Maltese national team
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standard was also considered poor and thus it has been seen by the Malta Football Asso-
ciation (MFA) as necessary for Maltese players to play abroad so as to improve the level.
However, the poor level of Maltese players has made playing in other countries difficult
(Armstrong & Mitchell, 2008) (See Appendix Al for table of Maltese players who have
played abroad). Also, Maltese clubs still make it difficult for players to leave once their
contract has finished. In fact, in May 2016, Bosman himself was in Malta as a guest of
the Malta Football Player’s Association (MFPA), the latter’s mission being to abolish
transfer fees for out-of-contract Maltese players. The Belgian looked visibly annoyed
when talking about this issue stating:
Malta is obviously one of the few countries in Europe that doesn’t respect the
Bosman ruling, 1 met Carlo Mamo (MFPA general secretary) at the FIFPro Con-
gress in Amsterdam last December. When he told me this (that players are not
entitled to a free transfer at the end of their contract) I was astonished, I couldn’t
understand why it was still like this... it was like going back to the nineties (Az-

zopardi, 2016; “MFA Rules”, last para).

In Malta, in 1994, the then MFA President, implemented the ‘two foreigners’ only
rule for Premier Division teams as he believed foreigners were stopping the progress of
local talent. In the 1995/96 season there were 26 foreign born players in the First Division
teams (Armstrong & Mitchell, 2008), whilst in 2015/16 the average number of foreign
players in each of the top Premier League clubs in Malta was 11. The Maltese Premier
League Clubs are now allowed to field up to eight foreign players on the pitch with a
further three on the substitute’s bench in every match and there are no restrictions on the
maximum number of registered foreign players.

At times, however, promising players are imported by agents, given poor contracts

and are then released if they do not manage to succeed at playing regularly at top level.
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National federations are concerned about this and some have put in place youth
development policies (Maguire & Pearton, 2000a). The following section will look at the
transitions young players may go through and will present various theoretical

perspectives put across by researchers.

1.4 Career Transitions: A Theoretical Perspective

According to Wylleman and Lavalle’s (2004) Developmental Model of
Transition, early migration can bring on detrimental social, physical and psychological
consequences. Indeed, the period between 17 and 21 years of age is seen as one of the
most critical periods of the players’ development, and one which will have a direct impact
on their professional career in sport (Richardson et al., 2005). At a time when young
players are still developing, learning to deal with many life issues, including relationships
with a variety of stakeholders, they are also trying to manage the fact that they are gifted
and could have a future in professional football (Richardson et. al., 2004). The transition
from amateur to professional status, and to high achievement and adult sport, has been
described as one of the hardest periods of athletic development (Stambulova, 2000). In
that respect, and according to Wylleman, Alfermann, and Lavalle (2004, p. 8), a transition
has been defined as the “occurrence of one or more specific events that brings about a
change in assumptions about oneself, but also a social disequilibrium that goes beyond
the ongoing changes of everyday life”. Transitions can be of two types; normative,
characterized by events that are predictable and are expected to happen (moving from the
youth to the senior environment) and non-normative, being unpredictable events such as
injuries (Stambulova, 2000; Stambulova, Alfermann, Statler & Cote, 2009). Below we
will explore existing models of transitions which are designed to explain the process of

change.
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Schlossberg’s (1981) Human Adaptation to Transition Model (Fig 1.1)

explains transitions that occur not just in sport, but in other areas of an individual’s life

too.
A MODEL FOR ANALYZING HUMAN ADAPTATION TO TRANSITION
TRANSITION
Event or nonevent resulting in
change or assumption
Change of social networks
Resulting in growth or deterioration
PERCEPTION OF THE PARTICULAR CHARACTERISTICS OF PRETRANSITION CHARACTERISTICS OF THE
TRANSITION AND POSTTRANSITION ENVIRONMENTS INDIVIDUAL
Role Change: gain or loss Internal Support Systems: Psychosocial Competence
Affect: positive or negative Intimate relationships Sex (and Sex-Role Identification)
Source: internal or external Family unit Age (and Life Stage)
Timing: on-time or off-time Network of friends State of Health
Onset: gradual or sudden Institutional Supports Race/Ethnicity
Duration: permanent, temporary, or Physical Setting Socioeconomic Status
uncertain Value Orientation
Degree of Stress Previous Experience with a
transition of a similar nature
ADAPTATION

Movement through phases following
transition: pervasiveness through
reorganization
Depends on:
1) Balance of individual's resources and
deficits.
2) Differences in pre- and post-
transition environments
re perception, supports, and individual

Figure 1.1: Schlossberg’s Human Adaptation to Transition Model (adapted from
Schlossberg, 1981)

In this model the characteristics of the individual experiencing the transition, the
perception of the particular transition and the characteristics of the pre and post transition
environments were all thought to interact during a transition. The transition demands and
resources interlink to create a transition outcome. The model focuses on change as a pro-
cess, rather than one particular event as there are a tremendous amount of variables which
may affect the outcome of the transition on the individual. However, the model does not
describe sport specific factors associated with such changes, such as the influence of
coaches (Taylor & Ogilvie, 1994).

Schlossberg (1981) believed that it is not the transition that is of utmost im-
portance, but how that transition fits in with an individual’s situational context at that
time. Individuals differ in their ability to adapt to change. For example, if a player has an
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opportunity to migrate for professional reasons it might be seen as a great opportunity, or
else, to others, as a loss of identity and support. The same person may also react differ-
ently to a similar type of change occurring at another period in his life. The model repre-
sents a framework in which transitions of all kinds, whether positive or negative, can be
analysed and possible interventions formulated.

On the other hand, Stambulova (2003) and Taylor and Ogilvie (1998) defined
transition as a coping process with possibly positive or negative outcomes. Stambulova’s
Athletic Career Transition Model (2003)’s explains the process of a single transition

that could be applied across sport careers (e.g., youth to senior) (Fig 1.2).

[ Transition demands - Crisis
Y prevention
Dynamic balance between [ interventions
transition resources and barriers !
] Coping
Effective Psychological - Ineffective

(= positive transition) CIISLS COPIng (= crisis transition)

mrerventions

\ / Need in intervention

o g Ineffective or
Effective SR Wi
no mtervention
Psychotherapeutic "Costs” for failure to
interventions -------3 | cope with the transition

Figure 1.2: Stambulova’s (2003) Athletic Carcer Transition Model (adapted from
Stambulova & Hvatskaya, 2013)

Stambulova (2003) suggested that a transition is the athletes’ ability to deal with
specific demands which pose a conflict between “what the athlete is” and “what he or she
wants or ought to be” in their sport career. She proposed that transitions come with

challenges which need to be overcome in order to have a successful transition. How
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effective athletes are at coping with the challenges depends upon transition resources and
barriers they come across. Barriers interfering with coping processes can be internal and
include a lack of knowledge or skills, lack of preparation for transition, and interpersonal
conflicts. External barriers include a lack of financial and social support, and difficulties
in combining sport and education or work commitments (Stambulova, 2003).
Stambulova’s (2003) model appears to offer a good explanation of the factors associated
with the youth to senior transition, including demands, resources, and barriers associated
with the change. Additionally, this model also offers suggestions as to the likely outcomes
of transitions, and the possible intervention that could be used to help in the transition.
Wylleman and Lavallee (2004) came up with the Development Model (Fig. 1.3)
to explain that there are a number of transitions that athletes experience (e.g., the youth
to senior transition) during their careers. They suggested that the model is useful for sport
psychologists working with athletes if they take a holistic approach to the study of
transitions that individuals’ experience, incorporating other important transitions in their

life, and not just their sport career, because research has shown that changes in other areas

of life may influence an athletic career (Ewing, 1998).
Age 10 15 20 25 30 35
Athletic Initiation ; Development : Mastery : Discontinuation
Level : !
Psychological Childhood ! Adolescence : Adulthood
Level ' '
Psychosocial Parents : Peers : Partner ! Family
Level Siblings ! Coach { Coach ! (Coach)
Peers : Parents i
Academic Primary : Secondary : Higher : Vocational training
Vocational education ! education ] education ! Professional occupation
Level i i i

Figure 1.3: A developmental model on transitions faced by athletes at athletic, individual, psy-
chosocial, and academic/vocational level (adapted from Wylleman & Lavalle, 2004)

27



This model appears to give the most complete picture of the transitions that athletes may
experience throughout their lives. It demonstrates this by including different normative
transitions athletes go through at athletic, psychological, social, academic and vocational

levels (Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004). These factors are presented in four layers.

Psychosocial Level- Coaches, parents and peers are very important to an athlete’s
support network. Wylleman & Lavallee (2004) have shown that the athletes’ social
network is determined by the stage of their athletic career. Until approximately 13 years,
parents are seen as the most influential people. Between the ages of approximately 13 and
22, the relationships with peers become more important. Relationships with coaches at
this time is also important whilst parents do not remain so influential. Between the ages
of 22 until 29, it is the athlete’s partner, and the relationship with the coach which is the
most influential. When athletes are entering into the discontinuation stage, the
relationship with family is then of primary influence.

Academic Vocational Level- The model looks into the transitions into (a) primary
school at around six years of age (b) secondary school at the ages of 12 or 13, (c) higher
education at around 18 and (d) vocational training or a professional occupation around
the age of 22.

Wylleman and Lavallee (2004) highlighted that non-normative transitions were
difficult to predict and thus these were not presented in the model. They also stated that
some of the normative transitions which are predicted or hoped for may not always occur
(known as a non-event) such as when the athlete does not continue his/her studies after
high school. They also suggested that there may be more than one transition at one time
and this could have an adverse effect on athletic development. For example, when athletes
are moving from the youth to the senior team they may also be experiencing transitions

at an academic level.
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This model helps us appreciate the developmental, interactive and interdependent
nature of transitions. Still, it is not specific enough to help us understand the unique social
and cultural features of many sports. In fact, whilst previous research focused on the role
of parents, coaches and peers and their influence on an athlete’s career and transitions
(Cote, 1999), later studies have also considered the role of worldwide-social factors such
as the sport system and culture (Stambulova, Stephan, & Jarphag, 2007).

In fact, Ryba, Stambulova and Ronkainen (2016) came up with a temporal
model of cultural transition. Their research on “The work of Cultural Transition: An
Emerging Model” provide support providers such as sport psychologists with a
framework for improving the psychological wellbeing and adaptabilities of migrant

workers.

Transnational sociocultural field

Localities:

Home culture New culture

Pre-transition
phase

Tasks:
-Produce corporeal
mobility
-Activate psychosocial
mobility

Acute Cultural
Adaptation phase

Tasks:
-Fit into the team/
club culture
-Normative belonging

Sociocultural
Adaptation phase

Task:
-Establish equilibrium
between
self and society

Underlying psychological mechanisms:

social repositioning; negotiation of cultural practices; meaning reconstruction

Self

Figure 1.4: Cultural Transition Model (Ryba et al., 2016)

Ryba and colleagues (2016) model shows that the cultural transition process is

made up of three phases. The pre-transition phase is crucial in physically and mentally
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preparing the players for the challenges they will face when going through a cultural
transition. This may mean searching for opportunities and reconstructing already
established career narratives. A lack of awareness of the cultural differences they would
face was linked with difficulties in adapting. Thus, this phase may provide the athlete and

his/her family with time to negotiate necessary adjustments towards work-family balance.

In the acute cultural adaptation phase, athletes are faced with the task of trying to
understand and adapt to the cultural patterns of a new place. Ryba and colleagues (2016)
found that those who struggled to adapt between the former and the new sociocultural
context were likely to feel the loss of identity. In the case of the sociocultural adaptation
phase, this is associated with a long term stay. Those who felt psychologically adjusted
to the new culture were also more satisfied with non-sport related aspects of everyday
life. Sport and non-sport contexts were interdependent and interlinked with the self in

producing adaptability of their careers.

The implications of Ryba and colleagues (2016) work suggest the need for
organisations to provide psychosocial support for transitioning athletes. Timing, as to
when the transition happens and the time to prepare for it were seen as important. Sport
psychologists also need to create awareness amongst team staff members of the
challenges transnational athletes face and how they could support them through transition,
especially, since migrants may not be so keen to embrace the culture even though they
may be eager to adapt to it. Transnational belonging is seen as essential for identity and

self-concept formation.

An increase in awareness of cultural diversity and inevitably more interest in cul-

turally informed research and practice in sport psychology (Ryba, Stambulova, Si &
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Schinke, 2013; Stambulova & Ryba, 2013) has arisen since “players have reported dif-
ferences in training, climate, diet, tactical formations, culture of playing, grass, ball, eve-
rything” (Stambulova & Ryba, 2013; pg. 240). This has come about as a result of the
increase in sporting mobility within a multicultural space of globalized sport which in
turn has increased greatly variations in player career pathways (Stambulova & Ryba,
2013). Thus, this has created a new approach, the cultural praxis of athletes’ careers,
which refers to a holistic perspective in career research and assistance, looks at combining
such perspectives as the whole person, career and environment. Whilst the person and the
career perspectives are embraced by the holistic lifespan approach (Wylleman & Lavalle,
2004) the holistic ecological perspective (Henriksen, 2010) is still quite new. The latter
perspective tries to describe talent development environments and how successful they
are in helping talented athletes make the transition to elite sport. This approach acknowl-
edges that some sporting environments are more successful than others in developing
athletes. It aims to create a manageable framework and method to develop prospective
athletes (Henriksen & Christensen, 2013).

Merging the holistic lifespan and the ecological perspectives will help us under-
stand better, athletes experiences in different cultures and will help facilitate individual-
career assistance interventions and also ecological interventions which aim to optimize
athletes’ career development environments (Stambulova & Ryba, 2013; 2014). The cul-
tural praxis of athletes’ careers suggests the meticulous application of career research and
assistance so as to stimulate reflexive situatedness of career projects in relevant socio-
cultural and historical settings. Cultural/contextual situatedness should pervade all the
phases in a project and should include the researchers’ awareness and reflexivity about
how research questions come about from the context the participants live in. It should

also include the provision of culturally specific meanings of important concepts; use of
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culturally adapted theoretical frameworks or adoption of general models as a foundation
for data collection, ideally too, with further transformation of the general model into an
empirical model that is able to comprehend particular features of participants’ careers
(such as sport or country); the implementation of research tools/applied strategies which
are easily understood by the participants; and the interpretation of results as rooted in a
specific setting and which provide practical implications (Stambulova & Ryba, 2013).
Thus, as suggested in a cultural praxis of athletes’ careers framework, participatory action
research is very useful in integrating theory, research and career assistance programmes.
Therefore career research with transnational athletes should be aided by networks of cul-
turally competent consultants to assist with issues of adaptation and support and to pro-

vide timely interventions when necessary (Ryba et al., 2014).

1.5 Career Transition Challenges

During career transitions, players may move from the perceived nurturing and pro-
tective youth environment to a less supportive first team culture that has been described
as not tolerating failure and placing high expectations and demands on the players (Reilly,
Williams, & Richardson, 2003; Richardson, Relvas & Littlewood, 2013). Players are ex-
pected to cope with harder training, pressures of coping with sports and studies, life being
taken over by the sport, taking the right career decisions, problems with coaches, lack of
specialist knowledge, training alone, and family issues (Nesti & Littlewood, 2010) which
can all cause performance difficulties (Nesti, 2011). It has also been reported that players
have to adapt to a new physical and social environment whilst also trying to remain in
touch with their family and friends back home (Agergaard & Ryba, 2014). The players
need to negotiate how much they will immerse themselves in the local culture, whilst

sustaining their psychological wellbeing, what is known as “acute cultural adaptation”
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(Ryba, Haaparen, Mosek & Ng, 2012). Sport psychologists may be able to help here by
facilitating communication between coaches and players from different cultures to help
them be more open-minded and adapt to the local setting (Ryba et. al. 2013). However, it
has been reported that practitioners’ lack of cultural reflexivity may hinder the applica-
bility of psychological support to players from different cultures, and in the process, com-
promise the clients’ cultural safety (Ryba et. al. 2013; Stambulova & Ryba, 2013). It is
thus important for service providers such as technical and support staff to develop a better
understanding of cultural transitions within career development and to pay more attention
to players for whom culturally competent support is a necessity (Ryba, 2011; Ryba et. al.
2013) by living the culture with the group, to gain insight into the group’s values and
assumptions (Henrikson, 2010).

For the players in Bourke’s (2002) study, the notion of a full time career in
football and the fate of their football idols was a strong influence. The move to England
was seen as an exciting adventure and one not to be missed. There were 83% of Irish
players who mentioned the opportunity to make money as an important reason to move
to England especially since the quality of football in England is the best in the world.
However, whilst some migrants may move from one culture to another quite easily, for
example, if the host and donor nations share similar cultural and lifestyle factors (Bourke
2002), others may experience a number of challenges including culture shock, with feel-
ings of fear, helplessness, irritability and disorientation (Bourke, 2003; De Vasconcellos
Ribiero & Dimeo, 2009; Magee & Sugden, 2002; Munton & West, 1995; Nesti & Little-
wood, 2011). Many immigrants seem keen to adjust to the new culture, however the stress

they experience in the process may affect their career development (Bhagat & London,
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1999). Players have reported difficulties during the first months in the new country (Rich-
ardson et al. 2012), whilst trying to see what values and customs to adapt to from the host
country’s culture, also known as acculturation (Bourke, 2002; Sam & Berry, 2006)

The players in Richardson and colleagues’ (2012) study spoke about being
homesick, difference in philosophies in which the game was played and coached, and
they felt unprepared for this process. Furthermore, players had to understand and handle
the English football culture with its high tempo, ruthlessness, machismo, and aggressive-
ness that they were ill equipped for. English football is known to be a masculine working
class culture with strong language, male banter and other related behaviour (Parker,
1996a, 1996b). There is a lot of joking and snide remarks in football teams and, very
often, they are a means by which players seek to influence other players who they see as
not pulling their weight. The cultural aspect of professional football, in fact, encourages
a win-at-all-cost mentality. There is often a highly competitive, physical and psycholog-
ical environment where provocation, banter and behavioural issues can become unhealthy
(Littlewood, 2005). At times, the banter is not serious but a source of team spirit. How-
ever, it may be a source of fear for players because it raises the threat of them being seen
as weak in some way. If one does not conform to the values of the club this can also
threaten their career prospects and their behavior may also have consequences within the
club as isolation will follow (Roderick, 2006; Richardson et al. 2012). Therefore clubs
have a duty to get to know the personal and cultural background of the player before they
sign him up so as to avoid any problems as daily life in professional football may not be
a positive experience. The players, too, must do their research on the club and area where
they will be living and training so as to adapt better and suffer less from homesickness

(Magee, 1998). However, this very rarely happens.
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Homesickness is seen as the distress that individuals experience when they leave
home or transition to a new environment. It is seen as one of the leading factors of dropout
and poor well-being amongst athletes who have moved away from home to live in a sports
related environment (Smith, Hanrahan, Anderson & Abbott, 2015). The athlete may ex-
perience physical, cognitive, behavioural and emotional symptoms. Cognitive symptoms
could include negative thoughts about the new environment as well as obsessional
thoughts about home. The behavioural symptoms could include lethargy and little interest
in the new environment. The athlete may also feel depressed, insecure, lonely and anxious
(Thurber & Walton, 2007). Homesickness has been seen as closely related to accultura-
tion stress (Van Tilburg & Vingerhoets,1997) although this is usually associated more
with international cultural transition (Tartakovsky, 2007). However, the more integrated
individuals are into their host culture, the less likely they are to experience homesickness
(Hack-Polay, 2012).

There is still a lack of clarity in the literature as to the definition of homesickness as
well as theoretical frameworks on the subject. Thus, it is difficult to develop theory-based
prevention and treatment programmes (Stroebe, Schut, & Nauta, 2015). However, Fisher
(1989) summarized homesickness into four theoretical explanations, the first being the
negative effects of attachment and loss when individuals leave family and friends behind.
The second looks at the changes in the individual’s lifestyle where routines will need to
be changed. In the third, Fisher, explains how the lack of control an individual may feel
may lead to helplessness, and homesickness may be seen as depression. The fourth theory
looks at roles which may need to be adjusted and this may affect self-image and increases
self-awareness and thus anxiety too. It is, however, unclear whether any health problems
that are experienced are due to the challenges experienced during separation or to the

challenges that inevitably athletes face when adjusting to a new environment.
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Predictors of homesickness could include the present experience and how it fits
in with an individual’s situation context at that time (Schlossberg, 1981) and whether if
the athlete had previous experiences away from home these were good or not as stated in
Stambulova’s (2003) model. The attitude towards the move, together with negative first
impressions may influence too (Thurber & Walton, 2007). Homesickness is also more
likely to be present when athletes are young and within the early stages of transition
(Thurber & Sigman, 1998) as they are still learning to deal with many life issues (Rich-
ardson et al., 2004) and have a lack of knowledge or skills as well as a lack of preparation
for transitions (Stambulova, 2003).

It would be helpful if we were able to identify athletes who are more likely to get
homesick so that they can be prepared beforehand for the transition (Smith et al., 2015).
An athlete may use approach-oriented strategies to manage the stressor, try to understand
the situation better and adopt behavioural attempts to resolve the situation (Ward & Ken-
nedy, 2001). To manage homesickness, individuals need to get involved in activities in
their new environment (Thurber & Walton, 2007). An athlete may also use avoidant strat-
egies such as cognitive attempts to deny the situation and behavioural attempts to avoid
the situation (Ward & Kennedy, 2001).

In their study, Smith et al, (2015), found that neuroticism may be a significant pre-
dictor of homesickness. Van Heck, Vingerhoets, Voolstra, Gruijters, Thijs, & Van Til-
burg (1997) suggested that those with neurotic tendencies, including tension, anxiety,
worry, instability and irritability find it difficult to manage distress coming about from
transitions since their coping abilities are impaired. Thus, Smith et al, (2015) suggest that
organisations should have psychologists who are able to identify individuals with neurotic
tendencies. Low self-esteem and high scores on mental escape were also found to predict

homesickness, indicating that players who are not able to confront a new environment are
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more likely to become homesick (Smith et al., 2015). Smith and colleagues’ study also
suggests that social support may not be an effective coping style for homesickness since
athletes cannot rely on other athletes in the same team since these may be in direct com-
petition with them. Social support would need to focus on others outside the sporting
environment. It is recommended that athletes would benefit from access to psychological
services aimed at identifying and treating homesickness before and during transitions.
Sports migrants can also face challenges when trying to maintain relationships with

family and friends and may experience loneliness (Maguire & Stead, 1996). Preparation
to move also means coming to terms with leaving relatives and friends and for some, joint
decision making with wives and girlfriends who would join them (Stead & Maguire,
2000). The effect of the move on the partner or the spouse, the ‘trailing spouse’ must also
be noted (Martin, 1996). They tend to feel isolated, are bored, lonely and have no friends,
spend a lot of time indoors, take care of the children and are responsible for doing the
chores (Luo & Cooper, 1990). Partners also experience some of the consequences of be-
ing a public figure but without being paid to be one. The partner is known as the ‘wife of’
rather than having her own identity (Finch, 1983). Stead and Maguire’s (2000) study de-
scribes the situation of the partner of one of the players:

She may have had a promising career back home before they left but because he

gets this good opportunity, she moves with him, and all of a sudden, she hasn’t

got anything. Her job is to look after him, to be interested in his football career.

Everything is focused on his career (Pg. 47).

Thus, there are specific questions about how partners deal with the move. Gender
issues crop up; partners need to look after children or take on jobs or courses. Whilst the
player can engage in his football work, his partner may have far less opportunities to help

them cope with the new situation. A Norwegian player believed that it had been harder
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for his partner and thus she made regular trips home “It was better for her, makes her
mind right ... it obviously makes it easier for me to think she is OK travelling home and

happier” (Stead & Maguire, 2000, p. 48).

Players who have migrated to another country to play football may feel somewhat
insecure with the instability of their employment (Roderick, 2006). They may face de-
selection, a lack of playing time, tough training, poor relationships with club staff, issues
with their contract, inability to play in their preferred position, and other incoming players
possibly replacing them (Nesti, 2013). Footballers cannot resign from their job, work their
notice and get re-employed by a different employer, unlike other jobs (Roderick, 2006)
and such challenges may cause psychological stress, which may result in players’ losing
focus and motivation (Nesti, 2013).

During transitions and the challenges faced, athletes may however gain from posi-
tive benefits such as developing mental toughness, existential courage and personality
(Nesti, 2007). Existential psychology accepts that negative situations, emotions and anx-
iety can be beneficial, in particular if these feelings come hand in hand with a task that
has been taken up by the individual himself (Nesti & Littlewood, 2011). Therefore, the
way players perceive the transition, their perception of their own individual characteris-
tics and that of the environment, may all influence the way in which players cope and
adapt (Nesti, 2011; Schlossberg 1981; Schlossberg, Waters, & Goodman, 1995).

Magee (1995) in his work with Northern Ireland (NI) football players also speaks
about those players who returned home as they did not succeed to obtain a professional
contract. They had to adjust to being back home, being unemployed, searching for a job,
a club and accepting that they could not play football full time. Those players who return
back to their country were faced with problems of adjusting, seeking employment, finding

a club and realizing that professional football might be unattainable. It is a tough career
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to work in but those who are willing to work hard will find that being a professional

footballer is a satisfying experience and can provide financial rewards (Bourke, 2002).

1.6 Career Transitions Support Strategies

There is a need to see how players cope through 'major transitions' (Nesti & Lit-
tlewood, 2011). When athletes are not able to deal with the challenges of transitions, they
may experience a crisis and, thus, require support (Stambulova, 2003). This can include
psychological interventions which focus on changing coping strategies which could affect
positively the long term effects of transitions (Stambulova, 2009). If athletes do not re-
ceive help or the interventions conducted are not successful, there may be negative out-
comes such as a deterioration of sport performance, dropout from sport, injury or over-
training, psychosomatic illnesses or substance abuse (Morris et al., 2015). Thus, it is im-
portant to have people around who can give emotional, informational or tangible support
(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Sport psychologists or other qualified personnel, such as
Education and Welfare staff, are needed to help young players handle these challenging
periods (Richardson et al., 2012), as the transitioning players (typically) have very few
people with whom they can speak about their problems (Roderick, 2006). Social support
and the interaction between key stakeholders (coaches, peers, parents), in fact, has been
found to play a significant role in helping players cope during the (within) career transi-
tion process (Cote, 1999; Richardson et al. 2004; Richardson et al. 2012). Mills, Butt,
Maynard & Harwood (2014) suggest the need for an integrated approach to talent devel-
opment that focuses on creating a strong link between all stakeholders (i.e. player, staff,

parents).
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1.6.1 Parent Support

Parents may have a significant influence in this regard. Their role is crucial if these
provide encouragement and support (Bloom, 1985) as this support acts as a buffer to al-
leviate performance stress (Van Yperen, 1995). However, parents may be under in-
volved, moderately involved or over involved (Cété, 1999). Under involvement means
parents who do not take an interest whilst moderate involvement refers to parents who
look at the best interest of their children at the expense of their own personal interests
(Hellstedt, 1987; Céte, 1999). When they are overly involved this increases the levels of
stress and anxiety of the athlete. This, too, can be an issue to clubs, in particular during
the youth development process. Parents must give support with no pressure (Gould, Dief-
fenbach & Moffett, 2002), however, at times, they themselves are unable to handle the
emotional demands that they themselves face (Harwood & Knight, 2009).

While the young academy player is going through a challenging period, parents
too experience a similarly demanding journey (Harwood, Drew & Knight, 2010). They
must support their sons through the pressures of competitive sport coming about from the
excessive demands associated with the professional environment (Bakker, Whiting &
Can der Brug, 1993). However, there is little understanding of the stressors parents them-
selves experience as they support their child through the stages of sport development
(Harwood & Knight, 2009; Harwood et. al. 2010). Parents of gifted footballers invest
greatly psychologically, emotionally and socially throughout the early to later specialis-
ing phase (C6te, 1999). Thus, it is important for researchers, practitioners and sport or-
ganisations to understand the challenges parents themselves face in order to assist them
to enhance their role as a key agent who can support the child-athlete (Harwood et al.,
2010). Research is necessary in providing researchers, practitioners and sport staff with a

better understanding of sport-parent behaviour, the challenges the sport parent faces, and
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possible educational needs for the best support of their child-athlete (Harwood & Knight,
2009). Clubs also need to seek ways of educating, communicating and integrating parents
of promising players throughout the developmental pathway as this would help coaches
and reduce mixed messages and disruption that can be caused by parents (Cote, 1999).
When thinking of moving to another country, family support is crucial (Magee,
1998) as young players stated that this was important in their career progression and with-
out the family’s support the migratory transition would not have been possible (Pummell,
Harwood & Lavallee, 2008). Though most often, family members will not move with the
player they can give advice and support (Magee, 1998) and can help them with the de-
mands of their new environment (Richardson et al., 2012). However, it has been observed
that players missed their family dearly throughout their migration, despite having social
support from significant others. While during acculturation family contact is limited to
long distance communication, the option of going home every two months was seen as

being weak, uncommitted or unable to cope with pressure (Richardson et al., 2012).

1.6.2 Coach Support
Although parents may have a significant influence this is sometimes difficult given
the geographical distance between parents and players. This emphasises the importance
of having individuals within the club structure that can act in some form of supportive
capacity for players. Van Rossum (2001) reports that the coach becomes more significant
in the athlete’s life around 15-19 years of age and the role of family diminishes to some
extent. The coach athlete relationship is crucial (Mageau & Vallerand, 2003), so building
a good relationship is necessary for the athlete to be motivated and satisfied and for his
performance to improve (Jowett & Cockerill, 2003).
However, though players may look to their coaches, these are frequently seen as

a source of stress (Holt & Hogg, 2002) and players may not consider it appropriate to
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share personal and emotionally based issues with them (Nesti, 2010). Players mentioned
players’ fear to show weakness as a main reason for not sharing personal issues with the
coach. Players also felt that coaches lacked the skills to give support and had a lack of
understanding and/or empathy for the player’s situation (Morris, 2000). Athletes need
someone around them to provide emotional support, to listen to them and make them feel

wanted. Players must, however, accept that this person can help (Pummell et al., 2008).

1.6.3 Sport Psychology Support
The life of a footballer has a lot of uncertainty and there have been few people whom
players could speak to. Players continually try to orientate themselves in their social net-
works in the hope of dealing better with the problems that arise but the macho culture
makes players hide their feelings (Roderick, 2006). During these moments players may
need the help of a sport psychologist (Holt & Dunn, 2004; Ravizza, 1990; Rotella, 1990).
A trans-migrant athlete when travelling abroad should, ideally, have access to a
local service provider in the host country. If that service provider can then consult with
the athletes’ home sport psychologist their help together may be better than from just one
of them (Stambulova & Ryba, 2013). This could be either to enhance performance or to
provide emotional support and care (Anderson, 2009; Nesti, 2011; Singer, 1996). Lavalle,
(2005), found that an emphatic counselling relationship helped participants set goals and
use other strategies to cope with transitions. Thus, athletes in transition seem to benefit
greatly when they have support from others who understand what they are going through.
Sport psychologists can also encourage players to examine their attitudes, beliefs and
values, to accept and understand the anxiety they are facing about their identity, and pro-
vide appropriate support to encourage personal responsibility (Nesti & Littlewood, 2011).
Holt and Hogg’s (2002) study has implications for sport psychologists who need to

work closely with players when migrating to see that they are able to deal well with the
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increased attention on them and the life changing decisions. Players need to be mentally
tough, that is, they need to have a high level of self-belief and an ability to cope with the
pressures of elite football (Thelwell, Weston & Greenlees, 2005). Thus, players need to
be taught coping strategies related to their team culture and the stressors in that
environment (Holt & Hogg, 2002). In their development programme young players
should be given psychological and sociological support including counselling, life skills
and related areas which may help them understand better what to expect in transitions
(Richardson et al., 2005; Littlewood, 2005). When players are released from the club
there are severe self - doubts over playing ability and self - confidence issues and player
support is very much needed at this point (Richardson et al., 2004).

The introduction and use of sport psychologists in professional football has
gained momentum (Beswick, 2001) and there is a real need to explore the role and evo-
lution of sport psychology support in such set-ups (Nesti & Littlewood, 2010). However,
in Littlewood’s (2010) fieldwork, we find that the academy players did not engage much
in psychologically based support. This could have been caused due to a lack of under-
standing of the subject or else the way the sport psychologist communicated the infor-
mation (Pain & Harwood, 2004). Gilbourne and Richardson (2005; 2006) believe that a
successful practitioner is one who is able to care and not just engage in mental skills
training. Research on sport psychology and/or applied practice has, in fact, moved on
from a more mental skills development base towards a broader approach — more focus is
placed on the person and lifestyle issues (Danish, Petitpas & Hale, 1993). A number of
experienced practitioners such as Ravizza (2002) incorporate mental skills training within
a more humanistic, existential and other person centred ways of working. Nesti (2010),

too, suggests a holistic approach focusing on player identity (Erikson, 1997).
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Sport psychologists should focus their attention on caring for the player with
whom they are working and should note that individuals may not open up if they see the
psychologist is too close to the manager (Nesti, 2011). In fact, the effectiveness of the
support from the sport psychologist depends on the relationship between the psychologist
and athletes (Gilbourne & Richardson, 2005; Petitpas, Giges & Danish, 1999), the ability
to build up a rapport with concrete suggestions in a positive environment, (Gould, Mur-
phy, Tammen & May, 1991) and the personality of the psychologist (Partington & Orlick,
1991; Andersen, Van Raalte & Brewer, 2004; Nesti, 2010). Personal qualities such as
courage (Corlett, 1996), integrity, authenticity and a sense of humour are vital (Nesti,
2011). A sport psychologist should be personable, friendly, easy going and genuine.
He/she should be able to communicate well, encourage, be a good service provider, have
knowledge and experience in the area and the sport, be a good listener, have self-under-
standing, be able to build a rapport, have good perception of individual differences, be
truly interested and someone the athletes feel comfortable sharing their concerns with
(Orlick & Partington, 1997; Andersen, 2000; Petitpas, 2000; 1999; Gilbourne & Richard-
son, 2006; Gould et al., 2002). Bond (2002) believes he/she needs to be flexible, adapta-
ble, and opportunistic, be ready for the unexpected and should also be aware of the cul-
tural dynamics within professional football (Littlewood, 2005; Nesti, 2010).

For a sport psychologist to be able to work in football they must understand the
specificity of the football world and it is not easy to find psychologists with this
knowledge (Relvas, 2010; Weinberg & Williams, 2001; Bond, 2002; Perna, Neyer,
Murphy, Ogilvie & Murphy, 1995). Mike Forde Chelsea FC Director refers to mental
skills training as being a very small part of the job and that a psychologist needs to deal
with the broader issues and the management of the environment (Nesti, 2010). In fact,

there are some barriers which hinder the acceptance of a sport psychologist — the football
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world is not very open to new ideas, there is a general lack of knowledge and even a
negative idea of sport psychology, the fact that some sport psychologists lack sport
specificity, and the intrusion of financial and confidentiality issues (Nesti, 2010). Thus,
an important factor that may help a consultant be effective is his/her ability to take general
information on sport psychology and popular techniques and apply them to the specific
needs of the athletes and the demands of the sport (Taylor, 1995). As a result consultants
need to have a full understanding of the athletes they work with, an in-depth knowledge
of the sport (Ravizza, 1988) and should also be aware of the roles the players have in the
game so as to enable effective intervention development and delivery (Thelwell,

Greenlees & Weston, 2010).

1.7 Career Assistance Programmes

Sport psychologists and other qualified personnel may also help in preparing young
players better for transition through programmes designed specifically to help athletes
cope with the challenges that come about. Apart from a lack of preparation for transition,
factors such as a lack of knowledge or skills, interpersonal conflicts, lack of appropriate
training conditions, as well as financial and social support and difficulties in combining
sport and other commitments can have adverse effects on transition (Stambulova, 2003).
Athletes will be able to cope with specific demands depending on the balance between
the transition challenges they are facing and the resources and support they have available
(Morris et al., 2015). Stambulova’s (2003) youth-to-senior transition model places im-
portance on psychological and other interventions to help athletes develop, have access
and use the skills and resources they need for transition. Such preparation for transition
may increase athletes’ knowledge and skills and, thus, help them adapt better (Pearson &

Petitpas, 1990; Stambulova et al., 2009).
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Thus, talent development in football implies that young players are provided with a
suitable learning environment to achieve their potential (Williams & Reilly, 2000) and
this may include career assistance programmes. Such programmes include career plan-
ning/guidance, educational guidance, lifestyle management, life skills training, media
training, retirement guidance and support. Often, psychological career assistance services
are combined with performance enhancement programmes, financial management and
other support. Sport psychologists, almost everywhere, adopt a preventive/educational
perspective, a whole career approach, an ecological perspective, an empowerment per-
spective and a whole person approach. Career assistance is more culturally informed and
contextualised than career research because practitioners are ‘closer’ than researchers to
athletes’ everyday lives and to their lived culture (Stambulova & Ryba, 2013).

Martindale, Collins & Daubney, (2005) believe that organisations need to have
youth development programmes with long term goals to enhance young athletes’ skills
and competencies. One may also use role models and other support mechanisms such as
support for technical and emotional issues in the development of young athletes. Moore,
Collins and Burwitz, (1998) found that although support for elite athletes was found to
be helpful, it was almost non- existent for still developing athletes, and this may hinder
their progression. Martindale and colleagues (2005) believe that organisations need to
focus on highlighting early development rather than early success by focusing on the
characteristics required to become successful athletes such as fundamental mental skills,
life skills and physical skills as well. Athletes, too, need to receive individual goal setting
and review to help promote talent success.

A number of organisations, in various countries, have invested in career assistance
programmes to help their athletes achieve success since there is a need to help athletes

handle the challenges associated with having to leave home to improve in sport. When
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young athletes move they need guidance counsellors to help them adapt to a new school,
if this is the case, and a new way of life. The Centro Nacional de Desarrollo de Talentos
Deportivos y Alto Rendimento in Mexico helped prepare young athletes in secondary and
high school through different workshops and individual and group counselling based on
their needs. Students are given lectures in nutrition, careers, hygiene, monetary matters
and national pride (Fink, 2013).

The English Institute of Sport, aimed to enhance British athletes’ personal devel-
opment and sport performance through the Athlete Career and Education Programme,
which was launched in 1999. This programme consists of individual athlete assessment,
life skills, career opportunity awareness programme and transition planning. However,
few athletes, only one third, accessed the programme. Most of those who did felt it had a
positive impact. This programme was rebranded in 2004 as the Performance Lifestyle
Programme. This focuses on athletic lifespan development, in particular; integration plan-
ning of athletes’ lifestyle, educational guidance, career planning, transitional support and
training and development programmes. Similar programmes were conducted in Scotland,

Wales and Ireland (Park, Lavallee & Tod, 2013).

In the United States there have been several programmes put in place to aid ath-
letes in their careers. Programmes that assist athletes in preparing for a future event are
called enhancement strategies. These emphasize self-exploration and help athletes iden-
tify skills, clarify values and assess their needs. These services also help athletes acquire
new coping skills and other life-work planning strategies. Self-awareness is an important
benefit (Petitpas, Van Raalte & Brewer, 2013).

In their study on the “Analysis of Organizational Structure and Transition Out-
comes in the Youth-to-Senior Professional Soccer Transition”, Morris and colleagues

(2015), placed importance on the education of parents. One of the organisations in their
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study educated parents on how they may help their sons become better athletes. A number
of parents’ nights were also held in which coaches and support staff informed parents on
challenges their son might face. Parents were also educated on ways they could provide
emotional assistance in football situations. They reported that they wanted to support their
son but because they did not receive advice or support from the club, they could not do
this well. Academies must be able to communicate with, and work alongside, parents to
create an optimal environment for development (Harwood et al., 2010). Educating parents
may help athletes adapt to transitions. Athletes, in Morris and colleagues (2015) study
felt that knowing that their parents and coaches were informed about the changes they
would experience helped them feel better about the process and able to talk more.

The findings from Mills and colleagues’ (2014) study offer practical suggestions
for those working within elite youth football settings (e.g., coaches, sport psychologists).
A predominant implication of this study is that thorough consideration of expert
perceptions of best-practice may help academies to improve their environment and lay
the groundwork for a strong organizational culture. Larsen and colleagues (2014) go on
to suggest six principles needed to inform an intervention, these being: the practitioner
should conduct an intervention within the athletes’ environment rather than the
practitioner office, practitioners should also involve coaches and other staff; one should
look at the strengths and weaknesses of the environment; the practitioner should try to
optimize the entire environment around the athlete or team; the cultural setting needs to
be taken into account; the intervention should create a strong organisational culture;
athletes need to be seen as whole human beings and practitioners need to develop a
holistic package of psychosocial skills useful to athletes in their life as well as sport

(Larsen, Henriksen, Alfermann & Christensen, 2014).
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Alferman and Stambulova (2007), go on to say, that whilst there are a number of
studies on the importance of helping athletes in transition, there is a lack of research on
the effectiveness of that assistance and which might suggest criteria for individualized
interventions or for organised psychological services. According to them, there needs to
be more methodically rigorous evaluations of programme effectiveness through longitu-
dinal research, multi-method approaches and multiple indicators of programme outcome.

Not many studies have been developed using career transition theoretical mod-
els. Socio-cultural issues are also important to take into account. Only a few studies have
looked at athletes’ perceptions of programme involvement and the effectiveness of these
programmes. Such studies may help improve current programmes. Park and colleagues
(2013) as well as Morris and colleagues (2015) too, suggest future research directions
through longitudinal studies to gain better understanding of the changes and experiences
of athletes, the provision of specific types of support and to measure transitional out-
comes. This will help show whether Stambulova’s (2003) model is robust and which re-
sources are most important in facilitating effective transitions. According to Morris and
colleagues (2015) study, the club with the proactive programme aligned to Stambulova’s
model had better transition outcomes and spent less on player assistance compared to the
club with no programme. This study implies a proactive approach to supporting transi-
tions; targeting demands, barriers and resources associated with transitions may yield
positive consequences in terms of their development and the club’s success. This provides
the justification for the practitioner-researcher approach adopted in the current thesis.

Academies must keep on looking for ways to improve player development.
Creating the right environmental conditions for success in elite youth football signifies a
greatly tempting prospect for those currently working in such settings (Harwood et al.,

2010). The cultural praxis of athletes’ careers encourages participatory action research
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which facilitates collaboration between researchers, practitioners and athlete-participants
(Ryba, Stambulova, Ronkainen, Bundgaard & Seldnne, 2015; Stambulova & Ryba,
2013). Many authors in Stambulova & Ryba’s (2013) book “Athletes’ Careers across
Cultures” also emphasize the importance of good evaluation of the effectiveness of career

support services.

1.8 Conclusion

This chapter has illustrated the various challenges that young players may face
when going through a migratory transition to play professional football overseas. Players’
perceptions of their transitions are, however, instilled by their (host) cultures (Stambulova
& Alfermann, 2009), which may not sufficiently prepare them for the experiences of a
new environment and (donor) culture. Whilst the current literature provides rich and in
depth accounts of the transitional difficulties footballers faced when moving to profes-
sional leagues, very little of this literature comes from small nation states like Malta,
where the players live in a much tighter knit community than most of Europe. Here, eve-
ryone knows each other and family and friends take precedence over everything else. The
individual’s existence is also framed around a Mediterranean culture that is characterized
by an easygoing way of life (Armstrong & Mitchell, 2008). In this regard, the current
work examines the challenges faced by football players from a small island nation state
that experienced a migratory transition, and further explores the cultural difficulties be-
tween host and donor nations. In addition, the research also explores how players man-

aged the associated challenges during the migration process.
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CHAPTER TWO

Methodological

Framework



2.0 Introduction to the Methodological Framework

The following section seeks to provide an insight into the methodological framework
upon which the thesis is positioned. Action Research, how it first started and its merits
are first delved into followed by how action research can be conducted, the positionality
of the researcher as well as how bias is addressed. The research question and context as

well as the thesis aims and working methods are described towards the end of the chapter.

2.1 Action Research

Action research is “a way of trying out changes and seeing what happens” (Banis-
ter, Burman, Parker, Taylor & Tindall, 1994, pg. 108). It is a practical form of research
found in particular social settings and one which helps bring about some kind of positive
change for those whose lives and work are affected by that research (Kemmis & McTag-
gart, 1982). It is inquiry done by, or with insiders in an organisation, and includes a re-
flective process deliberately undertaken to improve the situation in an organisation. This
tends to appeal greatly to researchers who are motivated by a philosophy of social change
(Herr & Anderson, 2005). In fact, action research has been adopted across many different
professions as a means of enhancing professional development through reflection and
change brought about through research (Koshy, 2005).

Action research suggests that the nature of knowing is ingrained in the experience
of doing. Knowing is seen to be embedded within the cycles of action and reflection. It
comes about from an extended epistemology which includes many ways of knowing, in-
cluding having experiential knowledge, practical knowledge and presentational

knowledge (Heron, 1981), and not just from theoretical propositions (Ladkin, 2004).
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2.2 History of Action Research

Action research evolved from the work of Kurt Lewin in the 1940’s. Lewin was
not the first to use or advocate action research. However, he was the first to come up with
a theory of action research that could be used in the social sciences. He believed that
knowledge could be created from problem solving in real life situations (Herr & Ander-
son, 2005). Lewin (1946) first studied production lines in factories and also discrimina-
tion against minority groups, and later went on to study group dynamics with his theories
being widely applied (Boog, 2003). He brought popularity to the idea of studying things
through trying to change them and seeing the effect of this. He changed the role of the

researcher from distanced outsider to involved participant (Greenwood & Levin, 1998).

Lewin’s cycle of planning, action and fact gathering led to Elliott’s (1980) action
research spiral which was then used in the United States by consultants who set up con-
trolled experiments. Eventually, Europe and the third world developed action research in
particular in its participatory forms (Herr & Anderson, 2005). The Tavistock Institute of
Human Relations in London and the Work Research Institute in Oslo extended Lewin's
work by taking the concept of team building as being essential in improving organiza-

tional behaviour and structure (Boog, 2003).

Over the years there has been strong debate between the need for experimental
rigour and the flexibility needed in everyday settings. The ‘neo-positivists’ dreamt of a
clean social science where researchers are equal, unbiased and reliable. Eisner (1984)
however, urged the social science world to accept an increase in research paradigms and
take advantage of the new way of looking at things. Although by the 1970’s action re-

search had been revived, it was still not accepted as ‘real research’ on the grounds that it

53



is not real science. In fact, there are still few action research projects to be found. How-
ever, in certain areas such as practitioner research (see Cochran-Smith, Barnatt, Friedman
& Pine, 2009), there has been some activity. In this area it is accepted that the research
method cannot be separated from conceptual analysis for they are intertwined. Other var-
iations of action research such as cooperative inquiry (Reason & Rowan, 1981) and action
science (Argyris & Schon, 1989), have contributed to a better understanding of the rela-
tionship between theory building and change processes within organizations and local

communities (Mclntyre, 2008).

2.3 Merits of Action Research

Research done either by, or in collaboration with, practitioners and/or community
members may be known as action research, participatory action research, practitioner re-
search, collaborative action research and many more terms (Herr & Anderson, 2005).
Action research shows some similarities with qualitative research, however, it is different
in that research participants are either leading the research, or are participants in the meth-
odology and design of the study (Herr & Anderson, 2005). It is as scientific and rigorous
as applied research, though it does interpret scientific method more loosely when focusing
on precise knowledge which has been applied in a particular setting (Cohen & Manion,

1980). Spjelkavik (1999) states:

“The difference between the applied research model and the action research model is that
participation with the actors in the field is an important part of action research.... Action
research is a method that can be fruitfully combined with other methods (questionnaires,
interviews, observations, whatever), and in this respect it does not require specific epis-

temological commitments. (p.126)”

54



Reinharz, (1992), identified five types of action research: Action Research, in
which action and evaluation proceed separately but simultaneously. It consists of research
projects that attempt directly to change people’s behaviour. Data is gathered either in
traditional or new ways which is fed back into the community to try and develop new
forms of action. The second type is participatory or collaborative research in which the
people studied make the decisions about the study format and data analysis. The aim is to
create social and individual change by changing the role relations of people involved in
the project. Participants help to make decisions, they are co researchers. The third type is
prevalence and needs assessment. Here, the research aims to determine the number of
people with a particular experience or need. An emphasis is placed on mobilizing people
to set up resources and organisations to respond to the needs as they are being identified,
measured and redefined. The fourth type being evaluation research which evaluates how
effective different types of action are in meeting needs or solving problems. It can be used
to evaluate individual and organisational behaviour as well as evaluation research itself.
The fifth type being demystification. Central here is the belief that the act of obtaining

knowledge creates the potential for change.

Action research is most often used since it puts action central to the research (Herr
& Anderson, 2005). Practitioner-researchers combine action, reflection with theory and
practice to try and improve local situations and enhance professional practice. It is de-
signed to improve the researched subjects’ abilities to solve problems, to develop skills,
increase autonomy, and to have more impact on the operational and decision-making pro-
cesses of organizations from the framework in which they act (Boog, 2003). Thus, the
focus is not on making a theoretical contribution to the field of knowledge, more typical

of traditional academic research (Somerville, 2014).
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Practitioner-researchers gain knowledge that can be applied to their own behav-
iour during events and that helps them inquire better with others about common goals. In
action research, the research question arises out of practitioner problems, the aim of the
research being to understand the problem. The researcher, whether he is the practitioner
or not, comes up with general principles about the identified problems. Hypotheses are
then generated about what action may lead to desired improvements (Herr & Anderson,
2005). It is crucial that the area identified for improvement is an area where they can
make change and one in which they feel motivated to do so (Taylor, 2006). Action can
then be conducted and data on how effective it was, collected. This data can then be used
to revise the hypothesis (Herr & Anderson, 2005). The research question and methodol-
ogy and evaluative criteria may all change to some extent, depending on the collective
understanding. Besides, some aspects of the local situation may have changed if there

have been improvements from the first phase of the cycle (Somerville, 2014).

Action researchers have extra responsibility to see that the action taken has to be
in the best interests of the people involved and they must safeguard the practice aspects
of their professional work while keeping a rigorous and reflective research stance. Action
research may involve the practitioner researcher developing new sets of relations with
clients and colleagues and thus it is imperative that ethical guidelines are strictly adhered

to for total respect of the participants (Kemmis, 1982).

Action research means intervening in a world where everything is happening at once
and it is impossible to be sure what arises from what; there is no ethical way of measuring
the ‘inter vening variables’ because they are people with emotions, needs and other per-
sonal and psychological traits (Herr & Anderson, 2005). It is by actively engaging in

critical dialogue and collective reflection that the participants of action research recognize
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that they have a stake in the overall project. Thus, participatory action research becomes
a living dialectical process, changing the researcher, the participants, and the situations in

which they act (McTaggart, 1997).

As a result, action research projects provide a very valid contribution to a field’s
knowledge base for they resolve lapses brought about by practitioners who are too en-
grossed in their everyday work and who do not have enough time. Such projects engage
the local perspective in thinking about the knowledge generated which, in turn, can be
fed back either into the local setting or transferred to other settings (Herr & Anderson,

2005).

2.4 Conducting Action Research
Action Research becomes essential when an existing state of affairs is seen as prob-
lematic (Herr & Anderson, 2005). In the case of this thesis, the need to prepare young
players for migratory transitions has been recognised as an issue that needs to be ad-
dressed (Morris et al., 2015). So, once the issue is identified, attempts are made to change
it and this is monitored throughout. Such research is appropriate when precise knowledge
is essential for a particular problem in a specific situation (Cohen & Manion, 1980).
Action research (see Fig. 2.1) involves utilising a systematic cyclical method of
planning, taking action, observing, evaluating (including self-evaluation) and critical re-
flection prior to planning the next cycle (Elliott, 1980; Kemmis, 1982). There is a concern
with both action (improvement of practice, social change etc.) and research (creating valid
knowledge about practice). One must be informed by the other so as to affect change.
Each cycle should increase the researcher’s knowledge of the original question and, hope-
fully, lead to a solution or change in knowledge. Some stages of the action research cycle

may overlap and the researcher must reflect throughout these cycles (Taylor, 2006).
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Plan Act

The
Action
Research
Cycle

Reflect Observe

REE

Figure 2.1: The Action Research Cycle

It has been reported that engaging with the action research cycles of inquiry
is often very demanding, in particular when reflection on the self, leading to change is
involved as the emotional reaction a Practitioner-Researcher may experience may provide
important data about deeper issues that lie below the surface of rational engagement
(Ladkin, 2004). Action research is a way to increase understanding of how changing one's
actions or practices can benefit other practitioners. It is designed to address specific issues
identified by locals, and the results are directly applied to the problems at hand (Reason

& Bradbury, 2001).

Participants in action research projects continuously reflect on their learning from
the actions undertaken and proceed to initiate new ones. Outcomes are often difficult to
predict and the challenges may be great (Ladkin, 2004). Achievements depend, to a large
extent, on the researcher’s commitment, creativity and imagination (Herr & Anderson,

2005). There are underlying principles that are specific to the field of Practitioner Action
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Research (PAR) that inform most of PAR projects: (a) a collective commitment to inves-
tigate an issue, (b) a desire to engage in self- and collective reflection to understand better
the issue under investigation, (c) a joint decision to engage in individual and/or collective
action that leads to a useful solution that benefits the people involved, and (d) the building
of coalitions between researchers and participants in the planning, implementation, and
dissemination of the research process (Mclintyre, 2008).

Data needs to be collected to monitor the action (practice). The aim in the present
research was to inform all stakeholders at the Malta Football Association (MFA) and the
National Sports School (NSS) including technical and support staff as well as parents and
players too with the intervention programmes and offer opportunities to evaluate the
efficacy of these programmes in general, using a combination of the following ap-
proaches: collection of documents relating to the situation such as newspaper articles and
policies; keeping a detailed diary to record ideas and what happened when; observation
notes of meetings and actions; questionnaire surveys to gain impressions of others; inter-
views or focus groups for detailed information; shadowing — participants may be followed
by an observer; tape or video recording for monitoring of the data collected; photos — for
subsequent participant discussion; triangulation — using a range of the above to check the

information gathered, interpretations and action decisions (Herr & Anderson, 2005).

Sapsford & Abbott (1992) believe that you can never be completely sure exactly
what action produced what results. The action researcher must also be careful not to take
too many of his or her own assumptions for granted and thus lose the essential evaluative
cutting edge of this approach (Herr & Anderson, 2005). Thus, the researcher’s position-

ality is crucial in this aspect.
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2.5 Positionality

There has been a tendency for action researchers to be insiders to their profes-
sional settings and in that respect, making them both researchers and practitioners. Indi-
viduals often want to study their own contexts because they want the research to make a
difference in their workplace. However, the term action research leaves the position of
the researcher, whether of insider or outsider, open. Action research is done by, or with,
insiders to an organisation or community and not to or on them. It is a systematically
undertaken reflective process where some form of evidence is presented to support asser-
tions made. This type of research is ideally done with others who have a stake in the issue.
Where the practitioner is studying his or her own practice, ongoing feedback should be

sought from other stakeholders (Herr & Anderson, 2005).

Action research dissertations are often conducted by organisational insiders who
look at it as a way of deepening their own reflections on practice towards problem solving
and professional development. In this case, the researcher and practitioner may be the
same person, such as is the case with this thesis (Herr & Anderson, 2005). Similar to other
practitioner-researchers (Anderson & Jones, 2000), | want my research to make a contri-
bution to my clients and place of work, and to empower myself professionally and per-
sonally to bring about (some form of) organisational change. One’s positionality, how-

ever, may shift during the study and does not fall into neat categories.

2.6 The Practitioner-Researcher as an Insider

Practitioner researchers often want to study whether the outcomes of a programme
they conducted in their setting was effective. Such studies often use more traditional qual-
itative and quantitative methods of data gathering. A common mistake in such research

is to see oneself, both personally and professionally from the outside rather than from the
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inside. The insider is seen as being more committed to the success of the actions under
study. It is difficult and possibly misleading to separate the study of one’s self and practice
from the study of actions initiated in a setting. This type of self-reflective action research

is always written in the first person (Herr & Anderson, 2005).

Insider researchers often work with other insiders in the hope that the research
has a greater impact on the setting and it is also considered to be more democratic since
there is collaboration between the insiders involved (Herr & Anderson, 2005). For in-
stance, in the current thesis, | am an insider working with other insiders including the
MFA and the NSS stakeholders, staff members, students, football players and parents.
Moreover, positionality does not only occur in terms of inside/outside, but also in terms
of one’s position in the organisation’s hierarchy and position of power as compared to
other stakeholders. However, researchers occupy various positions that overlap and that
may bring conflicting loyalties within the research locale and processes. Researchers may
be included as insiders, whilst in some areas we see ourselves as outsiders. It is our obli-
gation, as researchers, to question our multiple positions in connection to the research
being conducted (Herr & Anderson, 2005). In my case, | felt like an outsider as well,
since | am a female among male players and members of staff, and besides, I am the only

sport psychologist in the MFA and NSS.

As an insider one must also be alert not to take some aspects of the setting for
granted. Anderson and Jones (2000), found that when researchers positioned themselves
as insiders doing action research, they were able to move their individual, organisational
and social transformation through actions taken in the setting, to the forefront. The pro-
cess of action research requires one to be organised, open minded and capable of being
critical. This, at times, may be exhausting, but it is essential to make sure that what is

concluded is reasonable and permissible (Taylor, 2006). Researchers need to be in a ‘good
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place' themselves, advance with sensitivity and care, and realize that critical reflection is

not a yardstick that somehow they must measure against (Morley, 2007).

2.7 Practitioner-Researcher Bias
It is necessary to address how one’s bias in a study is handled. Researchers
acknowledge that they enter the research with a perspective drawn from their own expe-

riences (Herr & Anderson, 2005).

All research is biased in some way, it is about recognising your bias, being as
upfront about it as possible and recognizing how it will colour your interpreta-
tions. It is about understanding the choices you make, rather than to making them

(Ladkin, 2004; pg. 26).

One way to deal with bias is to acknowledge one’s presence in the study and build
in self-reflection (Herr & Anderson, 2005). Reflective practice is all about learning about
oneself, how one thinks, and by reflecting on experience. Reflective and deep learning
comes about from looking beyond what is obvious, challenging the norm and trying to
connect previous knowledge, skills and understanding with current ones. It is useful to
keep a diary of observations, thoughts, conversations, feelings etc. to help reconstruct

what has happened (Taylor, 2006).

Researchers conduct research with a perspective drawn from their own experi-
ences and they then need to build a critical reflexivity into the research. Bias and subjec-
tivity are natural and acceptable in action research, as long as they are not ignored and
are examined critically (Herr & Anderson, 2005). Validation meetings with others who
are able to be critical about ongoing findings and to challenge the researcher’s thinking

are important (Lomax, Woodward & Parker, 1996). Practitioners may also begin to ex-
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perience contradictions between their values and actions; and thus there is a need to re-
solve the contradictions, that in turn, drives the research (Evan’s, 1995). Researchers need
also to be sensitive to issues of power and thus the need for collaboration. They must be
open to a variety of interpretations, able to take into account the emotional, social, spir-

itual, political dimensions of those with whom they work with (Ladkin, 2004).

Critical subjectivity is very important with action research. Reason, (1988), describes it

as

a quality of awareness in which we do not suppress our primary subjective expe-
rience; nor do we allow ourselves to be overwhelmed and swept along by it; rather

we raise it to consciousness and use it as part of the inquiry process (pg. 12).

This is difficult to do; thus, it is important to discuss with others any inherent unarticulated
assumptions (Reason & Marshall, 1987). In this action research project, such issues were

discussed with the PhD supervisors.

2.8 Validity and Generalizability of Action Research

The focus of an action research project is often local in nature, the researcher
wanting to study a phenomenon in its natural setting, which makes it unlikely that re-
search results could be generalized to other settings (Herr & Anderson, 2005). Its aim is
to effect change locally. Action researchers are interested in outcomes that go beyond
knowledge generation and not only on whether knowledge generated from the research

conducted is valid and trustworthy (Herr & Anderson, 2005).

Reason and Bradbury (2001) propose measures for evaluating the quality and
trustworthiness of action research studies: how much the research displays emergence of

new and stable consequences; how much it deals with realistic issues of practice; how
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much the inquiry shows good qualities of practice such as collaboration; how much the
research deals with noteworthy questions; how much it takes into account different ways
of knowing and whether the study is useful.

Herr and Anderson (2005) also believe that most traditions of action research agree
on the following goals; (a) generation of new knowledge, (b) achievement of action ori-
ented outcomes, (c) education of researcher and participants, (d) results relevant to the
local setting and, (e) appropriate methodology. Based on these goals they have identified

indicators of quality for action research (See table below).

Table 2.1: Quality Indicators for Action Research (Herr & Anderson, 2005)

Outcome Validity | The study may be seen as valid depending on the extent to which
actions occur which help solve the issues that led to this study.
Action researchers must be competent in research and also influ-
ence participants towards successful action outcomes.

Process validity This looks at how problems are framed and solved in such a way
that allows ongoing learning through a process of reflection.
Democratic valid- | Research needs to be done in collaboration with all parties who
ity have a stake in the problem being investigated.

Catalytic validity | The researchers, practitioners and participants must be ready to
reorient their view of reality as well as the way they look at their
role. All those involved in the research should deepen their un-
derstanding of the subject being studied and should be willing to
act to change it. This is why it is important to keep a research
journal where one can monitor one’s own change processes and
changes in the setting.

Dialogic validity In research there should be peer review. The same can be said for
action research. One may need to work with a friend familiar with
the setting.

Findings are seen as transferable from one setting to another rather than general-
izable (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Action research should ideally come together with one’s
own growth areas, values and beliefs according to Reason and Marshall (2001), who state
that all good research is “for me, for us, and for them” (pg. 112-113). It is ‘for them’ to
the extent that it produces some kind of generalizable outcomes which stimulate an inter-

est from those who are concerned with understanding a similar field. It is ‘for us’, to the
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extent that it is relevant and timely and works for those who are struggling with problems
in their field of action. It is ‘for me’ to the extent that the process and outcomes respond
directly to the individual researcher’s position (Reason & Marshall, 1987, cited in Reason

& Marshall, 2001).

Researchers who engage in action research can expect their work to contribute to
their sense of being in the world, to their praxis and to the larger discussion regarding the

subject being investigated as well as the inquiry process (Herr & Anderson, 2005).

2.9 Framing the Research Question

The literature in Chapter One discussed the benefits experienced by footballers
when migrating to play professional football overseas, however, it also evidenced the
many challenges they face during this journey. More specifically, it is clear that the stand-
ard of the Maltese national football team would benefit greatly if more Maltese players
were to gain experience playing professional football overseas. However, as the literature
has shown, it is imperative that players are prepared beforehand for such migratory based
transitions. Thus, this study attempts to critically examine the challenges faced by Maltese
players who have already made the migratory transition and will look at developing ways
of preparing young Maltese players more effectively to overcome such challenges and
benefit from migratory transitions. It is important to note that prior to this action research
project, no preparation and/or educational type activity focusing on migration was pro-

vided for players making the transition.

In order to best address the research question and to enable the research to directly
benefit the participants, action research was seen as the most appropriate research method.
This collaborative approach to research is designed to create change and to provide rich

data from which new and improved methods of working practice are promoted to improve
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effectiveness. This action research study has been conducted in collaboration with the
MFA and the NSS, the key sporting bodies responsible for developing football talent on

the island.

2.10 The Research Context

Two organisations are at the centre of this action research project. One is the Malta
Football Association (MFA), the other is the Malta National Sports School (NSS). Both
organisations work hand in hand in the development of football with a number of the
older student-athletes at the NSS forming part of the MFA academy national team. The
practitioner-researcher is the sport psychologist in both of these organisations.

2.10.1 The Malta Football Association (MFA)

The MFA, founded in 1900, is the body responsible for the Maltese national foot-
ball teams and for the development of football on the island. Currently, the MFA holds
national team training for players from the age of 14-15 upwards. The Malta national
team had its debut in 1957 against Austria, losing 3-2. Two years later, the MFA joined
the world governing body of football - FIFA (1959), whilst a year later it became a mem-
ber of the European Football Union - UEFA (1960). Malta could now participate regularly
in international football competitions at national and at club level. Maltese clubs also
started to participate in the UEFA Cup in 1968 and later on also in the UEFA Intertoto
Cup competition.

Malta's best result related to the World Cup, was the ‘away' win in Estonia in
1993. Also in 1993 there was the 1-0 win against Armenia. Malta's most prestigious
result in the European Nations Cup came in 1971 when Malta defeated Greece 2-0. Malta

also recorded wins over Hungary and Iceland and draws against Portugal, the former
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Czechoslovakia, Croatia and Bulgaria in World Cup or Euro Championship group
matches.

The principal aim of the MFA is to foster the game of football through the organ-
isation of competitions, coaching, refereeing and also instilling a love for the game
amongst youngsters. The MFA is currently formed of fifty-two (52) clubs and ten (10)
Member Associations, which in turn organise football competitions for the clubs and
teams affiliated with them or other activities related to their status. The MFA also organ-
ises courses for referees, coaches and administrators on a regular basis. Malta also partic-
ipates regularly in the preliminary rounds of the FIFA World Cup, the European Football
Championship, the European U/21 Championship as well as the European U/19 and U/17
Championships.

The MFA has been entrusted by UEFA, during the past years, to organise several
meetings of the UEFA Executive Committee and other seminars for European top
coaches and referees. Malta also hosted the U17 finals in May 2014 in which England
were the eventual winners. The Maltese U17 team (born 1998-1999; participants in this
research), for the first time ever, participated in these finals since they were automatic
qualifiers.

The Technical Centre also runs a National Football Academy where young players,
selected from the various Football Nurseries spread all around the island, attend training
regularly at Ta' Qali. The mission statement of the MFA is:

"To organise, promote and protect the game of football in Malta and Gozo with respect
to the laws of the game and without discrimination on grounds of race, colour or creed."
(Mission Statement MFA, 2014)

(All the above information on the MFA has been taken from the MFA website:

www.mfa.com.mt)
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Table 3.1: Malta Football Association Organisational Chart

MALTA FOOTBALL ASSOCIATION

ORGANISATIONAL CHART

General Meeting

MFA Council Independent Arbitration

ribunal

FOOTBALL FOR LIFE President

Football Social Responsability Mr. Norman Darmanin Demajo Bbssd OfAprest

General Secretary

Mr. Bjorn Vassallo . General Secretary’ s Office

Senior Vi Vi Vice-President Treasurer
Ma. Ludovico Micallef Mr. Alex Manfre Dr. Chris Bonett Mr. tvan Mizzi

Deputy General
Secretaries
Mr. Joe Cassar Disciplinary Bodies Civil Litigation
Mr. l.‘ouis N;ka(le! 1. Disciplinary Commissioner 1. The Complaints Board
2. Control & Disciplinary Board 2 Playery’ Status Board
Mshisria i 3. Member Clubs Licensing Board
Mr. Rodney Pisani

Deputy Treasurer
Mr. Kurt Loporto

Other Boards & Committees Constituted in
accordance with the Statute & Regulations

Administration

Finance ::g::’:‘" Gov. Administrative Match Operations Technical Center Refereeing

r

Banking Legal Department Registry Technical Director Refereeing Services Unit

Stadium Management Venue Team
I Insurance Football Governance Office of the Prosecutor Technical Center Operations Referees’ Operations Unit

o Venue Director
HR sing Dep: Dept. & Events National Stadiim I Coach Education UEFA Referees Convention Unit

Players Reg, Contracts, Competitions Department Centenary Stadi Venue Manager National Teams Referees’ Disciplinary Unit
Clubs & Coaches
Contracts Department

ia Department Youth D &

Unit

MFA
Training Grounds Media Officer

& Digital Media MFA Football Academy

Regional Stadiums AudiofVisual Media & PR Unit

IT Department Regional Football Video Match Analysis Unit

Infrastructural Projects & Futsal & Beach Soccer
Maintenance Department Referees’ Operations Unit

Medical & Physiotherapy

Swimming Pool
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2.10.2 Malta National Sports School (NSS)

The NSS is the only dedicated National Centre of Excellence for Sport in Malta. It first
started operating in September 2012. It is a co-educational secondary school for student-
athletes over 11 years of age who are talented in sport and have a high potential for devel-
opment in their chosen field. The school assists these young athletes to pursue, from an early
age, a specialised sports training programme together with their academic studies. Students
receive coaching within the school day, which is timetabled around their academic subjects.
The ultimate aim of the sports school is to guide its students along a dual career path, leading

them to a successful career in sports and academic achievement.

Entry to the NSS is by selection. Interested student-athletes must be nominated by
their National Sports Organisation as being among the most promising at national level. All
prospective candidates must sit for the ‘End of Primary National Benchmark Examinations’,
in the case of Year six students, or the NSS ‘Entry Core Subjects Exams’ in the case of Form
two students. There is a very limited number of places available at this entry point. The
mission statement of the NSS is:

To be the leader in developing and training high performance students to potentially

become professional athletes of international standing whilst safeguarding their in-

terests in completing their secondary education to pursue a second career alongside
their development in their chosen field of sport.
(Mission Statement NSS, 2014)
(All the above information has been taken from the NSS website: http://nss.skola.edu.mt/).
The National Sports School works in conjunction with the national sport federations.

Therefore, the young athletes are coached by the top coaches and former top athletes within

69


http://nss.skola.edu.mt/

b)

f)
9)
h)

i)

the sporting federation itself as it is believed that they will eventually form part of the MFA
academy and national teams. The football students are coached by:

one of the most successful Premier League coaches in Malta (also an experienced Physical
Education teacher)

a former top National Team player; also Head Coach of a Premier League nursery (qualified
Physical Education teacher)

the most capped Maltese National Team player; also coach of a 2" division team

the female senior National Team coaches

a female player from a top team (also a qualified physical education teacher)

two National Team goalkeeper coaches (of the senior male and female teams)

the U15 national team coach and ex national team player himself

the physical trainer of the National Team (comes in to conduct tests)

the sport psychologist of the National U19/ U17/Academy Teams (the researcher).

2.11 Aims of the Thesis

The purpose of the present thesis is to understand the challenges that (young) Maltese

players face when they migrate from Malta to play professional football overseas, and secondly,

to identify mechanisms of how emerging talented players can be prepared more effectively to

cope with the demanding environments within professional football clubs. This collaborative

action research project will offer an in depth insight into the working practices of the MFA and

NSS, and develop collaborative action change strategies to enhance the organisations effective-

ness in preparing young players for migratory transitions. The following aims are positioned

against the respective phases of the action research cycle.
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Aim1: Reconnaissance Phase:

a) To critically explore the challenges faced by Maltese players when they migrate to play

overseas.

b) In collaboration with parents and coaches, to reflect on how young players can be better

prepared for migratory transitions.

Aim 2: Action Planning:

In collaboration with the management at the MFA and NSS, to critically reflect on the results
from the reconnaissance phase with a view to creating action change strategies to enhance

the effectiveness of the organisations’ programmes of preparation.

Aim 3: Implementation and Monitoring Phase:

To collaborate strategically with the management of the MFA and NSS, to implement, mon-

itor and evaluate a number of key action change strategies.

2.11.1 Thesis: Working Method

The above aims are to be attained through the following method:

For objective 1: Reconnaissance Phase:
By conducting interviews with Maltese players who have already experienced the migratory
transition to play professional football overseas to understand better the challenges they

faced.

. By exploring the perceptions and experiences of parents of young National Team players,

parents of young players who have already experienced a migratory transition, head coaches

of top nurseries, MFA and NSS coaches on the challenges experienced by Maltese players.
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For objective 2: Action Planning:
By disseminating findings from the reconnaissance phase to the MFA and NSS management
to generate meaningful ways forward in order to enhance the effectiveness of the organisa-

tion’s programme of preparation for migratory transitions of young players.

For objective 3: Implementation and Monitoring Phase:

. By assisting MFA and NSS management in moving forward in order to improve working

practice and enhance the effectiveness of the organisation.

2.11.2 Thesis Structure

Chapter One looks into the development of sports labour migration in Europe, including
Malta, where this research is based. It also looks at the theoretical underpinnings of transi-
tions faced by athletes and the challenges footballers face when they migrate to play profes-

sional football overseas.

Chapter Two presents the methodological framework adopted and the research context for

the thesis.

Chapter Three presents the first part of the reconnaissance phase which looks into the tran-
sitional challenges faced by Maltese footballers who migrated to play professional football

overseas.

Chapter Four deals with the outcomes of a dissemination event (i.e., focus groups) for par-

ents of the then U17 (born 1998) Maltese national football team, parents of players who have

already migrated to play overseas, head coaches of top nurseries in Malta and coaches of the
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NSS and the MFA. Feedback from the reconnaissance phase, presented to generate mean-
ingful ways forward (or actions) to enhance the effectiveness of the organisations, is ana-

lysed.

In Chapter Five the actions gathered from the focus groups are distributed with senior man-
agement at the MFA and the NSS at an action meeting to discuss and confirm plausible ways

forward.

Chapter Six, the implementation and monitoring phase, incorporates a range of formal and
informal data collection techniques, as the author facilitates the strategies discussed at the
MFA and NSS in order to improve the preparation of young players for migration and thus,
in turn, enhance the working practice and effectiveness of the organisations and the key

people involved in this project including the practitioner-researcher herself.

Chapter Seven underlines the main findings from all phases of research and includes an
identification of emerging issues. A consideration of the implications of the findings are
considered. The author’s reflective journey on ‘Becoming an action researcher’ is also de-

scribed here.
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CHAPTER THREE

STUDY 1: Reconnaissance Phase

3.0 Study 1 Aims and Objectives

Aim la: To explore the challenges faced by Maltese players when they migrate to play

OVerseas.

Objective 1a: To conduct interviews with Maltese players who have already experienced a
migratory transition to play professional football overseas in order to understand better the

challenges faced.

74



Reconnaissance
Phase

January - May 2013:
Study 1 (Ch 3)

July 2014 - January
2015: Study 2 (Ch 4)

Action Planning Phase (Ch 5)

Reflection & NSS/MFA: Informal meeting July 2014;
Review Action Meeting January 2015

Implementation & Monitoring Implementation & Monitoring
Second Phase (Ch 6) Pilot Phase (Ch 6)

NSS: October 2015 - May 2016; NSS: October - December 2014;
MFA: July 2015 - May 2016 MFA: September - December 2014

Reflection & Reflection &
Review . - Review
Implementation & Monitoring

First Phase (Ch 6)
NSS: January - May 2015;
MFA: January - June 2015

Figure 3.1: The Action Research Cycle Study 1
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3.1. Study 1: The Reconnaissance Phase: Aims and Methodology

The following aim will be considered within Chapter Three:

To explore the challenges faced by Maltese players when migrating to play professional

football in a different European and/or International context.

The chapter will initially discuss the location of the research, that is, Malta, as well as the
biographical positioning of the researcher, followed by the methodology and results and dis-

cussion.

3.2. Location of the Research
The actual context within which the thesis evolves has been discussed and highlighted in
Chapter One and Two. Malta is a small island in the Mediterranean, to be found at the south-
ernmost tip of Europe. It forms part of the European Union and the Commonwealth. How-
ever, it is of some importance to outline the history, geography and culture of Malta to help
set the scene for the thesis.
3.2.1 The Maltese Islands

The Maltese Archipelago comprises a group of small islands in the centre of the
Mediterranean. Malta is 96 km (60 miles) away from Sicily and 290 km (180 miles) from
North Africa. The Archipelago consists of three main inhabited islands - Malta, Gozo and
Comino. The total area is 315.6 km squared (122 sq. miles). The larger island - Malta has an
area of 245.7 km squared with the longest distance in Malta from the south-east to the north-
west being 27.3 km, and the widest distance being 14.5 km in an eastern-westerly direction.
The prevailing climate is typically central Mediterranean, being temperate with no extremes
of heat or cold. January and February are usually the coldest months, while July and August
are the hottest. The mean temperature is 19 degrees Celsius (The Maltese Islands Geography,

2015).
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In the past, Malta has been under foreign rule for most of its existence; the Phoeni-
cians (800-480BC), Carthaginians (480-218BC), Romans (218BC-AD395), Byzantines
(AD395-AD870), Arabs (870-1090), Normans and Angiovins (1090-1283), Aragonese and
Castillians (1283-1530), the Knights of St. John (1530-1798), the French (1798-1800), and
the British (1802-1964). Given its history “it is not surprising that the Maltese appear to be
constantly looking over their shoulders at what ‘foreigners’ are up to” (Pg. 6; Armstrong &
Mitchell, 2008). Malta has been besieged twice. In 1565 the Maltese, together with the
Knights of St. John, managed to deter the Turks from taking the island and come out victo-
rious. The second Great Siege happened in 1940-1942, during the Second World War, when
the islands were cut off from the lines of supply by the German-Italian axis. These were hard
times for the islands were heavily bombarded. However, the British and Maltese stood side
by side in reciprocal assistance. It has been argued that such narratives have brought on a
submissive mentality in the Maltese and created the notion that “the foreigner is always
right” (Pg. 7; Armstrong & Mitchell, 2008). Malta was governed by the British who, in turn,
gave a degree of self-rule back to the Maltese. In 1964 Malta became independent, but the
British forces actually left Malta in 1979. When the Nationalists came to power in 1987 they
brought a European-oriented foreign policy. The country was once again divided on whether
Malta should enter the EU or not, but the nation voted in favour in the 2003 referendum

(Briguglio, 2016).

3.2.2 Sport in Malta

Malta does not have much of a sporting heritage and culture. Though football is pop-
ular, the results obtained on the international scene are poor. The locals are seen as doomed
to failure due to the smallness and insularity of the country, lack of organisation, commit-

ment and resources, as well as because of corruption (Armstrong & Mitchell, 2008). It is
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also the case that Maltese schools have a short working day and a long summer break, the
reason being that it is too hot to work in summer. As a result, with this mentality and with
little time on the curriculum for sport, it is difficult to achieve a good skill level in the vital
childhood years. This cultural apathy is accentuated by the government, with sport most
often seen as a subject for students to vent all their energy on and to keep them occupied so

that they are not causing trouble (Armstrong & Mitchell, 2008).

3.3 Biographical Positioning

In the context of this study I should make my position clear by offering some bio-
graphical information relevant to the research process and subsequent interactions with the

participants.

My interest in conducting an Action Research thesis stemmed from my experience
of approximately 13 years of applied work in sport psychology in Malta. Here too, it is im-
perative to go into the implications of living on a small island in the middle of the Mediter-
ranean. As a child I was always very much into sports to the extent that later on in life |
sought to follow a career in this area. However, in Malta, in the late 1990’s, the only sports
course one could pursue happened to be a Bachelor’s degree in Physical Education. Not
being particularly interested in teaching, | was lost as to which course to take up and even-
tually decided on a Degree in Psychology. It was in my second year that | was introduced to
sport psychology and realised that this was what | wanted to be doing. Things, however,
became rather difficult in that there was no Masters course in Sport Psychology that | could
pursue in Malta, thus, obliging me to go abroad for a year to pursue my studies. This would
come at a considerable financial cost due to the fact that, at that time, Malta was not yet in
the EU and no scholarships were available. This choice of career was a great risk since there

were no sport psychologists in Malta, and, with a lack of sporting culture, it was difficult to
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find a job. However, thanks to my parents’ support, including financial help, I embarked on
my dream. It was in 1998, aged just 21, that | moved to England to follow a Master’s pro-

gramme in Sport and Exercise Psychology at the Manchester Metropolitan University.

This was a life changing year for me, both in terms of setting me on my career, as
well as in terms of growing up. Though | was brought up to be independent, I still struggled
with homesickness, having to make new friends, getting used to having to cook, shop, pay
bills and attend to other chores while dealing with the intensity of a Master’s programme.
Moreover, | really struggled with the lack of sunshine. But all in all, I loved my year in
England and learning at an institution and in a sporting culture which was far superior to

what | was used to in Malta.

On my return back to Malta, it was very hard to set up a career in an area no one
knew anything about. However, slowly, | built up a name for myself, thanks to the work |
was doing with the Maltese Olympic Committee (MOC) and several sport federations. After
13 years working in Olympic sport and having been fortunate enough to experience two
Olympic Games, two Commonwealth Games, one Mediterranean Games and several Games
of Small States (for countries with a population of less than one million), I felt that | was
stagnating in my career and felt the need for a new challenge, due too, to the fact that in
Malta there is very little turnover of athletes. It was at this time that the MFA approached
me to start doing some work with a new group of academy players that they wished to pre-
pare, in the best way possible, in order to try and improve the level of the national team in
the future. Thus, I slowly moved away from Olympic sport and into football. Over the past
five years, my work at the MFA grew from just working with the U15’s to working with the
U17’s and U19 teams too, as well as with some of our senior players on an individual level.

I was also involved in the UEFA U17 finals in Malta in May 2014, where our U17s, for the
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first time ever, were eligible to participate being automatic qualifiers since Malta was hosting

the tournament.

It was during the first few months at the MFA that | felt the need to learn more about
working in football, thanks to the different and more intense demands | was experiencing
when working with footballers. Thus, | decided to pursue a PhD, originally aimed at enhanc-
ing mental toughness in football players. This eventually became more specific: to prepare
Maltese players for transitions, in particular migratory based transitions, due to the fact that
the MFA were seeing players who got the opportunity to pursue a career in professional
football overseas, returning to Malta early due to the perception that they could not cope. In
that regard, it seemed to be far more effective to pursue an Action Research study where a
programme of awareness and preparation could take place, and where | would get the op-

portunity to be a researcher-practitioner and thus enhance my own practice simultaneously.

It was in the third year of my PhD studies that the government noted the importance
of my work with young athletes and offered me the position of full-time sport psychologist
at the National Sports School, where | had more access to our upcoming players. This helped
to enhance the programme of preparation, |, together with MFA and NSS stakeholders were
conducting. It was at the end of 2015 that the first group of NSS footballers, aged 14, were

selected to form part of the MFA academy team.

3.4 Research Framework

Action Research has been discussed in detail in Chapter Two with the aim in this
thesis being to explore, monitor and assist in the preparation of young Maltese football play-
ers for transitional challenges, in particular, the migration to play professional football over-

seas. Action research utilises a spiral of reflective cycles that include a reconnaissance phase,
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an action planning phase, and an implementation and monitoring phase (Herr & Anderson,

2005).

3.4.1 Method

A qualitative approach which draws upon a phenomenological approach was utilised
to examine the experiences of Maltese footballers as they made the transition into elite
football overseas. This approach gathers in depth information and perceptions through
qualitative methods, such as interviews, and represents the perspective of the research
participant (Lester, 1999). Phenomenology concerns the individual perception of a meaning
of an event and lends itself to a deep understanding of that event. Understanding of subjective
experience can be gained together with insight into personal motivations and actions, while
ignoring assumptions and conservative knowledge (Lester, 1999). The phenomenological
approach “describes the meaning of several individuals of their lived experiences about a
concept or phenomenon” (Creswell, 2007, p.57). It has been suggested that such an approach
is becoming more and more popular in the sport sector, when the aim is to gain insight into
athletes’ entry experiences into elite sport (Leedy & Ormrod, 2010). It offers players the
opportunity to share their knowledge, and for the researcher to try and achieve a deep

understanding of the players’ transition experiences.

3.4.2 Qualitative Data Collection

The reconnaissance phase adopts a qualitative approach with the method used in
Study One being the semi-structured interview. The research method in this study builds
upon previous research and helps to fill the need for more in depth analysis of players’ lives
and experiences during migratory based transitions. Qualitative research, using a naturalistic
approach, is the best method to gain a better understanding of a particular setting (Hoepfl,

1997); since qualitative data is rich, provides depth and detail, and helps us understand better
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the reality of the field (Scanlan, Ravizza & Stein, 1989a). Qualitative research is research
whose findings are not brought about by statistical methods or other means of quantification
(Strauss & Corbin, 1990). It is a systematic empirical strategy for answering questions about
people in a particular social context. An advantage of such research is that the researcher is
able to develop an in-depth understanding and obtain detailed information about the

participant’s experiences in his or her environment (Jones, Hanton, & Connaughton, 2002).

Conducting interviews is seen as the best way to understand humans and their
behaviour (Fontana & Frey, 1994). Interviews include the individual face to face with the
researcher. In sport psychology research, a combined protocol of semi structured interviews
and content analysis is seen as the most adequate method (C6te, Salmela, Baria & Russell,
1993), since it also facilitates an in depth understanding of the participants (Biddle,
Markland, Gilbourne, Chatzisarantis & Sparkes, 2001). Inquirers are sensitive to the
participants, there is collaboration between the researcher and participant and the dignity of

the latter is respected (Creswell, 2007).

3.4.3 Participants

Phenomenological research aims to describe the fundamental structure of an
experience and not the statistical characteristics of the participants in the group being
studied. Thus, participants were not chosen randomly, so as to achieve statistical
generalization, but purposefully selected due to their experience with transitions into

professional football overseas (Dale, 1996; Patton, 2002).

The sample for the reconnaissance phase (Study One) consisted of 12 players of
Maltese nationality who were playing overseas, or who had previously played overseas with
a foreign club. Very few Maltese players have had the opportunity and the privilege to play

abroad. Thus, the researcher tried to interview players and ex-players of all ages in order to
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have a representative sample. Of the six Maltese players who at the time of data collection
were plying their trade abroad, five agreed to proceed with the interview. Of the 12 players
(or ex-players) who at some stage in their career played abroad, and who the researcher
managed to obtain contacts for, seven proceeded with the interview. The football
environment is a typically closed environment and one that is skeptical of the presence
and/or role of outsiders (Parker, 1995). That being so, and to try to gain access to these
players, it was of vital importance to guarantee confidentiality with regard to data collection,

recording and presentation of the study.

Some players may have opted out of the research due to work commitments and lack
of time, others may have not seen the importance of the research, some may have feared my
involvement as the Sport Psychologist at the MFA whilst others, knowing the size of the
island, and the fact that few players have migrated to play overseas, despite the assured

confidentiality of the study, could recognize that they might still be identified in the research.

Contacts with the players were brought about by several methods. Three of those
interviewed were at that time making use of sport psychology support being provided by the
researcher; other contacts with national team players were brought about through the help of
players themselves, coaches and the MFA. The first initial contact with the players was made
by email to provide them with information on the research itself. The email briefly explained
the aims of the research and what was expected of them in order to participate. This was
followed up by a phone call. A place and time were set at the convenience of the participant.
At times, several phone calls had to be made to settle such an appointment and, sometimes,
this failed to materialise. All participants who were interviewed, using semi-structured
formal interviews, (Scanlan et al., 1989a; Coté et al. 1993, Biddle et al., 2001) were male.

The youngest was 11 years old whilst the eldest was 38 years old at the time of interviewing.
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3.4.4 Constructing the Interview Schedule

Phenomenological principles were drawn upon to develop an interview schedule that
was open-ended and designed to create a conversation or discourse on the experience of
interest (Creswell, 2007). Guidelines set out by Gould (1990) and procedural works
developed by Scanlan and colleagues (1989a) were used. Previous research on the migratory
experiences of sporting athletes (e.g. De Vasconcellos Ribiero & Dimeo, 2009; Richardson
et. al.) and within-career transition literature (e.g. Bourke, 2002; Nesti & Littlewood, 2011)
were specifically utilised to inform the themes and associated questions. The interview
schedule was designed to explore the players’ history in the sport, the challenges they faced
in their transition to playing in a foreign league, as well as the transition from the youth to
the professional environment, their thoughts and beliefs about the requirements to be
successful abroad and their opinions on what can be done to aid our younger players seeking
to play abroad in the future. The nature of open-ended interviews allows the participants to

express their feelings freely (Scanlan, Stein & Ravizza, 1989b).

It was important to create an interview guide based not only on a thorough review of
the relevant literature (Patton, 2002) (see Relvas et al., 2010), but one that also incorporated
important elements of knowledge from the researcher’s and supervisory team’s experience
in this area to enhance the trustworthiness of data collection and analysis. The interview
schedule was also enriched through informal talks with players, ex-players and coaches. A
pilot test was conducted (Janesick, 1994) with a student athlete who from a young age, had
previously played abroad. Through peer triangulation (Janesick, 1994; Biddle et al., 2001)
and pilot work, the first guide was adapted and refined until the researcher and supervisory

team felt that the final version met the scope of this research (See table 3.2 pg. 86).

Phase one of the interview aimed to establish some rapport with the individual

participant and clarify any issues about the research (Scanlan et al., 1989a). Each participant
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had been previously given information about the research and its aims and their part in it.
However, it was important to stress this information so as to avoid any misunderstandings
and, also, as an introduction to the interview. The participant was reminded about the nature
and confidentiality of the interview and research process and was asked to read and sign the
participant consent form (in Appendix A2). Participants were informed that they could
withdraw from the study at any time. Ethical approval for this study was granted through the

Liverpool John Moores University ethics committee.

In order for the participant to become more comfortable (Roulston, deMarrais and
Lewis, 2003), phase two of the interview began with some familiar questions regarding the
player’s history in the sport and the aims he had. Phase three then dealt with the migratory
transition the player had experienced, the decision to go and play abroad, preparation for this
transition, expectations, difficulties, progression and the role of the MFA. Each player was
encouraged to describe critical moments in this transition and the environment he had found
himself in. This phase also explored the participant’s beliefs on the demands and
requirements for a positive transition. The player’s characteristics, main barriers and support
mechanisms were explored. The final phase of the interview gave the participant the
opportunity to highlight any other important issues that had not been previously discussed
in the interview itself. This phase helped the participant to respond to, clarify and/or extend
any aspects of the interview schedule. In conclusion, the author showed appreciation and

stressed the value and importance of the participant’s contribution to the research.
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Table 3.2: Interview Schedule

Introduction: Importance of the interview

- Personal Introductions (name, job, research aims)

- Interview details (Length of interview, audio taping, confidentiality, structure)

Background Information

- Can you describe your sporting background? (length of time in sport & playing for national
team, clubs, position, critical moments)(Nesti, 2012; Richardson et al. 2012))

- What aims do/did you have? (roles & responsibilities, expectation change over time) (De
Vasconcellos Ribeiro & Dimeo, 2009)

Migratory Transition

Can you talk about the decision to go and play abroad?

How and why did you decide to go and play abroad? (before migration - qualities that made the

club decide to take you on, age, if decision was difficult, support from others in taking decision,

agent influence, did you go abroad alone or with parents/partner, reaction of others, identity,

money issues etc. (Lavallee & Wylleman, 2000; Nesti, 2011; Petitpas et al., 1996; Weedon, 2011;

Richardson et al. 2012).

In Malta, did anyone help you prepare for the transition (MFA? Club? Coaches? Significant oth-

ers? Could you have had a better preparation? Was this preparation needed? Was the experience

what you expected? What are the characteristics needed by Maltese players to adapt?) (Bourke,

2002, Lavallee & Wylleman, 2000; Littlewood et al., 2011)

How did you find the transition from playing amateur football here to professional football there?

(during migration - club and coaching philosophy, adaptation to foreign country, culture differ-

ence, acculturation, tough training (professional football world) and differences in training from

home, living arrangements, barriers, language issues, coping, home sickness, critical moments,

injuries, appearances, performance quality, team mates, support (Bourke, 2002; Maguire & Pear-

ton, 2000; Richardson et al.2004; Nesti & Littlewood, 2011; Nesti, 2012; Weedon, 2011; Rich-

ardson et al. 2012))

(Post-migration — (If relevant) -Why did you stop playing abroad? Would you have liked to con-

tinue?, reaction of others & its effects on you)) (De Vasconcellos Ribeiro & Dimeo, 2009)

In what ways do you think that you have developed as a player whilst playing abroad? (progres-

sion, future plans for improvement, favoured country to play in) (Richardson et al., 2004; Nesti &

Littlewood, 2011; Nesti, 2012)

Do you think the MFA can help in preparing players better for this transition? (Current thoughts

on the set-up at the MFA, expectations, youth set-up, purpose of the Academy? (if relevant,

changes over past years)) (Maguire & Pearton, 2000a)

Conclusion

Review what was discussed. Any additions on the part of the participant.

3.4.5 Interview Procedure

Twelve individual face to face semi structured interviews were conducted by the
researcher (Scanlan et al., 1989a; Coteé et al., 1993, Biddle et al., 2001) with players of
Maltese nationality who had previously played football abroad or who were currently doing
so. These interviews were conducted over a period of five months, between January 2013
and May 2013. All the interviews were recorded using a Dictaphone. No players objected to

this. Each interview lasted between 35 and 90 minutes. The more informal and semi-
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structured interview approach afforded the researcher and the participant the opportunity to
be flexible and allow clarification and probing in relevant areas and other issues that cropped
up (Scanlan et al., 1989; Kvale, 1996; Faulkner & Sparkes, 1999). Through the pilot work,
the author found that it was important not to be too rigid in the interview process as this
might be a hindrance to the amount of information that could be captured (Biddle et al.,
2001; Dale, 1996; Krane & Baird, 2005). Flexibility is often important as, in many cases,
the answers given will dictate the next question (Magee, 1998). The interviewer became
more and more familiar with the questions and this is important for a smoother interview
(Jones, 1991). As the number of interviews progressed it was not necessary to consult the

question schedule so much.

In fact, the ‘testimony’ approach was used more and more. Here, subjects are treated
less as ‘respondents’ and more as ‘informants’ of their own life (Alasuutari, 1995). With
several of the players the conversational approach as used by Magee (1998), was used as
opposed to direct and rigid questioning. This helped the participants relax and they
responded well to this, with the focus directed at their own experiences. The fact that the
researcher and some of the participants already knew each other helped the interview to
proceed more freely. Indeed, the researcher purposefully chose to conduct early interviews
with the participants she knew well so as to grow more comfortable with the interview
schedule. The researcher’s background and experience in the field provided her with a high
degree of familiarity and prevented any fear of entering the group. There was mutual
familiarization and the participants could be at ease as they could trust the motives of the
interview (Dandelion, 1995). This built a rapport between the interviewer (Jones, 1991) and
interviewee, and allowed the subjects to be honest and open during the interview. It also
allowed the researcher good access to the data. Mention of her work with the MFA helped

to build the rapport.
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The researcher, who, herself had previously experienced a migratory transition from
Malta to the United Kingdom to pursue her studies overseas, felt that the experience helped
to enhance the trustworthiness of the research process as she was able to remember similar
experiences she had passed through in her transition. One also had to be aware of certain
constraints such as knowing too much, saying too much, premature saturation, role identity
and negotiation of the results (Dandelion, 1995). The researcher was aware of the possibility

of these factors emerging and tried her best to keep them from influencing the research.

Most of the interviews took place at the researcher’s place of work, since this was
convenient to the participants and provided the privacy needed. Four interviews were held
in the lobby of the hotel where the national team players were residing prior to their World
Cup 2013 qualifying match against Italy. These were conducted here due to the fact that
three of the players were playing in a foreign league at that time and it was thus difficult to
find a day when they were in Malta. Permission from the coach and team manager was
sought before setting up appointments with these players. Privacy was not at its best here,
time was limited and players were rather excited about the upcoming game, however, it was

felt that the interviews proceeded well despite the distractions.

In the case where two of the players were underage, their parents were informed
beforehand about the research and the importance their sons’ contribution could make to the
study. The parents were duly asked to sign the consent form before the research was

explained to the young players and the interview conducted.

3.4.6 Data Analysis and Representation
It is important to provide a detailed examination of procedural methods to enhance the
credibility of the interview process (Biddle et al., 2001). This concern should also be seen

during the data analysis process (e.g. Hanton & Jones, 1999). Procedural guidelines of a
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number of authors conducting interview studies were considered (Scalan et al., 1989b; Cété

et al., 1993). The analysis procedure adopted is described below.

All interviews were attended to and transcribed verbatim by the researcher as soon as
was possible to aid interpretation and time management (Burgess, 1995). This yielded an
average of 15 pages of single spaced text per interview. Some of the interviews were partly
or wholly, in the Maltese language and these interviews were transcribed and translated sim-
ultaneously into the English language though certain terms could not be translated literally.
The transcribed interviews were then read several times by the researcher and also by the
supervisor to ensure familiarity was established with the transcriptions and the participants’
personalities. This was essential to avoid any assumptions and to provide as exact a repre-

sentation as possible of what had happened during the interview (Roulston et al., 2003).

Transcriptions were then analysed using the principles of content analysis (Scanlan et
al., 1989a; Cote et al., 1993; Strauss & Corbin, 1998), a procedure where the researcher may
organise raw data into meaningful themes and allow these to emerge from the participant’s
own words (Hanton & Jones, 1999). Such a method of data analysis was chosen since as
suggested by Cote et al. (1993), the dominant qualitative template within sport psychology
is the combined protocol of semi-structured interview and content analysis (Scanlan et al.,
19894, b). Both deductive and inductive procedures were used, as advised by various re-
searchers (Scanlan et al., 1989a; Patton, 2002). The analysis started deductively, based on
the pre-determined quotes used in the interview guide and related literature; it involves using
a pre-determined set of themes/categories to organize the quotes from within the transcripts
themselves (Scanlan et al., 1989b). This continued inductively with emerging quotes from
the interview (Scalan et al., 1989a). Krane, Anderson & Strean (1997) and Meyer and
Wenger (1998) have a similar perspective with the former stating that “it is unrealistic to

expect any researcher to begin a study without the requisite knowledge to undestand the
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phenomena under consideration... (pg. 216)”. Krane et al. (1997) go on to say that it cannot
be the case that Scanlan et al. (1989b) had no prior knowledge that certain themes could
emerge from the data. This view should not place suspicion upon the inductive nature of the
research conducted by Scanlan et al. (1989b) or others but should rather create awareness on
the need for researchers to acknowledge biases and address them. “A more open-ended, ath-
lete-driven interview process may bring on a wider range of responses and encourage those
conducting the analysis to consider the responses from a less focused agenda” Biddle et al.
(2001; pg 796) stated. The analytic process requires good awareness of the data, focus and
openness to the undercurrents present. The most intellectually challenging phase of data
analysis is the identification of salient themes, recurring ideas and belief patterns that link
the participants and the setting (Marshall & Rossman, 1999). One may also use software
packages, however, most researchers who use unstructured interviews shun all quantification
methods. They believe that they need to immerse themselves in the data collected to identify

the emerging themes (Breakwell, Hammond & Fife-Schaw, 1995).

The next part involved the coding of large amounts of data into blocks that represented
a common theme (Cote et al., 1993). Quotes that clearly identified subjective experiences
were identified. These quotes were then clustered into common threads and first order
themes were identified. These, then, became emergent themes (Biddle et al., 2001). This
process was done by comparing and contrasting each quote with all other quotes and emer-
gent themes to group quotes with similar meanings and separate quotes with contrasting
meanings (Biddle et al., 2001). The first order themes were compared and contrasted, thus
identifying the second and third order themes. This continued until it was no longer possible

to create a higher level theme (Biddle et al., 2001).

Thus, a number of quotes from the transcripts were clustered by the researcher into

seven general dimensions as can be seen in Table 3.3. As suggested by Scanlan et al. (1989b),
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sub-themes are formed by allowing a building process to emerge, where higher-order themes
provide overarching cluster descriptors. Table 3.3 also shows the higher order themes that
emerged from the data. A tagging system was used to clustering, in which the participants’
names were replaced with pseudonyms (i.e. alternative names) to retain their confidentiality
(Krane et al., 1997). Relevant, contextual, verbatim quotes and consequent themes/headings
were ‘tagged’ and aligned to the various players. At times, themes did not seem to fit in
neatly due to the level of descriptiveness of the participant and were carried on to higher
level themes in the same way (Scanlan et al., 1989b). The clustering process was first carried
out by the researcher and then discussed with the supervisor in order to provide trustworthi-
ness and credibility (Faulkner & Sparkes, 1999; Biddle et al., 2001). Representation of data
adopted a thematic narrative approach in order to capture the unique lived experiences of
each player, clarify particular moments in the player’s story and aid the reader to become
fully immersed in each player’s journey (Gilbourne & Richardson, 2006; Richardson et al.,

2012).

3.5 Results and Discussion

This section aims to outline the general dimensions and dominant themes that
emerged from the interviews and is represented by using selected, verbatim quotes to
highlight the players’ perceptions relating to the research questions. The general dimensions
and dominant themes delineate the challenges that the players experienced during their
migratory transition, exacerbated too, by the nation’s perceived mentality and cultural
existence. The dominant themes identified and discussed here, refer to themes that have
emerged in previous studies by other authors and new themes which have emerged from this
study which focus on migratory challenges and factors such as cultural issues that may have
influenced players ability to adapt to the new environment. The need for support during this

challenging period in their lives is also discussed. The general dimensions and higher order
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themes that emerged from this study are displayed in Table 3.3 on the next page. The
dominant general dimensions being discussed in this section are underlined in the table
whilst italics have been used in the table and in the text to depict the dominant identified
themes that emerged.

Most players had played football from a young age and moved up gradually to the
first team of their club, made a name for themselves, were scouted by foreign clubs and
signed a professional contract similar to that reported by Richardson and colleagues (2012).
Six players experienced multiple (from two to seven) migratory transitions, while for four
players, the transition occurred when they were still at academy level. In fact, their transition
also involved attending new schools and facing new school syllabi; two of them had to
handle a new working language as well. The countries the players in this study migrated to
were Bulgaria, Cyprus, Denmark, England, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland,

Italy and Serbia.
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Table 3.3. General Dimensions and Higher Order Themes Study 1

Transitional
Challenges

Homesickness

Lifestyle Skills

Changing Room
Culture

Environmental
and cultural
factors

Club issues
Footballer’s life

Additional
difficulties

Maltese
Culture

Maltese
mentality

Being from
Malta

Mummy’s
boys

Home is
where the
heart lies

Lifestyle

Characteristics
needed to succeed

Psychological
characteristics

Physical/ Technical
Characteristics

Being an average
footballer

Parental Support

Be prepared

Money

Grab opportunities

Critical moments

Difficult moments

Good
performances

Opportunities

Playing in Europe

Acculturation

Factors

Cultural and
psychological
change

Way of life

Personality or
Culture?

National
Team

Player’s
feelings

Conflict
international &
club matches

Clashes with
national team
personnel

Raising
national team
standards

Clubs/MFA
support

Coaching

MFA/Club Support

Sport Psychology
Support

Facilities / Sports
medicine support
Professionalism

Sending players
abroad
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3.5.1 Socio-cultural and Psychological Challenges

It has been suggested that an athlete’s path to sporting success includes a number of
transitions that hold the potential for crisis or growth (Mortensen, Henriksen, & Stelter,
2013). For Jean (aged 14), migration to England was even more complex since he was still
so young. He describes the transition as being very “painful,” due to the many changes that

took place in his life at a time when he was still growing up:

a very hard step for me...different friends... atmosphere...the hardest year of my
life...moving country, house, school, my parents separated, dad moved out, had my
first love...from going down to the “piazza” (village square) with my friends, training
with my Maltese club, relaxed ...the change was sudden...it all happened in one year...
a bunch of things which you would probably experience in, what, seven years?
However, his new club, was very supportive and has constantly been there for him, unlike
what a number of other players in this study reported. Jean goes on to say that the migratory
process helped him to grow up mentally and learn to handle things better as he went through
the various transitional challenges. This is in line with Schlossberg’s (1981) model in that
Jean, despite the many challenges, had a positive perception of the transition: he moved
abroad at a young age with his parents and felt that he was in a very supportive club. This
helped him to adapt. However, most of the players in this study left their family and the
associated support behind, findings that resonate with Nesti and Littlewood’s (2011) study
where players reported the prominent difficulties as being the absence of family ties and
close friends, as well as difficulty coping with and adjusting to living away from home.
This study shows some similarity to Bourke’s (2002) work, where only 14% of the
players in her study settled within the first month. In the current study, eight out of twelve

players suggested they were homesick, in particular during their first migration. What is
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different in this study, however, is that, while according to a player in Richardson and col-
leagues’ (2012) study, Ireland is just a ‘short hop’ from England, for the Maltese, moving
from Malta may be tougher due to the many cultural changes Maltese players have to face.
There were large distances to be travelled, having to live alone for the first time in their life,
learning and adapting to a different language, food and habits. One player even felt homesick
when he saw the sun as this used to remind him of back home and what his friends would be
up to. For some players, it took them a year or so to settle down whilst others never settled
down at all. This feeling of homesickness is further highlighted in the following quote:
The first three months I couldn’t settle down. I used to feel very homesick, but after
six months I started settling down a bit. | started making friends and | started getting
used to the language, but, also, I was spending a lot of time on my own. Sometimes
we used to have two days off, I wouldn’t go out, and | was so homesick. (David)
Four players admitted to feeling even more homesick when returning to the club after having
gone home for national team matches or holidays. In fact, Martin tells us that when he first
migrated he did not come to Malta for six whole months as he believed that “when you go,
come back, go, you are risking that you don’t go back”. However, Jean believes that to make
it as a professional footballer, this is the game he has to play -
it’s that good homesick....it doesn’t make me feel bad...it makes me feel good be-
cause it shows me that, yes, I miss Malta, it’s my home, my true friends are there but
my dream and my future lies here...so that’s what keeps me heading forward.
The sacrifice is deemed as worthwhile if it helps him reach his goal. Any change in a new
environment can be seen either as a challenge, barrier or crisis (Richardson et al., 2012) and
permanent migration and adaptation to a new work place and society can be crucial for a
player’s career (Agergarrd & Ryba, 2014). However, from all the players interviewed, only

Jean interpreted homesickness as a challenge that could be overcome.
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One must also take note of the effect of the move on the partner or other family
members of the player (Martin, 1996). The dominant issues reported included a player hav-
ing to return back to Malta, even though he had another year left on his contract, as his wife
was on her own and became severely anxious when the neighbours were subject to a bur-
glary. For Tony not only was there a language issue but, due to the financial crisis, his mother
could not find a job. One player’s parents, who accompanied him on his transition, separated
a few months after the family moved abroad because of problems they were experiencing.

Players experienced a variety of difficulties at the club. George spoke about how dur-
ing two different transitions the club he was at went bankrupt and his contract was termi-
nated, making him insecure with the instability of his employment as he then needed to find
another club (Roderick, 2006). The clubs David and Steve were at had financial difficulties,
or were involved in corruption scandals, whilst for John, Peter and Tom there was a change
in management that impacted on their existence. Due to managers’ short lifespan in clubs
and the money available, managers are (generally) not working on long term youth develop-
ment plans, but simply investing in “more finished” or readymade players from other clubs
(Gammelsaeter & Jakobsen, 2008; Maguire & Pearton, 2000a; Richardson et al., 2005).

(The club) was taken over by an Arab company, with a lot of money which definitely

didn’t work in my favour or in favour for a lot of players. All of a sudden they could

go out and buy a 60 million pound player instead of focusing on a young player

(John).

Most players wanted to move abroad both to enhance their career and for financial reasons
(Bourke, 2002). However, according to Matthew, the life of footballers was “always a very
cutthroat environment. If you weren’t good enough you wouldn’t be here”.

Given that the top clubs tend to bring in new players instead of training their younger

ones (Maguire & Bale, 1994; Richardson et al., 2005; Richardson et al., 2012), the migratory
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players believed that they were asked to work much harder to justify their existence and
make progress within their respective clubs. John admitted to never expecting to return home
after just three years and Peter recalls his thoughts in that first training session, the excite-
ment of being there, but also the doubts on whether he would make it or not:
‘I have two and a half years here. How are they going to pass (by)? My dream has
become a reality, but how will I live alone, without friends?’ | still remember my
first training session; you never got tired in that air, | was very excited, could I handle
it?

A number of players also found the changing room environment difficult to deal with.
However, this may differ according to the country and culture they are in. One player who
went to Cyprus stated that he never had so much fun in a changing room; however, as Parker
(1995) and Richardson and colleagues (2012) stated, the culture in football clubs tends to be
one inundated with banter, strong language and provocation. Two players experienced rac-
ism whilst James just did not get on with his team mates, he felt that on a cultural level they
were different and they even sought a different kind of fun. Players may become isolated
because of their behaviour (Roderick, 2006; Richardson et al. 2012) and George recalls oth-
ers talking behind his back and, not passing him the ball because he was a foreigner. While
in Malta he was seen as one of the best players around, when abroad, in contrast, he was just
one of the rest, fighting to keep his place and in constant competition with other players.
This highlights the need for migrating players to demonstrate psychological strengths to deal
with the variety of challenges in the environment. Matthew sums up the changing room cul-

ture as follows:

In England, the mentality is very much deal with most of it yourself. Football is a

culture where it’s the strongest who will survive. Even the changing room is very
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much taking the mickey and having a lot of banter. You all try to be the best that you

can be ....if you’re not particularly in the right frame of mind you’d be an easy target.

Adaptation may be seen as part of the process wherein player migrants develop their
transnational belonging, involving membership of groups in the contexts they find them-
selves in (Agergaard & Ryba, 2014). In Agergaard and Ryba’s (2014) study, migrant players
continued involving themselves in activities back in their home country through use of social
media, however too, by involving themselves in cultural practices in their new country of
residence. For Maltese players in this current study, having a social life in the new country
was hard, due to the tough training regime and playing during the weekends and on holidays,
and players felt they missed out. Five players mentioned that for the Maltese who are used
to going out regularly to socialise, this makes it difficult. Armstrong and Mitchell (2008)
stated that, “if you’re bored there is always somewhere to go in Malta”. Chris, having gone
abroad at a young age, felt he missed out on the Maltese social life and wanted to see what
it was all about. He regretted the decision to return home since he missed out on making it

as a professional player.

I went there at a young age and I didn’t know what being a teenager in Malta was
about and | wanted to try it... but now I regret not staying there because I believe it
would have been life changing if | had stayed there.
This shows us the importance of looking into the processes of adaptation to a new sociocul-
tural setting, as vital for the players’ establishment in their transnational athletic career (Ag-
ergaard & Ryba, 2014).
In a new country it wasn’t just the language (Richardson et al., 2013) one had to learn,
but players in this study also had to adjust to other environmental and cultural factors which

affected them (de Vasconcellos Ribiero & Dimeo, 2009; Magee & Sugden, 2002) including
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travelling, food, weather (Magee & Sugden, 2002), culture and lifestyle as well as the host
nation’s personality characteristics (Bourke, 2003; Weedon, 2011). Chris, John, Jean and
Tony recounted the demands made on them to adjust to new schooling, a new syllabus, mak-
ing new school friends (Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004) while simultaneously coping with the
social and psychological challenges of growing up (Weedon, 2011). Moreover, they had to
adjust to a new club, with a different training style (de VVasconcellos Ribiero & Dimeo, 2009).
In Richardson and colleagues’ (2012) study, players also spoke about the differences in phi-
losophy in how the game is played and they felt unprepared for this.

The experience of adapting to a new environment shows the intricacies of migration
and the psychological challenges players may need to go through in order to succeed in their
football career. Many migrants seem keen to adjust to the new culture; however, the stress
they experience in the process may affect their career development (Bhagat & London,
1999). Acculturation looks at the changes individuals experience as a consequence of con-
necting with people from other cultures (Richardson et. al., 2012). Migrants may need to
see how much they want to assimilate to their new culture. Players who migrated to play in
Cyprus (not their first transition) seem to have settled down most easily and were happiest
in this country. This may be because Cyprus is similar in climate and culture to Malta. Tom
believed that when Maltese players play abroad their vision changes completely. However
Matthew believes that a person is always growing, “I don’t think it was because of the cul-
tures of where I’ve been, I think it’s the person that you are”. You find your own self in
whatever you are doing; you change over time thanks to the experiences you have to deal
with. According to Relvas and colleagues (2010), each professional club has a unique sub-
culture specific to it. David, who played in Germany, felt thankful for the discipline the

Germans instilled in him. In this country he needed to be more organized and punctual as
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otherwise he would have lost his place. Martin feels that from Italy he learnt what real foot-
ball is all about, the pace of the game, technique and tactics. He also adapted to the Italian
way of living, the way he dresses, the way he acts. His identity changed in Italy; he describes
himself as being proud to be Maltese but in the same sentence he says he is not Maltese as
he grew up differently. Increased globalisation has brought with it, amongst other things, a
wider exchange of ideas, information and value systems which has helped to change the
current sporting scene. Athletes, coaches and support staff from different cultural back-
grounds are in close contact and their life stories are very likely to bring together different
historical memories, clarifications, and sociocultural positioning (Ryba et. al., 2013).

One of the major issues Maltese players experienced, that does not seem to have been
experienced by players in other studies to such an extent, was adapting to certain lifestyle
skills. In Malta, life is still very traditional: the mother or wife (typically) does all, or most,
of the chores at home and few young people live alone (Armstrong & Mitchell, 2008). Play-
ers spoke about not knowing how to cope with living alone; they were not used to undertak-
ing household chores or cooking for themselves. George found this particularly challenging
and, as a consequence of his inability to understand the technicalities of cooking, gave him-
self food poisoning, which, unfortunately, meant him losing his place on the team.

I wasn’t comfortable, lots of gas in the stomach. I said, well, I have to do something,
I started experimenting. The first couple of times it was shit... spaghetti. I took out
one, all the rest came out. Then time after time you know, | spent about two weeks
just eating pasta, it was the only thing I knew how to cook. Then, I said, let’s try to
do something else. | started feeling well again, | was eating the things | needed and
basically I was learning. | had to learn, there was no other choice. If | had a wife, a
mummy, it would have been much easier, but, thank God, most probably I didn’t

have them because, probably, I wouldn’t have got to where I am, it was very hard.
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George goes on to say that he did not know how to use the washing machine and was taking
his clothes to the laundry. Matthew and Chris also found it very hard to learn to do chores
on their own and the question arises whether, on getting to know that they were migrating,
these players knew what they were really going into. Richardson etal., (2004), Nesti, (2010)
and Nesti & Littlewood, (2011) have stated that a large number of players are not ready for
the post-academy transition and find it difficult to cope after the more caring environments
they were previously in. Although many players do not prepare themselves in any way
(Bourke, 2002), Steve did try to prepare himself as best as he could and went to live with his
friends beforehand to get used, as much as possible, to what lay ahead. He believes this made

it a bit easier for him to adapt.

3.5.2 Pre and Post Transition Support

A major factor in this study, unlike other studies, is what players described as the coun-
try’s mentality and how it might hinder a player’s migratory transition. Armstrong and
Mitchell (2008) found that moving from Malta proved problematic, as players in Malta are
used to an easy life where they find everything ready for them and where the football is
amateur in nature. Eight players mentioned that we have too many mummies’ boys’ in Malta
and seven of them admitted to being one. Maltese mothers are seen as dedicated, but, ulti-
mately, submissive and tied to the home (Borg, 1986). They will do all the chores themselves
and are at times overprotective. Whilst a number of players accepted that they needed to be
better prepared for the transition, they believed that they were under-prepared as a conse-
quence of being a “Maltese Boy”. Specifically, they felt that the way in which their parents,
mainly their mothers, did everything for them needed to be changed. However, Chris be-

lieved that this is challenging.
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My mother used to call me every day...”’Do you want to come back?’ It used to make
me angry sometimes ...sometimes I did want to come back...I used to tell myself, I
want to go back...but...the parents they just have to...if you want your children to
make it...you can’t just...keep them back from something they are really good at.
To understand transitions better, it has been suggested that we need to consider players
in their cultural contexts (Stambulova & Alfermann, 2009). The Maltese lifestyle may be a
reason for the difficulties Maltese players experience in transition. Armstrong and Mitchell
(2008) stated that Malta is one big community where everyone knows each other and people
make themselves comfortable wherever they go. A former national team coach Sigmund
Held, said that Maltese players had a “vacation mentality”. Three players confirmed that the
Maltese were generally laid back, even lazy, whilst four others believed that the Maltese had
too much of an easy life, with Matthew suggesting that to make it you need to have a lot of
intrinsic motivation:
Malta is a very comfortable nation to live in.....most things are looked after....its
relatively cheap to live here, you can get by on whatever....and you have to have a
lot of will and drive to do it especially if you’re leaving the country.
George 1s in agreement, whilst David referred to the Maltese as having talent, but “everyone
is sitting pretty in the sun”. Horst Heese recognized that his problem, as Technical Director
at the Malta Football Association (MFA), was compounded by “living in a holiday country
with a population who were forever living a holiday” (Armstrong & Mitchell, 2008; p.89).
For John, the Maltese mentality, the laid back attitude, was his downfall; he did not
take things seriously and lost his place at the club.
Being Maltese, when | got the chance to go to a big club I saw it as that | had already
achieved something big, when, really, | never actually thought that, I am so close to

making it. That was just the first step and that is where the hard work starts. Being
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Maltese, that’s what happened. I went there, was happy to be there, I thought I had
already achieved a lot, and, really and truly, | was nowhere close to making it.
In Stead & Maguire’s (2000) study we find that the Nordic/Scandinavian players placed
importance on their professionalism, as an approach as well as a state of mind. For them,
working hard is important and they adapt easily. However, George believes that, maybe,
Maltese players are not hungry enough for success:
When you see some young players abroad, sometimes, the hunger in their eyes, de-
termination, body language... this is very important ...here, if they do something not
right they say “u ejja’ (it doesn’t matter) ...you cannot become good like this....the
first person you need to say f... off to is yourself ...once you do that, you realise
what you’re doing....you start improving...players need to have the hunger...and
unfortunately that comes from families ...we need to cut off all this pleasure here if
you want to be a professional player ...the results show for themselves then...
Players need to be willing to make sacrifices and to work hard (Littlewood, 2005) and Jean,
who migrated to the same club as John, felt that he adapted well because he does not have
the attitude and mentality of a Maltese person, as he was brought up by his dad, who had
lived in England, and by his ex- army English grandfather who instilled in him the value of
a hard work ethic.

Being from Malta may pose a problem, and, as a nation, the Maltese may lack con-
fidence when comparing themselves to other countries. This may also be experienced by
other small nations or regions, in particular countries who feel inferior to others due to their
geographical and population size and who feel that they can never reach the standard of
bigger nations. In fact, in other sports, Malta participates together with Andorra, Monaco,
Montenegro, Iceland, Luxembourg, Liechtenstein and San Marino, all small nations with

less than one million inhabitants, in what are known as the Games of Small States. The
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Olympic Committees of these nations believe that it is with these countries that they can
compete on the same level.

However, in football, currently (2015), Iceland and Luxembourg, who have approx-
imately the same population size as Malta, have 93 and 48 players respectively playing
abroad. Cyprus, with a population of nearly 900,000, has 26 players abroad whilst Malta
has just five players currently playing abroad. It was even more difficult for Maltese players
to go and play abroad prior Malta joining the EU

To go and play abroad, in Malta at that time, it was very difficult because they saw

us as foreigners...they prefer someone from Africa and they get him free and pay

him little...and the Maltese? What did this nation ever do? (Peter)

According to Greenfield & Keller (2004), culture is mostly inside us and influences
how we think and act. People internalise meanings from their cultural contexts and, thus, it
Is impossible to separate their development and behaviour from these contexts. Moreover,
cultural context is fairly rigid and cannot be readily changed by the individual (Stambulova
& Alfermann, 2009). However, who we are may be influenced by the cultural circumstances
and situations to which we are exposed and socialised through. David tells us that, being
Maltese, there is a sense that you need to prove yourself more than other players. He refers
to Brazilian players, suggesting that there are general stereotypes; people automatically be-
lieve that the Brazilians are good at football since Brazil has a series of successes in World
football. He says, in a hurtful tone, “but the Maltese....people do not even know where Malta
1s”. For John, clubs would look at him and say, ‘Who from Malta has ever made it?’, while
Jamie had to do all the contact works with clubs “because being from Malta no one comes

to pick you up”.

Players move from a protective environment to a less supportive first team culture

which does not tolerate failure and puts high demands on the players (Reilly et. al., 2003).
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When things are not going that great and high stress is experienced, career development may
be affected (Bhagat & London, 1999) and the Maltese find it so easy to give up and return
home.
You come to a point when you say, ‘I want to go home’. The only place that I can
call home and that attracts me is Malta. When | played abroad I was always looking
at the calendar of the national team so I can come and spend a week. It’s a magnet.
(George)
He goes on to say that he would stay in Malta if the football were of the same standard of
other countries. Tom had the opportunity to go and play with another two clubs, but, he felt,
that once he had not settled down after seven months, it would be difficult. For Matthew and
Jaimie, there are too many distractions in Malta, which may hinder the player’s migration
and career progression.
I think Maltese children find it a bit of a struggle to leave. | was young, | was starting
to have a social life here in Malta and | found it a bit harder than I should have
(Jamie).
It has been suggested that there needs to be a culturally specific approach in applied work to
help players adjust to transitions (Stambulova & Alfermann, 2009) and, thus, it is important
for clubs to get to know the personal and cultural background of the player before they sign
him up (Magee & Sugden, 2002). Chris wanted to come back; he missed Malta, stating that
he had the “Maltese gene” in him. However Jaimie was determined to get away at the time
of his second transition “because [ was done in Malta... socially, football wise, everything”.
He needed a change from the sheltered island life.
Players need people around them who can give support (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).

Just like players in the Richardson et al. (2012) study, the Maltese players stated that the
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support of their families was crucial. However, certain football decisions had to be taken on
their own since parents had little knowledge and there was no one to talk to.
We don’t have many players who played abroad, I ended up in situations in which I
did not know what to do and I didn’t know who to phone to give me their opinion
(Steve).

This shows the great need for expertise to be provided by the Football Association,
clubs or other stakeholders. Social support, especially from coaches and managers (Pummell
et. al., 2008; Bruner et. al., 2008), plays one of the most pivotal roles in the transition process
(Stambulova et. al., 2012). However, similar to the findings by Holt and Hogg (2002) and
Bourke (2002), this study holds that the manager role in these settings is not a supportive

one and, thus, other personnel may be needed to give that support.

Sport psychologists have been seen to be ideal to help players through transitions and
to settle down in the new country (Ravizza, 1990; Rotella, 1990; Richardson et al., 2012).
Migrating players should be able to access a culturally competent service provider in the
‘host’ country. The service provider should also have the possibility to communicate with
the clients’ career consultant back home in order to be able to provide a better service (Stam-
bulova & Ryba, 2013). Some players in this study mentioned that if you really needed a
psychologist the club might provide you with one. However, there was not a psychologist
present on a daily basis and only George spoke regularly to a sport psychologist, whilst
James sought his sport psychologist back at home when needed. Steve speaks about the
trauma he passed through when two of his friends committed suicide; however the macho
culture makes players hide their feelings (Roderick, 2006). He did not seek help since “when

you are seeing the psychologist, you have a problem.”
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Pain and Harwood (2004) and Nesti & Littlewood (2010) also found that players did
not engage much in psychologically based support. Very often players are not aware of the
challenges that lie ahead (Mortensen et al., 2013), and John says:

| went through each day never trying to improve myself but (like) in Malta, everyone
thought I was playing with this club. For three years | felt like it was a long holiday
whereas the other players, I wouldn’t say they worked harder, but mentally they were
much more prepared, they knew what was to come whereas | was always happy,
looking forward to coming down for a holiday here.

Players from smaller countries and/or a sheltered upbringing may find themselves expe-
riencing similar challenges to the above and, thus, greater knowledge, as well as available
support, may aid players to have a greater understanding of what may lie ahead. What might
also be useful would be for potentially migrating players to speak to other players who have
already made the move abroad. In Stead and Maguire’s (2000) study we find that players
were keen to offer advice and emphasized having the right mental approach as a key factor.
One Danish player advices potential migrants to “look in the mirror, see if they are ready or
not, and make sure they are not lying to themselves, because if they do, they will not have
success and will therefore always think about going home again” (Pg. 11). Players in this
study, however, felt that in Malta, no one helps you. Moreover, clubs here make it problem-
atic for players to the extent that David recalls the difficulty he experienced when he wanted
to migrate when still under a local contract and affirms that “to get out of a Maltese contract
you need the best lawyer in the world.” He believes that now the MFA is helping players

move abroad; however, in agreement with Martin, young players need more guidance.

The MFA needs to be determined that if it wants young players to play abroad it
needs to help them in all aspects. The MFA needs to be strong, if it’s going to help a

player it needs to work with the club and parents to not get in the way (Martin).
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3.6 Conclusion

In this study, the researcher examined the experiences that players go through as they
migrate from a small country to play professional football in a foreign country much larger
in population size and professionalism. It can be clearly seen how the effect of the culture,
in particular the laid back attitude and the traditional sheltered upbringing, had a tremendous
effect on the players during the migration process within the host country.

Players moved from a sheltered family upbringing, where most players were still living
with their family and where typically mothers did everything for them, to living alone or
with other players. They had to do chores they had never done before, make new friends in
a competitive environment, most had to learn a new language and adjust to more intense
training and a faster paced game. Furthermore, social and psychological support was not
always available and, although players turned to their families wherever possible, these still
lived in Malta, and, at times, communication was not possible.

Some of the players, despite all the difficulties they had, found that the experiences they
encountered helped them develop as a player and as a person too. On reflecting about their
difficult moments they could see the changes they underwent that were beneficial to them.
This was similar to the findings found by Nesti (2010) and Richardson et al. (2012), in that
players were able to recognise difficult challenges, which at times helped them grow.

This study has identified several areas of importance in understanding the character
and challenges facing players coming from a small nation and a sheltered upbringing. The
data highlights issues that players may face, and identifies why they believe that these issues
have either manifested themselves or been heightened as a consequence of their upbringing.
This study shows clearly that parents need to be educated in terms of how to prepare their
children for a more successful transition to foreign soil. Parents, although very supportive,

may at times be seen as an obstacle to the player’s development and career (Harwood &
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Knight, 2009). Personnel working with players from a sheltered upbringing have a hard job
trying to change the culture and instilling a more competitive mentality and professionalism
in the players. The relaxed lifestyle which might characterize small nations may be hard to
tackle once the players are still playing in their own country. Coaching staff must be aware
of this and push the players to their limit so as to enhance the way players look at their future.

As previously noted, this study forms part of the reconnaissance phase of a larger action
research project to examine ways of preparing young players better for migration. The next
chapter will focus on the views of parents of young footballers on this study as well those of
head coaches of top nurseries and the Football Association, and aims to develop a series of
action research strategies. Significant stakeholders, including sport psychologists and other
practitioners, may need to recognize issues brought up here when working with young play-
ers from small countries being prepared for migration, who are characterized by a very tra-
ditional upbringing. Players need to be taught coping strategies related to their team culture
and the stressors in that environment (Holt & Hogg, 2002). As Nesti (2010) suggested, the
support work provided should not just be focused on mental skills training but there should
be more focus on the person and lifestyle issues (Danish et al., 1993).

Similar to what was reported in Ryba et al’s (2016) work, most of the transitioning
athletes did not have psychosocial support available to them in their club or association and
this has been seen as necessary. Such support must be made available pre, during and post
transition. This may be even more necessary in small island nations where individuals grow
up in a more sheltered environment which may make it more difficult for them to adapt in
larger nations. Sport psychologists must help players become more aware of the challenges
they will face and possible coping mechanisms. Practitioners must also be willing to collab-
orate with staff members in the new club the player moves to so as to provide as smooth a

transition as possible.
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CHAPTER FOUR

STUDY 2: Reconnaissance Phase

4.0 Study 2 Aims and Objectives

Aim 1b: To reflect, in collaboration with parents and coaches, on how young players can be

better prepared for migratory transitions.

Objective 1b: To explore the perceptions of parents of current young national team play-
ers, parents of players that have already experienced a migratory transition, head coaches
of top nurseries, and MFA and NSS coaches, on the challenges experienced by Maltese

players in relation to football based migratory transitions.
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Reconnaissance Phase

January - May 2013: Study
1(Ch3)

July 2014 - January 2015:
Study 2 (Ch 4)

Action Planning Phase (Ch 5)

Reflection & NSS/MFA: Informal meeting July 2014;
Review Action Meeting January 2015

Implementation & Monitoring Implementation & Monitoring
Second Phase (Ch 6) Pilot Phase (Ch 6)

NSS: October 2015 — May 2016; NSS: October — December 2014;
MFA: July 2015- May 2016 MFA: September - December 2014

Reflection & Reflection &
Review Review

Implementation & Monitoring
First Phase (Ch 6)
NSS: January — May 2015;
MFA: January — June 2015

Figure 4.1: The Action Research Cycle Study 2
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4.1 Introduction

In Chapter Three, the challenges faced by young Maltese players who migrated to play
professional football overseas were discussed and evaluated as part of the reconnaissance
phase of the action research project. The next phase of the action research project is to ex-
plore the perceptions of a range of key stakeholders (i.e., parents of current young national
team players, parents of young players who have already experienced a migratory transition,
head coaches of top nurseries, and MFA and NSS coaches) on the results obtained from the
reconnaissance phase that explored the challenges experienced by Maltese players and the

support that can be provided in preparation for future migratory transitions.

4.2 Methodology: Focus Groups
This part of the action research project made use of focus groups as the method of
data collection. Focus groups have been described as organised group discussions on a single
theme or set of themes, hence the term ‘focus’ (Kitzinger & Barbour, 1999; Bloor, Frank-
land, Thomas & Robson, 2001; Robson, 2002). They came about thanks to market research,
since many consumer decisions were made in a social, group setting (Breakwell, Hammond
& Fife-Schaw, 1995). They are now a popular method of data collection in various fields of
applied social research and have been successfully used within sport and exercise. For ex-
ample, Harwood, Drew and Knight (2010) used focus groups made up of parents of young
footballers in their study of parental stressors in three professional youth football club acad-
emies.
A focus group is a well-targeted and designed meeting (Breakwell et al., 1995)
and has been defined as “an exercise in group dynamics and the conduct of the group, as
well as the interpretation of results obtained must be understood within the context of group

interaction” (Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990 p. 7). Therefore, during focus groups, there is
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group interaction to generate data (Bloor et al., 2001) and the conversational aspect of focus
groups is seen as fundamental to this technique of data collection (Fern, 2001). Although the
researcher asks initial questions to stimulate responses, the aim is for participants to discuss
their thoughts together on the topic at hand, and to get closer to participants’ understanding
of and perspectives on certain issues (Breakwell et al., 1995). In that sense, focus groups aim
to bring about two forms of evidence, which are interrelated; the way the people in the group
interact and the content which is discussed. The former looks into the thoughts and attitudes
of the individual and also how people interact with each other (Bloor et al., 2001).

Sparkes & Smith (2014) in their critique of focus groups come up with a number of
strengths and weaknesses of this method of data collection. In their list of strengths they
speak about focus groups bringing about more impulsive and passionate views than individ-
ual interviews. Focus groups allow for a lively dialogue amongst participants and examine
the social interactions not only between participants but also the interactions of the modera-
tor. Power is diffused among the participants and the moderator and participants have control
over the content and direction of the focus group discussions. Focus groups can also create
the opportunity where participants validate their experiences and challenge themselves and
others to look at different things as well as allowing unspoken rules and expectations to be
exposed. Individual as well as group empowerment and change may be enhanced. The weak-
nesses of focus groups include the fact that, some participants may not want to share sensi-
tive issues in a group and also one individual may dominate the discussion and, therefore,
others are not heard. Thus, transcribing may be tough due to people possibly speaking at the
same time. Here, the moderator needs to skilfully negotiate to draw out the views of reticent
participants. Ethical issues may also arise as it may be difficult to maintain confidentiality

and anonymity. Setting up a focus group meeting, to get a group of people on the same day
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and at the same time, may be difficult and time-consuming. There may be no-shows and so
one should remind participants a day or so before.

Group interviews and individual interviews could have been conducted. However,
in group interviews, all participants are asked the same question and there is no interaction
(Bloor et al. 2001). In individual interviews, although there is in depth probing, confidential
information may emerge which otherwise would not in a group (Kitzinger & Barbour, 1999),
however, if the interviewee is nervous about the interview this might affect the quality of the
data gathered. Moreover, since there were a great number of people who the researcher
wanted involved, focus groups were seen as the most effective method of data collection in

this study.

The open-ended group discussion is guided by the researcher, and usually lasts
between an hour or two, possibly more. There are usually eight to twelve participants, though
smaller groups have been used too. What is of interest is whether groups should be
homogenous or heterogeneous. Homogenous groups have a similar background and
experience, which help communication, promote sharing of ideas, help participants feel safe
when expressing concerns, and may show similarity in their views. Heterogeneous groups
differ in their background or position, and this can stimulate the discussion, as well as inspire
other participants in the group to think differently, but may risk power imbalances, can lead
to disrespect of the opinions of others and can lead to a dominant participant damaging the
group work (Brown, 1999). In this study, the focus groups were homogeneous within their
particular focus group, in that several groups consisted of parents of the U17 national team
(born 1998). However, there were other homogeneous groups, namely, of parents of players
who have already made the migration, of head coaches of various nurseries, and of MFA

and NSS stakeholders.
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4.2.1 The Moderator

The person running a focus group is usually referred to as the moderator or facilitator.
His or her job is to regulate proceedings, keep within certain ethical bounds, and facilitate
matters by helping the group session run effectively. One needs to keep a balance between
an active and a passive role. The latter involves making encouraging gestures to show
interest but not direct the discussion as such, while the former involves the moderator
listening attentively to the participants’ comments and using these to build the discussion
(Hennink, 2014). The moderator needs to create an interest in, and a discussion of, a topic
of his/her interest without leading the group to reinforce any pre-existing expectations or
confirm a prior hypothesis (Sim, 1998). The moderator in this study, however, at times,
needed to take on more of an active role so as to keep the discussion from going out of point.
Being a moderator in a focus group held for research purposes may be difficult for some
professionals. This is not a support group and those in the helping professions, such as
psychologists, need to be aware of this so as to keep to the task at hand; that of gathering the
relevant data for the study being conducted (Brown, 1999). Video-taping may be used,;
however, this may be seen as obtrusive, and for this reason, it was decided not to film the
focus groups, since the participants were not comfortable with it when asked. Audio—taping
is recommended, although this may at times affect the working of the group. It is also good
to take notes as sometimes the recording does not turn out well due to outside noises or

participants speaking over each other or in a low voice (Brown, 1999).

4.2.2 Data Analysis

Data analysis of focus groups follows the general principles for qualitative data
analysis (Robson, 2002). However, one must keep note of the group dynamics in focus

groups. One has to be careful not to interpret absence of dissenting voices as showing
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consensus and thus it is important to remain alert to the group dynamics and communication
patterns when conducting the focus groups and probe individual members if the need is felt.
Before collecting the data, one needs to think about data analysis, as there are several
implications for the analysis of large amounts of qualitative interview data. One may not
need to transcribe everything, but may pick out relevant passages and one must also note
down the summary notes taken during the focus group (Robson, 2002). Transcriptions of the
focus groups were analysed using the principles of content analysis (Scanlan et al., 1989a;
Coteé et al., 1993; Strauss & Corbin, 1998), the same data analysis procedure used when

conducting interviews and as described in Chapter Three.

4.2.3 Pilot Study

It is necessary to conduct a pilot study so as to obtain comments on how the interview
questions came across to the participants. Thus, one can revise the question structure; decide
whether more questions need to be included while others removed. A pilot study also helps
the moderator learn about his or her effectiveness and whether one needs to modify the
amount of involvement in the focus group (Breen, 2006). The pilot study was conducted on
Thursday 10" July 2014 at 10.00 am and lasted for a total of 77 minutes. The pilot study was
conducted with five staff members of the Malta College of Arts, Science and Technology
(MCAST) (four males and one female). Three were parents; one was a coach (and President
of one of the smaller football clubs in Malta), whilst the other was involved in national team
coaching and also played football for a short while in a foreign country. The study was
conducted in one of the classrooms at the college. Chairs were set up in a circular fashion
and participants were handed out a copy of the slides. Two Dictaphones were used, one on
one side of the circle and the other on the other side. Participants were informed of the

structure of the focus group and that this was a pilot. Ethical issues were also discussed.
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From this pilot study a number of factors came out which needed to be taken into
consideration for the actual focus groups of the study. These included, the importance of
telling participants at the beginning of the focus group to give everyone a chance to discuss
and not to talk over each other, especially too, due to the recording; and to keep to the point
as at times the discussion became so heated that participants were discussing other issues
not directly related to the subject. In fact, the question of, to what extent to report on group
dynamics and individual thoughts arose. Also too, the explanation of the slides seemed im-
portant to the researcher but the participants were too keen to talk; possibly they were to be
let to look at the slides and prompted with an example. However, the question of how far
could the researcher probe, as well as the need to focus on ‘what can we do?’ came up. The
questions in the slides needed to be more pronounced. One participant also probed whether
there was too much material. After discussing with the supervisory team, it was decided that
only one or two quotes were to be used to help the participants understand better what was

being discussed.

4.2.4 Participants and Logistics

Focus Groups were conducted from July to October 2014 with one last focus group
with NSS and MFA coaching staff, taking place in January 2015. These lasted between 45
and 90 minutes and were held in the Board Room at the Malta Football Association
Technical Centre. The last focus group was held at the Malta National Sports School. Focus
groups were audio recorded with the use of two Dictaphones, one on each side of the table
for more clarity when transcribing. The necessary participant information sheets and consent
forms were presented to the focus group participants for completion prior to the focus group

commencing. Table 4.1 on the next page depicts the participants of the focus groups.
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Table 4.1: Study 2: Focus Group Participants

Focus Groups Participants Males | Females | Invited to
participate
Focus Group 1 (FG1) | Parents of MFA U17 2 3 10

national team (at the
time of conducting focus
group) (born 1998)

Focus Group 2 (FG2) | Parents of MFA U17 2 4 10
national team

Focus Group 3 (FG3) | Parents of MFA U17 3 0 10
national team

Focus Group 4 (FG4) | Parents of MFA U17 3 2 10
national team

Focus Group 5 (FG5) | Head coaches of top 6 0 8
nurseries

Focus Group 6 (FG6) | Parents of young players 2 2 8

who  have  already
experienced migration
Focus Group 7 (FG7) | MFA/NSS coaches 3 1 6

Parents of all the MFA U17 team (born 1998) were invited to participate in Focus
Groups one to four. Parents of five players were allocated in each of these four focus groups
making it possible for a maximum of 10 parents to attend each focus group. Out of the
twenty-two players that made up the team, parents of two of the U17 players were invited to
attend with focus group six since their son had already experienced a migratory transition
abroad. Parents of three players could not attend. In FG (5) five there were six head coaches.
Eight had been invited, but one was unable to make it or send anyone instead whilst the other
nursery never acknowledged the invitation to participate in the focus group. In FG (7) seven,
three of the coaches are full time coaches at the NSS, with two of them having high ranking
coaching jobs with top football clubs in Malta. The other coach, practices at both the MFA
as well as the NSS. Names have been changed to protect the identity of the focus group

participants.
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4.2.5 Construction of the Focus Group Schedule

The dominant themes that emerged from Study One were translated into an organised
and understandable format. Here it is important to emphasize that while dominant themes
from Study One informed the focus group, all the findings of Study One were covered in
order to provide more trustworthiness during the process. Nothing of importance was ‘lost’
from Study One to Study Two as can be seen in the detail provided in the results and discus-
sion section of this chapter. A power point presentation, with hand-outs, was developed and
five specific slides were formulated to guide and facilitate discussion (see Table 4.2 below
and copy of slides in appendix). These slides highlighted a number of issues brought up by
Maltese players who had made the migration to play professional football overseas. The
focus groups were conducted in a way as to present the results of Study One to focus group
participants and to seek their thoughts on the results of this study, as well as to suggest ways

to prepare younger players better for migration.

Table 4.2: Content and flow of the focus group (Full slides can be found in Appendix B)

Slide 1: Introduction
Purpose of focus group; role of the researcher; aims; structure and guidelines of the fo-
cus group; consent forms and confidentiality
Slide 2: The migration of Maltese Football Players
Exploration of Study 1; aims of this study; methodology
Slide 3: Challenges of Migration
Homesickness; Lifestyle skills; Environmental/Cultural factors; Changing room culture
Slide 4: Maltese Culture
Mentality; Mummy’s boys; Maltese lifestyle; Being from Malta (identity)
Slide 5: Support
Parents; Sport Psychology Support; Club/MFA support
Conclusion and Summary
To enable clarification of discussion and responses

4.3 Results and Discussion of the Focus Groups

The themes that emerged from these focus groups can be seen in the table for Focus

Groups Study Two on the next page. The main themes that emerged were: a) the need to
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Table 4.3: General Dimension and Higher Order Themes Focus Groups Study 2

Prepare players better for
transitions - Developing
mental and lifestyle skills

Develop Mentality/ Attitude —
(discipline/sacrifice, time
management, responsibility &
independence skills)

Transition
awareness/education

Develop mental skills (self-
confidence, communication
& integration skills, goal-
setting, dealing with anxiety)

National pride

Language

Visit foreign club beforehand

Provide Social
Support

Parent

Family

School

Club

Peer

MFA

Organise Activities

Live in/ Training camp/boot

camp

Army training

Exchange

Work with other FA’s

Youth awards

Talk by role model

Tournaments abroad

MFA/Club investment

Club structure and style of play

Coaching standards and
professionalism

MFA to send players abroad

together and monitor national
team players abroad

Improve level of league (higher
standard of foreign players &
U19’s league)

Mentality/ Mental skills training

Investment (resources)

Parent
awareness/education

Lifestyle management

Allowing children
freedom

Transitional challenges

Form G
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prepare players better for transitions by developing mental and lifestyle skills, (b) the need
to organise activities that may help prepare young players for migration, (c) the need to
provide social support, (d) the need for investment from the football clubs/MFA, and (e) the
importance of parental awareness and education on transitions. Pseudonyms’ have been
used to protect the participants’ identity. Italics have been used to depict the identified

strategies that emerged from the focus groups.

4.3.1 Preparing players for migration: developing lifestyle and mental skills

The focus groups were received well; there was good participation, and parents and
coaches felt comfortable discussing the issues that were brought forward. One of the major
factors brought to attention was the fact that our young players need to develop lifestyle and
mental skills to help them through the transitions they will have to face, and in particular, to
help them through migratory transitions to overseas clubs if they have that opportunity. It

was seen (FG3) that

there is such a huge difference in mentality (between foreign and Maltese
footballers)...foreigners are ready to make sacrifices...ours are not like that. You
need to prepare players for this from when they are young ...in the football life you
need to make big sacrifices so that if you get selected you are ready.... you already

know how to make sacrifices.... (Carl’s dad).

Carl’s dad compares foreigners to soldiers in the army; they are ready to do everything,
unlike Maltese players who will try to get out of doing more work. However, “if you want
to continue improving you have to make an effort; he (my son) is not up for the challenge.”
He goes on to say that the MFA needs to work on the players’ mentality as Maltese players
will already be thinking of when they are coming back for a holiday before they have even

gone abroad. Players need to have the courage not to come back. In fact, George’s mum
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(FG6) said that her son found it difficult to settle into the new club abroad and when he came
back to Malta for the Christmas break, he didn’t want to go back.

Players need to make a sacrifice to succeed, however “psychology seems to be the
problem.... The mind is the main problem, that’s what it all boils down to (Michael’s mum,
FG4).” Maltese players’ thinking may at times be problematic and, as George’s mum (FG6)
stated, players must not be thinking that they will not succeed. When her son migrated he
was afraid;

‘What if I break my leg?” If you break it come back and study | told him; but then

look how he thinks, ‘But then I will fall behind the boys in my year’ he says.

She goes on to say that her son wants to feel safe and that at 15, he was already playing in
the first division. In Malta, he knows what he has; he knows he is going to play regularly
and that he will do well in school like he has in previous years. Abroad, he is unsure of what
he will find and whether he will succeed. Brian’s dad (FG6), who was in the same focus
group, is in agreement stating that 15 year old talented players (in Malta) know they can
make it to the Premier League in Malta, they have it easy, but, there is no professionalism.

Players also need to be helped with time management, in order to cope with school
and sport (Chris’s dad, FG1). Moreover, another issue coach Stanley (FG7) came up with is
the fact that the U17 league is played on a Tuesday and Wednesday, which means they can
go out socialising as much as they want to in the weekend. When they move on to the senior
team it is hard to then tell them they cannot go out to socialise due to matches.

For Maltese youth it is a standard that they need to go out in the weekend, and not

just on one day...Friday, Saturday and Sunday ....and sometimes even on

Wednesday!

Besides, parents put too much pressure on schooling to the extent that sport, as well as

life skills, especially, how to get on with others, suffer (Angelo’s dad, FG1). This can be seen
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in the changing room with the players, at times, going out as losers before they have even
started the match; self-confidence is low. Being a coach too, he believes that this comes from
the group mentality in the dressing room; something the coaches need to work on. We need
to believe in ourselves and, even if we are five nil down, as an individual you need to show
what you can do. However, we need to help young players develop confidence from when
they are young (Angelo’s dad, FG1). Coach Stanley (FG7) is in agreement with this, saying
that we are also too impressed by foreigners.

A Maltese club that gets a Spanish player they say, ‘because this one is Spanish’. He

might be a matador not a football player...but he is Spanish and this influences us.

Maltese children, also, do not have enough competitive drive inside them

since in Malta, in football, we always lose so, | imagine, inside them ...lots of
children think they will lose ... they don’t have the same fighting spirit as abroad
....even the national team .... They play a good half, then they get a goal and they

stop...down the drain.... (Bernard’s mum, FG1).

Brian’s dad (FG6) believes the problem is demotivation and players need to be capable of
motivating themselves. This was also put forward by George’s mum (FG6). Her son seemed
to find the club he was at abroad as too good with him; it was not a challenge it seems,
“maybe it was another walk in the park for him”.

However, Coach Jeffrey questions whether they return because of early burnout. He
believes there is a lot of pressure in nurseries and this may prevent young players from
speaking out, as others concur, they will be afraid of repercussions’ (Bernard’s mum, FG1)
and they suffer from low self-esteem too (Daniel’s mum, FG4). Even their posture needs
working on as, at times, one can really see that they are afraid and do not believe enough in
themselves (Michael’s mum, FG4). However, Thomas’s dad (FG3) believes that his son and

the other players at the MFA academy feel quite confident because they form part of the

123



national team academy. Nevertheless, he questions how his son will feel abroad when he is
a no-one in particular. “Unless his mind-set is good, his confidence may be affected”.

The fact that Malta is a small country and no one abroad seems to know much about it
may also affect confidence levels, coach Conrad (FG7) stated. However, he believes this
will not be overcome with anything except by football itself; “we will have a player of whom
they will say, ‘This one is Maltese, but he is good, there is nothing to be done about it.””

Players also need to learn more about the place they are going to (Daniel’s mum, FG4),
they need, at least, to search on the internet to find out more about it. One of the coaches
believes that we need to introduce them beforehand to what they are going to find, possibly
by taking them there for a training camp or something similar. Kyle’s dad (FG2), in fact,
questioned whether the MFA is realistically informing the players what there is out there.
However, what his wife is worried about is whether her son is responsible and independent
enough to cook, clean and wash his clothes: “l never got him to do these tasks; this is like
something that comes upon you suddenly...we need to make sure that when it does happen
they are prepared.”

Carl’s dad (FG3) believes that when the aspirant players go to the MFA straight from
school, the MFA should train them to do extracurricular tasks, like cooking and other chores.
They need to face challenges which they do not enjoy doing as they might need to do similar
tasks when abroad. Players need to be taught young how to overcome homesickness, and
how to obtain life skills. However, it needs to come from the nurseries too.

Home is still home.... Parents still give in to their children..... Children, nowadays, have

a mind of their own and they decide what they want to do but, if you give them at least

the tools to make it, they’ve already got the raw material which is their talent. But it’s

not only that ...there are also the other key factors which are just as important (Brian’s

dad, FG6).
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He goes on to say that it’s useless having a good footballer if he then cannot handle
homesickness, or keep house. Coach Peter believes that the problem of nurseries/academies
in Malta is that we are not preparing them enough, transition awareness/education is lacking,
but this is not the only thing- the Maltese way of life may be an issue. Malta is small,
distances are small, and mum takes her child everywhere, so he doesn’t need to think. Players
suffer (Bernard’s mum FG1) when the place they go to is very different from their previous
club/country and this is then even more apparent when it comes to integrating on the pitch.
Parents also felt that players should go and see the club before committing themselves to
moving there. At the first thought of moving abroad to a professional club it all sounds
exciting, however few realise exactly what they will find there. So, players need to be

prepared in terms of language, geography, practices to expect when abroad,

because, otherwise they feel like a fish out of the water...maybe they know some of
the language, what their day will consist of, so that it does not come as a jolt when
they get there (Thomas’s dad, FG 3).
A number of parents also believe their son should be familiar with one or two foreign
languages so that they are prepared if they do migrate. It could be just greetings or
catchphrases to start off with, to be able to communicate, even on the football ground itself

(Michele’s dad FG4). Dino’s mum (FG2) went on to say:

I had to give my son private lessons in Italian so that if they ever call him up he
would be able to function.... You also need to support them when handling personal

self-esteem if they come back after not succeeding in trials abroad.

Another idea that came up in focus group four was the importance of instilling a

degree of national pride. Michael’s mum said
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Even in training sessions...I am not saying they should sing the national anthem but
there needs to be some kind of perceived group solidarity ...like ‘Forza Malta!’
(Come on Malta!) ...we are going out to train and we wish each other well...to show

we have the ‘balls’.

Her husband went on to say that he believes “the MFA needs to see how to put Malta higher

on the map”: when sending a player abroad the MFA needs to give that player some standing.

4.3.2 Preparing players for migration: Practical educational activities

In order to help young players be better prepared for migration, it was important to
try and replicate similar situations so that the players can start to understand better what they
might expect when migrating. Parents and coaches mentioned a number of activities that
could be implemented, one being live-ins (i.e., creating an opportunity for students to live
together and understand what it means to live away from home and from their family, be
responsible for themselves and their belongings and so on); this was mentioned in four of

the parent focus groups.

Maybe they could live together, learn to do some things. You should provide them
with the food, but they need to do everything else on their own, like scouts. You
check their moves but you let them fend for themselves. They would have to help
each other because, maybe, some are better than others in some things....they learn

through each other’s experience .... (Bernard’s mum, FG1).

Parents in focus group two were a bit more extreme in their views, stating sardonically, that
we should cast the players on an island, leave them there for a week conceding them only
food, pair them to monitor them well, and see what they could come up with since they will
learn more from their own experiences. They would also have to clean, do the laundry and

be forbidden to have any communication with the outside world. Michael’s dad (FG4) stated

126



They might experience homesickness, as they will be cut off from their routine, but
they will get used to living a bit more on their own...even though they will be in a

group ...we have to be tough on them ....

Exchange visits were also seen as a possibility, with foreigners invited to train with Maltese
players, thus displaying their more professional attitude. Sending Maltese players overseas
would also help them understand the culture, mentality and nature of training abroad. The
MFA should also work with other FA’s to exchange ideas, for some form of exchange, “t0
help players acclimatise to the world of football outside Malta ... through EU funds there

is a possibility ... (Thomas’s dad)”.

Training camps and tournaments also need to be organised both in Malta and abroad.

Head coach Tony (FG5) stated

The MFA need to totally change the mentality of going for tournaments abroad ...
they need to go more frequently and at a certain level ...and not simply go on trials

...send them to take part in tournaments and players are chosen from there.

As Sicily is just round the corner (Coach Jeffrey, FG5); one could possibly even take up the
U19’s regularly (coach Hilary, FG5). Head coach Matthew (FG5) believes that having
players go abroad regularly for tournaments will help the players develop the mentality
needed to migrate successfully. However, two other coaches, Steve and Godwin, believe that
one shouldn’t just send players abroad but that head coaches and clubs need to invest in
coaches, resources and facilities in the hope that our clubs become good enough that you
then do not need to send players abroad. Other activities that should perhaps be organised
include visits to the army/boot camps and for as head coach Matthew who is also a soldier,

wryly stated, “a month in the army or six months recruitment will surely develop character.
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Young players should also have talks and discussions with player role models who
have experienced the migratory transition and who can realistically tell other players what
it’s all about. Thomas’s dad (FG3) also focuses on the fact that football is about character,
“I feel there is some need for recognition ...I see football not just for what it is ...for self-
confidence, team work, character building.” He goes on to say that there should be some sort
of recognition for players’ achievements such as Youth FA awards so as to motivate players.
Despite all the effort the MFA are putting into their grassroots there needs to be more

attention given to this and maybe other factors such as sportsmanship.

4.3.3 Providing (pre and post) social support

Young players looking to move to play professional football overseas may need
support from various areas. Participants of the various focus groups spoke about parent and
family support, peer support and also support from the school, club and from the MFA.
Younger players are especially likely to rely on parental support since they still depend, to
some extent, on their parents. However, this may not be so easy for parents who have no

knowledge of what the professional football world is like, and Nigel’s dad (FG2) says;

For me when your son says he wants to become a footballer its like saying he wants
to become an astronaut... can a Maltese person really become a professional
footballer? To me it’s as likely as a Maltese person becoming a football player, so
it’s very tough...I told him I would not stop him, I would try and help him as best I

could. I would be behind him all the time even though I do not follow football at all.

In FG6 for parents of players who had already made the migratory transition, it emerged that
it may be necessary for parents to spend some time abroad with the young player to help him

settle in and not feel homesick. Brian’s mother stated “l used to spend one month in the
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summer with him, to cook and help a bit. We used to be the four of us.” And the above

statement seemed to have an impact on George’s mum’s mind.

We never did that for him.... We always sent him alone .... We just threw him in it.
At 15 he packed his bags and left .... We didn’t even go with him the first time he

left.... We weren’t always there and that is what we did wrong ...it was our mistake.

She goes on to say that she and her partner told him

Stay here by yourself for the time being and we’ll move in September ...but he didn’t
want to stay there alone ..... Because we didn’t want to move our daughter out of

school and relocate the family.

Coach Conrad (FG7) believes in fact that

The few players who were successful abroad either had their partner or their wife
with them ...... those whose wife did not support them had more difficulties.....
Because this .... (while pointing to the lifestyle skills slide), although it looks small,

is one of the biggest problems ...everyone is used to finding things ready....

However coach Peter (FG7) believes that

once you prepare them well they should be fine, this is like in nature, the hen looks
after its chicks but then it lets them go...that’s it ...so until they are old enough you

do everything for them but once they leave, they’re gone ....

George’s and Brian’s parents (FG6) believe too, that players should have the support of their
own peers in order to succeed. They should encourage each other to look at improving their

career and not try to hold them back from leaving the island. As Thomas’s dad (FG3) stated:
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They need to encourage each other, so that when they see one of them going abroad,
instead of teasing him they should support him. And the player himself cannot
compare his stay abroad to a prison while his peers are living it up in Paceville
(referring to Malta’s night spot). They need to encourage him for in a couple of weeks

he would settle in.

This parent went on to say that these young players need role models, players they can look
up to, a colleague who has already succeeded, and he asks whether “these players who play
abroad ever talk to these younger hopefuls about the difficulties they faced. A Maltese can
relate better to a Maltese”. This parent also hopes that there might be the opportunity for two
players to enrol at a club overseas, initially. He believes that the risks for them to return back

would be less. Head coaches (FG5) also believe this could help, with one saying

The MFA need to come to some sort of agreement with some serious clubs...of a
certain level..... To send two or three at a time...so there will always be another
Maltese ...same ideas.... same culture.... same time ...the problem of feeling

homesick is going to decrease.

Another coach mentioned that he was taking three young players to Serbia, in a remote area,

If they get homesick they can turn to each other and we introduce them to the bitter
pill gradually ... because if a player goes on his own he certainly will not acclimatise

himself to that lifestyle immediately.

The support should, however, also be provided by the club and the MFA. Angelo’s dad (FG1)
spoke about his son’s experience when on a trial where the other players were saying things
behind his back and did not make him feel welcome. His son felt very cut off and alone,

especially because there was no Wi-Fi and he could not communicate with anyone. It is
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important for the players to be welcomed (Chris’s dad, FG1), however, we know that the
environment in football clubs can be hostile. Carl’s dad (FG3) stated that if the players are
not happy, it is difficult for them to perform, and he questioned whether there are sport
psychologists present. Maltese clubs may also not know how to give the support needed to
players leaving the island: “Maltese clubs do not have any idea... and they do not have the
resources to help”. Moreover, “Maltese clubs are not too keen to send their good players
abroad (Nigel’s dad FG2)”. This may cause a lot of frustration for the player (Thomas’s dad,

FG3). Brian’s mum (FG6) states;

now that he feels he is settled down with his girlfriend he wants to go but they are
keeping him here ...it’s not fair ... it’s a pity that he is losing this opportunity ... it’s

sad...we’re really sad ...

Parents stated that the MFA also needs to keep tabs on the players playing abroad and, in

fact, coaches (FG7) were happy to report that this does take place

The MFA Technical Director contacts them every now and then ..... What | can say
is that the players who trained with me and went abroad find it right .... I receive
messages nearly every day....they find it helps them.....as MFA, of players who form
part of the national team, | believe that, not that MFA personnel visit them, but they
remain in touch directly so that if there is a problem they can help the player (Coach

Peter).

Liam’s dad (FG4) however, believes, that the MFA should have someone who would
go around from place to place checking out that the players are fine in the country where
they happen to be. Coach Conrad (FG7) not only follows his national team players who play

in Malta, but he also follows those who play abroad: “once every week or two | speak to
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him, through Skype. I follow his matches...and when the national team coach asks about it

I tell him ...it’s my work.”

With younger players, support must also come from the school. In Malta, education is
seen to be very important, much more important than sport and Angelo’s school, at times,
did not allow him to go abroad (for tournaments) (Angelo’s mum, FG1). Bernard’s mum

(FG1) also felt a lot of pressure from the school;

they wanted him to stop football ...because he has his O levels ...and I told them I
do not agree with you ...there is still this mentality ... even though the school is very

sport oriented.... individual teachers are a problem.

According to coach Godwin, (FG5) who is also a teacher in a secondary school, players
should first do their A levels and then migrate, so that they will always have another area to
fall back on if they do not succeed as footballers. However, Coach Matthew questioned this

saying that it would be too late for a player. Coach Godwin believes that

when a player is capable and because our culture is what it is ...mummy’s boys,

daddy’s boys etc. the students who would have got their A levels are more mature.

George’s parents (FG6) faced a situation where the country their son was in did not provide
him with adequate schooling and he came back to Malta to sit for his O levels. Their son
feels that, “I might not make it in football, so I might as well stay here and use my brains
and do sixth form”. ‘1 feel like shaking him up’ his mother said”. He felt that over there he
was not training enough and had too much time on his hands because the educational system
was totally different. He was not ready to throw away 11 years of studying and George’s

mother went on to say that
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you don’t blame him for thinking like that ....and he got very good grades even
though he missed the first four months of the scholastic year .... So what do you pick

...you have two pluses ....he told me in school I know I can make it ...there it’s like

Daniel’s mum (FG4), however, probed the possibility of having schooling online, directly

from Maltese schools, so that they could retain the same level of learning as previously.

4.3.4 Strategic development within clubs and the MFA
Parents and coaches believed that more needed to be done by the clubs and the
MFA in preparing the players better for migration. However, the general feeling was that

the clubs do not know much on what needs to be done. As Nigel’s dad (FG2) states:

It’s difficult for clubs to do something because Maltese clubs do not have any idea
of what to do...and they do not have the resources to help .... Besides, if one is a

good player will the club see how to send him abroad?

Whilst Kyle’s dad (FG2) goes on to say:

It’s more the situation that of not supporting them; clubs aren’t doing anything about
this...they do not have the knowledge. It all depends on money and power ....we are
lucky our children are at the MFA ...you can see the difference between club training

and training here....

He adds on that from this present group of players we are seeing results and you can also see
the good level in league matches. However, Nigel’s dad (FG2) is worried that if after the
U17 finals held in May 2014 the MFA do not keep these players and keep working with
them, then it will all be in vain; “If the MFA has made this investment in them it cannot let
them go and leave them in the hands of the club.” Sean’s mum (FG2) is of the opinion that

the mistake that happened in the top teams was that the clubs thought they would be better
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off training the players themselves however as she affirms “I had to insist on my child to go

to training with the club, he didn’t enjoy it, not like here at the MFA”,

The coaches too question the ability and professionalism of the clubs. Coach
Matthew states that, when he first started with the club he is now at he found a brick wall.

He still feels that if you cannot work with the administration then you have a problem.

To be in the premier league you need to be professional, plus have the course
(qualifications) ... we did the Director for Youth Coaching course... everyone in it
put in their input....how to implement it is the problem.....the administrators do not
think on the same wavelength. I think there are a lot of clubs, that every time you try
to say something about the nurseries, the big clubs make it clear that they care only
about how they are going to win now to go up to the Premier league, Champions

League, Europa league.....

He goes on to say that he believes there are too many clubs and that there is a need for a
well- structured set up. “The clubs need to be more organised and have a philosophy, a style
of play, ” says coach Jeffrey (FG5), whilst for coach Hilary, clubs need to work with other
satellite clubs. However, he questions which club will accept this. Coach Peter (FG7) feels
very strongly about this; for him, if we do not change the structure of the clubs then we can

forget all about it.

If the structure of Maltese nurseries does not change, part is nursery and part is
financed as an academy where the kids come and understand fully what it means to
train football, and not just because their parents dumped them there, we have no
chance. If the structure does not change in that way, we have no chance. In Malta we

are at the stage where we need to have ten academies made up of the top footballers.
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He believes this is the way forward, just like England did. Academies demand requisites and

if the club does not satisfy them it cannot qualify for an academy. He goes on to say:

Today we have 54 clubs... 54 clubs??? (in an aggressive tone). We can get some
clubs to have an academy for we cannot say that clubs can do it on their own, because
they cannot. For sure not. In Cyprus, the government was involved in it. The
government needs to say that we will finance the club ....So, why, in Malta, haven’t

we yet accepted that we can have top clubs and then other clubs....

It also upsets him that a player has a full time contract with the club but has still to go out to

work in the mornings....

You can’t do it. I am sorry... If we are not going to draw the line....even if we get to
do these academies....whoever aspires to be in the academy needs to earn his
place...there will be 8-10 clubs only and if you want to be one of them, there is the
structure....it’s like for whoever aspires to attend the sport school, NSS. So, the MFA
needs to use the knife (a Maltese expression for taking drastic measures) or else we
will remain the amateurs we are...pub teams..... There is nothing else to be
done.....and this is the one thing I want from them, to decide (here, this coach, who
is a very calm and soft spoken person by nature becomes aggressive and
frustrated)...either we remain pub teams or else we have a structure..... But then

again, with the structure, someone will get hurt...there is nothing to be done.

He believes that there are too many clubs and the people administering them are not
professional, and thus clubs are experiencing many difficulties. So, for him, this is where we
have to start from: changing the structure of the clubs and then help the parents to work with
their children at home. He goes on to say that “As long as we remain with this nonsense,

parameters etc., this is the way we will remain...isn’t that the way we are going to remain?”
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It is in the hands of the MFA to decide the prerequisites for such academies (Coach
Peter, FG7). He gets greatly upset when he goes to a small village club and sees one talented
child, from a group of 35, who, however, cannot improve because of the level present at that
club. These prerequisites are important because if a club does not have enough coaches who
have an A license, they cannot run an academy and they cannot have a license. Coach Stanley
(FG7) is in agreement with having around 8-10 academies with similar characteristics to the
National Sports School where the children attend school and also do football training. This
is the ideal, still, coach Conrad (FG7) believes that “with all due respect...certain
administrators do not have the skill...I think they make life difficult”.

The level of coaching needs to improve too (Coach Steve, FG5; parents from all focus
groups) and we need to pay attention to the qualifications of certain coaches as some seem
to find it easy to go abroad and get any license they want. Coach Steve also believes that
there aren’t enough coaches to make the training sessions as intense as they should be.
George’s guardian (FG6) went on to say that when George first went abroad on a trial, the
players would be divided according to skill level and body size and coaches worked with
them on their weak points. Maltese coaches need to do more of this. Coaches also have a lot
to learn in terms of communication; “they need to communicate in a more
assertive...positive manner....with discipline there needs to be encouragement (Michael’s
mum, FG4)”. Her husband goes on to say that Maltese coaches need to be full-timers and

adopt even more discipline.

They are afraid to impose their discipline because of the parents around them or |
don’t know what .... There is no discipline.... And discipline does not mean how

much you shout.

However, discipline may be difficult to achieve in Maltese clubs:

136



A lot of it is the culture of our training grounds...there is the social life and the
training....so the parents are always there ...maybe they have a bottle of beer whilst

they are at it (Liam’s dad, FG4)

and, possibly, this portrays a more relaxed atmosphere than certain coaches and parents
would like.

Participants in the focus groups believe that, apart from the level of coaching and
clubs, the level of the leagues also needs to be improved, with coach Steve (FG5) saying
“it’s the worst league in the world”, with even the level of foreigners being really poor. He
asks whether we are not able to produce a player better than these foreigners in 10 years’
time, his aim being not to need foreign players at all. He goes on to say that children do not
have a good example to look up to because the foreigners who come to Malta do not have
the mentality of professional players since “they becomes Maltese too readily...you see
players drinking beer in pre-season...that’s how they become.”

Coaches (FG5) recounted their experiences with the teams at the UEFA U17 finals,
with one coach who was with the Swiss team saying that, in Switzerland, they do not allow
their young players to go abroad because their level of second division is already good
enough for a 17 year old to play in and improve. They also get very good contracts which
stops them from looking elsewhere. Another coach who was with the Portuguese team also
found that in Portugal players remain at home when young because the level is very good.
The Maltese coaches, however, shared strong feelings on the U19 squads in Malta. As coach
Jeffrey (FG5) put it, “we cannot remain having a head coach only till U17 and then throw
away the kids ...there is no continuity after U17.” He would like to conduct research on the
Ul17’s league and trace what happens to the players after ten years. He believes that 90% of

them will be out of football. Coach Matthew (FG5) agrees that no one seems to be looking
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out for them and that it is not good for them that they move from the U17’s directly to the
seniors.

However, it is not just the level of play which is not up to standard. Coaches believe
that it is not acceptable that in the Premier league matches the game is stopped because the
ball is deflating or because it is dirty, the pitch is not in a satisfactory state, the turf is not
wet enough or it needs to be cut shorter. To improve performance from the players as well

as spectator attendance there is the need to ameliorate the whole situation.

It’s utterly frustrating for me, in April, to see the condition of the turf and all the balls

getting stuck in it....so, how can the tempo of our game go up...we cannot ......

(Coach Peter, FG7)

The mentality of Maltese clubs, administrators, coaches and players needs to change if
Maltese football is to improve. According to Liam’s dad (FG4), it’s not only the foreign
players who become Maltese in tendency, but even a foreign coach, who spends two years
or so in Malta, becomes Maltese. Here, in Malta, we do not take note of detail (Coach Steve,
FGS5); “In Malta the player goes down to train if he feels like it”, and there is not enough
competition. “The children in nurseries here already think they have made it, that they are
the best on the island (Coach Peter, FG7).” Coach Hilary (FG5) goes on to say that, when
coaching U17’s, what used to irk him was that when the team lost it seemed as if nothing

had happened, whilst George’s father (FG6) believes that

there is no sense of rivalry....children do not have it... they are taught to go down to
play, to do their best and that it doesn’t matter if we lose ...of course it matters.... If
we lose we are going to look stupid...but teach them how to be tough ...how to have

the will to win.... It’s not OK to loose ...but that’s the culture....
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A number of clubs put a lot of emphasis on the technical skills but very little on mental
preparation (Thomas’s dad, FG3). Our mentality “is the biggest thing we need to change,
we Maltese,” stated coach Matthew (FGS5) and, being from Malta, “(1 think) psychologically,

we are small and fear not coping.”

Coach Steve (FG5) sees fear in Maltese children’s eyes when they play against
another young player who is foreign, even if that player hardly knows how to move; “I see
that as being inbuilt in us.” Maltese children need to mix more with other children from all
over Europe and the world. It also hurts him when people say, “l want to get foreign coaches
because the Maltese coaches are not good”. He, together with coach Peter (FG7), believes

that the administrators are inefficient and that is where we need to start from.

From the top downwards, otherwise the situation cannot change...... the worst thing
we have is our mentality...when you go into a club you know you are going to find
a mentality that needs changing. We cannot expect to work just with the kids and the
general mentality will somehow change ...it has to start from the top and then it will

stream down (Coach Peter, FG7).

Coach Peter (FG7) believes that “here we are still afraid of ‘using the knife’ (taking drastic
measures)...but that’s what we need to do to move forward...life is all like that, with all due
respect.... ”. However, there are still too many people who are influenced by politics (close
friendships or personal contacts) he states. Coach Stanley (FG7) agrees with this believing
that, if everyone is professional at the top, then, without knowing it, the mentality will
improve further down. Coach Peter (FG7) went on to say that the MFA, besides working
with the parents’, needs to shake the children up to get them to do certain tasks because
Maltese children are too pampered. At home, parents are not preparing them enough, they

have everything laid out on a plate. He sees “two things which are central...the situation of

139



our lifestyle and the structure of football itself in Malta.” However, if the structure is really
to change it all boils down to money, “as amateurs we are never going to get
anywhere...sorry...but that’s the reality, we cannot keep going around the problem (Coach

Matthew, FG5).”

Furthermore, a coach cannot keep doing everything himself... be the coach,
goalkeeper coach, psychologist, team manager and so on (Coach Jeffrey, FG5). Nurseries
need to invest in the right staff, have resources and facilities, and take players to play abroad
as often as possible in the weekends (Coach Godwin, FG5). The feeling is felt that if the
clubs are good enough, then you don’t even need to send players abroad at all. However, if
we are going to send players abroad the MFA needs to come to some agreement with some

serious foreign clubs to be able to send two or three players together at a time,

so that there will always be another Maltese with me...same ideas.... same culture,

time ...the problem of feeling homesick is going to decrease (Coach Godwin FG5).

When a player is going abroad it is imperative that all the relative personnel, who may help

the player prepare for trials and for migrating, be informed;

When my son went abroad the nursery informed the club, but you need to inform the
MFA too...I do not know whether there is a standard procedure or not...but | believe

this needs to be done (Thomas’s dad, FG3).

The MFA needs to keep monitoring national team players playing abroad so that if there is
a problem they can help the player, possibly even go up to visit the player, one coach

concluded.
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4.3.5 Parental awareness and education

Parents in Malta have a big part to play in helping their children pass through transitions;
however, findings in Study One have indicated that the local culture and the lack of know-
how are great obstacles on this island. Focus group participants believe that first we need to
make parents aware of certain lifestyle factors before we can then act upon them. Chris’s
dad (FG1) believes that “when our children need something we should not give it to them
immediately,” whilst Bernard’s mum (FG1) stated that if a son does take the initiative to do
something at home, but does it badly, the parent should accept that children will do things
their way. Parents shouldn’t tell off their children and fix it themselves; “you have to teach
the child and not do it for him because, otherwise, they will never learn.”

John’s mum (FG1) affirmed that her son, aged 16, leaves his dirty kit in his training
bag despite her telling him to remove it over and over again. Her husband tells her to leave
it there and the next day he would find the dirty one, but she feels she cannot do that.
Bernard’s mum (FG1) retorts to this by saying they are lazy because they always find
everything ready for them. Even to go to training, just one bus ride away, they do not get up
and go because they are used to getting a lift from parents: “he wouldn’t go on his own and
I would have to take him, and as | would have work that would mean money lost, all because
of him (Chris’s dad, FG1).” At his son’s school they have been told not to prepare their
things for them... however, mums find it harder, he said. In the second focus group, four
parents were in agreement that, in Malta, children are pampered too much, emphasizing what
players in study one had stated. Sean’s mum (FG2) goes on to say that this is why they are
then homesick

I think we Maltese are totally different from foreigners in the way we raise our
children ...I think that is why they get homesick....mine isn’t a mummy’s boy

(researcher not in agreement!) but, still, he depends on me, he tells me, ‘ma get me
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that’ and you see me going to get it for him ....we Maltese are like that, this is the

way we raise our children ...so, I think they find it hard then ....

This mother, trying to shift the responsibility, believes that if the MFA keep on insisting on
the players’ personal integrity they will progress, since the word of someone outside the
house carries more weight (Kyle’s dad, FG2). However, Richard’s mum (FG2) believes it

should start from home. Still, she finds it hard not to do things for her son:

I do not work, so, sometimes, this works against me ....as I do everything.... I feel it
is my duty since I am at home....so they find everything ready...I find it difficult to

tell my husband to wash the floor when he has been working all week for me.

In fact, it was seen in these focus groups that stay-at-home mums find it even harder than
those mums who work outside the home to leave their son or husband to do household
chores. Kyle’s dad believes his wife does too much for her son, not realising that she is there
at his own beck and call. However, Michael’s mum (FG4) believes that, sometimes, it’s not
the players fault but the problem of women in general as they are fixated on everything being
in the right place, on getting things out of the way, “so, sometimes, we have to face our
problem and leave things as they are ....”. Her husband went on to say that the parents’
problem is that very often they want things done their way and, if their children do it
differently, parents will change it round again. Parents need to allow their children the
freedom to take decisions; “‘show them once and move on. At times we impose too much our
ways on them ....I think that is typically Maltese.” He goes on to say that his generation
grew up differently and were kept more at home, and though his son takes initiative at home
this sometimes creates anxiety. He believes that “this is why we need to work more on the
parents rather than the children.” We need to let the children take the wrong decision at

times;
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The important thing is that he takes a decision and that is why sometimes leadership
on the pitch is difficult ...because they do not take decisions for fear they will make
mistakes....we put so much pressure on them that they can’t make mistakes ....we
need to back them up....with all respect to the coaches...he tries and he might not
manage ...but at least he takes a decision ....we cannot all the time say ‘what did you

do?’ because that stops them from taking decisions (Michael’s dad, FG4).

If we want to create a culture change, then parents have a role to play in this and
they need to raise their children to be independent to some extent (Thomas’s dad, FG3).
Coaches, too, believe parents pamper their children too much and that is one thing we need
to work on. We need to inform parents about what their children may experience when they
go through transitions. However, at times, unfortunately, parents do not take any real notice
of what the coach says (Coach Steve, FG5) for parents are not knowledgeable until they are
taught.... “We need to be informed,” George’s mum insists. Her partner believes the MFA
needs to inform parents, when players are still young, that their son might make it abroad

and, thus, it becomes necessary to help him prepare himself in certain ways.

Parents are with their children much more than the coach is....so, parents need to be
educated because ultimately they are there to put him on the right track. The MFA
need to educate parents, when their son is 15 what Form G is all about ..... That Form
G is the biggest hurdle of every football player in Malta and it is imperative that

something is done about this (George’s guardian).

Form G is a form used to register an amateur player, aged 14 years or more, to a club which
binds the player to that nursery and its mother club until he turns 21. Those boys, totally
amateur footballers, become exclusive club assets and property — up to and beyond the age

of consent, to age 21. Form G literally transforms amateur, unprotected, underage boys (and
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later young adults) into club property with a price tag fixed on their backs....... At 18, a
footballer should become completely released from his club so he can freely decide on
whether he’s happy playing there or move to some other club. Nothing should inhibit or limit

the freedom towards such a decision by the new adult (Spiteri, 2011).

4.4 Summary

As can be seen from the results of the focus groups, parents and coaches are in
agreement with the issues discussed by players who have made the migration and the former
have come up with their own ideas on these challenges and on other issues of concern. Such
issues, as discussed above, may all hinder the progression of young Maltese footballers. The
focus groups conducted have helped not only to create awareness with parents and coaches
of the challenges experienced by young players when migrating, but have also helped to
develop strategies (both strategic and operational) that the MFA and NSS can work on, in
particular, to help prepare younger players better for transitional challenges and, especially
challenges of migration. Moreover, the focus group results have served to educate parents
on such challenges and may have an influence on practitioner development and training to
help sport psychologists and coaches develop mental toughness development in players, as

suggested by Eubank, Nesti and Littlewood (2017).

The main themes that emerged in the focus groups included the need to prepare
players better for transitions by developing mental and lifestyle skills. Parents and coaches
reported that young Maltese players were not ready to make sacrifices and needed assistance
in becoming more responsible and instilling a hard work ethic. Players also suffered from
low self-esteem, needed help with managing their time well and also needed advice on how
to handle the transition to playing overseas. This could be developed by organising activities

that may help prepare young players for migration such as a live in, exchanges and camps
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where players would live away from their parents and would need to be responsible for
themselves and their belongings. The sport psychologist, together with other staff should
help players understand why they are being challenged and how such challenges will help
them succeed in their future goals (Eubank et al., 2017). Discussions with role models who
have already made the transition to playing professionally abroad would be helpful too.
Young players also need social support from their family, peers, the school, club, the MFA
and in particular sport psychology and transition support since the transition may be a tough
one. Participants in the focus groups, in fact, discussed the need for investment from the
football clubs and the MFA; in particular, the setting up of academies which would lead to
more professionalism. Better coaching qualifications, a higher level of foreign players and a
better mentality in clubs were also seen as necessary. Parental awareness and education on
transitions was one of the areas emphasized in that parents do not have enough knowledge
on how to help their children cope with transitions, in particular, migratory transitions. Sport
psychology practitioners may be particularly useful here in not only providing information
to parents but may also be able to support them when their child passes through transitions,
in particular migratory transitions. Parents felt that they needed to learn how to let go of their
children and allow them the freedom to do things on their own, and thus become more
independent and responsible. However, sport psychology practitioners must not only focus
on the individual but must take note of the environment the individual is in and help parents

reinforce key messages outside of the programme being conducted (Eubank et al., 2017).

The next chapter presents the results of the focus groups to the key strategic decision
makers of the MFA and NSS in a discussion regarding the agreement and process of
implementation regarding strategies to enhance opportunities for young players to move

successfully through transitions (pre, during and post migration).
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CHAPTER FIVE

STUDY 3: Action Planning

5.0 Study 3 Aims and Objectives

Aim: To reflect, in collaboration with the strategic decision makers at the NSS and MFA, on
the results from the reconnaissance phase, with a view to creating action research change
strategies to prepare young players better for migratory transitions.

Obijective: To disseminate findings from the reconnaissance phase to NSS and MFA man-

agement and create action research change strategies to prepare young players better for

migratory transitions.
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Reconnaissance Phase

January - May 2013:
Study 1 (Ch 3)

July 2014 - January 2015:
Study 2 (Ch 4)

Reflection &
Review

Implementation & Monitoring
Second Phase (Ch 6)

NSS: October 2015 — May 2016;
MFA: July 2015- May 2016

Reflection &
Review

Implementation & Monitoring

First Phase (Ch 6)
NSS: January — May 2015;
MFA: January — June 2015

Figure 5.1: The Action Research Cycle Study 3

Action Planning Phase (Ch 5)

NSS/MFA: Informal meeting July 2014;
Action Meeting January 2015

Implementation & Monitoring
Pilot Phase (Ch 5)

NSS: October — December 2014;
MFA: September - December 2014

Reflection &
Review
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5.1 Action Planning — An Introduction

The aim of this phase of the action research cycle is to feedback the emerging themes from
the reconnaissance phase with the Head of the NSS and parent body, as well as with the
MFA Technical Director, with regards to what both organisations can implement to better
prepare young Maltese players for successful migrations. The reconnaissance phase of the
research (Chapter 3) focused on the challenges experienced by Maltese players when mi-
grating to play professional football overseas. It also focused on what could be done to pre-
pare young players for migration through focus groups with parents and coaches (Chapter
4).

The key areas highlighted included the need to provide young players with the skills,
knowledge and understanding necessary to succeed on the professional scene. Mental train-
ing skills, transition awareness, and psychological support needed to be emphasised, espe-
cially, through activities such as trips abroad to visit other football clubs, training camps,
and live-ins. Another key area mentioned was the need for more education for parents on the
challenges their children could face and how they, as parents, could help support them fur-
ther. The issues of better coaching, academy systems, and more professional club set-ups

were also high up on the agenda, especially for coaches.

So, it was appropriate to share the information gathered and to explore the findings
with senior management at both the NSS and MFA, with a view to engaging in some form
of positive change. The next section presents the findings from the discussions with the NSS
Head and parent body, as well as the MFA Technical Director, on the information dissemi-
nated to them. It also looks into directions to generate action change strategies to enhance
the effectiveness of the organisations. This section aims to engage the NSS and MFA man-
agement to target and agree explicit change strategies, within action meetings, to confirm

plausible ways forward consistent with action research methodology.
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5.2 Rationale, design and methodology

A focus group was used with the Head of NSS and parent body to present the findings
of the reconnaissance phase to them and try to generate change strategies. The focus group
held was similar in nature to a group discussion, with the researcher leading the group to
come up with plausible change strategies. In the case of the MFA, the format used was an
individual meeting, since only one participant, the Technical Director, was involved in this

meeting.

The focus group with NSS stakeholders, and the interview with the MFA Technical
Director, sought to encourage the management of these organisations to engage in reflection
and dialogue whilst offering interpretations. The management was encouraged to consider
potential mechanisms to move forward and enhance working practices pertaining to the

emergent issues highlighted and discussed.

Whilst there was familiarity between the researcher and the NSS headmaster, as well
as MFA technical director, there was no familiarization between the researcher and the par-
ent body. The researcher was aware of “participant behaviour adjustment’, whereby the focus
group participants adjust their behaviour in relation to the impression of others, their own
personal needs and history (Carey & Smith, 1994). In some cases, this could be seen during

the focus group and was addressed as best as possible.

5.3 Logistics

The focus group with the headmaster of the NSS and parent body was held at the
Intercontinental Hotel, St. Julian’s. The follow up meeting where the full parent body was
present for information on the action plan, was held at the NSS itself. All meetings with the
Technical Director of the MFA were held at the MFA headquarters during the less busy

hours to avoid disturbances. Although the initial informal meetings were not recorded, the
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actual action meetings with the headmaster and parent body, as well as with the Technical

Director of the MFA, were recorded on a Dictaphone to allow for transcription and analysis.

5.4 Analysis

The data gathered in the action meetings was transcribed verbatim and read over
several times to make clear the actions and subsequent agreements that were discussed. The
action meetings presented below are in the form of a narrative that allows the participants’
own voice to emerge. It also provides a detailed insight into the decision-making processes
involved with respect to an agreement on a change strategy. To supplement the meetings, a
series of reflective ‘stop offs’ (i.e., extracts from the field notes and the researcher’s own

reflections) are further embedded within this chapter.

5.5 Participants’ Profiles
5.5.1 Head of National Sports School (NSS)

The acting head of the NSS is a qualified teacher and worked as a secondary school
teacher for a number of years. He is also a well-known sports journalist in Malta, albeit not
practising as a journalist anymore. The national sports school was a project he came up with.
The government, at that time, in 2012, thought the idea was solid enough and the national
sports school was born and has been in existence since September 2012. His role and re-
sponsibilities at the school involve the everyday running of the school, in particular, its aca-
demic and sport programmes; organising new projects to enhance learning and the advance-
ment of the school, its students and staff; supervision and guidance of staff members; liaison
with parents, associations, coaches and government officials; improvement of facilities and

much more.
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5.5.2 Parent Body
The parent body of the NSS is an elected, voluntary, body of parents who spend time
and effort to improve aspects of the school and to help in the organisation of events that take

place in and outside the school.

5.5.3 Technical Director Malta Football Association (MFA)

The MFA Technical Director was involved for nine years in the MFA technical sec-
tor and was the national coach for the U16, U18 and U21 national sides before he became
the Technical Director at the MFA in 2011. He was also an assistant and caretaker coach for
the senior team. In his role as the Technical Director at the MFA, he oversees the preparation
of all the Malta national teams. His role is to work alongside the coaches, other technical
and medical staff to provide Malta’s top players with the best training programmes and ser-
vices. His role also includes improving the relationship between the coaching staff at the
technical centre and the MFA member clubs by improving the communication that exists

with the clubs and their respective coaches.

5.6 Action Meeting NSS

This meeting was held in January 2015, a few days after | had moved to work full-
time at the NSS. | had been working on a part-time basis at the school since its inception in
2012, so | was familiar with how it functioned and the key people involved. 1 felt that | could
contribute to the school so much more and thus, in July 2014, | approached the headmaster
and showed my interest in becoming more involved with the student-athletes at this school.
We looked at the option of moving full time there and started working on getting transferred
from MCAST, where | was managing the sports department, to the NSS. Part of this process
included, coming up with a job description of what my role would involve, since the school

had never had a full-time sport psychologist. It was thus at this point, in the summer of 2014,
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that 1, together with my supervisory team, decided that the action programme should be
conducted not just with the MFA, but also with the NSS, since a good number of footballers
at the NSS would eventually form part of the MFA national teams. Whilst waiting for my
secondment from one workplace to the other, between the months of October and December
2014, | continued doing my part-time work at the school (though somewhat limited due to
knee surgery) with the student-athletes, and this served as a pilot phase of the action research

project prior to my commencement full-time at the school in January 2015.

In the action meeting held in January 2015, my role at the school was explained to
the parent body. | then gave an introduction to myself, and what was to be discussed, and
together with the group of three parents and the headmaster of the NSS, we went on to
explore the results of the reconnaissance phase. Below, one can see excerpts of the
discussion, presented in single spacing format, together with comments and reflective stop-
offs. These stop-offs are there to illuminate my voice as a practitioner-researcher and the
complexities involved in being an insider conducting practitioner-researcher based research.
Practitioner-Researcher — So, in the focus groups held, parents reported feeling the need for
more information on how to help their children develop, on parental education, on allowing

children more freedom ... on letting one’s child experiment...and not doing everything for
them...

Parent A — when they’re young ...parents tell their children, ‘come here because you will
fall and get dirty...let them get dirty and enjoy themselves....’

Parent B — this ties in well with transition awareness ... children need to be aware of what
they are getting themselves into as they grow older...parents too...because then it’s not such
a big shock ...once they already know ...they’ve seen a video, for example....

A theme that kept repeating itself in every interview or focus group conducted is the fact that

the parents overprotect their children in Malta, they follow their every move, take all

decisions for them and, in general, want to keep hold of them as much as is possible.
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Reflective Stop-off

Having been brought up to be very independent, | am in a constant struggle with the above issue. Unlike most
Maltese mums at that time, mine was a working mum who taught in a secondary school. She also, at times,
needed to travel on work related matters. It was during these times that my brother and | would experiment,
trying our hand at cooking, cleaning and washing the clothes. I still recall one of the first times we used the
washing machine and my brother threw in a purple t-shirt with the whites... of course, my dad’s socks, shirts
and underwear turned lilac! However, we learnt from that situation and our parents never scolded us for taking
the initiative with such things. My brother, to this day, is one of the few Maltese young men | know who does
the chores at home, together with managing a full time job and raising two young daughters. Therefore, I must
admit to feeling very frustrated when parents tell me they do everything for their children. They do not realise
that they are limiting the child’s growth rather than helping them. Based on my strong feelings, as expressed
above, | needed to be very aware of any biases | might carry into the research | was conducted. It was vital to
keep the data clean and valid. Researcher awareness of potential bias helps to increase the likelihood of
implementing strategies with the intention to minimise bias and improve validity, reliability and
generalizability (Ali & Yusof, 2011). With this awareness, | tried to keep myself in check when collecting data
by being careful of the questions | posed, asking open-ended questions and by having a clearly defined target
population (for example, giving the opportunity to all parents of the 1998 national team the opportunity to take
part; the same with coaches). It was vital to be really careful when analysing results and not get too excited
when a finding aligned with my own values and beliefs concerning the topic. | also took the opportunity to

discuss biases with my tutors so that these biases could be challenged (Kirshner, Pozzoboni, & Jones, 2011).

Practitioner-Researcher - we need to commit to what we are going to do, what can be
possible, what areas do we need to work on the most .... Now, some things are free of charge,
for example, developing mental skills ...

Head — mental skills, definitely we need to work on them...

Parent B — it’s not exactly free of charge if you need to use a place to do it, produce
communication material....

Parent C — I think we should focus on the things that we need to go and play beyond Malta

Head — that one over there (pointing to themes table), visit foreign clubs beforehand...maybe
get EU funding; we would really like to travel abroad with the students. In fact, we have
recently started contacts with the Dutch FA, it would be great if we are able to go to Holland,
maybe visit a particular school in Rotterdam and see how it operates...
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At the UEFA U17 finals, which were held in Malta in May 2014, one of the parents on the
parent board had been helping out the Dutch team. This parent managed to set up a meeting
with them for the headmaster and the head coach at the national sport school. This was meant
as an information gathering meeting so that the headmaster and coach would get to know
more about the set-up of sport schools in Holland, as well as how their football academies
functioned. During this meeting, the NSS found full collaboration from the Dutch FA, who
promised to help out if the NSS so wished. This meeting turned out to be vital in setting up

one of the actions to take NSS footballers to play against a number of Dutch teams.

Parent B— we can easily use your (author’s) research to link with other research done abroad

Parent C —when you are basing an EU project on a PhD, European boards look at it as being
more objective because, they say, that for this there is an ultimate goal...you haven’t created
this just to get funding

Parent B — with entities abroad, it would be great to link this research with foreign research
so that they say this is good for both of us...we need to follow this and work on it

Parent C - After every (EU funded) project you have to record what’s happened, what you
obtained ...your budgets....this is not a question of allocating funds or getting them....you
need to use them appropriately and then report back

Parent B — it will be 80% funded and 20% funded by us ...maybe we can speak to the
Ministry of Education and Sports and get funds from them

Head — or get some sponsor; so you need to fish out the money from somewhere and then
you get reimbursed

Parent C — maybe we need to create an association, financial institution, find a bank
Head — when we went to the Bank of Valletta they closed the door immediately unfortunately
Practitioner-Researcher — Does Good Causes Fund still exist?

Head — it does, we can tap into that as well...they don’t give a lot though...but there are
some sponsors.... Also the American Embassy, we are making contacts with them....we
need to build contacts and then they will start opening their doors to us...

As can be seen, funding seems to be a problem as the school does not have a budget to take

young players abroad to experience training and playing in clubs overseas. Although, at
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times, ideas are very forthcoming, it seems that budgetary issues are always a concern. In

Malta, this is a common issue faced by all government institutions.

Reflective Stop off

Again, my frustrations are great in moments when | feel that something can really move ahead if only we had
the funding for it. And it is the one reason why so many people lose their motivation, in Malta, because without
funds there is a limit to what can be done and funds are rarely forthcoming. Again, when | attend conferences,
visits abroad, foreign colleagues regularly speak about the funding available to them and how they were funded
by their organisation to attend conferences or do projects, unlike myself who always need to fund such things
out of my own pocket. | believe it is the number one reason why, in Malta, sport has found it difficult to
develop, the government does not provide much funding compared to other countries, in particular small
countries such as ours. Sport is still not a priority in Malta, it has never played much of a part in our culture,
and we have as yet to make an impact in any area of sport. This continues to make us feel smaller than we

already are; potentially influencing our perceived national identity.

Practitioner-Researcher — so, what can we commit ourselves to do?
Parent B — write the draft (of an EU project)

Practitioner-Researcher — before we write the draft we need to see what actions we are
planning to do

Parent C — A couple of aims that then, in the objectives, are broken down further

Head — those three in the first column (pointing to themes tables) are very important: develop
mentality and attitude ((discipline/sacrifice, time management, responsibility &
independence skills); Transition awareness/education; Develop mental skills (self-
confidence, communication & integration skills, goal-setting, dealing with anxiety)

Practitioner-Researcher — these are things which | can work on

My work as the sport psychologist of the school and the MFA includes conducting team and
individual sessions with the young athletes to help them develop the knowledge,
understanding, skills and attributes for competitive sport, to develop their mental skills to
enhance performance, to provide psychological support to athletes, and to help educate them
about things that matter to them, including transition awareness and education. Therefore, it
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made sense that, since | was going to move to the school full-time, a more formalised and
organised programme of what | was already doing would continue to be conducted, coupled

with activities which would enhance the learning of such skills.

Head — organise activities such as that exchange for example (pointing to table)

Parent C — we need to go out of here with an action plan

Practitioner-Researcher — so, if we set up an exchange...how would we conduct it? What do
we want out of it? A match, training camp... live-in complete with training camp, match and
so on?

Head — exactly, that all student-athletes are exposed to some form of competition...let’s say
there is a training camp and, at the same time that the students are getting on with their
activities, the coaches and teachers have an opportunity for professional development ....
So coaches can help students go through the transitions

Practitioner-Researcher — the students will be living with other athletes, even from the
schools involved, or clubs; they will attend the same training programmes as them

Head — maybe it will be possible that for those five days they will attend school with them

Parent B — they will have the experience of living and waking up with the children in that
family and some students the experience of sleeping in dormitories ....

Head — there are certain doubts about this...we tried it before and found resistance from
parents, to have their children staying with families

Parent C — to be honest, | am one of those who have spent time with host families, so | have
the experience ... with the disposition of today’s children to deal with challenges alone, I do
not think it is advisable to send them to stay with families

Parent B — maybe there will be the opportunity for five of them to live with families and
twenty to stay in a dormitory... I have no problem if my daughter stayed in a family

Head — but you are open-minded ...not everyone is the same ...not everyone is open- minded
and has that mentality

Practitioner- Researcher — if we have some of our students go abroad to join an academy,
they might need to live in a house where someone is responsible for them ...so, they have to
get used to it

Parent C — the first night they will cry ... the journey, leaving your friends to go into a family
you don’t know...

Practitioner-Researcher — but you need to make them aware that this could happen, that it
may be difficult

Head — It’s needed ...I can understand you ....we’ll try and see if we can have the two
options
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Parent C — maybe you’ll do it with slightly older children .....There are so many social cases
...you can’t just risk ...

Parent B — yes, of course but having children with families is much cheaper than having
them in a hostel ....the parents can go abroad too... parents, staff, coaches students they can
all go abroad.

Again, here one can see the fear/dread the Maltese have when it comes to allowing their
children to stay with other adults they do not know. There is a lack of trust, maybe coming
from the lack of travel, lack of information about other cultures, media reports as well as the

sheltered upbringing of the Maltese.

Parent B — now, we need to limit the exercise to the coaches and children

Head — no parents ... because there will be conflict

Parent C — to reach this scope, the parent needs to be absent

Parent B — we can do a course in parent education if we are going to focus on parents too
Parent C — but ...our focus is on exchanges, live- in’s, professionalism ...

Researcher — yes, so we are agreeing on the exchange, parent education, training ...
Parent C — exchange, training camp and boot camp ...as these are very similar
Researcher — yes they do go together ....the live- in too ....

Head — shall we work on the subject of transitional challenges, as it is a bit important?

Researcher — yes...that goes into parent education and .... It’s going to be the main theme ...
it’s going to be part of everything....

Parent C — so, that is the aim ...the objectives are 1, 2, 3.
Researcher - three, as in?

Parent C — in the case of transitional challenges, training and boot camp, coaching and live
in, children’s freedom.... this is the aim and these are the objectives (as he points them out
on the computer screen) ...the aim is to develop the mentality...the objectives are: to
undertake a series of live-ins, even as part of exchanges with foreign countries, style of play,
and lifestyle management ....we can use the element of parents and the whole culture...these
are the objectives...so from each aim we can target three objectives...so we have set out all
the cards here... all we need to do is make use of them...it is thanks to your (author’s) study
that it makes it achievable ...so round of applause ... and this is already adding value to an
aspect which you discovered to be intellectually and socially challenging for athletes in
transition....so, if we look at the athletes and the culture of this particular age group, we
might forecast, that in ten years’ time, we will be able to produce a national sportsman ...
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5.6.1 Summary and Agreed Action Change Strategies

The discussion with the Head of NSS and parent body, following on from the findings
of the reconnaissance phase, suggested that the best way forward to prepare young players
for migratory transitions, would be to organise trips abroad and/or exchanges with young
student-athletes and staff from other countries where the students would get to live, train and
compete together, while experiencing different cultures and ways of life. It was also thought
that it would be effective to have parent and player education sessions to help young players
develop the necessary skills and knowledge for migratory based transition, and to arm

parents with the tools to support their children.

Apart from the EU funded project, which relied on actually succeeding to get the
necessary funds, it was considered essential to conduct activities, which, at that point, were
more in our control. It was decided that we would immediately work on trying to set up an
exchange with clubs in Holland, since we already had a good contact there, with the Dutch
FA, who offered to help. We would also conduct live in’s and role model talks, since these
were good preparation in terms of independent living and would help the young players
adapt better for any future trips overseas. These would, ideally, take place in the students’
mid-term holidays in February and November. At the same time, due to the deadline coming
up, one of the parents and | were to spend some time working on the EU project draft in

order for it to be ready to submit by the end of March 2015.

The headmaster and parent board were full of energy and fully supportive in trying to
find the best opportunities for the students to experience new learning opportunities and |
found a lot of enthusiasm at this meeting. Another parent board meeting for which all
members of the parent board were present then followed this up and the above action change

strategies were discussed. These were given full support by all parties concerned as it was
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felt that the change strategies were crucial for young players’ holistic development. A

summary of the agreed actions in table format can be found at the beginning of Chapter 6.

5.7 Informal Meeting MFA prior Pilot Phase of Action Research Project July 2014

I had been working on a part-time basis at the MFA for more than two years prior to
commencing this action research project. My job was to provide psychological support to
our academy players on an individual as well as team basis. Once in a while, 1 would stop
for an informal chat with the Technical Director in his office to let him know what | was
doing. Thus, in one of my informal meetings with him, and with my action research project
in mind, | reported on the findings | had found in my first study. We went on to discuss the
need to educate players, parents and coaches further about the challenges Maltese players
experience when they go abroad to play professional football. I requested his permission to
conduct focus groups with MFA personnel, head coaches from top nurseries, parents of the
academy, and parents of boys who had already migrated (conducted as from July 2014, as
reported in the previous chapter). He informed me that | would have to invite all the parents
of the 1998 group as otherwise, some might feel left out if not invited. Since parents have
such an influence on their children and are so much a part of the player’s life in Malta, this
is probably true. He gave me his support, although he stated that it is hard or impossible to
change the Maltese culture. He also referred to two players who had recently gone for trials
abroad. Players were not prepared for these trials, he said. One player, when asked how he
had got on, replied that during his week at a foreign club the coach did not speak to him
once, and neither did the other players. He attended training and a match. He was not given
a report, and, thus was confused. Another player who went to Italy on trial was lodged in a
convent for a couple of nights where he had no one to talk to and no internet and felt lost.
His mother also informed us that he had a number of opportunities abroad, but they were

looking for an opportunity in Rome since he has an uncle living there and, thus, it would be
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easier for him to handle. So, this is the mentality adopted, to go to a place where you have a
relative, or a place where you feel more comfortable in, as it will be easier to adapt and, you
are bound to suffer less from isolation and homesickness. Whilst this may make sense,
especially with players of a young age, this may not, however, be the best chance for the

player. To what extent should the player choose comfort over the best opportunity?

Therefore, it was decided, with the Technical Director of the MFA, as a pilot phase in
preparation for the action research project, to try and develop the skills necessary for our
players to adapt better, and to try and educate parents further about this through focus groups

to be conducted over the summer, and talks and, possibly too, a parent education course.

5.7.1 MFA Action Meeting - January 2015

I had been trying to get a meeting for weeks with the Technical Director of the FA
with no luck. This was due to personal issues which kept him away from the FA for quite a
while. This left me very much at a standstill, not sure which way to go. Thus, for this reason
too, the decision was taken that | should include the NSS in the action plan since as
mentioned earlier, a good number of the school’s young footballers would, eventually be

called up to join the MFA academy, and, thus there would be a continuity.

Finally, months after that initial informal meeting, the Technical Director and | sat
down to discuss what had been done over the previous months, how things had gone on and
how we were to move forward from the main issues that had emerged from the focus groups
conducted as part of the reconnaissance phase. Below, one can find excerpts from our
meeting, together with comments and reflective stop offs.

Technical Director — So, what have you gathered from the sessions you conducted with the
parents and coaches?

Practitioner-Researcher — There were coaches who said that, unless there are 10-12
academies and they run on a more professional level, then football cannot improve... parents
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and coaches mentioned, too, that coaching standards need to improve. They also wish that
players do not go abroad by themselves to a new club.... that two players should go together.

Technical Director — it would be better for all if it was possible but, anyway, we tried it once
but it didn’t work out ....

Researcher — if you are speaking to the Chief Executive Officer (CEQO) you can tell him that
| spoke to these parents and coaches and these people said they want to set up these
academies ....is there some way we can work on this in the near future?

Technical Director — yes, I already have the study ready on this ....yes, it’s all ready, so we
can tackle the elite status ....we are going to do it ...but they made this big reform recently
and they didn’t deal with this ...

Researcher — so it needs to pass through the executive board no?

Technical Director — it’s tough to take elite academy status ...it’s not easy...it needs to be
discussed by the council, otherwise it won’t pass ... (Technical Director brings document
on elite academies) ...look you have three types, academy A, B, C
...administration...technical matters...you have everything here... licenses.... You are
classified according to the points you tot up .... Which you get from facilities... training area
... floodlighting, etc..... so, you need to have a certain set up before you can get elite status
...qualifications...youth director of coaching ...elite you get 20 points, non-elite 10 points
etc. but you always get points... and then you get the license according to these and how to
form the committee, president etc. If you sum up 80 points or more you get elite status....

Researcher — so, hopefully, it will be implemented, eventually .... I see that even coaching
standards have improved because now more courses are taking place ...

Technical Director — yes, but we have a problem ... because here they come to learn ...but
then they cannot implement it in their clubs; one, because of the level of the children they
might have, two, because of the facilities, and also because of the administration and parents.
You try and put into practice something that you learnt during the course and then you end
up doing an eight vs eight which calls for a 60 x 45m pitch. The coach will stop you. You
know this training should take an hour and a half and that you need an assistant, but the head
coach comes along and tells you, ‘so you are coaching on your own ...you have four balls
not 15, I can only give you 30 x 30m area and after an hour you need to stop as the others
will be coming in.

Practitioner-Researcher — yes you are right...but at least there are more courses and people
are looking to do them ....

Technical Director - if you see a session of someone who did the course 10 years ago and
then you see a session of someone who did the course in the last two or three years, they are
completely different ....they are very different.... We are teaching the latest trends ...if
someone who did the course 10 years ago comes along I’ll tell him that his method is not up
to scratch now .... it may be effective but for us it’s not good enough...because in 10 years’
time you can improve the training session ....but they continue doing the same stuff ...
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So, despite the fact that the MFA has, over the past year or two, employed a full time
UEFA courses director who has increased the number of coaching courses being conducted
and the level of these courses, it seems that, at times, coaches cannot implement what they
have learnt during the courses due to lack of facilities, equipment, too many players and

many other factors.

Practitioner-Researcher — however, what we now need to look into is ... what areas can the
MFA commit to developing? So, we’ve already been working on certain areas... we need to
see how this is going on ....what can we commit ourselves to doing? These (pointing to first
column in focus groups themes table... mental skills etc.), we are already doing...can we
push ahead with them?

Technical Director — yes ... maybe, we can try and improve what we are already doing.... I
don’t know ...You know....

Having been the sport psychologist of the MFA for three years or so, | had, inevitably,
already worked with a number of our youth teams on mental skills training and psychological
support. This had been done with the 1998 and 1997 groups; however, | had not yet started
on a regular basis with the 1999 and 2000 groups, although they had had an introduction to
the subject. This, unfortunately, hadn’t taken off well yet, due to the fact that over the
previous months, due to the Technical Director’s absence, organisation had been rather poor
and the players, unlike the previous groups, had not been brought over to the MFA technical

centre once a week to eat together and have talks and individual sessions with me.

Reflective Stop off

At times | felt frustrated at how long things take to get done. I so often asked when we could have the players’
sessions organised, including lunch after school, meetings with parents and so on. Unfortunately the lack of
organisation and lethargy then showed in the younger players’ attitude and performance when compared to the
older groups who had had a regular programme of weekly sessions with me, speakers on other subjects,
individual sessions, and team sessions, where they would eat together every week, help in the clearing up, etc.

| felt that it was going to be my project rather than the MFA’s project. I needed support on this.
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Practitioner-Researcher - and this (pointing to parents’ education on focus group table), we
already did it in the parents’ course .... How do you think the parents’ course went? Did you
get any feedback from it?

Technical Director — we did that course for those who were already co-operative parents
...the people who attended were already willing to work with us .... We didn’t reach our
objective...

The parents’ course was conducted over a couple of weeks some months previously. | was
very much involved in its organisation together with Stephen Grima, who runs coaching
courses at the MFA. A circular was sent out to all nurseries in Malta, however, there was
little participation and this was rather disappointing. Unfortunately, very often, we find that

it is the parents who do not need to attend such courses who do, in fact, attend them.

Technical Director — players need to become more responsible ... for instance, this morning
we had seven players coming over, they went to the gym on their own ... they are self-driven
...you don’t need to tell them... they have a programme and they are able to work on it .....
We need to give them more responsibilities, after all they are responsible for themselves on
what is most important, not only for football .... The parent or coach is responsible at the
time that the player is with them ...so, when the parent or coach is not with them, then, who
is responsible for them ...? Should they not be responsible for themselves?

Practitioner-Researcher — they are old enough

Technical Director — at 12 years they need to become more responsible...these days, you
cannot control them .... Because of the internet and these other things...drugs and
doping....from 11 years upwards...

Practitioner-Researcher — young people are not aware enough ....

Technical Director — I think we need to educate children about these dangers .....I don’t
know if it’s your subject line

Practitioner-Researcher — we can get someone to speak to them about these things ....

Technical Director- on my part I will try ...but I need to know what everyone is doing ... ‘if
staff tell me, ‘I have this’....or ‘I want to do this, what do you think?’ It is my job to see
what they want to do and encourage them ...I never tell them no without listening....because
you know what the staff’s motivation is like...if someone comes with an initiative I don’t
want to tell them no...I tell them ‘let’s have a look at it ....can we fix something up?’ I
cannot tell them, ‘you have to take the decision...isn’t that what you’re here for? Don’t
worry ...all you need to do is tell me so that if someone speaks to me about it I know what
is happening’ ...if the President tells me ...you wrote that...I tell him yes ....once I know
people do their work well when people have initiative you need to let them do it, and then
you see the outcome ....if its’ not against the principles or the philosophy of this place (MFA)
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you need to let them do it ....otherwise, you will make him or her lose motivation ....and it
is the same with children ....if they come up with something ....you discuss it with them.

Reflective stop off

Here, one can see that the Technical Director will very often let you get on with things. However, as a part-
timer it is not easy to run after players, parents and other individuals to get things done, and this may be
frustrating as well as time consuming. Unfortunately, in Malta, there are still too many part-timers in sport and

with part-timers who have a full-time job elsewhere, this is tough. Funding has always been the problem.

5.7.2 Summary and Action

Thanks to this meeting plans were made so that the mental skills and psychological
support sessions would continue to take place on an individual basis with the current U19
and U17 squads.

The Technical Director was to continue to work on the academy system and encourage
the MFA executive board to get this up and running. However, this depended on other items
on the MFA executive board’s agenda which may, at this moment in time, be of higher
importance. Moreover, whilst coaching standards are currently being improved through
more courses being available, a push for coaches to take on further and higher education,
including the introduction of the Pro license would be made.

It was now mainly up to me, as the sport psychologist, to organise the psychological
sessions for the players. This was something | was looking forward to since | felt that the
young players needed some guidance and | was keen to help them better themselves and be

more prepared for the transitions they were to face in the coming years.

All the agreed change strategies at NSS and MFA will now be discussed in depth,

and also in table format in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER SIX

Implementation and Monitoring

Review and Reflection

6.0 Aims and Objectives

Aim I: Implementation and Monitoring Phase: To facilitate and manage change strategies

together with NSS and MFA management.

Aim Il: Review and Reflection Phase: To evaluate the change strategies conducted together

with all stakeholders.

Objective I: Implementation and Monitoring Phase: To facilitate NSS and MFA manage-
ment in organising activities to enhance the preparation of footballers for migration to play

professional football overseas.

Obijective 1I: Review and Reflection Phase: To evaluate, together with coaches, players, par-
ents, NSS and MFA management, the efficacy of the change strategies conducted and con-

tinue to enhance them while they are still being effected.
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Reconnaissance Phase

January - May 2013:
Study 1 (Ch 3)

July 2014 - January 2015:
Study 2 (Ch 4)

Reflection &
Review

Implementation & Monitoring
Second Phase (Ch 6)

NSS: October 2015 — May 2016;
MFA: July 2015- May 2016

Reflection &
Review

Action Planning Phase (Ch 5)

NSS/MFA: Informal meeting July 2014;
Action Meeting January 2015

Implementation & Monitoring
Pilot Phase (Ch 6)

NSS: October — December 2014;
MFA: September - December 2014

Reflection &
Review

Implementation & Monitoring

First Phase (Ch 6)

NSS: January — May 2015;
MFA: January — June 2015

Figure 6.1: The Action Research Cycle
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6.1. Introduction

Within this chapter, the author engages in formal reflection, a crucial part of the ac-
tion research process, stemming from development meetings with the participants (i.e. NSS,
MFA management, parents, players & coaches). The emphasis is on decisive action, origi-
nating from and inextricably linked to reflection, facilitated by the practitioner-researcher.
The reflection allows the participants to improve practice within the field of specialisation
(Gilbourne, 2001). An emphasis has also been placed by Huntley et al. (2014) for researchers
beyond the UK to engage in reflective practice in sport, as this is still viewed as somewhat

limited to promote personal, professional and organisational change and development.

The narratives below are presented through a chronological approach following the
action meetings and provide details of collaborative case study cycles that attempt to high-
light the distinct action research cycles (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2000). Verbatim citations
give detailed insight into the working practices of the participants (including barriers and
self-reflections) during the change process. The action strategies are presented in an ‘Intro-
duction’, an ‘Implementation and Monitoring” and a ‘Reflection and Review’ Section. The
‘Introduction’ section refers to the actions that had been agreed upon in the action meetings
presented in the previous chapter. The ‘Implementation and Monitoring’ section refers to a
description of what was done in conducting the action. In a number of the activities organ-
ised, the practitioner-researcher was very much involved in the implementation of the activ-
ities themselves (and thus her voice can be heard here too), whilst in others the practitioner
was marginally involved or simply monitored the activity. In the ‘Reflection and Review’
section, one can find all the evaluations conducted with the various stakeholders as well as

the practitioner-researcher reflections.
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6.2 Development of Change Strategy

Informal meetings were held with the Head of NSS and the Technical Director of the
MFA in July 2014, where it was decided that change strategies needed to be employed to
better prepare young players for transitions, in particular, migratory based transitions. Im-
portance was also placed on educating parents on several matters related to sport, and in
particular, on how to provide their children with the appropriate pre and post-transition re-

lated support.

Both the NSS and the MFA engaged in initial work to improve the above areas over
the months from September till December 2014, with the school concentrating on monthly
talks with players and parents, whilst the MFA engaged in player, coach and parent educa-
tion sessions, including a course for parents. This phase of the action research cycle was

developed as a ‘pilot’ study to the actual action research cycle.

| have therefore, divided my action research into three cycles. After the initial informal
meetings held with the Head of NSS and the MFA Technical Director in July 2014, the pilot
cycle was conducted between September and December 2014. In January 2015, a formal
action meeting was held both with the MFA and NSS management and the first phase then
covered the period between January and June 2015. The second phase was conducted be-

tween July 2015 and May 2016. (See Table 6.2 for full breakdown).

6.3 Biographical Positioning as a Practitioner-Researcher

My position as a practitioner-researcher in this study and having worked at the MFA
and NSS for a few years, meant that | was given a lot of the responsibility to get things done
within the action research cycle, despite some responsibilities being beyond my remit as a

sport psychologist within these organisations. However, having had 13 years of sports man-
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agement experience at the college, as well as having been a Director on the Olympic Com-
mittee for four and a half years prior to starting my PhD, gave me the confidence that | could
manage these tasks. The two years or so which followed, documented throughout this chap-
ter, show the evolvement of the agreed action research change strategies and seeks to outline

the complexities associated with this process.

6.4 Player and Coach Focused Change Strategies

6.4.1. Strategy One: Experiencing Migration and Independent Living

As had been agreed in the action meeting with the NSS Head of School and parent
body, one of the strategies to be implemented was: To experience migration and
independent living to enhance players’ (and coaches) knowledge and understanding of
the challenges associated with a migratory-based transition. The sub aims were:

To enhance players’ knowledge and understanding of the psycho-social challenges and cul-
tural differences experienced when one migrates to play professional football overseas,

To develop players’ psycho-social competencies (such as communication, confidence, re-
sponsibility & emotional control) to be able to manage transitional related challenges,

To enhance coaches’ knowledge and understanding of the above in order to be able to pre-
pare young players better for transitional related challenges.

These aims were intended to be achieved by organising the activities below for NSS students

(also referred to as players throughout this chapter):

la. NSS staff to collaborate with the Dutch FA to organise a training camp, matches and
other activities for NSS students together with young foreign players from top clubs in Hol-
land. NSS students to experience temporary migration by living together in a facility away

from parents so as to learn to adjust to living alone.
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2a. Conduct local live ins/training camps for NSS students where they are given responsi-
bilities, take part in workshops, train, compete and live together. (See macro overview in

Table 6.1).

The actions conducted will be described one by one in this chapter. The planning, imple-
mentation and reflection of the Trip to Holland will be discussed first, followed by the live-

ins conducted in the pilot, first and second phase.
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Table 6.1: Strategy One: Experience migration and independent living to enhance knowledge and understanding of the challenges associated with

a migratory-based transition

Actions Delivery

Aims

Stakeholders of

Delivery

Methods of Evaluation

Findings

la. NSS staff to collaborate
with Dutch FA to organise
activities for NSS students
together with young players
from clubs in Holland. NSS
students to experience tem-
porary migration by living
together in a facility away
from parents to learn to ad-

just to living alone.

2a. To conduct local live
ins/training camps for NSS
students where they are
given responsibilities, take
part in workshops, train,

compete and live together.

i. To enhance players’ knowledge and
understanding of the challenges and cul-
tural differences experienced when one
migrates to play professional football
overseas (method of evaluation:1.1; 1.2;
13;14;15;1.6;1.7;1.8;1.9)

ii. To develop players’ psycho-social
competencies to be able to handle transi-
tional challenges
(1.1;1.2;1.3;14;15;1.6;1.7;1.8;1.9)
iii. To enhance coaching staff’s
knowledge and understanding of the
above in order to be able to prepare
young players better for transitional
challenges (1.3; 1.8; 1.9)

NSS School manage-
ment

NSS Parent commit-

1.1. Interviews (3) players
1.2. Presentations players

1.3. Interviews (2) coaches

tee 1.4. Parent feedback (1)
NSS/MFA Football 1.8. Practitioner-researcher’s
coaching staff reflections

Dutch FA 1.9. Interview NSS Head
NSS Sport 1.3. Interviews (2) coaches

Psychologist
Senior Role models
NSS coaching staff
NSS management
staff

NSS parents

Other speakers

1.4. Parent feedback (2)

1.5. Parent Focus Group (12)
1.6. Players’ written feed-
back (all participants)

1.7. Players’ verbal feedback
(all participants)

1.8. Practitioner-researcher’s
reflections

1.9. Interview NSS Head

- Students reported enhancement of
knowledge, understanding & skills
needed to play overseas

- A few students experienced
homesickness

- Players developed a number of psy-
cho-social competencies

- Coaches learnt from the students
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Table 6.2: Timeline Strategy One NSS: Experiencing Migration and Independent Living
PILOT PHASE FIRST PHASE
2014/ July 14 Aug | Sept | Oct14 | Nov14 | Dec 14 Jan 15 Feb 15 March 15 April 15 May 15 June 15
2015 14 |14
Action/ Informal *1 *1 *1 Action Live-in student/ Evaluation NSS coach
Evaluation | Action Meeting | practitioner- NSS players | evaluation
Meetings Meeting NSS/ researcher Holland trip | live
MFA; MFA evaluation (1.1; 1.2) ins/Holland
NSS (1.6;1.7;1.8) trip
(1.3)
Action 2a. 2a. Live in NSS | EU Project la. NSS
Change Live in application Holland Trip/
Strategy 1 NSS submitted Collaboration
Dutch FA
*1-Talks held over my move to the NSS full-time; also ACL surgery and rehabilitation
SECOND PHASE
2015/2016 July 15 Aug 15 Sept 15 Oct 15 Nov 15 Dec 15 Jan 16 Feb 16 Mar 16 Apr 16 | May 16
Action/ Evaluation Evaluation Live-in Parent Parent/ organiser
E