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Abstract  

This study focuses on understanding the lived experiences of youth academy 

professional football players during the process of career transition into professional-

level football. This study took a case study approach in that only one club took part in 

the data collection process. The research had three main aims, which were: 1) 

understanding the different pressures, challenges and demands young athletes faced 

during their transition into professional-level football; 2) understanding what support 

systems/mechanisms were accessible to players during their transitional process; and 

3) examining the coping strategies players employed in order to overcome the 

challenges they encountered. Face-to-face interviews were chosen as the method of data 

collection. The in-depth, semi-structured interview was considered the most appropriate 

type of interview for the methodological approach chosen for this research. This method 

of data collection enabled the interviewees freedom to discuss topics that are personal 

to them, in turn providing detailed, intimate information about their transitional lived 

experience. Semi-structured interview was the chosen methodology approach for this 

study, allowing the study to explore meanings rather than collect the facts regarding the 

players’ transitional experience, thus capturing rich and detailed stories. During the 

process of data analysis, the ‘double hermeneutics’ approach was used, whereby the 

athletes interpreted their lived transitional experiences, while the researcher interpreted 

the athletes’ interpretation of their experiences. The analysis of the interviews produced 

some key themes that speak to the three main aims. These themes were: 1) challenges, 

including environmental, personal and leadership; 2) support, pertaining to emotional, 

mental, informational and tangible support; and 3) coping mechanisms, specifically 

problem-focused coping and emotion-focused coping. The most cited forms of 

challenges were in relation to training, social media and family issues. Sources of 
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support varied depending on the challenge athletes faced, but one factor was constant: 

family was the ever-present source of support regardless of the challenge and pressure 

the athletes faced. Generally, when the athletes chose their coping mechanism, it 

seemed to be a combination of both problem-focused coping and emotion-focused 

coping. As athletes tried to figure out how to resolve the challenge(s) they encountered, 

they simultaneously aimed to keep their emotions in check as to not increase the 

pressure they felt.  
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1.1 Football Context  

1.1.1 Introduction 

Since its inception, football has gradually grown in popularity across the world and is 

now considered more than just a sport: it is a significant aspect of everyday culture 

(Jakobi, 2015). Yet although football is deemed to be a universal language, the way in 

which the game is played in particular countries is a result of the specific cultural, 

historical and social heritage (Wharton, 2007; Brown, 2008; Castelo, 2009; Hamil, 

Walters, & Watson, 2010; Nogueira, 2011; Sarmento, Pereira, Matos, Campaniço, 

Anguera, & Leitao, 2013). In addition, football clubs are themselves part of the cultural 

heritage of the community in which the club has been established – something that has 

been demonstrated by the passion and devotion regularly shown by fans and consumers 

(Walters & Watson, 2010). This aspect of football means that local derbies and special 

rivalries are created that enhance the entertainment factor and global appeal of the sport 

(Deacon, Dondolo, Mrubata, & Prosalendis, 2004; Jakobi, 2015).  

Football has an estimated 265 million participants worldwide, including 1.5 million 

participants in England (Hendriks, Gilbert, Oyon, & Stricker, 2014; Williams, 

Langdon, McMillan, & Buckley, 2015). In addition, about 9.4 million players under the 

age of 18 are registered in football clubs worldwide (O’Gorman, 2015). Reaching the 

professional level within football is deemed difficult and highly competitive due to the 

limited opportunities available (Aguiar, Botelho, Lago, Macas, & Sampaio, 2012), with 

an estimated 0.04% playing in professional leagues worldwide (Haugaasen & Jordet, 

2012; Haugaasen, Toering, & Jordet, 2014). Owing to its global popularity, football is 

also being consumed in a wider variety of methods than ever before, with an estimated 

1 billion accessing the sport through means such as watching it on television, attending 
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matches and/or buying merchandise, signifying the true global attraction of the 

‘beautiful game’ (FIFA, 2007; Cleland, 2015). 

Over the past two decades, football has experienced prodigious growth, evolving into 

the global sport it is today, with the service enterprise engaged in the business of 

entertainment, performance and financial profit (Magee & Sugden, 2001; Relvas, 

Littlewood, Nesti, Gilbourne, & Richardson, 2010; Littlewood, Mullen, & Richardson, 

2011). Currently, owing to the globalisation of football, football clubs must compete 

both on a sporting and financial level in order to be effective and successful, which 

inevitably expands their global brand (Slack & Parent, 2006; Nesti, Littlewood, 

O’Halloran, Eubank, & Richardson, 2012). The estimated value of football is around 

€220 billion worldwide (Kriemadis, Terzoudis, & Kartakoullis, 2010; Cayolla & 

Loureiro, 2014).  

Europe specifically is recognised as a core regional entity in which football has 

significantly grown and thrived in the last ten years (Littlewood et al., 2011). In this 

sense, European football is considered the ‘core economy’ of football, in turn 

accounting for the majority of the revenue generated by football (Kriemadis et al., 2010; 

Littlewood et al., 2011; Cayolla & Loureiro, 2014). This region is home to five of the 

most watched football leagues in the world – the English Premier League (EPL), 

Spain’s La Liga, Italy’s Serie A, the German Bundesliga and France’s Ligue 1 

(Sarmento et al., 2013). According to the Deloitte Annual Review of Football Finance 

(2015), the collective revenue of the ‘big five’ European leagues rose in turnover by 

15% to €11.3 billion during the 2013/14 season, with all five leagues reporting record 

revenues for the third successive year. The size of the European football market was 

forecasted to exceed €25 billion in 2016/17, with the combined global broadcast rights 

fees to surpass €7.5 billion in 2016/17 (Deloitte, 2015). With revenue of this magnitude, 
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football as a global business is now based on transnational brand expansion and 

corporatisation, which means that not only are the elite clubs likely to benefit from this 

global expansion, but so are other, non-football-related organisations (Cleland, 2015).   

With this globalisation of football, the competition to obtain professional contracts has 

become fierce. Similarly, a career within professional football is very demanding 

(Bourke, 2002), because of the pressure of physically playing top-level football along 

with a winning mentality that is then compounded by the financial implications of 

losing (Mills, Butt, Maynard, & Harwood, 2014). Furthermore, owing to the limited 

number of opportunities to obtain professional contracts, there is a high failure rate in 

succeeding at competing at this level, which is seen especially during the transition 

from youth- to professional-level football (Hardwick, 1999; O’Donoghue, 1999; Conn, 

2000; Bourke, 2002; Bourke, 2003). Indeed, not only does performance within football 

depend on factors such as technical, tactical, physiological and psychological aspects 

(Pazo et al., 2012; Reilly et al., 2000; Stolen et al., 2005; Raya-Castellano & Uriondo, 

2015), but the increasingly competitive environment of football means that players now 

have to be fitter and make more sacrifices in order to give themselves the opportunity 

to become professional football players (Nesti, 2010; Relvas et al., 2010; Raya-

Castellano & Uriondo, 2015). Owing to these demands, football clubs have invested 

substantially in youth development in the form of academies, which are viewed as 

breeding environments for the next generation of top-level professional footballers 

(Holt, 2002). Haugaasen and Jordet (2012) found within research that the 

developmental process from youth- to professional-level football is complex and 

dependent on numerous interacting personal and circumstantial factors (Neto, Barbieri, 

Barbieri, & Gobbi, 2009; Reilly, Bangsbo, & Franks, 2000). In addition, several studies 

have also found that the transition from youth- to professional-level football is 
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considered to be the most difficult transition during an athlete’s life, as evidenced by 

the low conversation rate to the professional level (Stambulova, 2009; Larsen, 

Henriksen, Alfermann, & Christensen 2014; Morris, Tod, & Oliver, 2015). In order for 

one to understand this transition and the process these young players undergo, one needs 

to first understand the academy system and the environment in which players are 

developed.  First, however, to contextualise this study, the English professional football 

is discussed. 

Section I 

1.1.2 English Professional Football 

English professional football has one of the most comprehensive league structures in 

the world, consisting of 92 clubs divided into four divisions. At the very top of this 

structure is the English Premier League (EPL) followed by the Championship, League 

1 and League 2 (Szymanski & Smith, 1997).  The EPL comprises 20 clubs, including 

some of the richest and highest profiled sports business enterprises in the world (Elliott, 

2014). The EPL was formed in 1992 as a breakaway from the English Football League, 

owing to discontent among the top clubs regarding what they considered to be an unfair 

division of television revenue. This departure enabled the top clubs’ representatives to 

negotiate their own television rights with BSkyB and the BBC respectively (Conn, 

1997; Barros & Leach, 2006; Elliott, 2014). Since its inception, the EPL has gradually 

grown into a global phenomenon that attracts millions of fans worldwide (Barros & 

Leach, 2006; Welford, García, & Smith, 2015). Moreover, since the EPL breakaway, 

the Football Association (FA) Technical Department's Charter for Quality (1997) 

introduced football academies, becoming the catalyst for transformation within elite 

youth football development in England (Richardson, Gilbourne, & Littlewood, 2004).  
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The EPL has more recently been described as the richest and most watched football 

league in the world. This popularity has made the EPL one of the world’s leading 

revenue generators within sport (Barros & Leach, 2006; Anagnostopoulos & Senaux, 

2011; Welford, García, & Smith, 2015). The current increase in income has been 

generated through sponsorship, television rights, corporate hospitality and increased 

gate receipts (Szymanski & Kuypers, 2000; Barros & Leach, 2006; Bullough & Mills, 

2014; Welford, García, & Smith, 2015). Depending on each team’s final league 

position, it can be relegated into the lower division or promoted into higher divisions 

(Oberstone, 2009), hence the competition at the top level has never been greater. Final 

league positions are imperative with regards to the financial benefits attached; the 

higher the team finishes, the more revenue they will obtain. These positions also 

determine which clubs will participate in European competitions that provide clubs with 

the opportunity to earn more exposure and income (Forrest, Simmons, & Szymanski, 

2004). 

According to Deloitte (2015), the wealth generated by the EPL has passed the £3 billion 

mark, which means the EPL currently generates more revenue than Serie A and La Liga 

combined. The financial power created by the EPL enables it to attract some of the 

world’s best coaches and playing talent, subsequently further increasing the quality of 

the league (Deloitte, 2015). This success puts pressure on academies to develop young 

players that are capable of playing at the top level (Platts & Smith, 2009). One could 

argue that the time invested in younger players depends on numerous factors, such as 

the club and the league the club is in, the objectives of that club, migration, the 

globalisation/commercialisation of football and the philosophy the manager has with 

regard to talent development. These circumstantial factors in turn generate challenges 
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and pressures that young players will have to face and must potentially overcome if 

they are to make a successful transition into professional-level football. 

1.1.3 Commercialisation 

The globalisation and commercialisation of football have increased the importance of 

the financial and economic aspects of the game owing to the magnitude to which 

football has become a business enterprise and clubs have become global brands 

(Hendriks, Gilbert, Oyon, & Stricker, 2014). Gammelsæter and Jakobsen (2008) argue 

that the commercialisation of football as a global business along with the intensity of a 

performance- and results-orientated environment undeniably affect a club’s philosophy 

of practice, organisational position, culture and approach (Relvas, Littlewood, Nesti, 

Gilbourne, & Richardson, 2010). The short- and long-term future of football, especially 

at the top level, is dependent on results in order for clubs to be successful (Nesti, 

Littlewood, O’Halloran, Eubank, & Richardson, 2012). Success itself is relative to a 

particular club within a particular league. For some clubs, winning the EPL is deemed 

success; for others, qualifying for European football is success, or finishing in high 

league positions. For yet others, avoiding regulation or being promoted can be identified 

as success (Hendriks, Gilbert, Oyon, & Stricker, 2014). The level of success obtained 

by clubs is influenced by different factors, such as human capital (players and 

managers), financial capability and team philosophy (Van den Berg 2011; Kennedy & 

Kennedy, 2012; Hendriks et al., 2014). 
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Figure 1: Rise of the Premier League television income (BBC Sports, 2015) 

 

The demand for the televised access to the EPL across the world has never been greater, 

shown through the growth in television rights since its inception (figure 1) (Richardson, 

Littlewood, Nesti, & Benstead, 2012; Elliott, 2014). Figure 1 displays the breakdown 

of domestic television rights, which recorded an increase of 71% (2016/19) from the 

previous auction, with the EPL also broadcasting live to more international nations than 

ever before. The television revenue generated by the EPL is mainly divided into three 

parts (Burdekin & Franklin, 2015). Half of the revenue is divided equally amongst all 

the clubs present; one-quarter of the revenue awarded on a team’s final league position, 

with the League champions being awarded 20 times more than the last-place team; and 

the final quarter of the revenue is paid out as facilities fees for matches that are televised. 

If clubs want to gain more television revenue, they not only have to be competitive in 

order to stay in the league but also finish higher, which subsequently places the club in 

a better position to attract top players (Richardson et al., 2012). Guschwan (2016) also 

argues that the principal goal for commercial television is to make revenue through 

advertising. In order for clubs to make more money, they need to obtain the right 
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products (players) with whom the audience wants to engage, which in turn creates a 

better platform for advertisers. Since the EPL’s first season, clubs have spent more than 

£3 billion on stadium development in order to increase their live viewing capacity 

(Elliott, 2014). In addition, clubs are benefiting from the increasing television viewing 

audience, as the EPL can be accessed through different media outlets (Richardson et 

al., 2012; Guschwan, 2016). Consequently, as a result of the financial income generated 

via television revenue, clubs are in a better position to buy and pay (wages) for the 

services of highly rated players (Coxa, Gilmore, & Graham, 2015). 

According to the Deloitte Annual Review of Football Finance (2015), the total EPL 

wages rose by £119 million to £1.9 billion in 2013/14, representing a 7% increase from 

2012/13. During the 2013/2014 season, six EPL clubs had a combined total wage bill 

above the average of £95 million (Deloitte, 2015). Subsequently, these six clubs 

finished in the top seven at the end of the season, which illustrates that while buying 

the top players requires paying high wage bills for their services, it also means that 

having the best players can mean finishing higher up the league table (Coxa et al., 

2015). Moreover, during the 2012/2013 season, the EPL clubs spent a total of £364 

million on foreign players (Deloitte, 2012; Elliott, 2014), and across the 92 EPL clubs, 

total transfer spending in the same period rose by £209m (25%) to exceed the £1 billion 

mark (Deloitte, 2015). These figures show that English clubs are increasingly paying 

more to acquire the services of top players in order to achieve success.  

Yet while over the past decade teams have spent more on wages than ever in a bid to 

create winning teams and compete at the highest level possible, the results of the 

2015/2016 EPL season contradicted this strategy. While Leicester City spent the fourth 

lowest in regards to wages, thus less than that of the average team within the league, 

the team went on to win the EPL (Sky Sports, 2016). In contrast, the highest spending 
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team with regard to wages (Chelsea) finished tenth (Sky Sports, 2016). One could 

conclude that while acquiring the best players and paying for their services does 

contribute to success, it does not guarantee it (Coxa et al., 2015; Unlucan, 2015). 

The responsibility to create teams that can compete within the league and achieve the 

targets set by the club in order to deem their season as ‘successful’ often relies on the 

managers and directors of the clubs. Within a football club system, the club’s first-team 

manager generally has significant influence and control over the players’ and team’s 

development (Cushion, Armour, & Jones, 2006; Cushion, 2010; Cushion, Ford, & 

Williams, 2012). In order for a team to finish higher up in the EPL and avoid demotion 

to a lower league, they have to build the best team. Clubs thus have to build and develop 

the best players, but in order to do so they need the financial power (Sæther & Solberg, 

2015). For some managers, using this financial power to build the best team involves 

providing opportunities for young players to develop, whereas for others this means 

buying top-rated players from across the world (Cushion, 2010; Cushion et al., 2012). 

Moreover, as a result of the globalisation and commercialisation of football, the 

pressure on managers has never been greater to deliver results; this is evident by the 

number of managerial sackings across English professional football in light of their 

failure to produce successful teams (Bullough & Mills, 2014). 

The League Managers’ Association report for the 2015/2016 season shows that there 

were 56 managerial sackings across English professional football in this period, with 

an average tenure of one year and 113 days (Sky Sports, 2016). Of these, 11 EPL 

managers were sacked, with an average tenure of two years and seven days, whilst 18 

managers were dismissed from the Championship League (Sky Sports, 2016). One 

could argue that the time given is not enough to build a successful team but this factor 
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is often overlooked in the current high-pressure football environment (Cushion et al., 

2012).   

One of the priorities for many managers within the EPL is thus the need to be successful 

quickly, which could potentially shift their focus to the short-term rather than long-term 

development of potentially talented players and enhancing the rate of successful 

transition from the youth to the professional level (Waddington & Parker, 2000; 

Roderick, 2006; Murphy, 2007; Roderick, Platts, & Smith, 2009). This type of 

mentality could potentially be a barrier for young players on the verge of making their 

transition into professional football, so in order for them to be successful they will have 

to find coping mechanisms that will increase their chances. Platts and Smith (2009) 

suggest that a team’s definition of ‘success’ in terms of meeting their targets is usually, 

but not always, linked to the first team, which poses a challenge for young players as 

youth development may not be seen as a priority.  

Moreover, as indicated above, the commercialisation of football means that clubs at the 

top level now have the financial capacity to purchase players they anticipate will have 

an influence on their team building process – either  talented younger players or more 

experienced players  (Platts & Smith, 2009; Bullough & Mills, 2014; Sæther & Solberg, 

2015). Numerous researchers identified this trend as a shortcut to success, as opposed 

to the development of the club’s own academy players (Platts & Smith, 2009; Bullough 

& Mills, 2014; Hendriks, Gilbert, Oyon, & Stricker, 2014). This situation potentially 

limits the playing opportunities available for the academy players to develop.  

As such, the pressure on managers and teams to be successful has created what is 

deemed a ‘catch-22’ situation.  This type of scenario creates a dilemma for managers 

in which they have to examine the implications of spending money on buying players 
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rather than developing young academy players (Vaeyens, Coutts, & Philippaerts, 2005; 

Bullough & Mills, 2014). Bullough and Mills (2014) found a correlation between 

managers’ concept of stability and their willingness to allow young academy players to 

play in the first team. One could argue that if a manager felt more stability within his 

job, he would allow opportunities for young players to transition into professional 

football and be more involved within the first team (Vaeyens et al., 2005; Bullough & 

Mills, 2014). Platts and Smith’s (2009) earlier research suggests that the lack of 

managerial stability creates an environment in which managers are always considering 

their own interests and objectives in relation to achieving targets that will secure their 

job, and if that objective does not include young player development, then the 

involvement of these players could be limited.  

Moreover, the league a club is in can be a contributing factor in terms of opportunities 

for young academy players.  Sæther and Solberg (2015) found that newly promoted 

teams had fewer under-20 players within their squad than other teams did. The 

reasoning behind this could be that newly promoted teams place more emphasis on 

experience rather than developing young players in an attempt to stay in the league. 

This type of scenario illustrate the fact that various teams having different concepts of 

success, which inevitably will affect the rate of successful transition from youth- to 

professional-level football (Roderick, Waddington, & Parker, 2000; Roderick, 2006; 

Murphy, 2007; Platts & Smith, 2009; Bullough & Mills, 2014). Sæther and Solberg’s 

(2015) research also shows that although young players within top club academies 

could benefit from that environment, the pressure and demand is much higher to deliver 

results and performance, which could then potentially limit the opportunities available 

for development. For example, two of the best teams in Spain, and arguably in the 

world, have two contrasting policies in terms of the acquisition of players. While Real 
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Madrid is known for spending a lot of money to acquire world-class players, illustrated 

in the last two world record transfer fees set by the club (for Gareth Bale, for £85.3 

million, and Cristiano Ronaldo, for £80 million) (Hendriks et al., 2014), FC Barcelona 

is known for its ability to produce talented young players from its academy system 

while also spending to acquire other players (Hendriks et al., 2014). One could conclude 

that in order for teams to achieve success and also provide opportunities for young 

players to transition into professional football, there has to be a balance between 

experienced players, purchase of players and developing young talent (Vaeyens et al., 

2005; Bullough & Mills, 2014; Hendriks et al., 2014). 

Another relevant factor is the financial fair play (FFP) regulations, which were 

approved in 2010 with the first assessments being made in 2011 (UEFA, 2015). 

According to UEFA, FFP regulations are about aiding the improvement of the financial 

health of football clubs. The main objectives of FFP are to introduce more discipline 

into club football finances to decrease the pressure on clubs in terms of salaries and 

transfer fees and thus ensure clubs compete in competitions within their budgets and 

have long-term investments in youth development and infrastructure (UEFA 2010b; 

Vopel, 2011). FFP regulations could potentially aid youth development, encouraging 

clubs to nurture young players instead of buying players in a bid to avoid FFP penalties. 

Clubs such as Manchester City have seized this opportunity to invest in their new youth 

complex in a bid to improve their youth development environment. According to UEFA 

(2015), another main aim of FFP is not necessarily to make clubs equal but rather to 

encourage clubs to build and develop for success (i.e. invest in youth development) 

rather than continually seeking a ‘quick fix’ (buying the best players across the world 

to gain instant success). Since the start of 2016, in order for UEFA to encourage clubs’ 

investment in youth development, all their costs towards youth development were 
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excluded from their break-even calculation (UEFA, 2015). Youth development would 

thus create no loss in revenue, but rather be an investment compared to purchasing 

players and paying high wages, which do count towards club revenues. This type of 

investment in youth development would enable clubs to better understand the 

challenges that young players face during the process of transition, which in turn can 

help clubs provide adequate support mechanisms in order to increase the successful rate 

of transition from youth to senior football. 

There are also other factors within the EPL that affect the development of young 

players, which inevitably affect their process of transition. Ivarsson et al. (2015) show 

within their research that one of the most crucial factors influencing young players is 

the quality of the coaching environment within the academy system. It is therefore 

important for the best coaches to develop young players in order to create the right 

coaching environment and training, thus giving the players a better chance of making a 

successful transition (Gould, Dieffenbach, & Moffet, 2002; Martindale, Collins, & 

Daubney, 2005; Ivarsson et al., 2015). The right coaching environment also enables 

players to be challenged according to their skill level, which enhances their 

development into top-level players and gives them better opportunities to transition to 

the professional level (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975; Sæther & Solberg, 2015).  

The opportunities given to young players with regard to playing time varies depending 

on both the club and league (Sæther & Solberg, 2015). Ivarsson et al. (2015) found that 

clubs with limited financial capability use talent development as a dimension for 

financial investment, which not only aids their sporting performances but also creates 

a source of financial revenue once players are sold to clubs in better financial positions. 

These clubs with limited financial capability tend to provide more opportunities for 

their young players in terms of chance of playing in the first team in order to aid their 



15 
 

development and later sell these players (Fraser-Thomas, 2008; Gagné, 2000). This 

type of environment creates better opportunities for young players to have a successful 

transition into professional-level football. The so-called ‘bigger’ clubs within the EPL 

tend to participate in more than one competition and is it arguable that youth players 

would be allowed to participate in those competitions that the clubs may deem less 

important or lucrative (Coxa, Gilmore, & Graham, 2015). Some clubs view these 

competitions as avenues of game time and exposure for the younger players, which also 

helps them benefit from playing at a high standard, inevitably benefitting their 

development (Coxa et al., 2015).  

In recognising the need to enhance youth development and help transition players by 

bridging the gap between youth and senior football teams, at the start of the 2012/13 

season, the under-21 Premier League replaced the Premier Reserve League (Premier 

League, 2016). This system was designed with the view of preparing the young players 

to easily transition into senior football (Bullough & Mills, 2014). This system also 

provides managers with a platform to test players in whom they see potential whilst 

also providing the much-needed game time for these players (Henriksen, Stambulova, 

& Roessler 2010). Furthermore, it helps young players be aware of the requirements of 

top-level professional football. This aim of this system addresses the concern found in 

the research of Gould and Carson (2008), i.e. that players are unaware of what is 

required at the top level, thus making them unable to cope with the transition and the 

requirements, resulting in a culture shock (Henriksen et al., 2010). One could argue that 

for the youth development and under-21 system to be classified as ‘successful’, there 

has to be an increase in players making appearances in the first team and successfully 

transitioning from youth- to professional-level football. Similarly, Larsen, Alfermann, 

Henriksen and Christensen (2013) define successful talent development environments 
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in the sport as teams, clubs or professional bodies that manage to continually produce 

top-level athletes whilst providing them with suitable resources to enable them to cope 

with the transition at hand. Nevertheless, one could argue that if players are talented 

enough they would usually skip this system and move onto the first team (such as 18-

year-old Manchester United player Marcus Rashford, who is in the process of 

establishing himself as a regular player for the first team), thus other researchers have 

questioned the impact of the under-21 league and if it has in fact been successful 

(Bullough & Mills, 2014; Sæther & Solberg, 2015; Smith, 2016). 

In sum, the ever-increasing popularity of the EPL along with the financial power 

available to clubs means in order for young players to have an opportunity to transition 

into professional level, they not only have to be one of the finest prospects in England 

but also across the world (Mills et al., 2014). This type of pressure becomes a challenge 

for these young players within the academy, thus necessitating an increased focus on 

youth development (Bullough & Mills, 2014; Mills et al., 2014). Owing to the number 

of players within the league, the supply of young talent currently exceeds the demand 

(Bourke, 2003), which is why Bullough and Mills (2014) suggest that there need to be 

both structural and cultural changes within the game in order to maximise the supply 

line within the academy system, thus increasing the rate of successful transition from 

youth- to professional-level football (Höner & Votteler, 2016).  

1.1.4 Migration 

The popularity of the EPL makes the league a favourable destination for the world’s 

best talent, thus the global migration of football individuals and organisations to and 

within the EPL has greatly increased in the last decade (Magee & Sugden, 2002; 

Anagnostopoulos & Senaux, 2011; Barros & Leach, 2006; Welford, García, & Smith, 
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2015). Elite labour migration has become a prominent feature within the football 

industry, especially within the EPL (Maguire & Stead, 1998; Magee & Sugden, 2002; 

Richardson, Littlewood, Nesti, & Benstead, 2012). Such migration consists of the 

movement of athletic talent (players, managers and coaches) within and between 

nations and continents (Richardson et al., 2012; Elliott, 2012, 2014). During the EPL’s 

breakaway season in 1992/1993, only 13 foreign players were in the starting line-up, 

while by the 2001/2002 season the number of appearances made by foreign players 

exceeded those of the indigenous players (Elliott, 2010, 2012, 2014). By the 2008/2009 

season, 358 foreign players were registered across EPL clubs, whilst by 2015/2016, less 

than 30% of the starting 11 players at the beginning of the season were indigenous 

players, demonstrating the prominence of migration in 21st-century football (Rollin & 

Rollin, 2009; Elliott & Harris, 2011).  

Migration of players can be caused by push or pull factors, or a combination of both. 

Walker (2010) explains push factors as situations usually beyond the athlete’s control, 

such as limited playing opportunities within his current club or league. Pull factors on 

the other hand are incentives that draw the athlete towards migration, such as financial 

reward, or playing in a ‘better’ league or more prestigious competitions. Molnar and 

Maguire’s (2008) research on Hungarian footballers demonstrates that players were 

motivated to migrate for various reasons, including a quest for new challenges, personal 

development, better conditions and financial benefits. In contrast, Poli (2010) found 

that African players migrated due to the motivation to utilise football as a platform to 

further develop their country. Lack of career development opportunities has been cited 

by numerous researchers as a factor that contributes to migration into the EPL (e.g. 

Maguire & Stead, 2000; Elliott, 2012; Dimeo & Ribeiro, 2009), which is linked to 

overproduction of indigenous talent (Elliott, 2012). However, Elliott (2010) suggests 
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that the motivation of players cannot be reduced to just one factor; rather, a player’s 

decision to migrate would be a combination of many different elements, signifying that 

players are motivated by a combination of push and pull factors, which vary from player 

to player (Maguire & Molnar, 2008; Littlewood, Mullen, & Richardson, 2011). In 

addition, different factors influence different players at different stages within their 

athletic career (Maguire & Molnar, 2008). Players have their own unique journey, and 

are influenced by a blend of local–global push and pull factors, thus it is not possible to 

conclude that athletic migration would be motivated by one single factor (Elliott & 

Harris, 2001; Maguire & Molnar, 2008).  

Nevertheless, migration has implications in terms of the number of young players 

making a successful transition into professional football within the EPL. Kuhn (2002) 

suggests that the pronounced increase in numbers in terms of overseas players precludes 

indigenous players from successfully integrating into professional football thus limiting 

opportunities to play in the first team. This notion has been supported by numerous 

researchers. For example, Mills, Butt, Maynard and Harwood’s (2012) research finds 

that the migration of players into the league limited the opportunities of academy 

players to transition into professional football. Hardman and Iorwerth (2014) argue that 

young players do not get enough exposure at the highest level of competition within the 

EPL because of migration into the league, which hampers their development in terms 

of being ready to make the transition into professional football. Therefore, Hardman 

and Iorwerth (2014) suggest that young players within the academy system in the EPL 

should also migrate abroad to gain exposure and increase their chances of making a 

successful transition into professional football.  

On one hand, the challenge is implicit: although one of the reasons cited above for 

migration into the league is a lack of career development opportunities within the home 
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country of the migrant (Maguire & Stead, 2000; Elliott, 2012; Dimeo & Ribeiro, 2009), 

one could argue that this increasing migration into the EPL subsequently hampers the 

career development opportunities for the young players within the academy system of 

EPL clubs as they will have fewer opportunities to transition due to the increasing 

number of players. On the other hand, Sagar, Busch and Jowett (2010) argue that the 

effects of migration on the indigenous players could also be positive in terms of raising 

the standards of development, allowing the academy players to play and train against 

the best young talent in the world, thus inevitably raising their own game. Similarly, 

Elliott and Weldon (2010) found that the involvement of foreign players has the effect 

of raising the standards of performance and competition. Either way, it is clear that 

migration has its effects on transition in terms of playing opportunities available to 

young players, so in order for young players to have a better opportunity and 

successfully transition into professional football, they have to embrace and overcome 

the effects of migration.   

Section II 

1.2 Youth Context 

1.2.1 Introduction  

Professional youth football in England has developed since 1997 when the FA created 

the ‘Charter for Quality’ development strategy. Designed for the elite level, this strategy 

aims to provide top-quality facilities, staff and training programmes to accommodate 

young, talented footballers aged between eight and 18 years old (Weedon, 2011). 

According to the FA, the football academy system is regarded as the best developmental 

scheme in England for elite youth football players. The system is mainly funded by the 
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country’s professional football clubs with the aim of producing professional players. 

Between ages 9 – 11 (Foundation Phase, table 3) and 12 – 16 (Youth Development 

Phase, table 3), players enter the academy system on a part-time basis (in football 

language, known as ‘schoolboy terms’). Parents of players in the academy at the early 

stages (when the players are nine to 13 years old) tend to help manage the transition by 

getting involved in the weekly training and competition commitments that are required 

(Clarke & Harwood, 2014). Such involvement can include driving players to training 

and competition. In addition, these parents also need to be aware of not putting their 

children under unnecessary pressure that could hinder their transition. Players are 

generally expected to train between five to eight hours per week. At 16, the players who 

have met the criteria (which varies from club to club, subjective to what type of player 

the club thinks they need at that particular stage) are selected for an academy 

scholarship of a two-year, full-time training programme. This stage is arguably the most 

pivotal and challenging as it gives players a small window of opportunity to become 

professional football players – it is this stage in which the transition from youth level 

to the professional level occurs (Mills, Butt, & Maynard, 2014a, 2014b).  

The football academy scholarship programme combines both football-specific 

components alongside academic/vocational training (Weedon, 2011). This system 

adheres to FIFA’s (Football’s international governing body) (2010) regulations with 

regard to the transfer of minors and providing alternative career opportunities for young 

aspiring footballers (Weedon, 2011). Once the scholarship has been completed, players 

may be released by their clubs, released with a one-year extension (when coaches have 

not fully decided on the status of that player), or they may sign a professional contract, 

thus giving them the status of a professional football player. Competition for contracts 

is fierce. Mills et al. (2012) found within their research that more than 90% of the young 
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athletes who join the academy fail to become professional footballers. As such, the vast 

majority of the players who sign scholarship contracts fail to subsequently sign 

professional contracts (Williams, 2009; Mills, Butt, Maynard, & Harwood, 2012; 

Larsen, Henriksen, Alfermann, & Christensen, 2014; Ivarsson, Stenling, Fallby, 

Johnson, Borg, & Johansson, 2015). The transition from youth-level to senior-level 

football is seen as a pivotal stage in terms of football development in which training, 

competition and the ambition of elite-level performance become major foci for players. 

Mills et al. (2012) suggest that this stage is singled out as potentially a difficult period 

for young athletes, as they are faced with the different challenges, pressures and 

demands of being a professional footballer (e.g. physical demands associated with the 

step-up into professional football, balancing adolescent development with their current 

football transition) whilst still trying to grow into adulthood. Whilst these periods of 

transition have been examined in a range of sporting contexts, their importance in elite 

football has received little research attention. 

Table 1: The academy performance pathway (Premier League, 2011) 

The Performance Pathway 

Foundation  

Phase  

Youth Development 

Phase  

Professional 

Development Phase  

Senior Professional  

U5 to U11  U12 to U16  U17 to U21  Open  

 

The academy performance pathway (table 1) refers to the process in which players are 

developed from under-5 to under-21, divided into the foundation phase, youth 

development phase, professional development phase and senior professional phase 

(Premier League, 2011). The academy performance pathway is different from the 

formal registration of players within the academy system; players are formally 



22 
 

registered from the age of nine but are said to have taken part in football in some 

capacity (e.g. school, or after-school clubs) from under five years of age (Premier 

League, 2011). 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2:  Key stages in the talent identification and development process (adapted 

from Williams & Franks, 1998; Williams & Reilly, 2000)  

In order for one to understand transition within youth football, one needs to first 

understand the terminology used. The pursuit of excellence from a scientific perspective 

can be categorised into four key stages (Russell, 1989; Borms, 1996). These are the 

talent detection, identification, development and selection stages (Figure 2). 

Talent detection refers to identifying potential players who may not currently be within 

the sport at a professional level. This process can be done via scouts or 

recommendations from other managers (Williams & Reilly, 2000), and enables players 

who are not within the professional level to still have a chance at developing their talent 

within the correct environment, thus facilitating a successful transition. This type of 

system is based on subjective assessment by scouts that assess players based on a list 

of key criteria (Williams, Reilly, & Franks, 1999; Bourke, 2003). These criteria could 

have been pre-determined by the club coaches in terms of the type of players they want 

within their system.  
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Talent identification then refers to the process of identifying current players who have 

the potential to become elite football players. This process requires predicting and 

analysing performance over a period of time by measuring the player’s technical 

abilities and physical, psychological, sociological and physiological attributes (Regnier, 

Salmela, & Russell, 1993; Vaeyens, Lenoir, Williams, & Philippaerts, 2008). One could 

argue that this type of system does not take into consideration players who are late 

developers or slow learners (Burgess & Naughton, 2010), meaning that talented players 

can be discarded before they actually get a chance to fulfil their potential, which can 

result in discontentment and early dropout from football. The characteristics that are 

associated with a young player’s success are subjective to that particular player and the 

environment in which they are developing within football, which means players should 

be given time to develop in order to cater for any late developers or slow learners 

(Kannekens, Elferink-Gemser, & Visscher, 2010).  

Talent development is carried out on the premise that players are provided with a 

suitable environment that enables them to develop (Williams & Reilly, 2000), with no 

real evidence to support whether or not this is actually the case. The primary objective 

of football academies is to create an optimal environment that facilitates the 

development of players from the youth level to the professional level (Stratton, Reilly, 

Williams, & Richardson, 2004; Relvas, Littlewood, Nesti, Gilbourne, & Richardson, 

2010; Elferink-Gemser, Huijgen, Coelho-E-Silva, Lemmink, & Visscher, 2012; Mills 

et al., 2012; Castellano & Uriondo, 2015). Early research by Williams and Reilly (2000) 

demonstrates a positive correlation between a successful youth transition and the 

environment in which the players were nurtured. Mills et al. (2012) suggest that creating 

an environment for optimal development is more than just providing the players with 

world-class facilities and top-quality coaches and support staff, but also involves 
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creating a positive culture and atmosphere within the academy that cultivates 

motivation. The right type of people need to be around the players – those who not only 

drive success but also develop the player as a person. It is also important to recognise 

that managers and coaches have significant influence and control over a player’s 

development as well as great influence over the social and cultural dynamics of the 

football environment (Cushion, 2010; Cushion, Armour, & Jones, 2006; Cushion, Ford, 

& Williams, 2012). The change of coaches and managers will also subsequently have 

an impact on players, as some managers are invested in youth development whereas 

others want ready-made players with proven success. Durand-Bush and Salmela (2001) 

agree, stating that, ‘we cannot change our genetic make-up, but we can change our 

environment to make it as conducive as possible to improving performance’ (p. 285). 

As established above, the primary aim of youth development is to facilitate an 

environment that creates professional players. Mitchell, Nesti, Richardson, Midgley, 

Eubank and Littlewood (2014) thus suggest that if young players are not developed on 

a personal level, then academies run the risk of producing players that are similar, 

making the competition for professional status more difficult as players with similar 

attributes compete for similar positions, which in turn decrease the success rate of 

transition to professional football. In addition, if academies are only trying to create 

players to increase their success rate as opposed to developing players on a personal 

level, they run the risk of neglecting that player’s personal needs thus are not nurturing 

the player (Hill, Hall, Appleton, & Kozub, 2008). Larsen, Alfermann, Henriksen and 

Christensen (2013) thus define successful talent development environment as clubs that 

continually manage to produce players who make successful transitions into the 

professional level and provide these players with resources that enable them to cope 

with future transitions (Alfermann & Stambulova, 2007). 
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Finally, talent selection consists of the continual process of identifying players at 

numerous stages who display the prerequisite levels of performance required for 

inclusion within a given squad or team (Williams & Reilly, 2000). This process is 

important as it gives players who are late developers or slow learners a window of 

opportunity to still transition to the professional level. Research has shown that it is 

difficult, if not impossible, to identify future top-quality players at a very early age 

(Abbott & Collins, 2004; Vaeyens, Lenior, Williams, & Philippaerts, 2008; Phillips, 

Davids, Renshaw, & Pontus, 2010; Seifert, Button, & Davis, 2013; Toering & Jordet, 

2015), illustrating the importance for club representatives to focus more on talent 

development rather than talent identification, as this enables players a chance to develop 

their talent with the right professionals around them. It has also been suggested that 

talent development programmes could increase their effectiveness by incorporating 

different types of interventions that focus on dealing with challenges, pressures and 

demands that young athletes face, thereby developing players who are mentally strong, 

and have self-control and resilience (Collins & MacNamara, 2012; Toering & Jordet, 

2015). 

1.2.2 Elite Player Performance Plan  

Currently within the English system there are 40 academies and 51 centres of excellence 

(three centres of excellence are outside the Football League), 18 academies and two 

centres of excellence are based in the Premier League and 22 academies and 46 centres 

of excellence are based in the Football League (Premier League, 2011). 

Table 2: Profile of registered players season 2010/11 (Premier League, 2011) 
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Academies and 

Centres of Excellence 

Total Registered 

Players aged 16-18 

British Players Overseas Players 

Premier League  429 348 (331 English**) 81 (European 67) 

(Non-European 14) 

Football League  1,116 1,063 53 (European 35) 

(Non-European 18) 

** British registrations are assumed to be English 

Table 3:  Profile of contracts awarded in the past five years (before the 2009/10 season) 

and 2009/10 season (Premier League, 2011) 

Premier League 

Clubs First  

First Time 

Contracts*  

English 

Qualified 

Players**  

Overseas 

Nationals  

Percentage still 

registered in 

Premier League 

Season 2009/10  137  103  34  -  

Past Five Years 

Before 2009/10 

season 

650  465  185  41%  

* Contracts awarded to U19 players 

** British registrations are assumed to be English  

Table 2 illustrates the total number of registered players aged 16-18 within the EPL and 

Football League during the 2010/11 season; this has been broken down to British 

players and overseas players (Premier League, 2011), whereas table 3 illustrates the 

number of contracts awarded to players within the 2009/10 season and five previous 

seasons (Premier League, 2011). This type of information would be vital for this project 

as it will aid in the quantification of successful transition from youth- to professional-
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level football. In order to understand the players who are successful within their 

transitional process, it is vital to first have an idea of how many players are registered 

within the system (table 2), alongside players who have been offered first-time contracts 

(table 3). The information enables the calculation of the number players offered 

contracts as opposed to players officially registered.  

Figure 3: Club performance planning process (Premier League EPPP Document, 2011, 

p.17) 

Figure 3 illustrates the club performance planning process prior to the Elite Player 

Performance Plan (EPPP). Since the formation of the EPPP, clubs now have a 

classification (discussed further below). This process was designed to enable the first 

team and academy to work together by creating a direct link between the academy 

director/players and first-team representatives, in order to enable the successful 

transition of youth players into the professional level. Generally, club football 

philosophy affects both the first team and the academy. As mentioned in the previous 

sections, each manager has his own ideas and philosophy that not only affect the first 

team but filters down to the academy. Some managers wish to bring in youth players 
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into the first-team environment as part of their development whereas some managers 

look for players with proven success in order to add quality to their team immediately 

and achieve success. As such, the whole club’s football philosophy is not changed per 

se, but what differs is the managers’ perception of the involvement of youth players in 

the first-team environment. If managers are being changed frequently due to the 

demand for success in the EPL, then the players within the academy will also be 

affected and such changes could hamper their transitional process. 

The EPPP was launched and developed with the intention to promote long-term 

development within academies in order to raise standards and create an environment 

that facilities success, promotes excellence, nurtures young talent and converts the 

talent into professional players able to play and stay at the top level (Premier League, 

2011). It also designed to promote technical excellence whilst ensuring financial 

viability in football. In order for clubs to achieve these standards, their academies are 

regularly and independently audited, improved and updated. This type of system was 

launched with the intention to create an environment for young players that will allow 

them to get the best out of their potential and hopefully increase the rate of successful 

transition from youth- to professional-level football (Premier League, 2011). This 

system applies not only to clubs within the EPL division but also clubs within the 

Football League who are looking to improve their academy system (Premier League, 

2011). 
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Table 4: The academy audit process (Premier League, 2011) 
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Figure 4: The audit tool (Premier League, 2011) 

The academy system’s progress prior to the EPPP was measured on the basis on a club’s 

ability to meet the standard facility requirements, ensuring the players were provided 

with minimum contact hours for coaching, adhering to the youth game programme 

provided, supporting the model staff structure and providing the youth players with an 

education programme (Premier League, 2011). With the EPPP system, academies are 

audited through a three-step process (table 4) using the ten key performance indicators 

(KPIs) (figure 4) (Premier League, 2011). Once clubs have been audited they will be 

given an academy classification (Table 5) depending on their results and key 
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performance outputs, with category 1 being the top level and category 4 being the 

bottom level (Premier League, 2011). Category 1 is deemed to be the optimum 

development model in which academies regularly produce players from their academy 

into top professional players (Premier League) with the highest quality of coaching 

provided and generally recruiting players from under nine years of age. Category 2 

academies typically produce professional players for the Football League and 

occasionally into the EPL and generally recruit players from under nine years of age 

(Premier League, 2011). Category 3 academies generally strive to produce players for 

the Football League and generally recruit players from under nine years of age. They 

also look to produce players who are able to progress into category 1 and 2 academies 

(Premier League, 2011). Finally, category 4 academies are based on a late development 

model. Unlike the previous three categories, those in this model generally recruit 

players from the under-17 teams and may produce professional young players who were 

initially late developers (Premier League, 2011). In order for clubs to be successful 

regardless of their category, they will have to strive to create an environment that 

facilitates the development of young players that allows them to successfully transition 

into professional-level football (regardless of the league). EPPP enables academies to 

assess what type of players they are producing in terms of the levels the players reach, 

thus creating an environment that facilitates success and continues to produce young 

players that transition into the professional level (Premier League, 2011). However, the 

EPPP has not been formally assessed, which makes it difficult to ascertain if the system 

is successful or is having an impact in terms of creating academies that provide players 

within the optimal environment that facilitates success.  
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Table 5: EPPP classification system (Premier League, 2011) 
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Figure 5:  Category 1 academy example staffing model (Premier League, 2011) 
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Key  

      Senior management of the academy  

       Full-time appointments of the academy  

       Part-time appointments of the academy 

Figure 5 illustrates the Category 1 academy example staffing model provided in the 

EPPP document. It is assumed that every EPL club would like to achieve a category 1 

rating. This model also illustrates the direct links between the academy manager, first-

team manager and senior professional development coach. This relationship will enable 

young talented players to be represented by the academy manager, which could then 

give the young players better opportunities at being involved within the first team, thus 

increasing their chances of successful transition into professional-level football. The 

EPPP focuses on increasing the time players spend training in order to achieve 

professional player status, ensuring that players are not only receiving athletic support 

but are also receiving educational support, which could lead to alternative career 

pathways (Mitchell, Nesti, Richardson, Midgley, Eubank, & Littlewood, 2014). This 

type of information will be vital for the current research, which will look to assess to 

what extent players receive support in terms of alternative career pathways, not solely 

focusing on making a successful transition to the professional level. The EPPP has been 

designed to place players at the centre of the process of their transitional process. 

Indeed, they are the individuals who are most affected, who live focusing on trying to 

make a successful transition and thus need the right tools, environment and support 

(Morley, Morgan, McKenna, & Nicholls, 2014). 

Green (2009) states that, ‘despite the time, effort, and huge investment that has gone 

into England’s youth development schemes, one thing the clubs, their leagues, and the 

FA have not been very good at is finding out what the people who have been through 
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the system felt about it’ (p.9). In addition, Williams and Reilly (2003) recommend that 

within elite youth football a key area of research would be to provide guidelines to 

nurture players as they go through each stage of the development process. Yet to date 

few studies have actually focused on the key stages the players go through within their 

developmental pathway (Mills et al., 2014, 2014b), signifying the importance of this 

research as it looks to bridge the gap and understand this transition from the players’ 

perspective. Similarly, Stambulova, Alfermann, Statler and Côté (2009) state that 

although it is well-researched that transition from youth level to professional level is 

the most difficult stage of transition, very little is known about the players’ 

developmental lived experience during critical period (Mills et al., 2014, 2014b), 

pointing to a gap within both research and the football development system as a whole. 

Thus, as suggested by Mills et al. (2014b), an advancement in research towards this 

area is required as it would enable one to build a clearer picture of the elite youth 

development environment as seen through the players’ perspective during this pivotal 

stage within their careers and lives. 
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2.1 Conceptual Framework 

Transitions in life are inevitable but how one copes and deals with transition depends 

on one’s mental strength and the amount of support available to make that transition. 

Transition (including transition into sport, transition within sport and transition out of 

sport) is a process that needs to be effectively managed in order to achieve a successful 

progression through one’s developmental stages (Keegan, Harwood, Spray, & Lavallee, 

2014). Different studies have looked at the concept of transition (Schlossberg, 1981; 

Sharf, 1997; Wapner & Craig-Bay, 1992) as an occurrence of specific events that bring 

change in one and one’s assumption of oneself. Within a sports context, according to 

Wylleman and Lavallee (2004), transition can be categorised into two types: normative 

and non-normative. Normative refers to the transition an athlete makes when he/she 

exits one stage and moves onto another stage (i.e. from youth to first team), whilst non-

normative transition is more definite sequences in the sense that these are more related 

to age and social and emotional events or changes (e.g. a season-ending injury). 

Different researchers have looked at different aspects of transition within sporting 

contexts, including elite performers transitioning between key points in their career 

(Pearson & Petipas, 1990), transitioning out of elite sport (Kerr & Dacynshyn, 2000; 

Taylor & Ogilvie, 2001), transitioning into elite sport in general (Bloom, 1985; Côté, 

1999; Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004) and retirement. Moreover, the change of club and 

manager have also been studied as transition adjustments for the people involved 

(Stambulova et al., 2012). Baillie and Danish (1992) state that within a career, an athlete 

is likely to face different phases of transition including the transition from childhood to 

adolescent, adolescent to adult, and finally retirement. Stambulova (1994, 2000) 

suggest that successful transition relies on how effectively an athlete overcomes the 

potential transition barriers whereas a crisis transition is when an athlete is unable to 
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cope effectively with the barriers that confront him/her, and possibly may require some 

sort of psychological intervention. Within transition there are different frameworks and 

models that have been created. For this purpose of this research, certain aspects of 

different models will be identified and analysed to aid in the understanding of the aims 

and objectives of this particular research. 

Figure 6: Schlossberg’s human adaptation transition model (1981) (Anderson, 

Goodman, & Schlossberg, 2012)  

Schlossberg’s human adaptation transition model (1981) (figure 6) illustrates the 

transition faced by an individual athlete. This framework is divided into three main 

categories, approaching transition, the transitional process and potential resources, and 

within each category there are various sub-categories. When approaching transition, the 

focus should be on the type of transition the athlete is facing, the context in which that 

particular athlete is facing that transition and the impact that transition has on that 

athlete. The context of the transition needs to be understood to enable effective 

management of the process as well as an understanding of the factors (such as 

socioeconomic status, ethnicity, gender, age and geographical location) that could 
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potentially influence the athlete’s transitional process (Fouad & Byars-Winston, 2005; 

Fouad & Bynner, 2008; Anderson et al., 2012). In order to understand the context of 

the transition the athlete is facing, one needs to first understand the athlete’s relationship 

to the event or non-event. For instance, does the event start with the athlete (e.g. injury) 

or someone else (the manager not selecting the player for the squad), or is it 

interpersonal (does the athlete fall out with the manager/coaching staff)? The context 

of the transition affects the reactions chosen by the athlete (Anderson et al., 2012). The 

transition process focuses on aspects such as the duration of the transition and at what 

point in an athlete’s life the event is classified as a transition. Transition is a process 

that goes through different (but related) stages, and the individual undergoing the 

transition needs adapt to it to make it a successful process (Bridges, 1980; Hudson, 

1991; Schlossberg et al., 1995; Anderson et al., 2012). For the purpose of this research, 

the potential resource (4-S) section will be the main focus.  

The 4-S system describes the factors that distinguish how athletes cope with change. 

Anderson et al. (2012) suggest that this approach could to some extent answer the 

question, ‘why do different individuals react differently to the same type of transition 

and why does the same person react differently at different times?’ (p.63) (Schlossberg, 

Waters, & Goodman, 1995). A transition can be defined as a transaction between an 

athlete and his/her environment (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). The athlete’s appraisal of 

that transition is deemed to be key as this will influence how the athlete feels and copes 

with that particular transition (i.e. one athlete can react to the transition with anger or 

depression whilst another could react with excitement and intention to thrive) 

(Schlossberg et al., 1995; Anderson et al., 2012). Primary appraisal refers to the 

athlete’s view of the transition (i.e. positive or negative) whilst secondary appraisal 
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refers to the athlete’s assessment of the resources that are available to be used as coping 

mechanisms (Schlossberg et al., 1995; Anderson et al., 2012). 

The ‘situation’ within the 4-S system looks specifically at the context of a young 

athlete’s transition; i.e. exactly what is occurring in in terms of what type of transition 

that athlete is facing. One relevant question is, has that young athlete’s transition been 

triggered by an event (i.e. injury) or it is just the continual age process of football 

development (i.e. the transition from youth to professional level)? With regards to the 

situation, one also needs to understand what aspect of the transition the athlete can 

control, or would instead need help from external factors (e.g. parental support). 

Understanding these issues enables the athlete to better understand the transition and 

see how best effectively he can cope with it and create an environment for success.  

The ‘self’ refers to the athlete’s view of himself which then affects the approach he 

takes towards the transition he is facing. Questions to be asked include, does he feel he 

can achieve and overcome the transition? Does he feel he has what it takes to become 

a professional footballer? Does he feel that the support he receives enhances or hampers 

his chance of having a successful transition? These are the type of questions the athletes 

would be asking themselves again to better understand their transitional process.  

‘Support’ focuses on the support that the athlete receives and from whom. The type of 

support the athlete receives has an influence on the outcome of the transition. Support 

for these athletes includes that received before they start the transition, during and/or 

after, regardless of if they are successful or not. 

 Finally, ‘strategies’ are the coping strategies players use to overcome or ease their 

process of transition. Different players cope differently with the same situations and 

some players cope differently with similar situations but at different times within their 
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transition (Anderson et al., 2012).  Coping strategies differ depending on the situation; 

a coping strategy may be effective in one situation but not effective in another (Folkman 

& Moskowitz, 2004). Coping strategies mixed with the support available can create an 

appropriate environment in which to make a successful transition.  

In this model, the athletes’ successful transition will depend on how they see the 

transition they are currently facing, the social support available, their own personal 

characteristics and how they generally cope with transitions (Lavallee, 2006; Pummell, 

Harwood, & Lavallee, 2008). Regardless of the transitional process, each athlete will 

deal with it differently depending on the available resources (Anderson et al., 2012). 

This framework is beneficial for this research as it illustrates transition as a cycle. Once 

an athlete understands his situation and how it affects him personally, he is then able to 

receive the appropriate support, which he can then employ as strategies to create an 

environment for success. As suggested by Anderson et al. (2012), this approach could 

somewhat answer the question of ‘why different individuals react differently to the 

same type of transition and why the same person reacts differently at different times’ 

(p.63). This issue reflects the aim of this project, i.e. to examine the various support 

mechanisms available to young players to better understand why some players 

successfully cope with the transition whilst others do not.  

Unlike Schlossberg’s human adaptation transition model (1981) (figure 6), Wylleman 

and Lavellee’s developmental model (2003) (figure 7) is a descriptive model of the 

stages that athletes experience during their sporting career. The model consists of four 

interacting layers: 1) athletic, 2) psychological, 3) psychosocial and 4) 

academic/vocational. The athletic level comprises four stages of transitions athletes 

face in their athletic development, while the psychological level illustrates the process 

of physical development in which these transitions occur. The psychosocial level 
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identifies key interpersonal relationships with peers, coaches and parents respectively, 

while the final layer shows the associated academic and vocational transition right from 

the primary education stage through to professional occupation (Pummell, Harwood, & 

Lavallee, 2008; Hollings, Mallett, & Hume, 2014). While framework covers an 

athlete’s lifespan, this current project will focus on the age group 17-25 (youth-level to 

professional-level athletes) with a brief mention of older athletes or younger athletes 

depending on their current transition status.  

Figure 7: Developmental perspective on transition faced by athletes (Wylleman & 

Lavallee, 2003) 

This model not only underlines the interchanging nature of transition between different 

domains of the life of an athlete, but it also takes into consideration other, non-athletic-

related factors that have a significant effect on an athlete during the transition 

(Wylleman, Alfermann, & Lavallee, 2004). This framework helps shed light on the 

different challenges, pressures and demands across different domains that athletes could 

be facing simultaneously whilst transitioning into professional-level football. These 
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types of simultaneous developments may create challenging life situations for the 

young athletes (Pummell, Harwood, & Lavallee, 2008).  

Within the athletic sphere, athletes will face challenges in regard to selection, training, 

finances and injuries (Jones, 2014). During these stages, players get released by their 

clubs, offered contract extensions or professional contracts, get involved within the 

under-21 squad and or get a chance to train and play with the first team, making this 

phase pivotal, as this has been their goal since their inclusion in the academy system. 

Likewise, the goal of youth development and academies is to provide players who 

successfully transition into the first team (Premier League, EPPP, 2012).  

With regards to the psychological context, this research will focus on the adolescent 

into adulthood phase. Young athletes are not only transitioning into professional 

football but they are also transitioning into adulthood. Doing so can be a challenge for 

these young athletes as they have to simultaneously balance and cope with these 

changes to have a better chance at a successful transition into professional football. In 

addition, adolescence is a stage in a young individual’s life in which self-identity is 

developed (Erikson, 1968), as well as a sense of independence from any earlier life 

attachments (Côté et al., 2005). Finn and McKenna (2010) also found that young 

athletes going through adolescence find it difficult to manage their free time and 

romantic attachments whilst balancing their athletic commitments.  

With regards to the psychosocial level, Morris (2015) observed that athletes try to 

impress new teammates, coaches, family and friends. Here is also where athletes find 

support to effectively manage and cope with their transition. Cummins and O’Boyle 

(2015) found that during an athlete’s transition process, their parents, peers and coaches 

were significant in providing a strong social support system. The type of support a 
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player receives and from whom depends on that player’s development. Younger players 

greatly depend on parents for advice, feedback and financial support whilst older 

athletes may depend on coaches and agents for advice (Fletcher & Hanton, 2003; 

Wylleman & Lavallee, 2003).  

Finally, all young athletes have to balance their education and athletic commitments 

(transiting from school to education received after the age of 16). These demands may 

create pressure for some athletes, meaning this period will need to be effectively 

managed to enable a successful transition. If an athlete makes a successful transition 

into professional football and manages to secure himself a professional contract, he may 

not require further educational commitments. 

The primary advantage of this model is that it highlights the overlapping factors that 

athletes face whilst transitioning, which is important for this project. In order to 

understand the demands, challenges and pressures that young players face during the 

process of transition, one needs to understand the other challenges that the athletes face. 

In doing so, the chances of the athletes receiving the support they need are increased, 

potentially improving their changes of successful transition from youth to senior 

football, and in turn allowing for a better understanding as to why some players 

successfully cope with the transition whilst others do not.  
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Figure 8: Stambulova’s athletic career transition model (2003) (Alfermann & 

Stambulova, 2012) 

Similar to the two frameworks discussed above, Stambulova’s (2003) athletic career 

transition model (figure 8) explains transition processes in terms of how athletes cope 

with their transition and how effective their coping strategies are (Hollings, Mallett, & 

Hume, 2014). In order for athletes to successfully cope with the demand and challenges 

they face during their transitional process, there has to be a dynamic balance between 

the barriers, the resources available to them and the support systems that they have 

(Morris, Tod, & Oliver, 2015). This model identifies that an adaptive transition can 

only occur when athletes’ coping mechanisms match their transition demands. 

Furthermore, such alignment enables athletes to use their skills alongside the resources 

available to create an optimum environment that can facilitate a successful transition 

(Morris et al., 2015). Previous researchers (Coakley, 1983; Petitpas, Champagne, 

Chartrand, Danish, & Murphy, 1997) suggest that if athletes have prepared for their 

transitional process by increasing their knowledge base and skills, this could improve 
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their ability to adapt to the transition and overcome the barriers posed (Morris et al., 

2015). 

Understanding an athlete’s transition starts with the identifying the demands, challenges 

and pressures that he is inevitably going to face, alongside the types of resources 

(internal and external; including motivation, the athlete’s skills and knowledge of 

transition, personality traits, social and financial support) and barriers (such as lack of 

required knowledge and skills, intrapersonal conflict and lack of social and financial 

support) that could affect the transition. In order for there to be an attempt at helping 

these athlete cope with their transition, one needs to first understand the various support 

mechanisms available to these young players. Once these have been determined, one 

can then match the resources and barriers (demands, challenges and pressures) in order 

to create an optimum environment for success. Coping with the transition is divided 

into two outcomes: effective (successful transition) and ineffective (crisis transition). 

Successful transition is effectively coping with the transition by utilising the resources 

available and overcoming the barriers posed whereas crisis transition occurs when the 

athlete is unable to cope with the demands of the transition on his own and requires 

psychological help or intervention (Alfermann & Stambulova, 2012).  When athletes 

are unable to effectively cope with their transition, this can lead to not successfully 

progressing into professional football, which in turn could have negative consequences 

on the athlete (such as drop-out from the sport and/or low self-confidence, (Alfermann 

& Stambulova, 2012).  

The benefit of this model (figure 8) for this particular research is that it not only 

identifies the transitional demands athletes face, but also identifies the need for a 

dynamic balance between resources and barriers, as well as the need for coping 

strategies during transition that then determine the outcome of that athlete’s transitional 
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process. This type of information can aid in better understanding why some players 

successfully cope with the transition whilst others do not, thus enabling one to quantify 

the rates of successful transition from youth- to professional-level football.  

2.2 Demands, Challenges and Pressures 

Being part of a professional academy or centre of excellence within a professional 

football club would mean players are part of a highly competitive environment, 

characterised by daily challenges, pressure and demands (Richardson et al., 2004; 

Saether & Aspvik, 2016). These challenges, pressures and demands are experienced by 

young athletes at different intensities and durations during their transition process. In 

addition, what one player perceives to be a pressure, another player could deem as an 

opportunity to showcase their talent (Grant et al., 2003; Saether & Aspvik, 2016).  

Numerous studies (Grant et al., 2003; Ivarsson et al., 2015; Saether & Aspvik, 2016) 

have found that young athletes who were given the most playing time had two contrary 

emotions. While some welcomed the challenge, others found it to be a pressure to 

perform and stay within the team. With regards to athletes who found themselves out 

the team, some took it as an opportunity to work harder and earn a place in the starting 

line-up, whereas others saw it as negatively affecting their chance of successfully 

undergoing the transitional process. Importantly, Knittel and Guszkowska (2016) found 

that not all stress or pressure are deemed negative or have a negative effect on athletes. 

Keegan, Spray, Harwood and Lavallee (2014) demonstrate that the process of transition 

is one that needs to be effectively managed to enable a successful progression through 

the relevant developmental stages. Cummins and O’Boyle (2015) suggest that if mature 

athletes are vulnerable to career transition difficulties, then it only makes sense that 

younger athletes will also be at risk whilst experiencing their youth to senior football 
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transition. In addition, the work of Raya-Castellano and Uriondo (2015) supports 

previous findings, showing that the transition from academy to professional football is 

deemed to be one of the most difficult periods of football development during an 

athletic career (Finn & McKenna, 2010; Mills et al., 2012), as this process is also 

accompanied by other psychological, athletic, academic and psychosocial transitions 

(Wylleman & Lavalle, 2004). Hollings, Mallett and Hume (2014) demonstrate that 

some athletes within their study had little or no self-confidences regarding their ability 

to advance into professional-level football, owing to the huge gap in performance 

standards and ability between youth athletes and professional footballers (Bennie & 

O’Connor, 2006). All these challenges are experienced while the athlete is going 

through the difficult process and changes of adolescence (Finn & McKenna, 2010). 

Finn and McKenna’s (2010) research further states that one of the main reasons why 

academy to professional football is so problematic is that these young athletes also have 

to handle profound shifts in various areas of their lives. 

One of the main challenges and pressure young athletes could potentially face as they 

transition into professional-level football is having low awareness of the transitional 

demands, a lack of available resources and an inability to assess the situation in order 

to make proper decisions and cope effectively (Alfermann & Stambulova, 2007; 

Samuel & Tenenbaum, 2011). Chamorro, Torregrosa, Oliva, Calvo and León (2016) 

note that as football has its own restrictive dedication culture, not very many expert 

football players complete higher education and prepare themselves for an alternative 

career pathway. Thus, young athletes could dismiss different parts of their lives that 

they were unable to identify while focussing on their football career pathway. 

Alternatively, they could find it stressful and challenging attempting to balance other 
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aspects of their lives (such as education) along with their youth- to professional-level 

transition. 

Jones, Mahoney and Gucciardi (2014) identify the following sources of stress and 

pressure on these young players:  environmental factors (selection, training, finances, 

environment), personal factors (nutrition, injury), leadership factors (coaching styles, 

relationship with coach), and team factors (team atmosphere, support network) 

(Fletcher & Hanton, 2003). Haugaasen and Jordet (2012) note that the demands of 

reaching top-level professional football increase daily in terms of the speed of the game, 

technical and tactical precision and physical demands, so in order for players to reach 

this level of play they have to be able to cope with these demands and be among the 

best young talent across the world (Mills et al., 2014, 2014b). Haugaasen and Jordet 

(2012) also state the number of young players across the world far exceed the limited 

opportunities of obtaining a professional contract.  

After interviewing professional football coaches, Morris (2015) found that the 

challenges, pressures and demands within the transition into professional-level football 

are generic but not restricted to the sources stated above. Morris (2015) categorises the 

demands into two categories: 1) physical demand (the need to be stronger, more 

physically fit and quicker) and 2) psychological demands (increased motivation, drive 

and determination; the need to impress new teammates, coaches, family and friends; 

and the ability to mentally fit in, working with players who are deemed to be ‘better’). 

Finn and McKenna (2010) had similar findings but also found that managing free time 

and girlfriends are factors that could pose as a challenge for these young athletes.  

Toering and Jordet (2015) show that professional athletes have well-structured 

lifestyles and in order for young athletes to successfully transition they have to 
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overcome the pressures of life outside their sport and develop a mentality of self-

control. During this time, these young athletes have to develop good habits (e.g. eating 

and sleeping well) and let go of the bad habits (e.g. partying, less time on social 

activities) that could jeopardise their chance of a successful transition. Toering and 

Jordet (2015) also found a link between self-control and successful transitions. At the 

same time, early research (Werthner & Orlick, 1986; Kerr & Dacyshyn, 2000; Stephan, 

Bilard, Ninot, & Delignieres, 2003) show that athletes truly never have control of their 

lives as they are told how, when and where to train, and their lives are planned for them 

in order to try to get the best of them or exploit their talent. These conflicting 

expectations are something young athletes have to face, as they have to be able to cope 

with their lives being controlled by coaches and respective clubs (Stephan et al., 2003).  

Another relevant factor is that the operating system of an academy is based on the club’s 

ethos, vision and values (Mills et al., 2014, 2014b). Every club has its own philosophy 

and if a youth player does not fit that criteria, they are released. Unfortunately for these 

players, they are just another number unless they are extraordinarily talented, which 

makes them stand out. This ‘operating system’ usually comes from the manager of the 

first team and how he wants the club to be ran and the club teams to play. Thus, although 

one young player may fit the criteria for the current manager, if that manager loses his 

job (e.g. when results and performance are not what is expected, as stated in previous 

section) then the new manager may have new ideas, which means players who met the 

criteria of the previous manager may not be selected by the new manager. As such, a 

change in manager means change in club philosophy, which then filters down to the 

youth team and affects the young players who are transitioning. Often, the players feel 

the pressure to always impress regardless of who is in charge. 
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This research will be exploring what different challenges, pressures and demands youth 

academy players are currently facing. While the works of Finn and McKenna (2010) 

and Morris (2015) have tested, analysed and examined these factors via semi-structure 

interviews of professional coaches, this study will look employ a similar approach, but 

extend existing research by exploring the lived experience of the players themselves in 

an attempt to further enhance the categories presented by Jones et al. (2014) and Morris 

(2015). Stambulova (2009) states that transition from youth- to professional-level 

football is considered to be the most difficult and complex transition during an athlete’s 

life, thus it is important to understand what the players are experiencing in order to 

create an environment and adequate support system that facilitate success (Larsen, 

Henriksen, Alfermann, & Christensen 2014). This type of understanding also aids in 

the preparation of athletes in terms of understanding the harsh demands of the transition 

they are facing into professional football (Nesti, 2010). 
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Figure 9: Sources of stress, pressure challenges and demands (Pummell, Harwood, & 

Lavallee, 2008) 

Figure 9 broadly illustrates the pressures, challenges and demands young athletes face 

during their transition, along with a breakdown of the themes within the broader 

categories. These themes will be used as a basis for this research to further understand 

the various pressures, challenges and demands these young athletes face during their 

process of transition into professional-level football (Pummell et al., 2008; Grant et al., 

2003; Samuel & Tenenbaum, 2011; Ivarsson et al., 2015; Saether & Aspvik, 2016). 
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2.3 Support Mechanisms 

During the process of transition, parents, peers and coaches have been shown to be 

significant in providing a strong social support system (Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015). 

Mills et al. (2014a, 2014b) alongside previous researchers (Williams & Reilly, 2000; 

Richardson, Gilbourne, & Littlewood, 2004) have found that the interactions between 

key stakeholders (i.e. coaches, peers, parents) is pivotal with regards to players’ 

development, thus also establishing the importance of creating a supportive socio-

emotional environment that could possibly lead to successful transition into 

professional-level football. Support may influence a player’s technical, physical, 

mental or educational development, so one could argue that the right support and 

nurturing environment could not only develop the athlete but could create a well-

rounded young adult (Richardson et al., 2004; Richardson, 2010). 

Social support can be categorised into three different aspects: 1) emotional support, 

which is the ability to turn to people close for comfort and security during times of 

stress, therefore resulting in that individual feeling cared for (e.g. a mother showing 

their child compassion when needed); 2) informational support, where an individual 

provides an athlete with advice or guidance about possible solutions to the problem at 

hand (e.g. a father giving the child advice about how they played and how he could 

improve); and 3) tangible support, where concrete assistance is given to a person to help 

them cope with different stressful situations (e.g. parents providing travel assistance 

and financial aid) (Holt & Dunn, 2004; Ivarsson et al., 2015). Mills et al. (2014a) found 

that the availability of different support systems (such as sport scientists, coaches and 

support staff) was important in aiding successful transitions. Additionally, Rees (2007) 

found a strong correlation between well-developed support system and performance, so 

if players perceive the support around them to be adequate then they are more likely to 
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perform better, thus aiding their transition. In contrast, when players perceive the 

support around them to be inadequate, this has been found to lead to poor coping 

mechanisms and stress, leading to poor performances that in turn could affect that 

player’s transition (Lafferty & Dorrell, 2006; Mills et al., 2014a).  Mills et al. (2014a) 

also found that there was adequate informational and tangible support but a neglect of 

emotional support, which shows that players’ well-being in terms of their emotions are 

being neglected. Only receiving information on performance rather than also being 

provided with emotional support could negatively affect players as they may feel that 

they are just another number within the academy, with no investment in their personal 

lives. 

Different researchers (Brustad, 1996; Wuerth, Lee, & Alfermann, 2004; Pummell, 

Harwood, & Lavallee, 2008) have found the importance of the role of parents in a young 

athlete’s life. Fredricks and Eccles (2004) state that parents have three main 

fundamental roles with regards to their child’s sporting experience. They are deemed 

as the provider in terms of helping their young athlete with finance and transport, they 

are the interpreter for the child in terms of emotionally reacting to their child’s 

performance in an adaptive manner and providing the support required (Harwood & 

Knight, 2009), and lastly, they are role models, as athletes model their parent’s 

behaviours and attributes within football. Harwood and Knight (2009) state that these 

roles carried out by parents will inevitably influence their child’s values and beliefs, 

which in turn influence their motivation and performance, which filters down and 

influences their transition.  

Early research by Hellstedt (1987) and Wuerth et al. (2004) describes parental 

involvement in an athlete’s life to vary from under-involvement through moderate to 

over-involvement. Under-involved parents do not take much interest in their child’s 
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pursuit of a professional football career or allow the player to get on with it themselves. 

These types of parents usually do not provide the support needed for players to develop, 

which means that that these players require support from elsewhere, possibly leading 

to low confidence and dropping out of the sport, which in turn affects that player’s 

transitional process (Hellstedt, 1987). Over-involved parents on the other hand affect 

the player in terms of them feeling the additional parental pressure to successfully 

transition into professional-level sport (this phenomenon is sports-generic so can be 

applied to professional-level football). This type of pressure adds to the other pressures 

the player faces whilst trying to transition within a small window of opportunity. In 

contrast, moderate involvement has been found to facilitate a positive professional 

career thus giving the young player a better chance of transitioning successfully.  

Moreover, mothers have been found to give more emotional support and reassurance 

whilst fathers tend to give more sports-based support on what went wrong or right, thus 

game-related improvement (Wuerth et al., 2004). Brustad, Babkes and Smith (2001) 

also suggest that in terms of transitional support for young athletes, peers can become 

very influential in early adolescence, as they tend to have a significant influence on an 

athlete’s motivation. Different researchers have also stated that the athlete’s preferred 

support depends on the stage the athlete it at with regards to development and to what 

extent he requires the support and feedback (Horn & Weiss, 1991; Weigand et al., 

2001). For example, with regards to judging physical competence, younger adolescents 

have been shown to prefer informal feedback and support from an adult figure (e.g. 

parent, coach), whilst in late adolescence peer support and feedback becomes more 

formal and vital (Horn & Weiss, 1991; Weigand et al., 2001). Pummell et al. (2008) 

and Mitchell et al. (2014) have similarly found that as athletes develop over time, the 
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support they receive from different sources shift and changes, i.e. parents go from being 

the fundamental emotionally supportive network to taking a secondary role. 

Bourke (2003) found that many football players did not complete their formal education 

during their transition and career as a whole. The study also shows that the lack of 

formal education did not affect the players’ career transition per se, but rather affected 

those who did not successfully transition, which had further social implications. As 

stated previously, the successful youth conversion rate into professional football is less 

than 10%, which means 90% of the players who join the academy will not become 

professional football players. These figures emphasise the importance of providing 

support for these players, as some of them may put all their efforts into trying to make 

a successful transition and neglect their education, and if they are not able to make that 

transition, then they may have nothing to fall back on. Thus, it is necessary not only to 

provide support for players to make successful transition but also provide support for 

players to have alternative pathways if they do not make a successful transition, which 

indeed is the reality for most of the players. Wuerth et al. (2004) in particular found that 

parents play an important role of supporting young athletes during an unsuccessful 

transition into professional-level football. 

Brown and Potrac (2009) found within their research on young athletes who had been 

released from their respective cubs that these individuals felt anger when they discussed 

this issue. These athletes felt they had committed themselves to their respective clubs 

for years but when were discarded with little thought or care when they were thought 

to lack the ability to progress into professional-level football. Moreover, during the 

process of transition for these young players, their lifestyle is subordinated to football 

and becoming a professional footballer becomes a way of life (Stephan, Bilard, Ninot, 

& Delignieres, 2003), demonstrated by strong commitment – both physically and 
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emotionally (Wylleman, De Knop, Menkehorst, Theeboom, & Annerel, 1993; Stephan 

et al., 2003) – as their daily routines revolve around football. This type of information 

signifies the importance of this research as it is important to understand what type of 

support if any is offered to players as alternative pathways if they are unsuccessful in 

their transition. These players are not just commodities but young adults who need to 

understand the reality of the ‘real world’ outside football (Franck, Stambulova, & 

Ivarsson, 2016). Those who do not successfully transition into professional football 

experience a major life change.  

Figure 10: Sources of support (Pummell et al., 2008)  
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Figure 10 demonstrates the board categories of support along with a breakdown of the 

different actions of support demonstrated by each category. These categories and their 

breakdown will be used as a basis for this research to further understand the different 

support systems and actions that could be provided for these young athletes as they 

transition into professional-level football (Pummell et al., 2008; Mitchell et al., 2014). 

The aim of this phase of the research therefore is to understand what support 

systems/mechanisms players deem to have an impact of their transitional process, as 

well as what determines and influences that particular support system during that 

particular phase. This research can aid in providing more knowledge within this period 

in young players’ lives, which could possibly prepare these players better, both 

increasing the success rate of transition and catering for those who do not transition 

successfully. 

2.4 Coping Mechanisms  

In order for players to have a successful transition into professional-level football they 

have to be able to cope with the demands, challenges and pressures they encounter. The 

quality and effectiveness of a player’s ability to cope will determine whether or not they 

have a successful transition (Stambulova, 1997; Stambulova, 2003; Finn & McKenna, 

2010; Mills et al., 2014b; Knittel & Guszkowska, 2016). As such, athletes have to use 

coping strategies and mechanisms to overcome these challenges and pressures (Wang, 

Lee, & Lu, 2015; Chamorro, Torregrosa, Oliva, Calvo, & León, 2016). Coping 

strategies are practices or mental responses that are used in order to reduce and diminish 

emotional tension caused by different pressures and challenges individuals encounter 

(Koc & Tutkun, 2001; Nieuwenhuys, Vos, Pijpstra, & Bakker, 2011; Soyer, 2012, 

Knittel & Guszkowska, 2016). 
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One of the main factors why the transition from youth- to professional-level football is 

considered the most difficult is the duration of the period. Although the actual transition 

may last two years, beginning when the players obtain their full-time scholarship, these 

players have been preparing for that moment since joining the academy at as a young 

an age as eight years old (Stambulova, 2009; Finn & McKenna, 2010). As such, young 

players dedicate their lives to the sport, with a low success rate.  

Numerous researchers (Nieuwenhuys, Vos, Pijpstra, & Bakker, 2011; Dias, Cruz, & 

Fonseca, 2012; Soyer, 2012; Knittel & Guszkowska, 2016) have identified three 

different types of coping strategies: problem-focused strategies, emotion-focused 

strategies and avoidance-focused strategies. Problem-focused coping refers to 

psychological and behavioural endeavours designed at recognising, tackling or limiting 

the impacts of stressful relationships between the athlete and their environment (Dias, 

Cruz, & Fonseca, 2012; Boghrabadi, Arabameri, & Sheikh, 2015). These types of 

techniques are task-focused procedures that are expected to decrease emotional trouble 

by guiding endeavours to modify or deal with the stressor (e.g., arranging, deciding, 

gathering data and gaining assets/abilities to help manage the basic issue) and are 

associated with positive influences and well-being during unpleasant circumstances 

(Sagar, Busch, & Jowett, 2010; Knittel & Guszkowska, 2016). Boghrabadi et al. (2015) 

suggest that athletes who choose this coping technique are individuals that feel 

something constructive can be done to change and possibly in the future avoid the 

challenges and pressures they are currently facing (Carver, Scheier, & Weintraub, 

1989). This type of coping strategy involves active planning and cognitive 

restructuring. Active planning includes effectively accomplishing something, taking 

care of business, expanding dynamic endeavours, planning and concentrating on the 

present and the issue by using reasonable strategies. Cognitive restructuring involves 
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accepting the problem and attempting to discover solutions (Koc & Tutkun, 2001; 

Soyer, 2012). This type of strategy emphasizes the athlete’s perspective instead of the 

activities related to changing the circumstance (Koc & Tutkun, 2001; Soyer, 2012). 

Emotion-focused coping is aimed at being able to reduce or deal with the emotional 

distress that is related with the pressures and challenges athletes are facing. This type 

of response technique is not expected to specifically change the present circumstance 

but is rather used to manage the emotional response to the pressure and challenges, or 

lessen emotional distress (Carver et al., 1989; Dias et al., 2012). Boghrabadi et al. 

(2015) suggest that this type of coping technique is predominantly used when the 

individual feels that the pressure or challenge is inevitable, something that must be 

endured rather than changed (Davari, 2007; Knittel & Guszkowska, 2016). Soyer 

(2012) notes that when athletes use this type of coping strategy, they tend to find 

solutions to their pressure and challenges from external sources. They may take refuge 

in religion, seeking help from a divine power and praying and obtaining strength from 

their faith. They may also attempt emotional escape. This type of technique involves 

abstracting themselves from the pressure and challenges they are facing. Finally, they 

could attempt biochemical escape, such as drinking alcohol, taking medicine or drugs, 

or smoking (Nicholls, Holt, Polman, & James, 2005; Nieuwenhuys, Vos, Pijpstra, & 

Bakker, 2011; Knittel & Guszkowska, 2016).  

Finally, avoidance-focused coping represents actions in which athletes separate 

themselves from current challenges and pressures at hand, trying to avoid, escape or 

divert themselves from the circumstance (Ntoumanis, Biddle, & Haddock, 1999; 

Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004; Dias et al., 2012). According to Anshel and Anderson 

(2002), examples of avoidance-focused strategies include: psychological distancing, 

concentrating promptly on the next task, taking part in another inconsequential 
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assignment, ignoring, discounting or mental separation (Boghrabadi et al., 2015; Knittel 

& Guszkowska, 2016). This type of coping strategy involves both behavioural (e.g., 

removal from the current situation) and psychological (e.g. cognitive distancing) 

endeavours to disengage from challenges and pressures (Krohne, 1993; Nicholls et al., 

2005). Knittel and Guszkowska (2016) suggest that denial is one of the strongest 

avoidance-focused coping strategies used by athletes. Denial is when athletes are unable 

to come to terms with their current situation and deny the reality of what is happening 

or about to happen to them. Within the context of transition into professional football, 

denial could be not accepting the reality that they may not be offered a professional 

contract or not being able to come to the terms of the possibility of being released by 

the club to which they may have dedicated their whole lives. Knittel and Guszkowska 

(2016) also suggest that denial can create additional issues unless the stressor can be 

disregarded. That is, denying the reality of the event and ignoring it will only make the 

challenge and pressure more serious, therefore creating a greater challenge to cope with 

and overcome (e.g. being left without a club or having no future plans once being 

released) (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004; Dias et al., 2012; Boghrabadi et al., 2015). 

Research demonstrates that athletes utilise a variety of coping strategies to deal with 

the pressures, demands and challenges they face and these techniques may change as 

indicated by the weight/relevance of the situation as determined by the athlete 

(Gaudreau, Nichols, & Levy, 2010; Secades, Molinero, Salguero, Barquın, Vega, & 

Marquez). Although earlier research by Anshel and Anderson (2002) agrees with this 

statement, the authors also state that athletes create systematic methods for managing 

pressures, demands and challenges and that these methods or coping styles can impact 

their responses in new circumstances. 
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Figure 11: Coping strategies (Reeves, Nicholls, & Mckenna, 2009) 
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Figure 12: Coping functions (Nicholls, Holt, Polman, & James, 2005) 

 

Figures 11 and 12 demonstrate the board context of coping strategies along with the 

breakdown of the different actions within the categories. These categories will be used 

as a basis for this research to further understand the different coping strategies young 

athletes use to deal with the pressures, demands and challenges they face during their 
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transition into professional-level football (Nicholls, Holt, Polman, & James, 2005; 

Reeves, Nicholls, & Mckenna, 2009).  

An athlete’s personality has also been found to have an impact on the type of coping 

strategy he decides to utilise regarding the pressures, demands and challenges he may 

encounter (Kaiseler, Polman, & Nicholls, 2012). Personality is defined as mental 

qualities that contribute to an individual’s persisting and unmistakable patterns of 

feeling, thinking and behaviour (Pervin & Cervone, 2010; Laborde, Guillen, Mosley, 

2016). Nia and Besharat (2010) suggest that having different personality attributes can 

impact on our feelings, emotions and behaviour. The five broad personality dimensions 

as suggested by Eysenck (1985) include: neuroticism, extraversion, openness, 

agreeableness and conscientiousness (Pervin, Cervone, & John, 2005; Markon, 

Krueger, & Watson, 2005; Terraciano, Costa, & McCrae, 2006; Bilalic, McLeod, & 

Gobet, 2007; Nia & Besharat, 2010; Khan, Ahmed, & Abid, 2016).  

Figure 13: Personality dimensions (Stoeber et al., 2016) 

Neuroticism (Figure 13) often produces mental maladjustment rather than emotional 

steadiness and is portrayed by inclination to mental trouble, useless convictions and 

maladaptive adapting reactions. Ordinary descriptors of individuals high in neuroticism 

include: ill-humoured, apprehensive, restless, touchy and enthusiastic (Saucier and 
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Goldberg, 1996; Stoeber, Corr, Smith, & Saklofske, 2016). Higher levels of neuroticism 

have been related with greater dependence on emotion-focused coping strategies and 

less on problem-focused coping strategies when managing everyday pressures and 

challenges (Robinson, Ode, Moeller, & Goetz, 2007; Kaiseler et al., 2012; Kaiseler, 

Polman, & Nicholls, 2012; Khan et al., 2016). 

Extraversion (Figure 13) is demonstrated in amount and force of interpersonal 

connection, activity level and requirement for incitement and happiness (David, Green, 

Martin, & Slus, 1997; Mayer, 2007). Adjectives describing individuals high in 

extraversion are: chatty, amiable, emphatic, eager and lively (Mayer, 2007). 

Extraversion has been related with active coping and positive reappraisal when facing 

everyday pressures and challenges, rather than emotion-focused coping strategies 

(Hoyle, 2006; Kaiseler et al., 2012; Khan et al., 2016). 

Openness (Figure 13) can be seen in the proactive chasing and valuation of experience 

for its own purpose and the toleration for and investigation of the new (Kaiseler et al., 

2012). Adjectives describing individuals high in openness are: curious, scholarly, 

philosophical, inventive and unpredictable (Aldwin, 2007). Athletes with high levels of 

openness have been associated with increased problem-focused coping during 

challenges and stressful circumstances (Pervin et al., 2005; Kaiseler et al., 2012; Khan 

et al., 2016). 

Agreeableness (Figure 13) is evident in an individual’s interpersonal orientation along 

a continuum from social opposition to sympathy being located at the latter end (Pervin 

et al., 2005; Allen, Frings, Hunter, 2012). Typical descriptive words portraying 

individuals high in agreeableness are: kind, warm, thoughtful, supportive and liberal 

(Allen, Frings, & Hunter, 2012). Athletes with high level of agreeableness have been 
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shown to more likely to cope with challenges and stressful circumstances by seeking 

social support (emotion-focused coping strategies) or using avoidance-focussed coping 

strategies (O’Brien & Delongis, 1996; Kaiseler et al., 2012; Khan et al., 2016).  

Lastly, conscientiousness (Figure 13) is evident in the level of association, steadiness, 

and objective, coordinated conduct (Nia & Besharat, 2010). Adjectives describing 

individuals high in conscientiousness are: sorted out, capable, intensive, effective and 

self-taught (Sindik, 2011; Tok, 2011). Athletes with high levels of conscientiousness 

have been shown to more likely to cope with challenges and stressful circumstances by 

planning and making rational decisions rather than using emotion-focused coping or 

avoidance-focussed coping strategies (Kaiseler et al., 2012; Khan et al., 2016; Stoeber 

et al., 2016). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 14: A grounded theory of the psychosocial competencies and environmental 

conditions associated with football success during adolescence 

Holt and Dunns’ (2004) grounded theory of the psychosocial competencies and 

environmental conditions associated with football success during adolescence (figure 

14) will be used to gain greater understanding into how players cope with transitions. 

This theory suggests that in order for academy players to become professional football 
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players, negotiation of the three developmental stages has to be in place (figure 14). 

Stage 1 demonstrates that athletes of above-average technical ability join a professional 

football club (ages eight and 16 on schoolboy terms). Stage 2 illustrates the period when 

these players officially join the football club on a full-time basis (usually from 16 years 

old on a two-year, full-time academy scholarship). This stage consists of four 

psychosocial competencies: 1) discipline, which requires players to maintain a 

disciplined lifestyle and make necessary sacrifices, including setting their priorities 

correctly; 2) commitment, where players need to focus on football and avoid any 

distraction that could derail them from their goals; 3) resilience, which is important as 

players are inevitably going to face setbacks (such as injury, not being selected etc.) –  

what is important is  well they rebound from these and keep their focus driven. Lastly, 

social support (4) works alongside the above competencies as it provides support that 

enables players to be able to better cope with the challenges they face. If players can 

find a balance between these competencies (the middle interlocking section), their 

chances of moving onto the next level are potentially increased, as technical ability 

alone does not guarantee a successful transition. Finally, stage three is when the players 

are offered professional football contracts. Holt and Dunns’ (2004) findings suggest 

that for athletes to have the best opportunity of effectively coping with their transition 

into professional football, there needs to be positive interaction between the four factors 

(discipline, commitment, resilience, the use of social support) within stage two (figure 

14) to aid optimal success. 
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Table 6: Folkman and Lazarus’s (1980, 1988) cognitive theory of stress and coping 

checklist adapted by Brannen and Petite (2008) 

Folkman and Lazarus’s (1980, 1988) cognitive theory of stress and coping checklist 

adapted by Brannen and Petite (2008) (table 6) will be used to aid theoretical 

understanding of how athletes cope during transitional phases (Finn & McKenna, 

2010). This framework will be used alongside the interview guide suggested by Finn 

and McKenna (2010), which consists of four sections: 1) introduction; 2) general 

experience of the transition from academy- to professional-level football; 3) specific 
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sources of demands, challenges and pressures faced by athletes; and 4) coping strategies 

used by athletes. This framework will be linked to the earlier work by Holt and Dunn 

(2004) in the form of their semi-structured interview guide consisting of five main 

areas: 1) ambitions (e.g. ambitions in football, motivation to pursue these ambitions), 

2) training environment (e.g. training per week, the level of challenges experienced), 3) 

personal development (e.g., qualities as a person that have contributed to development 

as a player, strengths as a player), 4) overcoming obstacles (obstacles as a player, 

support system), and 5) mental preparation (e.g. mental qualities most important at the 

professional level, relevant mental strengths)  (Holt & Dunn 2004) 

In order for coaches, parents and club representatives to be able to provide the correct 

support for these young players, they will first need to understand what the players 

need, when they need it and how they need it in order to create an environment for 

success (Bruner, Munroe-Chandler, & Spink, 2008; Hollings et al., 2014). As such, this 

research is important as it will bring to light what these young athletes are going through 

and why some are successful, and others are not in order to align the right support with 

the right challenge and pressure.  

2.4 Conclusion 

Transition from youth- to professional-level football has been deemed the most difficult 

period in a footballer’s life by numerous researchers (Williams & Reilly, 2000; 

Richardson et al., 2004; Larsen et al., 2014; Mills et al., 2014a, 2014b; Cummins & 

O’Boyle, 2015), demonstrated by the low successful conversion rate. Sinclair and 

Orlick (1993) suggest that every transition has the potential to become either a crisis 

transition or a success, and usually depends on the individual’s perception of their 

transition (Pummell et al., 2008). In order for these young players to be equipped with 
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the correct tools and resources that will in turn optimise their ability to be able to cope 

with the transition, it is important to first understand the challenges, demands and 

pressures they face at different points of their transition (MacNamara, 2011; Larsen et 

al., 2013). Talent development also has to take into consideration the rate at which 

players develop (Phillips, Davids, Renshaw, & Portus, 2010). Once this is established, 

then the adequate resources and support can be given to the players to create an 

environment for success (Wylleman et al., 2004; Pummell et al., 2008).  

As the nature of transition is demanding and the number of players within academies 

outnumber the opportunities available to play professionally, players have to be made 

prepared for all eventualities (Mills et al., 2014a, 2014b). If players are going to be in 

such a difficult environment, faced with the reality of low success rates, then these 

players also need to be made aware of this and adequate support should readily be made 

available. Moreover, managers are under enormous pressure to produce results. As 

such, the reality for these players is that most of them will not become professional 

football players – nevertheless, football development representatives are not doing 

enough to cater for these players. Players are the most important factor within the 

academy system and they need to be treated as such. This research will thus look to 

enhance the understanding of transition but from players’ lived perspectives and 

experience. 
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3.1 Introduction  

This current research aims to understand the transition from youth- to professional level 

football by examining the challenges and coping strategies of elite football players 

during this period. This present chapter aims to provide and justify the research design 

and methodological positioning employed in an attempt to understand this transitional 

process. The chapter commences by detailing the philosophical underpinning that 

drives this thesis, before moving onto the methodological approach considered. Semi-

structured approach is the methodological approach chosen. This chapter will also 

cover sampling, data collection, data analysis and ethical considerations.  

3.2 Philosophical Stance 

Ontology refers to the study of being and the nature of one’s reality in relation to the 

philosophy of existence (Gratton & Jones, 2004; Edwards & Skinner, 2009). The focal 

question of ontology concerns whether what we know as reality is objective in nature 

or as a result of an individual’s cognition; in other words, is there an absolute reality 

out in the world, or are realities created by one’s own mind? (Creswell, 2007). The 

positivist ontology insists that ‘objects’ have a separate existence and are thus not 

dependent on the knower (Cohen & Mahon, 1994). In addition, these ‘objects’ remain 

independently outside one’s mind (Creswell, 2013). Within this type of approach, 

knowledge is acquired through precise measurements, which are usually controlled or 

manipulated by the researcher; the researcher controls one variable or several variables 

in order to assess the influence on other variables (Cavana, Delahaye, & Sekaran, 2001). 

Furthermore, in order to explain a phenomenon within this approach, if the experiments 

were to be repeated or replicated, the same results would need to occur (Creswell, 

2013). Doing so requires the creation of a hypothesis, which is then systematically 
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tested. Consequently, the results and what is known can be generalised to other 

situations (Creswell, 2013). In contrast, the interpretivist ontological position argues on 

the assumption that phenomena and objects dwell only in the manner in which they are 

perceived, and each individual has his/her own version of reality or interpretation of the 

world he/she lives in (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). Within this approach, research is 

usually measured using words and statements in which data is also collected from the 

viewpoint of the participants involved (Flick, 2010). This data is then interpreted by the 

researcher who attempts to unravel meanings and values (Kuhn, 2012). One of the 

major strengths of this approach is that it enables the researcher to gain a deeper insight 

into the perspective of the participants by creating an understanding from within 

(Gratton & Jones, 2004; Kuhn, 2012).  

This thesis aims to adopt an interpretive ontological position, this will be focused on 

the examination of how individuals comprehend major life experiences or transitional 

processes (Smith et al., 2009). That is, it endeavours to reveal the importance, and thus 

the reality, of an individual’s experiences in the social world; in this case, the player’s 

transitional experiences (Shinebourne, 2011). This thesis will not portray reality as 

objective nor, in a methodological sense, is it positioned at the positivist end of the 

ontological continuum (Flick, 2010). It does not endeavour to define or indeed acquire 

facts; rather, it seeks to comprehend the individual's own particular experience, the 

importance they make of it and, crucially, the interpretation the researcher makes using 

the individual’s own interpretation of their experience (known as double hermeneutics) 

(Schrag, 2006; Smith et al., 2009; Kassai et al., 2017). The ontological position 

embraced in this study assumes an interpretivists position, in which there are (or could 

be) multiple realities in terms of understanding transition from the view of different 

players as they are going through it. In this thesis, the aim was to understand the 
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transition from youth- to professional-level football based on the assumption that 

different players can and will experience transition differently within the same academy 

environment, in the same way different academy players within different professional 

clubs will experience transition differently.   

Epistemological assumptions relate to the very basis of knowledge, its nature, how it is 

obtained and how it might be best conveyed to others (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). The 

term epistemology originates from the Greek word ‘επιστἠμη’, which means 

‘knowledge’ (Creswell, 2013). Epistemology focuses on the nature of knowledge and 

the relationship between the knower and would-be known (Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006). 

The paradigm for judging the suitability of a method, with the inferred relationships 

between the researcher and the participants, is whether it accomplishes its purpose in 

the same way; the best strategy is one that solves problems or ensures the researcher 

achieves his/her initial aims and objectives (Maxcy, 2003). The epistemological 

position invoked here assumes that all knowledge – and in this way, all significant 

reality as it is – is dependent upon human practices being built through collaboration 

between individuals. As such, an individual’s reality develops and is transmitted within 

an essentially social context (Crotty, 1998). This type of assumption concerning human 

nature predominantly focuses on the relationship between individuals and the 

environment that defines them (Horwill, 2003; Morgan, 2007).  

This thesis is based on an interpretative phenomenological epistemology (Smith et al., 

2009), which is interested in understanding an individual’s relatedness to the world (and 

the things within it that matter to that individual) through his/her meaning-making 

process (Kakkori, 2010; Dibattista & Morgese, 2013). The epistemological position 

within this thesis will rest on the individual’s subjective account of his/her experience 

(Smith, 1996, 2004). Double hermeneutic will be vital for this research process as it 
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enables the researcher to make sense of the participant’s own sense-making process 

(Smith and Osborn, 2003). Within this research, engaging with double hermeneutics 

will be fundamental in gaining lived experience knowledge (Smith, 2004). Moreover, 

knowledge is acquired through understanding, which is derived through empathy, using 

an interview process (Kuhn, 2012). The primary focus of this thesis is the lived 

experience of the individuals and the meaning they make of it, while the final result is 

the interpretation of how the researcher thinks the participant is thinking (Smith, 1996; 

Smith, 2004; Smith et al., 2009; Smith & Willig, 2012). The epistemology of semi-

structured approach presumes that in order for one to understand the world, one ought 

to first understand different experiences (Wall, Glenn, Mitchinson, & Poole, 2004).  

Therefore, as a researcher, in order to understand an athlete’s transitional experience as 

a whole, I first need to understand the individual’s experiences within the athlete’s 

transitional journey and this will be achieved via semi structured methodological 

approach (Wall, Glenn, Mitchinson, & Poole, 2004).  

This research is particularly interested in the detailed analysis of an individual’s lived 

experiences and how that particular individual makes sense of those experiences 

(Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009; Charlick, Pincombe, McKellar, & Fielder, 2016). 

Conducting a study that is based on a semi structured approach was particularly 

appealing for this study as it provided a tool to explore the lived transitional experience 

and view this transition from the young athletes’ perspective. The research 

methodology is influenced by three different approaches: phenomenology, 

hermeneutics and idiography which also compliments the main approach for this study 

which is based on semi structured interviews. It is vital to understand these three 

approaches and see how they shape the development of this particular study. 

3.3 Phenomenology 
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Phenomenology is a philosophical approach that deals with the study of experience 

(Charlick et al., 2016). This type of approach guides our thinking in terms of the 

experience of being human and the different aspects of life that matter to us and 

constitute our lived world (Finlay, 2009; Kafle, 2011). Therefore, the main objective of 

a phenomenological study is to explore lived experience (Smith et al., 2009). 

Phenomenology as a methodological underpinning has two different approaches: 

descriptive phenomenology and interpretive phenomenology (Smith et al., 2009; Frost 

& Nolas, 2011; Willig, 2013; Alase, 2017). 

Descriptive phenomenology is concerned with describing lived experiences without 

endeavouring to offer any meaning to them (Bakanay & Çakır, 2016). Edmund Husserl 

(1927), the founder of descriptive phenomenology, proposed that throughout the data 

collection and analysis process the researcher should ‘bracket’ (leave aside previous 

knowledge or experience) in a bid to see phenomena as they are currently being 

experienced (Smith & Willig, 2012; Dibattista & Morgese, 2013). Descriptive 

phenomenology’s main influence within this research is the process of turning back and 

reflecting on the phenomenon currently being studied rather than having predefined 

categories (Wojnar & Swanson, 2007; Kafle, 2011). The second main influence is 

bracketing, which is done by leaving aside previous cases in order to look at each case 

(interview transcript) independently during the data analysis process (Smith et al., 2009; 

Smith & Willig, 2012; Willig, 2013; Bakanay & Çakır, 2016; Alase, 2017).  

Interpretive phenomenology intends to uncover and interpret the meaning of a lived 

experience (Smith et al., 2009). There are three main interpretive phenomenological 

philosophers that influence the research approach: Martin Heidegger (1962), Maurice 

Merleau-Ponty (1962) and Jean-Paul Sartre (1956). These three individuals offer 

different concepts within their philosophical underpinning, yet all are in agreement that 
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there is no knowledge outside of interpretation (Osborn & Smith, 1998; Smith, Jarman, 

& Osborn, 1999; Larkin, Watts, & Clifton, 2006). Heidegger (1962) suggested that 

lived world experiential knowledge can only occur through the interpretation grounded 

in the world of things, relationships, people and language (Charlick et al., 2016) because 

we are not able to step ‘outside’ the world as we know it as we are already involved and 

engaged in it (Charlick et al., 2016). Therefore, within this research, the interpretation 

of each individual’s meaning-making experience is dependent on its relationship to the 

researchers’ perspective at that current point in time (Smith et al., 2009; Watts & 

Clifton, 2006; Charlick et al., 2016). 

Merleau-Ponty (1962) suggested that, as people, we ought to see ourselves differently 

from everything else in the world, owing to the fact that our feeling of self is holistic 

and is achieved by looking at the world, as opposed to being subsumed within it (Van 

Manen, 1990; Langdridge, 2007; Eatough & Smith, 2008; Giorgi, 2008). Merleau-

Ponty therefore speaks about a ‘meeting point’ between one’s self and the world, and 

that the impression of ‘others’ is created from one’s own embodied perspective (Smith 

et al., 2009). What this implies for this thesis is that as researchers we can observe and 

experience compassion for the participants, but ultimately see phenomena only from 

our point of view, as we can never entirely share other people’s experiences (Larkin & 

Thompson, 2011; Willig, 2013).  

Finally, Sartre (1956) proposed that one’s self is not a previous unity to be uncovered 

– rather, it is a continuous venture of continually becoming ourselves (Larkin & 

Thompson, 2011; Charlick et al., 2016). Consequently, our engagement with the world 

is continually advancing, suggesting that interpretation is likewise unfolding for both 

the researcher and the participant. In other words, the story is being created as it is being 
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interpreted by the researcher and the participants (Smith et al., 2009; Watts & Clifton, 

2006; Larkin & Thompson, 2011; Charlick et al., 2016). 

3.4 Hermeneutics 

Hermeneutics is the second major theoretical underpinning that influences this research 

studies (Cohn, 2005). According to Finlay (2011), hermeneutics is the theory of 

interpretation. The three most influential hermeneutic scholars are Friedrich 

Schleiermacher, Heidegger and Hans-Georg Gadamer. 

Schleiermacher (1998) proposed that interpretation involves both syntactic and 

psychological interpretation (Finlay, 2011). The former looks into exact and objective 

textual meaning, while the latter alludes to the individuality of the author (Willig, 2012 

& 2013). Schleiermacher theorised that interpretation is not about adhering to 

mechanical rules. Rather, it is a craft that includes a combination of different types of 

skills, including intuition (Spinelli, 2005; Smith, 2007). Schleiermacher suggested that 

if a researcher can engage in comprehensive, holistic and detailed analysis, this type of 

research could offer meaningful insights that could possibly include and surpass explicit 

claims of the research participants (Spinelli, 2005; Larkin, Watts, & Clifton, 2006; 

Smith, 2007).  

Heidegger (1962) combines the interpretation of a participants’ lived experiences with 

making meaning from these particular experiences (Smith, Jarman, & Osborn, 1999; 

Eatough & Smith, 2008). This research aims to involve interpretation, so the work of 

Heidegger (1962) in this respect is particularly relevant in the sense that although a 

phenomenon is readily visible, it is the process of investigation by the researcher that 

facilitates the coming forth of the experience, thus enabling the researcher to make 

sense of the experience once it has happened (or been shared) (Smith & Willig, 2012). 
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Heidegger (1962) has noted that the researcher conveys their predisposition to the 

experience and cannot resist the opportunity to look at any new stimulus in the light of 

their own experience. Nevertheless, one will not really know about every one of the 

participant’s predispositions in advance of the reading, therefore a reflective approach 

is vital within the research analysis process (Flick, 2010).  

Finally, Gadamer (1990), similar to the approach of Heidegger (1962), suggested that 

as opposed to putting one’s preconceptions in advance before doing interpretation, a 

researcher may only really uncover what his/her preconceptions are once the 

interpretation process is underway (Finlay, 2009). Consequently, the phenomenon 

influences the outcome of interpretation, which thus can impact the fore-structure, 

which in turn then is able to impact one’s understanding of the phenomenon 

(Groenewald, 2004; Cohn, 2005). This perplexing relationship between the researcher 

and the participants led Gadamer (1990) to suggest that one cannot isolate the 

researcher and the participants. For this reason, Gadamer (1990) argued that as we 

interact with the world, the world changes us. Gadamer termed this a ‘fusion of 

horizons’ between the researcher and the participant (Frosh & Emerson, 2005; Schmidt, 

2006; Flowers & Langdridge, 2007). It is thus vital for the researcher to be aware of 

his/her own bias so that, during the process of data analysis, the contents can be 

presented in their upmost trueness and meaning (Moran, 2000; Sokolowski, 2000; 

Finlay, 2009).  

3.5 Idiography  

Idiography focuses on the particular, working at two levels: firstly, it focuses on the 

sense of detail with an exhaustive and systematic depth of analysis, and secondly, it 

focuses on an understanding of how a specific phenomenon (an event, process or 
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relationship) has been comprehended from the point of view of specific individuals 

within a specific context (Dahlberg & Dahlberg, 2004; Spinelli, 2005; Smith et al., 

2009). Idiography studies utilises small, sensibly homogenous, purposively selected 

and situated samples (Platt, 1988). Single cases can be collated for further analysis in 

order to move from a single case to broarder analytical claims (Kafle, 2011). Idiography 

studies adopt an analytic procedure whereby underlying speculative theory is tested 

against each individual case (Smith et al., 2009). Within each case, one then would 

revise the theory to fit the case, thus enabling one to reflect on and adjust one’s 

reasoning prior to the next evidence assessed (Smith & Willig, 2012). Above all, while 

the concept of this analytic procedure is to produce a final theoretical statement that can 

relate to all the cases generally, it cannot be definitive (Spinelli, 2005). Therefore, one 

could conclude that a successful outcome would be a revised theoretical underpinning 

that would account for the majority of the data for most of the cases analysed (Spinelli, 

2005; Larkin, Watts, & Clifton, 2006; Smith, 2007). Thus, one could conclude that 

idiography does not eschew generalisations. Rather, it endorses an alternate method 

establishing those generalisations (Flowers & Langdridge, 2007; Smith et al., 2009; 

Frost & Nolas, 2011; Willig, 2013; Alase, 2017).  

Despite the fact that understanding this methodological approach will be challenging, 

choosing it as the approach for this particular research was easy. This approach will 

enable the research findings to go beyond describing transition from youth- to 

professional-level football and allow me to understand meanings from the participants’ 

lived experience, which has the potential to affect future research, practice and the 

treatment of young players going through transition.  

3.6 Data Collection  
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The qualitative method chosen to collect data within this research was face-to-face, 

semi-structured interviews (Smith, 2017). Interviews are designed to be purposeful 

discussions between two or more people (Zikmund, 2003), or conversations with a 

purpose (Patton, 2002; Zikmund, 2003). Different interview structures were 

contemplated, but in-depth, semi-structured interviews were considered the most 

appropriate type of interview for the methodological approach chosen for this research 

(Arslan, 2013). This method of data collection allows the interviewees freedom to 

discuss topics that are personal to them, which in turn could potentially provide detailed 

intimate information about the participants’ transitional lived experience, which is the 

main aim of this current research (Curtis & Curtis, 2011).   

Semi-structured interviews have the capability to actively create meaning regarding a 

given research topic (Frost & Nolas, 2011). Meaning is created within the interview 

setting, which in turn is influenced by the perspective of the interviewee, his/her rapport 

with the interviewer, the research content, and the personal relationship the participant 

has with the research topic (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; Frost & Nolas, 2011). The 

advantages of conducting semi-structured interviews is that such interviews have the 

capacity to create a better understanding of context and an allow for an appreciation of 

the meanings that the participants may express about certain circumstances (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2008). In addition, they enable the researcher to appreciate the interviewee’s 

body language, facial expressions and mood during the interview process (Willig, 

2013). Flexibility within the interview process is vital as this can aid the researcher to 

change the direction of the conversation and content depending on the interviewee’s 

responses (Kakkori, 2010). As the researcher, I entered the interview process with some 

level of understanding of the phenomenon under study, alongside theoretical insight 

gained through my literature review (Gummesson, 2000; Corbin & Strauss, 2008). This 



 

82 
 

enabled me to guide the participants within the interview process in order to gain rich 

data on their personal lived experience (Bakanay & Çakır, 2016). This method of 

interviewing presents opportunities for the interviewer to probe and seek clarification 

of different topics and elements of the discussion (Gubrium & Holstein, 2000).  

Gillham (2000) suggests that to enhance the skills of a researcher conducting semi-

structured interviews, pilot interviews should take place whereby the interviewer asks 

questions which they intend to ask within the final study to an experienced qualitative 

researcher. The purpose of this is for the experienced qualitative researcher to support 

in the development of the interviewers’ skills (i.e. suggesting alternative ways to 

articulate questions and make the researcher aware of any unintentional body gesture). 

Throughout this thesis, I ensured I followed the suggestions of Gillham (2000) in order 

to improve my interview skills and aid credibility. Prior to the interview process taking 

place, the interview schedules were reviewed by a sport psychology lecturer with a 

background in qualitative research. In addition, pilot interviews took place in order to 

test the interview schedules for missing concepts and provide room for any necessary 

revisions to take place prior to the implementation of the study (Kvale, 2007). The pilot 

interview also enabled me to practice my interview delivery along with analysing any 

data that needed refinement. Based on the feedback from my fellow colleague and pilot 

interviews, the interview schedules and procedure were modified to aid the collection 

of data.   

Keeping to an identical format, three separate interview guides were developed to 

gather different perspectives: one for the youth team players, one for the youth team 

coaches and one for the academy directors/head of youth development programme. This 

approach falls in line with this current research methodological approach. With this 

research, in order to gain greater understanding into an individual’s lived experiences, 
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and to view the world from his/her perspective, it is important to understand the 

participant’s social environment and social constructs that help create his/her personal 

experiences (Charlick, Pincombe, McKellar, & Fielder, 2016). This aim was achieved 

by specifically interviewing the players, as they are the primary focus of this research. 

Therefore, face-to-face interviews with them provided a greater insight into their 

personal lived transitional experience. In addition, coaches were interviewed in order 

to gain insight into the club’s talent identification process, the avenues the club and 

coaches use to provide support to their youth players, and different stress/pressure 

management techniques available to the players. In the same way, academy 

directors/heads of youth development were interviewed as they could offer greater 

insight into the club’s academy system, the club’s philosophy (values), the contract 

allocation and the releasing process.  

These different sources are classified as part of the young athletes’ social construct 

environment, so their perceptive of the young athletes’ transition will aid in better 

understanding the process. They could also enable the researcher to map an athlete’s 

conversation obtained within the interview process onto those of the coaches and 

academy directors/head of youth development in order to find similarities and 

differences within their stories (Bakanay & Çakır, 2016; Charlick et al., 2016). 

Examples of the interview questions for the players include: tell me about your football 

background; tell me about your football ambitions; what is your current understanding 

regarding your transition into professional level football? Questions in the interview 

schedule for the youth coaches relate to: talent identification, support available to 

players, stress/pressure management strategies provided, etc. Questions in the interview 

schedule for the academy directors/head of youth development included: the club’s 

philosophy, the player recruitment process, contract allocation strategy, and so forth.  
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The nature of semi structured approach study is about exploring meanings rather than 

collecting facts, thus aiming to capture rich and detailed stories (Pańczak & Pietkiewicz, 

2016). In order to achieve this a relatively small, purposively selected, reasonably 

homogenous sample size will be considered as the research is more concerned with 

quality, rather than quantity (Larkin & Thompson, 2011; Charlick et al., 2016; Pańczak 

& Pietkiewicz, 2016; Smith, 2017). According to Smith, Flowers and Larkin (2009), a 

research sample number depends on numerous factors, which include: the aims of the 

project, the level and context of the research, time constraints and the resources 

available to the researcher. Together with the fact that professional football 

environment is very apprehensive about outside sources invading their environment 

(Platts & Smith, 2009), I aimed to interview as many players, coaches and academy 

directors/heads of youth development as made available to me by the club contacted.  

As such, the club’s Head of Coaching recommend a purposive sample of participants 

who were deemed to be in the best position to discuss the academy-to-professional-

level transition. These players could offer valuable perspectives, and have great 

understanding, about the current research topic. In addition, the Academy Director 

determined the Head of Coaching/Technical Director to be interviewed. The purposive 

sampling approach was adapted from the works of Fin and McKenna (2010) and 

Rosenthal (2016).  

All interviews were voice-recorded and later transcribed verbatim, as doing so enables 

the researcher to capture every aspect of the interview conversation as well as the data 

analysis process to be made simpler and valid (Smith, 2011). Participants were made 

aware of this aspect of data collection through a consent form and participant 

information form. The consent form was an agreement that participants had to sign, 

which detailed aspects such as agreeing to the interview being voice recorded, 
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understanding that they are volunteers within the study etc. (Willig, 2012). The 

participant information form provided information relating to the invitation to 

participate, the purpose of the study, how and why they were selected, anonymity and 

confidentiality (Willig, 2013). In addition, all interviews were conducted at the club’s 

academy training facility in order to ensure familiarisation and thus allow the 

interviewee to be more comfortable (Gill, Stewart, Treasure, & Chadwick, 2008). The 

interview guide were developed on the basis of different procedures employed in a 

number of studies that have examined transitions in sport (i.e., Cosh et al., 2013; Fin & 

McKenna, 2010; Rosso & McGrath, 2012; Wylleman et al., 2004). Moreover, the 

interview guide tool developed by Fin and McKenna (2010, p. 265) was also adapted 

for the purpose of this research. 

3.7 Data Analysis 

The purpose of analysing qualitative data within the chosen methodological approach 

is to develop some sort of organised, comprehensive, credible and transparent account 

of the interpretation of a participant’s lived experience (Frost & Nolas, 2011). Data 

analysis during this process is flexible and dynamic, allowing the research to focus on 

the participants’ interpretation of their lived experience rather than the facts of the 

events (Smith & Osborn, 2008). Smith and Osborn (2008) and Smith (2011) state that 

there is no single, rigid, definitive method used to analyse data during qualitative data 

collection. Nevertheless, they suggest a helpful seven-step data analysis guide (figure 

15) (Charlick, McKellar, Fielder, & Pincombe, 2015). This current research will use 

certain aspects of these steps along with the coding methods suggested by Strauss and 

Corbin (1990). 



 

86 
 

During this process of data analysis, ‘double hermeneutics’ was utilised whereby the 

athlete will try to interpret their lived transitional experiences, while the researcher tries 

to interpret the athlete’s interpretation of his experiences (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 

2009). Throughout this process, as the researcher I intended to step into the athletes’ 

meaning-making processes and analyse the data from the interpreter’s perspective. This 

method is explained as the ‘hermeneutic cycle’ (Smith et al., 2009, Smith, 2011).  

Figure 15: The seven-steps of data analysis (Charlick, Pincombe, McKellar, & Fielder, 

2016)  

Stage one of the data analysis process began with reading and re-reading the transcripts 

(along with initial noting), done on an individual basis. I used NVivo 8 coding software 

during my process of open coding (Gray, Kiemle, Davis, & Billington, 2015), which 

enabled me to write down my initial reactions (i.e. emotional response) to reading the 
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transcript, ideas of potential themes and any phrases and/or psychological or theoretical 

concepts that stood out, while also linking this process to any aspects of the interview 

process (such as athletes’ body language to responses) (Kassai, Pintér, Rácz, Böröndi, 

Tóth-Karikó, Kerekes, & Gyarmathy, 2017). This stage is a reflection process with the 

freedom to be wrong and make presumptions (Smith, Jarman, & Osborn, 1999; Smith 

et al., 2009).  

During stage two of this process, axial coding is performed. According to Strauss and 

Corbin (1990), axial coding is a process of linking different categories to their sub-

categories, done by line-by-line analysis of the data along with the ideas created in 

phase one. During this process, I aimed to identify different ‘objects of concern’ 

(different aspects that are important to the athlete, such as different events, relationship, 

values and changes.) whilst also identifying ‘experiential claims’ (anecdotes and 

linguistic clues rather than the meaning of those objects identified) (Kassai et al., 2017). 

During this process, I aimed to stay as close to the data as possible in order to constantly 

check and clarify core experiential content of the participants’ lived experience 

(Bakanay & Çakır, 2016). 

Stage three involves developing emerging themes, which is also the process of selective 

coding. According to Gray, Kiemle, Davis and Billington (2015), selective coding is 

the process of identifying stand-out themes that relate to that participant’s data. These 

are themes that have emerged as having an impact on that athlete’s lived experience 

around ‘objects of concern’ (different aspects that are important to the athlete, such as 

different events, relationship, values and changes) and the meaning of those objects 

(experiential claims) (Kassai et al., 2017). These themes are clustered together, enabling 

the researcher to begin to organise and summarise the work thus far (Langdridge, 2007).  
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Stage four involves moving to the next participant’s data. During this process, I initially 

aimed to bracket previous themes. According to Husserl (1967), bracketing is the 

process in which, as researchers, we attempt to abstain from our presuppositions and 

see things as they currently are for the first time (i.e. not having preconceived ideas 

about the phenomena under investigation). Within this stage, bracketing was used as a 

form of leaving aside the previous themes from previously analysed athletes’ 

transcripts, enabling me to see transition from each participant’s lived experience 

(Langdridge, 2007; Smith et al., 2009). This process was repeated for all transcripts.  

Stage five involves looking for themes across all individually analysed transcripts, in a 

cross-sectional analysis. The aim of this phase is to identify potential connections and 

conceptualised themes across all the individually analysed transcripts in order to create 

final themes (Gray et al., 2015). During this stage, transtition theories and conceptual 

frameworks are identified and linked with different themes derived from the final 

themes (Willig, 2012; Willig, 2013). These final  themes are linked to individual quotes 

and conversations that enhance the meaning of the transitional lived experiences 

(Willig, 2012; Willig, 2013). This stage is about taking interpretation to a deeper level 

and calling up double hermeneutics (Smith et al., 2009, Smith, 2011). In other words, 

this stage is about developing a dialogue between myself and the participants’ coded 

data and psychological frameworks in order to understand what it all means to the 

participants (Gray, et al., 2015; Bakanay & Çakır, 2016; Kassai et al., 2017). 

Stage six is the final stage and consists of creating a structure (frequency tree) that 

illustrates the relationships between themes, the individual participants (through 

quotes), transition theories and the conceptual framework through the process of double 

hermeneutics (Charlick et al., 2015; Gray, et al., 2015; Bakanay & Çakır, 2016; Kassai 

et al., 2017). Doing so displays the frequency in terms of how many times a certain 
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theme or sub-theme has been identified within the data. Once this stage is complete, I 

wrote up the study using all the information from the data collection and the process of 

double hermeneutics to demonstrate the process of transition from youth- to 

professional-level football. 

3.8 Ethical Considerations  

Southampton Solent University’s Ethical Board approved all the stages of this study 

prior to any communication with the football clubs and players. Face-to-face personal 

interviews were the primary sources of data collection within this research, which 

enabled me to collect rich and personal data. Barnes (1979) suggests that data should 

always be presented in such a way that the participants involved are able to recognise 

themselves within the data presentation, while the reading audience should not be able 

to identify that participant. Owing to the Data Protection Act (1998, 2000), anonymity 

and privacy should be met both ethically and as a legal requirement. This Acts aims to 

protect the rights of individuals with regard to their personal data and information, 

including personal data held by academic researchers (Collis & Hussey, 2009; Edwards 

& Skinner, 2009). To adhere to this Act, all participants were given a consent form to 

sign, along with a participant information form. These forms included agreeing to the 

interview being voice recorded; indicating understanding that they are volunteers 

within the study and they can withdraw without permission; the purpose of the study; 

how and why they were selected; and anonymity and confidentiality, and how these 

would be upheld along with who would have access to their data, and how data would 

be stored securely. All participants were guaranteed anonymity with no personal details 

being recorded on the transcript. At every point during the data analysis and write up, 

participants were assigned numbers and letters that correlated to each individual 

interview, the League the participants played in and job title/position in the club (i.e. 
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Premier League player 1 = PL-P1, English Football League Championship player 1 = 

EFL-P1 etc.).   
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4.1 Introduction 

This research took a case study approach. Ten youth team players (median age = 18 

years) along with the academy director, head of academy coaching, head of education 

and head of academy performance were all interviewed; these participants were from 

the same professional football club. Possible candidates were identified by the club’s 

head of education and included those he believed were in the best position to discuss 

the transition from youth- to professional-level football.  

The purpose of this research was to gain an understanding of the transition from youth- 

to professional-level football by examining the challenges and coping strategies of elite 

football players. Players and academy staff highlighted numerous challenges, pressures 

and demands from a wide range of sources, along with a vast amount of support and 

different coping strategies employed. What follows are their responses, along with 

interpretative analysis of the findings from the interviews. One should bear in mind that 

this research adapted a semi structured approach, thus focuses on sharing the athletes’ 

experiences and interpreting their transitional process rather than collecting facts. 

This chapter will bring to light the themes and sub-themes derived from the data 

analysis process; each theme will be introduced to encapsulate the essence of the 

transition from youth- to professional-level football. The analysis within these themes 

will be strengthened by providing quotations obtained from the data collection process, 

along with links to existing literature.  

4.2 Sources of Demands, Pressure and Stress  

4.2.1 Environmental Factors 

4.2.1.1 Introduction  
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The professional football environment is one of intense pressure but also is highly 

rewarding for those players fortunate enough to successfully make the transition to this 

level. The environment within elite professional football academies tends to act as a 

natural filter in the sense that as the age group progresses towards first-team level, there 

are fewer players involved (Henriksen et al., 2010). This filtering occurs because of the 

highly competitive nature of elite professional football and elite academies (Sagar et 

al., 2010; Sæther & Aspvik, 2016). Numerous studies have suggested that the 

environment in which players are nurtured towards playing professional football is vital 

and that academies should create an environment that facilitates successful transition to 

this level (Mills et al., 2012; Mills et al., 2014; Larkin & O’Connor, 2017). Natural 

abilities are prerequisite; nevertheless, elite players appear to be largely ‘built’ not 

‘born’, pointing directly towards the environment within the youth academy as being 

one of the most influential factors towards successful transition (Finn & Jim McKenna, 

2010; Mills et al., 2012; Mills et al., 2014; Nerland & Sæther, 2016; Larkin & 

O’Connor, 2017). Durand-Bush and Salmela (2001) note that, ‘we cannot change our 

genetic make-up, but we can change our environment to make it as conducive as 

possible to improving performance’ (p. 285). 

The environmental factors within an academy are largely influenced by that club’s 

fundamental approach to player development, which is embedded in the club’s ethos, 

vision and values; the heart and soul of the academy (Stambulova, Franck, & Weibull, 

2012; Sæther, Aspvik, & Høigaard, 2017; Lagestad, Sæther, & Ulvik, 2017). This ethos 

subsequently influences the academy training, selection and playing values. Different 

key stakeholders contribute to a player’s environment, i.e.  coaches, peers and parents. 

To this end, successful transition is thought to be largely contingent on the environment 

players are nurtured in and, more importantly, the way they interrelate with it. Thus, 
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interactions between the key stakeholders within youth football academies are expected 

to play an essential part in a player’s development (Richardson, Gilbourne, & 

Littlewood, 2004; Mills et al., 2014; Ivarsson et. al, 2015; Saether & Aspvik, 2016). 

4.2.1.2 Training  

Within the English football academy system, elite youth football is characterised by 

extreme pressure to achieve success (Sagar et al., 2010). Numerous researchers 

(Richardson et al., 2004; Keegan et al., 2014; Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015; Morris, 

2015) have suggested that young academy players encounter a wide variety of personal 

and interpersonal challenges within the academy environment that might impact their 

development (e.g. training).  

Football academy environments devote a high percentage of their time to training and 

competition with the aim of creating athletes who can successfully transition to 

professional-level football (McGillivray & McIntosh, 2006; Henriksen et al., 2010). 

This type of pressure is created by the mantra of ‘live, breathe and eat football’ that is 

strongly advocated within youth academy environments (Mitchell et al., 2014). In 

addition, the implementation of the EPPP has promoted an increase in time devoted to 

training to achieve professional football player status (Premier League EPPP 

Document, 2011; Premier League, 2012). As players progress through their transitional 

process, they tend to spend more time within the academy or football club and, as a 

result, they often have arduous schedules. These demanding schedules mean young 

players invest a large amount of time and intense effort in training (Gustafsson, 

Hassmén, Kenttä, & Johansson, 2008; Meeusen et al., 2013).  

Training within academies is known for its high intensity and physically demanding 

sessions (Brink, Visscher, Coutts, & Lemmink, 2012, Sæther & Aspvik, 2016; Larkin 
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& O’Connor, 2017). These sessions are not only tailored for players to develop their 

personal abilities but for coaches to examine players with the view of selecting match-

day squads, resulting in additional pressure on the players to always perform to be 

selected or gain positive appraisal from the coaches (Noon, James, Clarke, Akubat, & 

Thake, 2015; Thorpe, Strudwick, & Buchheit, 2017; Engan & Sæther, 2018).  

Player 3 – ‘I think at first it was hard to adapt from training twice a 

week and playing to training five times a week and playing and being 

here all day from eight till five every day. It is such a tough schedule 

to adapt to’. 

Head of Coaching – ‘Full-time training, coming in and working five 

days a week and playing on a Saturday is totally different from what 

they are used to, so it’s difficult to adapt’. 

As player 3 above shared his experience he looked around and looked at himself (as he 

puffed out his cheeks) pointing out the fact that he was on his way to training after the 

interview process was done to demonstrate that the whole day was none stop. Academy 

players striving for maximal performance may be particularly prone to developing 

burnout because of the high intensity and physically demanding nature of training and 

their compact schedules (Noon, James, & Clarke, 2015; Gallo, Cormack, & Gabbett, 

2016). Compact schedules refer to the implementation of pressurised schedules because 

of the inclusion of various training sessions and exercises required for the enhancement 

of player performances within the restricted time allowed, taking into account various 

daily activities including the academics of the players (Noon et al., 2015; Nerland & 

Sæther, 2016). Burnout has been linked with diminished motivation, thus affecting the 

well-being of players, which creates low self-esteem (Lonsdale & Hodge, 2011; Thorpe 
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et al., 2017; Engan & Sæther, 2018). The consequence of this is that the players’ 

transitional process is affected as they are unable to perform at the level required (Price 

& Anderson, 2000; Nerland & Sæther, 2016). High-intensity training and continuous 

compact daily schedules are linked to emotional/physical exhaustion, which could also 

lead to injuries (Carling, 2013); as a result, the players’ transitional process is further 

affected. Players need to adapt to the nature of training and compact schedules to have 

an improved chance of successfully transitioning to the professional level. 

English football is known for its high intensity, explosive pace and power. As players 

progress through the academy ranks, they will inevitably encounter these demands, and 

will need to adapt in order to progress (Haugaasen & Jordet, 2012; Aspvik & Høigaard, 

2017). The demands of reaching top-level professional football intensify daily in terms 

of the physical demands, the speed of the game, decision making, and the technical and 

tactical precision required (Mills et al., 2014a, 2014b). Players’ thought processes are 

required to be at a high level, and the stake of each decision continually escalates. As a 

result, players are not only required to be technically gifted but need to also have the 

ability to mentally adapt to different scenarios during matches in order to make the 

correct decisions (Gabbett, Whyte, & Hartwig, 2014; Røynesdal, Toering, & 

Gustafsson, 2018). With the commercialisation of the game, each decision has a cost 

attached to it, therefore young players are required to understand the implications of 

bad decisions and the consequences of not being able to adapt to the level of thinking 

required (Haugaasen & Jordet, 2012; Haugaasen, Toering, & Jordet, 2014). As players 

progress, the focus changes from participation to winning; professional football is 

renowned for its ‘winning at all cost’ mentality and is thus a results-driven business 

(Magee & Sugden, 2001; Relvas et al., 2010; Littlewood et al., 2011; Cummins & 

O’Boyle, 2015). 
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Player 1 – ‘I think as you get older everything is a lot faster, so 

decision making in the game has to be much faster’. 

As player 1 above shared the statement ‘decision making in the game has to be much 

faster’ he Pointed at his head to gesture that you have to be thinking ahead and he 

moved his hand as he said ‘pass move pass move’, this was to demonstrate that one has 

to be able to think steps ahead of their opponents in order to always strive to make the 

correct decision within the game. The training environment within academies plays a 

vital role in the players’ transitional process, as young players spend a lot of their time 

within this environment. This environment enables coaches to equip players with the 

technical and tactical training required, as well as judge their abilities and potential to 

progress to professional-level football. As a result, daily encounters are accompanied 

by daily pressures and demands that young players inevitably must face and overcome 

in order to enable their successful transition from youth- to professional-level football.  

4.2.1.3 Finances 

Over the past 20 years, football clubs have become more than just sporting 

organisations – they have become global brands with high revenues, with an increase 

in transfer fees and wages, along with an increase in competition prize rewards (Ribeiro 

& Lima, 2012). Sporting performance is dependent on numerous factors; however, one 

could argue that, undoubtedly, the most critical factor is the availability of and access 

to talent (Caruso, Di Domizio, & Rossignoli, 2017). The growing professionalisation, 

internationalisation, commercialisation and commodification of the game means that 

the value of acquiring highly rated players has risen significantly as clubs have to be 

more aware of more than just the transfers fees; clubs now must also deal with agent 
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fees, players’ wages and FFP rules (Bryson, Rossi, & Simmons, 2014; Buraimo, Frick, 

Hickfang, & Simmons, 2015; Caruso, Di Domizio, & Rossignoli, 2017). 

Acquiring players is highly competitive as clubs are in competition with each other 

globally, each with the aim of building the best team in relation to the competition they 

are involved in, meaning that clubs must pay players high wages in order to satisfy and 

keep them (Maier, Woratschek, Ströbel & Popp, 2016). The wage of a football player 

is based on numerous aspects, for example: the player's attributes, previous season’s 

performance, age, ability to improve, identity, and how that player fits in the club’s 

playing philosophy (Frick, 2007). As a result, salaries of football players are determined 

through negotiation between the club’s management and the players’ agents (Frick, 

2011; Yaldo & Shamir, 2017). Clubs are also competing to acquire the best young 

players globally; this means that clubs are looking to acquire these potential players as 

early as they can to fend off competition. As a result, once these players are acquired, 

along with a negotiation package, they are awarded high wages (table 7) (Rohde & 

Breuer, 2016; Caruso, Di Domizio, & Rossignoli, 2017).  

Table 7: Highly rated under-21 players’ current weekly wage (FIFA, 2018) 

Name  Current Club Age Current Weekly Wage 

Phil Foden Manchester City 17 £26,000 

Ryan Sessegnon Fulham 17 £23,000 

Trent Alexander-Arnold Liverpool 18 £33,000 

Marcus Rashford Manchester United 19 £64,000 

Isaiah Brown Chelsea 20 £41,000 

Joe Gomez Liverpool 20 £48,000 

Harry Winks Tottenham Hotspur 21 £47,000 
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Dele Alli Tottenham Hotspur 21 £100,000 

Rob Holding Arsenal 21 £48,000 

 

Highly rated young players on contracts are expected to be paid high wages, which 

could be a challenge for a young player. When a young player is being paid so much 

money, they can develop a distorted view of reality and what they think they are worth 

(Bucciol, Foss, & Piovesan, 2014; Yaldo & Shamir, 2017).  

Head of Coaching – ‘I just feel like as though finance, sometimes the 

boys do get quite a lot early and that can distort your view of where 

you're at and become a very big challenge’. 

Academy Manager – ‘So, if all of a sudden, you're in somebody's first 

team and earning in the Premier League £50,000 a week at 19 years 

of age and you can go and buy different top of the range BMWs a 

month, it does twist your mind up – you can't get away from that’. 

If young players are not educated about finance and its implications, it could have a 

negative effect on them and their transition process. Indeed, it could be the first time 

that young players have had access to such high financial rewards, which could distort 

their view, thus causing them to lose focus on the bigger picture (Bryson, Rossi, & 

Simmons, 2014; Rohde, & Breuer, 2016). If young players are unable to cope with the 

challenges of high financial rewards at a young age, their performance may suffer, and 

they may be affected by other social challenges, such as gambling, partying and 

overspending. These challenges, in essence, affect the transitional process in terms of 

the players being able to progress past their initial contract, and thus falling out of the 

system (Uller, Lammert, & Hovemann, 2012; Della Torre, Giangreco, & Maes, 2014).  
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Head of Education – ‘I think that [financial reward]is the biggest 

issue. We've lost more players in this country because of money at a 

young age because it doesn't happen in Spain in Germany and Italy – 

it doesn't happen”. 

Head of Performance – ‘Ultimately, it is the first time in their lives 

where they're coming to an environment whereby they are getting paid 

for doing it’. 

The EPL is regarded as the richest league in Europe, by some margin, in terms of 

financial turnover, and as a result they pay on average more to young players under the 

age of 21 than any of the other big five European leagues (see table 7) (Deloitte, 2017; 

Yaldo & Shamir, 2017). In addition, the Championship is the fifth richest league in 

Europe in terms of financial turnover (Deloitte, 2017; Yaldo & Shamir, 2017). The total 

Premiership wage bill in 2015/16 increased to over £3 billion, and the Championship 

clubs’ wage costs rose by 4% to £561m in 2015/16. These figures signify that English 

clubs are willing to pay players high salaries to acquire the best from across the world 

(Deloitte, 2017), including young players.  

4.2.1.4 Social Media 

The use of different social media outlets has become a common activity among today’s 

youth and young adults. According to a recent poll, 22% of adolescents log on to their 

favourite social media outlet more than ten times daily, and more than 50% of 

adolescents log on to a social media outlet more than once a day (Hutchins, 2011; 

O’Keeffe & Clarke-Pearson, 2011; Sanderson, 2011; Kassing & Sanderson, 2015). 

These figures show the popularity of social media, making it an unavoidable element 

of society and today’s youth culture (table 8).  
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Table 8: Top four social media outlets (BBC, 2018) 

 

Social media creates a platform that enables young athletes to freely disclose personal 

information. Researchers have suggested that this type of behaviour is driven by the 

need for social status and approval (Sanderson, 2014; Sanderson, 2015; Smith & 

Sanderson, 2015). This type of mind-set enables young athletes to create a virtual world, 

which becomes a fake reality, and therefore in the context of this study young 

footballers are at risk of living a sporting career online without achieving any 

professional success. This type of behaviour is driven by the need to gain as many 

followers (within the social media outlet) as possible (Reed, 2013; Sanderson, 2013; 

Kassing & Sanderson, 2015). Social media tends to be an extension of young athletes’ 

lives; the issue created by this is that young athletes struggle to distinguish between the 

two, having created a fake reality that they believe is real (Reichart Smith & Smith, 

2012).  

Academy Manager – ‘You've even got social media and you can 

actually live a career online without even doing anything you can 

Social Media  Description UK Users  Total Users 

Facebook A social sharing networking site 45 million  1.65 billion 

Twitter A micro-blogging platform 40 million 1.3 billion 

YouTube The top website used for video 

uploading and viewing 

38 million 1.3 billion 

Instagram A photo and video sharing social 

networking 

30 million 800 million  



 

102 
 

actually become famous for nothing; it's more challenging now than 

it has ever been, probably out of control’.  

Head of Coaching – ‘I can imagine people want to try and get as 

many followers as they can. We try and teach the players to focus just 

on their football and let the talking take place on the football pitch, 

but social media is such a big distraction’.  

It has been proven that social media has its benefits. This use of social media enhances 

communication and social connections in the form of staying connected with family 

members and friends, and is also a means of making new friends (Asur, Alto, 

Huberman, & Alto, 2010; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Yet although social media creates 

a platform for people to be closer, allowing sporting fans to be closer to their sporting 

heroes, it also creates a platform for fans to express their pain, reach particular 

judgments and vent their disappointments directly to these athletes (Trotter, 2012). The 

evolution of social media has created another platform for confrontation between fans 

and athletes; fans, now more than ever, have direct access to athletes and, as a result, 

can direct hateful and abusive messages towards them (Reichart Smith & Smith, 2012; 

Kassing & Sanderson, 2015). Cyberbullying has been found to be the most common 

online risk for young athletes. It can cause profound psychosocial affects, including 

anxiety, severe isolation, depression and suicide (Sanderson & Kassing, 2011; 

Browning & Sanderson, 2012; Sanderson, 2015; Smith & Sanderson, 2015). It can also 

affect the players’ transitional process as they lose focus, and struggle to retain what 

they have learned and progress (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). The problem here is that 

young athletes tend to suffer from such issues alone, thus prolonging their depression 

and subsequently affecting more than just their footballing career but also their personal 

lives (Asur, Alto, Huberman, & Alto, 2010). 
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Head of Performance – ‘I laugh at some players; they go on social 

media and talk about how great the fans are and as soon as the fans 

have a go at them they get upset. That then affects their football’. 

Player 8 – ‘I want to be popular on Instagram (a form of social 

media), I post all my football pictures there and it’s all about the fans, 

but I only want positive messages; I can’t deal with the negative 

comments’. 

As player 8 above shared his experience he took out his phone to show me his Instagram 

page, this player seemed very confident as he showed me all his pictures and the 

comments from people he deemed are fans. On the other hand, when he showed me a 

negative comment someone posted about him, his all demeanour changed, and he 

seemed upset by this. This signified the effect social media can have on a player’s mood 

subsequently affecting his transitional process. Not only does social media cause 

profound psychosocial outcomes, but the content athletes post, or display can hinder 

their professional future. For example, in 2016, Burnley striker Andre Gray was banned 

for four matches for homophobic comments he made on social media in 2012, and he 

was subsequently fined £25,000 by the FA (FA, 2016). The FA has imposed £500,000 

in Twitter fines since 2011 as a result of athletes’ social media posts. The football 

governing body has also investigated 121 cases in the last three years regarding contents 

athletes have posted, and out of these, 30% have involved young athletes (FA, 2016). 

These cases signify the importance for clubs to educate young athletes on the dangers 

of social media.  

4.2.2 Personal Factors 

4.2.2.1 Introduction  
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As young athletes transition into professional football, they are confronted by different 

personal factors that have the potential to hinder their progress (Wylleman et al., 2004; 

Pummell et al., 2008). Everyone is different, meaning that the issues they face are 

different, but clubs have to ensure they build personal relationships with each individual 

in order to understand the athletes’ needs by creating tailored plans for each young 

athlete (Hollings et al., 2014). Personal factors are more confined to the athletes’ inner 

circle than secondary factors, therefore these personal factors can either empower the 

athlete or have a negative lasting effect on their transitional process (Anderson et al., 

2012; Morris, 2015). Researcher have suggested that it has never been more challenging 

for young athletes as it is currently; the quest for personal identity and social acceptance 

is high, and young athletes are willing to make any sacrifice to feel accepted (Cummins 

& O’Boyle, 2015). The footballing environment is full of different personalities, races, 

religions and cultural backgrounds, which can make this process even more difficult 

while also trying to successfully transition (Jones, 2014). 

4.2.2.2 Family 

Family plays a vital role in a young person’s life; family has the power to uplift or to 

bring down a young athlete (Brewer & De Agostini, 2014; De Agostini, Hills, & 

Sutherland, 2014). Consequently, whatever happens at home will have an impact on 

young athletes, be it positive or negative (Brewer & De Agostini, 2013; Browne & 

Elming, 2015). Moreover, while some young athletes are fortunate to have both their 

parents along with them during their transitional journey, others have single parents 

(Brewer, Browne, & Jin, 2012; Joyce & Sibieta, 2013; Sutherland & Figari, 2013).  

In 2016 there were 15 million families in the UK, out of which 4 million were single 

parents with dependent children. In addition, mothers accounted for 91% of these single 
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parents (Connelly, Gayle, & Lambert, 2016).  Coming from a single-parent family will 

have an effect on any young player’s transitional process, and may hinder their 

progress, intentionally or otherwise: ‘My mum is the only provider so I have to make it 

so I can support her’ (player 10). Children in single-parent families are twice as much 

at risk of living in relative poverty than those in families with both parents; by 2017, 

47% of children in single-parent families lived in relative poverty (Gardner, Langa, & 

Yaffe, 2017). Furthermore, 55% of single-parent families have more than one child, 

and 22% have at least one person in the home with a disability. In addition, the majority 

of single parents are unable to receive child maintenance support (Gardner, Langa, & 

Yaffe, 2017). These facts highlight the significance of any financial support single-

parent families can rely on.  Their financial burdens are great, and one could argue that 

single parents might be willing to obtain support from any source that presented itself, 

hence, if they see their child has the potential to have a successful transitional process, 

they may increase pressure on them, knowingly or unknowingly. 

Head of Performance – ‘No wait – family is the greatest pressure I 

have come across. There is a lot of boys put under pressure from 

family to be potential breadwinners. So, for example, somebody's 

paying £30,000 a year to a lone parent and you’re actually saying that 

a nine-year-old is being a breadwinner for the family. It’s a shame, 

but I can understand’.  

Alcoholism also is a serious issue in the UK, and it results in thousands of unnecessary 

deaths each year, along with causing family dysfunction. Around 38% of men and 29% 

of women in England frequently drink over the recommended safe limits of 

consumption. In addition, in 2016 alone, there were 9,769 deaths in England as a result 

of alcohol abuse (Inozemtseva, Perez-Solis, Matute, & Juarez, 2016). Individuals are 
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consuming more alcohol than they ever did in the past (Adam & Browne, 2013; 

Bommersbach, Lapid, Rummans, & Morse, 2015). On average, it is suggested that the 

lives of five other people will be affected when an individual is addicted to alcohol 

(Pennycook & Whittaker, 2012), indicating that most people currently living in the UK 

will have been affected in some way by alcohol abuse. For the children involved, this 

has a huge impact on their lives, and could have psychological effects (Hills, 2015; 

Virag, Janacsek, Horvath, Bujdoso, Fabo, & Nemeth, 2015). If young athletes are 

facing these types of family issues, it distracts them and affects their transitional process 

in the sense that they lose focus and are constantly worried about their home life and 

the person affected by alcohol (especially if the addict is part of the immediate family) 

(Davis, Hirsch, & Padley, 2014; Lundin, Hallgren, Balliu, & Forsell, 2015).  

Alcohol abuse is also the biggest risk factor for death, disability and mental illness 

among 15-49-year-olds in the UK, and the fifth biggest risk factor across all ages, 

further showing the significant impact of alcohol abuse on families (Hills, Paulus, 

Sutherland, & Tasseva, 2014). Young athletes with parents, siblings or close family 

members who struggle with alcohol abuse are often the forgotten victims, resulting in 

uncertainty, lack of appropriate care and lack of support for the athlete (Nishio, 

Yamamoto, Horita, Sado, Ueki, Watanabe, Uehara, & Shioiri, 2015). When athletes are 

in their transitional process, they need all the support they can get as this is a stressful 

period and if their main support system (family) is not stable, it has lasting effects on 

that athlete personally and their transitional process (Arias, Arnsten, Cunningham, 

Coulehan, Batchelder, Brisbane, Segal, & Rivera-Mindt, 2016). Young athletes who 

are in homes affected by alcohol abuse may be exposed to violence, other forms of 

abuse, neglect, and financial instability – all of which subsequently negatively affect 
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their progress (Rumpf, Hapke, Meyer, & John, 2002; Sabia, Elbaz, Britton, Bell, 

Dugravot, Shipley, Kivimaki, & Singh-Manoux, 2014) 

Player 2 – ‘Our family had to deal with a real tough situation with my 

dad having an alcohol problem so that was really hard, and it messed 

my head up and I wasn’t progressing within my football’. 

As player 2 above shared his experience about his family, his face and mood changed 

this seem like a very emotional time for him. At one point I thought he was going to 

cry, I had to be very sensitive trying to unpack this period. He did not really want to 

drive in deeper about his dad’s alcohol problem, but he seemed scared and nervous, he 

went on to cover his face and said, ‘I thought my football career would be over I just 

was not in the right space mentally’. This proves the impact family life can affect the 

young players transitional process. There were 106,959 divorces in 2016 in the UK, and 

over half of these couples had at least one child aged under 18, meaning that there were 

over 53,000 children who were aged under 18 when their parents divorced (Fomby, 

Goode, & Mollborn, 2016). Divorce causes athletes to feel as if their world has been 

turned upside down and, as a result, could have a lasting impact on that athlete’s 

emotional well-being (Suisman, Burt, McGue, Iacono, & Klump, 2011; Knowles & 

John, 2012). Young athletes going through this process maybe feel a sense of loss, 

potentially have resentment towards the parents, and feel a sense of anger and a level 

of rejection, thus causing insecurity (Salcedo, Alejandrina, Schoellman, Todd, Michele, 

& Tertilt, 2012; Cohen, 2014). A pending divorce could also lead to athletes 

withdrawing into themselves and finding it difficult to focus on their transitional 

process (Cherlin, 2010; Wu, Schimmele, & Hou, 2015). This level of uncertainty can 

affect an athlete as they feel a sense of instability while going through their transitional 

process (Kennedy, & Ruggles, 2014). 
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Player 7 – ‘I was going through a family situation; my parents were 

getting a divorce and that affected my football for at least a year. My 

focus was gone, and I would just cry in digs [academy 

accommodation] all the time’. 

The pressure caused by family problems leads to negative emotions such as anxiety, 

depression and anger and, as a result, the young athletes may also feel isolated, 

exhausted, confused and stressed, which negatively affects their transitional process 

(Brewer & De Agostini, 2014). 

4.2.2.3 Individual  

The football world includes agents. These are people who represent different clients 

with the aim of negotiating the best deal for them; they work as intermediaries between 

their clients and the clubs (Poli, Rossi& Besson, 2012). Within the guidelines of FIFA, 

agents do not need any specific qualifications. However, 41% of agents have a 

bachelor’s degree, 26% are educated to master’s level, and 7% hold higher 

qualifications at a doctorate level. One common theme between agents is that most of 

them are multilingual (BBC, 2010; FIFA, 2011). The ever-increasing 

professionalisation of football has meant that players, especially young players, are 

bound to have an agent who represents them when dealing with contracts and other 

related issues (e.g. sponsors) (Siekmann, Parrish, Martins, & Soek, 2007; Poli, 2010b). 

Currently, FA rules suggest that no football agent can sign a player under the age of 16, 

and young players between the ages of 16 and 18 must be signed with the approval of 

their parents or guardians (FA, 2011).  
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Head of Performance – ‘We have agents sniffing around for young 

talent and signing players for the wrong reason, which hampers the 

players’ development’. 

According to Poli (2010b), only 42% of players represented by agents are senior 

players. This figure indicates that most agents are actively searching for young talent, 

through whom they see the potential of making money in the future. It is estimated that 

football agents turn over around £400 million annually, illustrating the power of the 

business that has been created by football agents (UEFA, 2012). As a result, agents tend 

to exert unnecessary pressure on young players, and the demand for agents to broker 

deals on a short-term basis in order to make a living from their profession is often 

detrimental to a young athlete’s career prospects as this creates a false sense of the 

player’s actual professional development (Bower, 2003; Poli, 2010a). As agents 

facilitate transfers between clubs for their clients, they are sometimes guilty of selling 

the wrong dreams to players in the sense that they facilitate a move to a bigger club 

which is potentially paying more, but which may not be appropriate for that player 

regarding their current professional development, which then hampers their progress, 

and may cause them to stagnate (Holt, Michie, & Oughton, 2006; Poli, 2010a).  

Head of Academy – ‘Agents sell players wrong dreams, they facilitate 

moves to bigger clubs, but the player gets to the so-called bigger club 

and does not get an opportunity to progress. This is a constant big 

battle for us’. 

Each individual copes with challenges differently; different individuals view different 

situations as either a challenge or an opportunity (Crust & Swann, 2013; Osborne, 

Greene, & Immel, 2014). In order for players to overcome different challenges within 
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their transitional process, they have to develop a certain level of mental toughness 

(Brand, Gerber, Kalak, Kirov, Lemola, Clough, Pühse, & Holsboer-Trachsler, 2014). 

Mental toughness is the ability to cope and deal with pressure, challenges and adversity 

within one’s transitional process. It is closely related to qualities such as grit, resilience 

and perseverance (Rice, Purcell, De Silva, Mawren, McGorry, & Parker, 2016). Having 

the ability to be persistent and refusing to quit is seen as being the result of the 

possession of superior mental skills (Crust & Azadi, 2010; Crust, Earle, Perry, Earle, 

Clogh, & Clough, 2014).  

Player 3 – ‘Myself as a person – I put pressure on myself, I am my 

own biggest critic’. 

Player 8 – ‘I don’t know how to deal with a mistake, so when that 

happens I find it hard to focus, and that is challenging’. 

Mental toughness is related to an internal locus of control, confidence, high levels of 

optimism, self-belief, self-esteem and self-efficacy (Gucciardi, Hanton, & Gordon, 

2015). An athlete’s personality affects his level of mental toughness in the sense that 

this affects his ability to perform under pressure, and his perceptions of his self-belief 

and self-esteem (Allen, Greenlees, & Jones, 2013; Mosley & Laborde, 2016). 

Numerous researchers have reported that 82% of coaches rated mental toughness as one 

of the most important psychological attributes in determining a successful transition 

from youth- to professional-level football (Stamp, Crust, & Swann, 2015). 

Player 2 – ‘My biggest fear and challenge personally is the fear of not 

being good enough, so I almost have to get out my head’.  
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Head of Coaching – ‘Players who deal better with failure and have 

that mental toughness have a better chance at successfully transiting 

into the professional level’. 

As player 2 above shared his fear of not being good enough, he seemed really anxious 

and it was like he had the weight of the world on his shoulder (as he shrugs his 

shoulder). Athletes who are mentally tough are found to display better stress 

management and are less likely to develop mental health issues. This quality thus means 

that the young athlete has a better opportunity to successfully transition to the 

professional level as he is able to better manage the challenges the environment creates 

(Gucciardi, Hanton, Gordon, Mallett, & Temby, 2015). Players who are mentally weak 

tend to struggle with daily challenges and are more prone to being overwhelmed with 

stress. This type of mind-set affects players’ transitional process in the sense that they 

are unable to focus, thus making them susceptible to mental health issues, such as 

depression (Gucciardi, 2017). Athletes who are mentally tough tend to be more positive 

and consequently react positively to change and adversity and display a greater 

willingness to persevere (Mahoney & Gucciardi, 2014; Wieser & Thiel, 2014). In 

addition, these athletes become more ambitious and view situations as opportunities 

rather than stressful encounters (Finez, Berjot, Rosnet, Cleveland, & Tice, 2012; 

Gucciardi & Jones, 2012). 

4.2.3 Leadership Factors 

Coaches are one of the most influential stakeholders in a player’s transitional process, 

and a player’s relationship with their coach can ease or hamper this transition (Côté, 

Young, North, & Duffy, 2007; Trudel, Gilbert, & Werthner, 2010). The coaching style 

or approach can exert a powerful influence on athletes within their transitional process. 
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For example, a positive coaching style can positively influence a player’s self-esteem, 

degree of enjoyment, willingness to learn and improvement, which subsequently 

significantly increases the levels of participation (Ommundsen, Roberts, Lemyre, & 

Miller, 2006; Sullivan, Paquette, Holt, & Bloom, 2012). Conversely, a negative 

coaching style has been linked to several negative outcomes within youth football, 

including decreased sport satisfaction, lack of self-belief and esteem and higher rates of 

burnout and dropout (Glick, Stillman, Reardon, & Ritvo, 2012). Coaches have to 

understand their athletes individually in order to appreciate the appropriate coaching 

style each player needs; each player learns and retains information differently, so 

coaches have to be aware of this (Magnusen, 2010; Cogburn, & Horton, 2012). Some 

players are known to need ‘tough love’ and need coaches who are firm, whereas some 

players are known to need more understanding, or an ‘arm around the shoulder’, for 

them to progress (Mollerlokken, Loras, & Pedersen, 2017).  

Communication between coaches and players is key to a successful relationship, 

enabling players to understand the expectations of coaches, and for coaches to better 

understand the level their players are at and the level their potential can take them to 

(Conroy & Coatsworth, 2006; Carlsson & Lundqvist, 2016). Research has suggested 

that the stronger the communication between a coach and their young athlete is, the 

higher the chance of the athlete improving, thus increasing his prospect of successfully 

transitioning to professional-level football (Cumming, Smith, & Smoll, 2006; 

Vertommen, Veldhoven, Wouters, Kampen, Brackenridge, Rhind, Neels, & Van Den 

Eede, 2016). In contrast, if the communication between a coach and their athlete is non-

existent, that creates pressure on players as they are unsure what is expected of them 

and how they can improve and increase their chances of a successful transition 

(Vertommen, Kampen, Veldhoven, Wouters, Uzieblo, & Van Den Eede, 2017).  
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Player 10 – ‘Sometimes I think the communication from the coaches 

is not great, like sometimes we are not told why we are not in the team 

which is bad because then you don’t know what you need to do to get 

in the match-day squad’. 

Player 3 – ‘I just want to know where I am at and how I can improve, 

but sometimes they just ignore you and you are in limbo land’. 

Verbal abuse from coaches also has a negative impact on young athletes, creating a 

level of stress and anxiety (Sullivan et al., 2012; Swigonski, Enneking, & Hendrix, 

2014). Verbal abuse within youth football can have a seriously negative impact on the 

athlete’s psychological health, which in turn could lead to impaired performance, 

cessation of football, mental health issues (e.g. depression) and psychosomatic illnesses 

(Mountjoy, Brackenridge, Arrington, Blauwet, Carska-Sheppard, Fasting, Kirby, 

Leahy, Marks, Martin, Starr, Tiivas, & Budgett, 2016). However, verbal abuse remains 

a common aspect of coaching within youth football as it is used, presumably, as a 

method to encourage athletes to attain better results and improve (Vertommen et al., 

2016; Vertommen et al., 2017). Swigonski, Enneking and Hendrix (2014) found that 

verbal abuse was used as a habitual coaching tool for elite young athletes but argued 

that getting accustomed to verbal abuse does not justify the usage of it, nor does it make 

it socially acceptable (Yabe, Hagiwara, Sekiguchi, Momma, Tsuchiya, Kuroki, 

Kanazawa, Koide, Itaya, Yoshida, Sogi, Yano, Itoi, & Nagatomi, 2018). Research 

suggests that 45% of young athletes have experienced verbal abuse by their coaches at 

some stage during their transitional process. In addition, in a recent study, it was found 

that 65% of the coaches within the study reported to have used some form of verbal 

abuse on young athletes (Cogburn, Horton, & McNeil, 2017; Yabe et al., 2018). 
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Player 1 – ‘The coach, whenever I used to make a mistake it was 

different from when the other team mates made a mistake, so I felt like 

I was getting victimised by the coach’. 

Player 6 – ‘It just felt like verbal abuse more than coaching at times’. 

Coaches are known to put an enormous amount of pressure on young athletes during 

their transitional process, owing to a number of reasons. Firstly, they aim to recreate 

what first-team football will be like, so they are preparing the young athletes for such 

an environment; and secondly, they believe the pressure they are applying drives the 

young athletes to improve, thus enabling them to get the best of out the players 

(Swigonski et al., 2014; Cogburn et al., 2017). The demand and pressure from coaches 

can affect the players, depending on how they accept the pressure and how they react 

to it; a positive reaction can drive motivation, thus enabling the players to improve, 

whereas a negative reaction can cause players to feel singled out, subsequently affecting 

their transitional progress (Mollerlokken et al., 2017). 

Player 5 – ‘Pressure from coaches, they are very demanding’.  

Head of Coaching – ‘I put them under pressure because you've got to 

put them under pressure because that's what you're preparing them 

for’. 

4.3 Sources of Support in Aiding Transition  

4.3.1 Emotional – Mental Support 

4.3.1.1 Introduction  
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Emotional and mental support are vital as they can make or break an athlete. The level 

of perception of emotional and mental support athletes perceive to be receiving, or have 

available to them, can have a positive or negative impact on their transitional process 

(Burleson, 2009; Mills et al., 2012). The more emotional support athletes feel they have 

available to them, the more confident they feel in terms of being able to share their 

emotions and having someone to talk them through their transitional process (Freeman 

& Rees, 2008; Freeman & Rees, 2009; Turman, 2012). Different stakeholders offer 

different levels of emotional support, so it is important for young athletes to understand 

the level of support each stakeholder offers in order to maximise the support available 

(Freeman & Rees, 2008; Freeman & Rees, 2009).  

4.3.1.2 Family 

Family plays an important role as one of the major stakeholders within an athlete’s 

transitional process, and mothers have been found to be highly significant with regard 

to providing emotional and mental support for their children (Freeman, Rees, & Hardy, 

2009; Relvas et al., 2010; Mazer, Barnes, Grevious, & Boger, 2013). Mothers are 

known for their nurturing nature; research suggests that a mother’s nurturing nature is 

like fuel for the soul. In addition, good mothers are known to encourage and care for 

their young athletes, which one could argue is like sunlight and water for a plant; these 

are components that are essential for growth (Rees & Freeman, 2009). Our emotional 

mind-set flourishes when we are being nurtured and cared for; this, in turn, enhances 

emotional growth and development (Uchino, 2009; Relvas et al., 2010). Vangelisti 

(2009) and Mills et al. (2012) argue that we were created with life needs that go deeper 

than our physical needs. We need the more profound immaterial, emotional and mental 

aspects of life, which mothers are known to recognise and provide. Mothers, through 

their love and care, make their young athletes feel wanted, which, in turn, transfers into 
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feelings of worth that breed confidence, which can subsequently affect their transitional 

process. The more confident a player is made to feel, the more they are able to express 

themselves freely (Vangelisti, 2009). When a young athlete feels emotional and mental 

support from their family members, they develop a sense of safety, trust and belonging, 

which increases motivation and enjoyment during their transition process, thus 

increasing the athlete’s chances of transitioning successfully (Rees & Freeman, 2010; 

Rosso, 2014). 

Player 5 – ‘My mum has literally always been there for me; she helps 

with the emotional side of everything’. 

Player 1 – ‘My mum will help me on the emotional side of everything 

so if I did not play very well she would calm me down and say, “Ok, 

relax, you'll do better next time”’. 

Player 2 – ‘It’s all about that emotional stability and they provide that 

for me’. 

As player 5 spoke about his mum, he smiled, and his demeanour changed, and it felt 

like it was uplifted, he had nothing but high praise and admiration for his mum and all 

she had done and continued to do for him. Mental health issues are on the rise within 

the UK, yet because of the stigma attached, not everyone is open and brave enough to 

have honest conversations about mental health (Finn & McKenna, 2010; Turman, 2012; 

Larsen et al., 2014). Around two in every 100 people experience a severe mental illness 

such as bi-polar disorder or schizophrenia, subsequently having spells in which they 

lose touch with reality (Knight, Boden, & Holt, 2010). Anxiety and depression are the 

most common mental health issues, with around at least one in ten people affected at 

any one time (Vangelisti, 2009; Knight et al., 2010; Larsen, Alfermann, Henriksen, & 
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Christensen, 2013). Many people who live with some form of mental health issue, or 

are developing one, tend to keep their feelings hidden because they are afraid of other 

people’s reaction, owing to the stigma attached (Larsen, Chenriksen, Alfermann, & 

Christensen, 2014). One of the main reasons why anxiety has such a profound effect on 

young athletes is that to some extent it is our natural response to ensure our continued 

survival, but high levels of anxiety could compromise the ability of these young players 

to stay within the academy and complete a successful transitional process (Sagar, 

Busch, & Jowett, 2010; Morris, Tod, & Oliver, 2015). Depression is the most common 

mental illness and it causes people to experience depressed moods; loss of identity, 

interest or pleasure; low self-esteem and self-worth; and poor concentration (Giblin & 

Lakey, 2010; Sparkes & Smith, 2013; Richardson, Relvas, & Littlewood, 2013). 

Depression and anxiety are different mental illnesses, but it is not unusual for them to 

go hand in hand. A young athlete experiencing depression will experience numerous 

intense emotions including anxiety, having a negative outlook on their transitional 

process and feelings of helplessness (Giblin & Lakey, 2010; Relvas et al., 2010). 

According to the Professional Footballers’ Association (PFA), one in four footballers 

suffer from anxiety and/or depression, with an increased number of players seeking 

support for mental health issues. Since 2012, 250 professional players have contacted 

the PFA regarding mental health issues, resulting in over 900 counselling sessions 

(PFA, 2018).  

Player 8 – ‘I had a mental breakdown once and the family, they 

supported me during the tough times’. 

Player 4 – ‘I suffered with anxiety and mild depression and I didn’t 

tell anyone but my family, and they helped me all the way’. 
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Player 7 – ‘My mum definitely helps me, mentally-wise’. 

As player 8 shared his experience of having a mental breakdown, he seemed really upset 

by that period in time (as he rubbed his eyes 3 times to fight back tears). He spoke about 

not wanting to leave his room and football was the last thing on his mind and he wanted 

to take his own life, but his family walked with him the whole step of the way and how 

they brought him out of that deep whole. He had nothing but praise for the support they 

showed, and he felt indebted to them. Young athletes’ fear of change or fear of failure 

of transitioning into professional football, alongside fear of an unknown future, can 

cause them some level of anxiety and depression (Rosso, 2010; Rosso, 2015). Within 

professional football, the stakes have never been higher than they are now, meaning 

young athletes have never come under more pressure nor experienced such stressful 

situations than they are currently facing (Rosso & McGrath, 2013; Rosso, 2014; Rosso, 

2015). Moreover, even though anxiety and depression are mental illnesses, they can 

also have physical effects on the body, such as affecting the young athletes’ ability to 

sleep, making them feel drained and demotivated, which can subsequently affect their 

performance (Rosso, 2010; Rosso, 2015). Again, it is important for families to continue 

to provide their young athletes with the emotional and mental support they need, in 

order to help them avoid or deal with any mental illnesses (Rosso & McGrath, 2013; 

Rosso, 2014; Rosso, 2015). 

4.3.1.3 Coaches  

The coach–athlete relationship is fundamental in any young athlete’s life, let alone one 

going through a youth- to professional-level transitional process (Rees, Freeman, Bell, 

& Bunney, 2012). Athletes undergoing their transitional process will spend most of 

their time with or around their coaches, so this relationship is vital regarding the 
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athletes’ transitional progress (Kassing & Anderson, 2014). Coaches are generally the 

first point of contact, which means they play a vital role in ensuring the emotional and 

mental relationships with their athletes are developed so that they may identify any 

emotional and mental needs the athletes may have. This awareness, in turn, enables 

them to provide the right support required (Mazer et al., 2013). During the youth- to 

professional-level transition, some of the athletes will live in ‘digs’ (club-provided 

accommodation), which means they are generally away from their families, who would 

usually be the first point of contact for emotional and mental needs. Since coaches are 

deemed more accessible in these cases, they can be considered as ‘family away from 

home’ for the players (Turman, 2012; Larsen et al., 2014). In order for young athletes 

to feel comfortable enough to open up and share their emotional needs, there has to be 

a level of trust between the coaches and the athletes (Vella, Oades, & Crowe, 2011). 

The coach–athlete relationship can breed closeness, which is an emotional 

interdependence that encompasses relational properties, such as trust and liking and 

respecting one another (Richardson et al., 2013; Sparkes & Smith, 2013). In addition, 

this type of relationship can encourage complementarity, which involves interpersonal 

behaviours of co-operation and affiliation, subsequently underlined by friendliness, 

mutual responsiveness and acceptance (Stambulova, 2011; Sullivan et al., 2012; 

Swigonski et al., 2014). Such reciprocal feelings outline an important element of the 

quality of the relationship, in turn highlighting the intensity of the bonds that can be 

created between coaches and athletes as the latter undergo transition (MacNamara et 

al., 2010; Henriksen, Stambulova, & Roessler, 2010a; Stambulova, 2016). From an 

empirical perspective, researchers have found that supportive and caring relationships 

between coaches and their athletes can enhance the athletes’ motivation, personal self-

awareness, perceived satisfaction and overall psychological well-being and 
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performance (MacNamara, Button, & Collins, 2010). Depending on how strong this 

bond is, one could argue that the bond could move beyond the professional sphere and 

into the private sphere whereby athletes may consider their coaches as friends or 

mentors, and even father figures (Sagar et al., 2010; Stambulova, 2016). 

Player 4 – ‘The coach saw that I was struggling to cope with my 

football life and home life and he supported me. I don’t have a father 

figure and this coach was like a father figure, and every day I 

appreciate him for that’. 

Player 2 – ‘I used to have problems with my family and stuff so one of 

the coaches used to treat me like I was one of his sons; he helped me 

all the way’. 

As player 4 shared his experience above, he spoke about not having a father at home 

that was tough subject for him and he showed this by the clear disappointing his face 

but in contrast when he spoke about the coach being his father figure he smiled from 

ear to ear and had such admiration for that particular coach. A positive emotional 

coach–athlete relationship is one that reflects the personal and humanist side of coaches, 

where the coach displays care about the athlete’s needs, interests, family life and 

welfare (Giblin & Lakey, 2010; Kristiansen & Roberts, 2010; Abgarov et al., 2012). 

Coaches who are positive and optimistic about their players and encourage players to 

try new things and make mistakes tend to develop stronger emotional bonds with their 

players, who are then given the freedom to express themselves (Lakey, 2010; 

Kristiansen & Roberts, 2010; Stambulova, Pehrson, & Olsson, 2017). This type of 

approach builds young athletes’ confidence and self-esteem, which increases their 

motivation and subsequently boosts their longevity within the game (Côté et al., 2007; 
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Trudel et al., 2010; Lakey, 2010). Some players are known to need feel as though their 

coaches are emotionally invested in them; this enhances their self-worth and belief, 

which gives them the room to express themselves without fear (Abgarov et al., 2012; 

Cranmer & Sollitto, 2015; Mollerlokken et al., 2017).   

Player 9 – ‘Very good support from the coaches, they are always 

encouraging me, encourage me in the games, which is very helpful. 

Whoever needs encouragement they’ll always encourage the player’. 

Player 5 – ‘I mean he [the coach] helped me get my confidence back 

to believe in myself again, not to be afraid’.  

Coaches also need to be honest with their players, and honest about their development, 

which in turn depends on how invested they are in an emotional coach–athlete 

relationship (Abgarov, Fraser-Thomas, Baker, & Jeffery-Tosoni, 2012; Stambulova & 

Ryba, 2013; Morris, Tod, & Oliver, 2015). As coaches invest in their players 

emotionally, they can understand the athletes’ mental state of mind, thus they 

understand what approach best works for their athletes and how they can relay 

information to them (Clement & Shannon, 2011; Abgarov et al., 2012). Sometimes, the 

way information is delivered and received is just as important as the information itself, 

underlining the importance that information passed on by coaches not be misconstrued 

by the athletes (Anderson et al., 2012; Cowan, Slogrove, & Hoelson, 2012; Morris, 

2015). 

Player 6 – ‘The coach has supported me in terms of him being honest; 

he has been honest since day one and that helped me set realistic goals 

and I know where I am at’. 



 

122 
 

Head of Coaching – ‘We have to be honest to players about their 

development otherwise we give them false hope’.  

4.3.1.4 Peers 

Friendship and our peers play a vital role in our lives and can have a lasting impact on 

our views of life and sense of self (Cranmer, 2014; Vertommen et al., 2016). People are 

shaped by the friendships they have or have had; one could argue that we are somewhat 

the product of our friendships, past and present (Anderson et al., 2012; Cranmer & 

Myers, 2015). According to DeFreese and Smith (2013), our peers aid in the sharpening 

of our minds and help with inspiring us to reach set goals and objectives, thus making 

us accountable. Athletes will tend to choose friends who are similar to them. These 

friends can then support them as they transition up to the professional level (Pedersen, 

2013; Jones, Mahoney, & Gucciardi, 2014). One of the main issues during a young 

athlete’s transitional period is the feeling of loneliness (especially for those living away 

from home), but peers can aid with that; one is less likely to feel lonely when having a 

positive group of peers around them (Pehrson, Stambulova, & Olsson, 2017; 

Stambulova et al., 2017). People experiencing similar life events, more often than not, 

provide the most valuable support for each other as they know what the other is going 

through, and to what extent the pressure and challenges can affect one’s well-being 

(Pehrson et al., 2017; Stambulova et al., 2017). 

Player 5 – ‘One of my friends supported me during my rehab when I 

was coming back from injury; it was a tough time emotionally and he 

was there for me’. 

Player 8 – ‘When I wasn’t in the team, they helped me get my head up 

and contain my emotions’. 
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The youth- to professional-level football transition is a stressful period, but peers can 

aid in alleviating transition-related stress by taking their friends’ minds off stressful 

situations and getting them to switch off and engage in a more enjoyable social 

environment (Finez et al., 2012; Gucciardi & Jones, 2012; Stambulova & Wylleman, 

2014). Peers can be also beneficial in the sense that they ground each other in reality; 

young athletes can get carried away by their success, or perceived success, and peers 

can bring them back to reality (Stambulova, 2016; Mollerlokken et al., 2017). 

Wylleman and Seiler (2016) suggest that a positive friendship quality within youth 

football can lead to enjoyment and commitment to the sport. In addition, peers are 

deemed to be important stakeholders in the social context of youth football as they aid 

in shaping opportunities for skills development and serve as a source of validation 

(Siekmann et al., 2007, Poli, 2010b; Stambulova, 2016). Meaningful commonalities 

create deeper connections; as these young athletes go through this common period of 

their lives, they inevitably grow close and create strong bonds (Abgarov et al., 2012; 

Stambulova & Ryba, 2013). These bonds can grow closer than friendship, creating 

more of a family-like environment, and for some of these young players this can 

become their family away from home (Cranmer, 2014; Morris et al., 2015). 

Player 1 – ‘They help me switch off, like we would go out and chill 

and it will be nothing about football just friends living the life’. 

Player 3 – ‘We are like a band of brothers; we always encourage each 

other’. 

Like-minded peers can prove to be very significant stakeholders in terms of social 

support. As these peers are living the same experience, they are better placed to provide 

words of encouragement, calm down each other during stressful moments, motivate 
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each other and aid in boosting each other’s self-esteem and self-confidence (Cumming 

et al., 2006; Morris, Tod, & Eubank, 2016; Vertommen et al., 2016). As a result, such 

peers can have a positive influence on their fellow players’ transitional process, 

providing them the drive to push themselves through their challenges, thus giving them 

a better chance at a successful transitional process (Morris, Tod, & Oliver, 2016). 

Moreover, because each individual thinks and looks at situations from a different 

perspective, the way one friend perceives a certain situation may be entirely different 

from another, thus offering a new viewpoint and solution to the challenge (Jones et al., 

2014). Although the competitiveness of youth football could mean that one could argue 

that youth players may find it hard to support each other and to be pleased when a player 

moves ahead of them, true friendship, according to Stambulova, Franck and Weibull 

(2012) and DeFreese and Smith (2013), is one in which peers celebrate each other’s 

successes, and are sad at their peers’ failures.  

Player 10 – ‘I was struggling to understand why I wasn’t in the team 

and this one friend helped me realise that it wasn’t a personal attack 

from the coach; since then I put my head down worked hard and got 

back in the team’.  

Player 9 – ‘I think for me it’s important to know I have friends who 

are happy for me and not jealous, and this one friend… he always 

celebrates my success and we support each other through our success 

and failures’. 

4.3.1.5 Club 

Clubs have an important role to play regarding young players’ emotional and mental 

well-being. These players are involved in one of the most highly pressurised working 
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environments, which means that their emotions need to be managed to ensure a 

successful transition as well as their own personal well-being, regardless of their 

transition outcome (Abgarov et al., 2012; Brewer & De Agostini, 2014; Franck, 

Stambulova, & Weibull, 2016). For most players, the club is a home away from home, 

so clubs have to ensure players are as comfortable as possible, especially those players 

who live with hosts provided by their clubs (Abgarov et al., 2012; Franck, Stambulova, 

& Ivarsson, 2016). The club’s player care department ensures that they match the right 

players with the right host family because the players have to connect with their host 

family on an emotional level to somewhat fill the void of being away from their own 

families (Abgarov et al., 2012; Cranmer & Sollitto, 2015; Ivarsson, Stambulova, & 

Johnson, 2016; Mollerlokken et al., 2017). 

Player 3 – ‘I live with the host family; the host families are really 

good; they're like my second family’. 

Player 10 – ‘Yes definitely, the club do help you with that and I know 

I can speak to you lot of people within the club. If it’s not going right, 

they can see something is not going right and then they ask what’s 

wrong and they try and help you with that and they try and pick you 

up a little bit and it does help’. 

Head of Performance – ‘We are focused on the individual, all about 

each player’s well-being. Anything we can do to support individual 

players is what we are prepared to do’. 

Players 3 above spoke very highly of the host family he was living with, how they took 

him in like a son this seemed significate for this player as his actual family lived far 

away so this for him was like home from home, he spoke about how he was able to 
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focus on football because he knew he had a family (host family) that actually care to go 

to after a day’s hard work. Psychological well-being has an important role within 

football, especially among academy footballers (Robbins, Ling, Dalimonte-Merckling, 

Sharma, Bakhoya, & Pfeiffer, 2017). Young players have different, conflicting 

emotions within their adolescent life, and also have different emotions during their 

transitional process. These emotions need to be effectively managed, and sports 

psychologist play a fundamental role in aiding successful management (Beets, 

Cardinal, & Alderman, 2010; Abgarov et al., 2012). Psychologists are known to help 

young players talk through their emotions, thus enabling them to better understand these 

emotions and empowering the youth to manage them (Giblin & Lakey, 2010; 

Kristiansen & Roberts, 2010; Abgarov et al., 2012; Curry et al., 2017). 

Academy Manger – ‘The psychologist helps players deal with their 

emotions, I mean these and grown men, so they have different 

emotions and the psychologist helps them balance it all’. 

4.3.2 Informational Support 

4.3.2.1 Introduction  

The more we know the more we understand, and the more we understand, the better we 

are informed when making decisions in life (Cranmer, 2014; Edwardson, Gorely, 

Musson, Duncombe, & Sandford, 2014; Vertommen et al., 2016). In order for young 

athletes to have a better transitional process, they need guidance on how to best manage 

this process, and an understanding of the demands and pressures of the process as well 

as the coping mechanisms they can use to enable a successful transition (Fawkner, 

Henretty, Knowles, Nevill, & Niven, 2014; Curry et al., 2017). The more information 

and correct advice they receive from different stakeholders, the better informed they 
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will be, thus the better they will be at managing the process. This type of support should 

be continuous as players need to always be learning as they progress (Gustafsson et al., 

2008; Meeusen et al., 2013). 

4.3.2.2 Family 

Family members are seen as role models, especially parents. The information young 

athletes get from their parents is vital as it aids in shaping the decisions they will make 

(Gardner, Langa, & Yaffe, 2017). As young athletes grow up, the information, teaching 

and coaching they receive from family shapes their perspective of reality and the 

environment they find themselves in (Brewer, Browne, & Jin, 2012; Joyce & Sibieta, 

2013; Sutherland & Figari, 2013). In terms of this study, the transition into professional 

football will be new to the players, so the information and advice they receive from 

their family is important in order for them to make the best of the opportunity they have 

been given (Sutherland & Figari, 2013; Robbins et al., 2017). Some athletes will be 

fortunate enough to have a family member who may have been through a similar 

transition, or may be currently going through it, so the information they can share 

creates a clearer picture for the young athlete going through that transitional process 

(Abgarov et al., 2012; Gardner, Langa, & Yaffe, 2017). The more information the 

athletes get, the better prepared they can be. This, in turn, helps them manage their 

expectations, and get the best out of their transitional process (Abgarov et al., 2012). 

Player 3 – ‘So if I wasn't playing I'll ring my Mum and Dad and say 

this is the situation how do you think I should deal with it and then I 

will go to the coaches and my mum and dad will give me questions to 

ask them (the coaches) and give me a certain way to deal with it’. 
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Parents can be important in supplying information, advice, recommendations and 

suggestions that athletes can use to develop personally, and also to help them maintain 

an effective relationship with their peers and coaches (Curry et al., 2017). The more 

information one has, the better one is equipped to solve a problem. A young athlete’s 

transitional process presents many problem-solving situations, and the family can play 

a vital role in providing information that can aid the player’s ability to solve these 

problems (Meeusen et al., 2013; Curry et al., 2017). Moreover, the more a person knows 

about an environment and situation, the better placed they are to offer advice. Fathers 

are known to have an understanding about football and how certain aspects of football 

work, thus putting them in a better position to offer their son football-related advice 

(Gustafsson et al., 2008; Meeusen et al., 2013). 

Player 6 – ‘Dad knows a bit more about football than my mum, so my 

dad gives me the help football-wise’. 

Player 10 – ‘When I was approached by other clubs, I spoke to my 

family in order for them to help me make the best decision for my 

football career’. 

4.3.2.3 Coaches  

The elite football academy environment is one in which high-quality coaching is found, 

which is meant to foster a rich and vibrant learning environment (Edwardson et al., 

2014; Robbins et al., 2017). This environment is focused on improvement rather than 

winning, as well as promoting self-responsibility (Sullivan et al., 2012; Swigonski et 

al., 2014; Curry et al., 2017). Elite football coaches are deemed to be experts within the 

field and are best placed to provide appropriate information about football to the young 

athletes, subsequently improving their skills and getting the best out of them (Swigonski 
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et al., 2014). A positive coach–athlete relationship is manifested by the need of the 

athlete to acquire knowledge from his coach, and the coach’s need to impart his football 

expertise to the young athlete (Richardson et al., 2004; Keegan et al., 2014; Cummins 

& O’Boyle, 2015; Morris, 2015). Football has evolved to be a more technical game in 

terms of tactics, formations and game plans, so young athletes have to develop their 

understanding of these aspects and coaches are best placed to instil this knowledge in 

them (Hills, 2015; Virag et al., 2015). The coach–athlete relationship has the potential 

to influence a player’s performance in the sense that coaches provide the athlete with 

tactics and game plans, which enable the coach to get the best out of the athlete (Côté 

et al., 2007; Trudel et al., 2010). Young athletes require information, such as technical 

and tactical information, and information about their progress (Trudel et al., 2010; 

Virag et al., 2015).  

Player 2 – ‘I can talk to literally any coach but for me it will be my 

personal coach, so the under-23 coach [is] the one I'll go to first if I 

needed any technical and tactical support’. 

Player 7 – ‘On the training ground they are driven by information, 

information about our positions and individual information to ensure 

we improve’. 

The coach–athlete relationship is vital as coaches must find the best way to deliver their 

information to the athletes. Every athlete is different, so the specific relationship will 

determine how information is passed on and received (Asur et al., 2010; Mollerlokken 

et al., 2017). Part of the players’ development is feedback; coaches have to constantly 

deliver feedback to their athletes in order to aid their improvement. The quality of their 

improvement will also be determined by the quality of the feedback (Vertommen et al., 
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2016; Aspvik & Høigaard, 2017). The knowledge possessed by coaches can be classed 

as tools required for the athlete to achieve success, and how this knowledge is 

transferred to the athletes can affect what level of success the young athletes reach 

(Sæther & Aspvik, 2016; Sæther, Aspvik, & Høigaard, 2017).  

One of the most effective methods used to pass this information and knowledge 

required by athletes is through feedback, which can be used as a tool to implement 

improvement (Aspvik & Høigaard, 2017). Coaches work with their young athletes 

daily, so they see their athletes in action and they can determine areas required for 

improvement that may not be apparent to the athletes themselves (Sæther, Aspvik, & 

Høigaard, 2017). Feedback enables coaches to tell their athletes their performance 

levels in relation to their expectations (Sæther, & Aspvik, 2016; Larkin, & O’Connor, 

2017).  

Player 10 – ‘Over time the coaches helped me identify that I need to 

improve on dealing with mistakes and they gave me information on 

how to do that’. 

Player 5 – ‘For me I thrive on feedback: the more feedback the coach 

gives me the more I can improve and become a top player’. 

Furthermore, coaches can use the feedback to then instruct and teach their athletes how 

to achieve these expectations and improve their performance (Salcedo et al., 2012;). 

The type of feedback and the way the information is conveyed to the athletes is vital as 

it enables the athlete to be receptive enough to implement change and improve (Cherlin, 

2010; Salcedo et al., 2012; Cohen, 2014; Wu et al., 2015). Successful coaching depends 

on the ability of the coaches’ feedback to motivate, challenge and support the players’ 

ability to improve their skills and performance, which ultimately improves their 
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chances of making a successful transition (Haugaasen & Jordet, 2012; Aspvik & 

Høigaard, 2017). 

4.3.2.4 Club 

The information clubs constantly provide their young athletes is fundamental, with 

clubs having different means of providing young athletes with different types of 

information (Salcedo et al., 2012; Cohen, 2014; Sanderson, 2015). For example, 

coaches provide players with technical and football-based information daily; 

psychologists will provide players with different coping mechanisms to cope with stress 

and the demands of transition; nutritionists will provide them with the right information 

regarding sports nutrition and the importance of recovery; and physiotherapists will 

provide the players with the information that could aid their recovery from injuries 

(Cranmer, 2014; Vertommen et al., 2016). People relate more to others who have been 

in their position, and who can understand what that person may be going through 

(Cranmer, 2014; Vertommen et al., 2016). As such, young players can relate more to 

older players who have also been through the same transitional process as they are 

currently in. Regardless whether or not they were successful, these older players 

provide a learning environment for the younger players (Asur et al., 2010). 

Player 5 – ‘Sometimes in the past we’ve had some first-team players 

come and speak to us speak about their journey to professional 

football and that helps’. 

Head of Performance – ‘We started alumni days where different 

industries come and present to any academy alumni what [sic] wishes 

to attend’. 
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Player 5 above spoke about how inspirational it is when first team players come and 

speak to them, during this conversation one could see the excitement in his face as he 

spoke about players he admires and looks up to coming back and speaking to them. 

This seemed to spear him on and affirmed to him that he is on the right track which 

gave him more confidence to keep pushing on and working hard. Clubs believe in 

education, in that the more they educate their players, the more informed they will be 

when making decisions, be it football decisions or life-based decisions (Aalberg & 

Sather, 2016; Nerland & Sæther, 2016). Moreover, players within academies are 

representatives of their clubs, and how they carry themselves on and off the field is a 

reflection on their clubs (Asur et al., 2010; Vertommen et al., 2016). As such, clubs 

have the responsibility of ensuring players are informed and educated about the 

expectations and pressure that comes with representing a professional football club 

(Cranmer, 2014; Gucciardi, 2017). The stakes are high for clubs and their young 

players, so the players’ behaviour can aid or hinder their transitional process, and 

education aids in managing expectations (Cherlin, 2010; Larkin & O’Connor, 2017). 

Clubs cannot do this alone, they need expert help from different industries to aid in the 

education of their players (Larkin, & O’Connor, 2017). 

Head of Coaching – ‘Yes we are transparent, we try to provide them 

with some education on some of those key points, like social media is 

the obvious example… drugs education and gambling education… 

those things are pivotal in ensuring that the players understand what 

the expectations are and what the pitfalls are if they transgress’. 

Academy Manager – ‘So if you say social media I think it's twofold: 

very simply it is education; education to the player directly about the 

reality of social media. We have a number of talks and people from 
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the industry come and speak to players about it to give them an 

understanding of how the social media works and different aspects of 

life’. 

4.3.3 Tangible Support 

4.3.3.1 Introduction  

Tangible support refers to the material goods, financial assistance and services provided 

to the young athletes (Wu et al., 2015; Mountjoy et al., 2016). The more tangible 

support that is provided for the players, the less they need to worry this aspect, and they 

can focus on their actual transitional process (Cranmer, 2014; Vertommen et al., 2016). 

As players process into professional football, more is done for these players, enabling 

them to focus entirely on their performance and improving their game (Wu et al., 2015). 

Different stakeholders will provide payers with different types of tangible support at 

different times; parents are known to provide more for their athletes at a young age but 

as players process during their transition, clubs and coaches tend to take a more 

prominent role in terms of tangible support (Mountjoy et al., 2016). 

4.3.3.2 Social Factors 

The family’s role within an athlete’s transitional process is vital; athletes need all the 

support they can receive, and families are at the core of their social support (Salcedo et 

al., 2012; Cohen, 2014). Parental commitment is a key factor in football participation 

and longevity for young athletes (Mosley & Laborde, 2016). Furthermore, this type of 

commitment revolves around parental expenditure of money, time and energy (Allen et 

al., 2013; Mosley & Laborde, 2016). The parents’ role is fundamental during an 

athlete’s transitional process, especially early on. Their support includes, but is not 

restricted to, transporting them to training and matches, watching their performances 
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and being their biggest supporter, providing them with the appropriate nutrition, and 

providing the financial support needed to sustain their longevity within football (Relvas 

et al., 2010). As young athletes are transitioning, they need all the assistance they can 

receive for them to remain focused on their actual transition rather than being distracted 

by other factors. The family’s role in this is key as they can alleviate the stress by 

helping tangibly (Relvas et al., 2010; Mazer et al., 2013). 

Player 5 – ‘My mum and dad look after me, they help with a lot of 

things like travelling – they would take me places, they cook, do my 

washing – all the hands-on things’. 

Player 10 – ‘Since I have been at this club they have never missed a 

game – they're very supportive’. 

4.3.3.3 Leadership and Mentorship  

As players are transitioning, coaches become key stakeholders as players spend most 

of their time with their coaches, and ultimately the coaches have one of the biggest 

influences on their transition process, especially when it comes to tangible support 

(Hills, 2015). Coaches plan training sessions with the aim of getting the best out of their 

young athletes (Hills, 2015; Mollerlokken et al., 2017). Coaches use these sessions to 

assess different aspects of the players’ skills, with the view to improving them 

(Sanderson, 2015). During this process, tangible, realistic goals are set to help the 

players understand exactly what aspects need improvement, with the aim of helping 

them reach the next level (Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015; Morris, 2015). As players 

develop, they gain more understanding about football, which often means they have 

more questions that need addressing, and coaches play a vital role in this regard 

(Richardson et al., 2004; Keegan et al., 2014; Cummins & O’Boyle, 2015; Morris, 
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2015). Coaches set and organise training sessions that enable players to take ownership 

of their development and answer their football-related questions to gain more football 

awareness (Mills et al., 2014; Larkin & O’Connor, 2017). Coaches are the gateway for 

players to successfully transition to the professional level as they see each other daily, 

and they can envision the progress and potential the players can achieve, which is why 

they create an environment that facilitates the learning process (Larkin & O’Connor, 

2017). Academy coaches can also recommend young players to first-team coaches, thus 

enabling them to experience a first-team environment (Engan & Sæther, 2018).  

Player 3 – ‘Technically they keep you training, they help you training; 

physically they obviously got gym work they’ve got all of that to help 

you prepare the best way and because they know what’s best for you’. 

Player 4 – ‘The coaches help us by setting individual targets, but they 

are realistic and measurable, so it feels like we can achieve them’. 

4.3.3.4 Environmental Factors  

Researchers have found that a well-developed support system within a football 

academy has shown a significant correlation with performance. This significance 

highlights the importance for football academies to provide young athletes with a 

supportive environment (Noon et al., 2015; Thorpe et al., 2017; Engan & Sæther, 2018). 

Academies need to ensure they have prepared the young players for life outside of 

football, for all eventualities (Gucciardi, 2017). Academies are known to have different 

departments that cater for different young athletes’ needs. For example, sports 

psychologists can aid players with their mental and psychological needs, 

physiotherapists might help players with injury recovery, and the player care team could 
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be responsible for the players’ well-being in terms living arrangements and other 

practical needs (Sanderson, 2014; Sanderson, 2015; Smith & Sanderson, 2015).  

Player 9 – ‘The psychologists give us practical things we can use 

when dealing with different situations’.  

Player 7 – ‘I've got help from the psychologist and they’ve helped me 

to find practical ways to deal with mistakes’. 

Academy Manager – ‘We have our player care department and 

they’re very much focused on supporting the players in areas like 

travel, diet and just general welfare support’. 

Clubs are well-known for providing players with support during their academy stay, 

including providing them with alternative pathways if they are unsuccessful with 

transition to the professional level (Virag et al., 2015). All young athletes between the 

ages of 16-18 have to undertake their BTEC in sports or A Levels during their academy 

stay, providing an educational pathway for players who are unsuccessful in their 

transition (Hills, 2015; Virag et al., 2015; Mollerlokken et al., 2017). Clubs also have 

links with other clubs, meaning that each is in a position to recommend players if that 

player does not meet the criteria for their original club, giving players different 

opportunities to still further their ambitions of becoming professional football players 

(Mollerlokken et al., 2017).  

Academy Manager – ‘We have people who come in talk about the 

opportunities to go to further education, be that domestically or be 

that university in America and take up sporting scholarships out there. 

We look to try and help players find other professional clubs if they’re 

released from here or if they choose to leave here prior to them 
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turning 23, so there are a number of different supporting networks 

depending on what the need is for the player. 

Head of Coaching – ‘In regard to opportunities and pathways, 

obviously we look to retain as many players as we can and keep them 

within our system’. 

Head of Education – ‘We track the players for three years where they 

go, and we also offer them support so if a player is released we will 

actively contact other clubs on their behalf, we put together like a one-

page document which is like a playing CV’. 

4.4 Coping Mechanisms  

4.4.1 Problem-Focused Coping 

Owing to the inevitability of challenges and stressful situations for young athletes as 

they transition, it is vital they understand how to cope in order to give them a better 

opportunity to successfully transition to the professional level (Harwood, Drew, & 

Knight, 2010; Kaiseler, Polman, & Nicholls, 2012a; Didymus & Fletcher, 2014). For 

athletes to be able to cope with challenges, they must understand the fundamental cause 

of their stress, looking at their current situation objectively without letting emotions 

unduly affect them, thus enabling them to put the right plan in place to cope with that 

challenge (Crocker, Mosewich, Kowalski, & Besenski, 2010; Dewe, O’Driscoll, & 

Cooper, 2010; Arnold, Fletcher, & Daniels, 2013).  

Player 1 – ‘I am always reflecting on my challenges, thinking to myself 

what I can change and what is fixed. That way I can come up with a 

plan to fix the things I can change’. 
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In order for athletes to consider using problem-focused coping, they need to consider if 

their current issues are changeable or modifiable, and if they can take control of their 

situation (Arnold & Fletcher, 2012b). In this type of coping, young athletes can be 

proactive about their challenges and seek ways to cope rather than simply being 

resigned to whatever happens (Harwood & Knight, 2015). Using this method means 

evaluating options, seeking information with regard to how to resolve the issue, and 

taking control of the situation (Harwood & Knight, 2015; Arnold, Ponnusamy, Zhang, 

& Gucciardi, 2016). 

Player 4 – ‘It is so important not to react on emotion [sic] because 

you then create tension between you and the coaches; you have to 

think about your reaction and how best to tackle the problem. That is 

why I asked my parents; they helped me figure the best way to cope 

with me being dropped out the team’.  

Athletes within the academy identified the need to be proactive in their attempt to cope 

with their challenges. This process involves taking active steps in an attempt to 

circumvent the stressor or to ameliorate its effects (Harwood et al., 2010; Arnold & 

Fletcher, 2012b), requiring involved planning – one could not tackle a challenging 

situation without an effective planning process and an action plan (Harwood & Knight, 

2015). This approach enables the athletes to weigh out their options while 

simultaneously identifying the sources of support that would be relevant for that 

particular challenge (Harwood & Knight, 2015; Arnold et al., 2016). Every challenge 

and player is different, so one action plan could work for a particular challenge and 

player whereas the same action plan may not be suitable to addresses a different 

challenging situation or for a different player (Kaiseler et al., 2012a). Depending on the 

challenging situation, athletes will have to simultaneously address numerous issues at 
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once (such as dealing with social identity and deselection) in order to effectively cope 

within their transitional process, which is why active planning and problem-focused 

coping is vital for athlete during this process (Carver, 2011; Arnold et al., 2016). As 

athletes begin to uncover the real issues behind their challenging situations, they are 

bound to find that some issues have a cause-and-effect relationship (e.g. injury leading 

to depression). This revelation can help them to understand their current state thus 

enabling them to identify possibly solutions (Arnold et al., 2016). 

As athletes continue to use this coping mechanism, they need to outline a plan as to 

how they intend to address the situation, along with a complete timeframe if applicable, 

in order to set targets and start to see changes within their situation (Hassell, Sabiston, 

& Bloom, 2010; Holt & Knight, 2014). As athletes unfold the reason behind their stress 

and challenges, they need support from all their stakeholders. As noted previously, 

different stakeholders offer different types of support. It is now that the athletes identify 

which stakeholder is in prime position to aid with their current challenge and pressure 

(Neely, McHugh, Dunn, & Holt, 2017).  

Player 6 – ‘For me, I am constantly asking coaches what I need to do 

in order to improve and get in the squad’. 

The overarching goal for this type of coping mechanism is to diminish or eradicate the 

cause of the stress the athlete is facing (Gledhill & Harwood, 2015; Blakelock, Chen, 

& Prescott, 2016). The effectiveness of problem-focused coping hinges on the athlete’s 

perception regarding whether the stressor can be managed or not (Arnold & Fletcher, 

2012a). Furthermore, this type of coping focuses on athletes taking control of the 

relationship between them and the challenges they are facing, e.g. active problem 

solving (Carver, 2011; Arnold et al., 2016). 
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Player 9 – ‘When I was struggling with my concentration I went to the 

sports psychologist to ask for tools that could help me focus better 

during matches’.   

4.4.2 Emotion-Focused Coping  

Some challenges cannot be resolved; rather, the young athletes need to cope with the 

issues in order to navigate a successful transition to the professional level (Arnold & 

Randall, 2010; Arnold, Fletcher, & Daniels, 2016; Arnold et al., 2016). This type of 

coping strategy focuses on managing and reducing the intensity of the negative and 

distressing emotions that a particular situation has caused rather than trying to solve the 

problematic situation itself (Kaiseler, Polman, & Nicholls, 2012b; Kaiseler, Polman, & 

Nicholls, 2012). Athletes utilise this strategy when the situation is out of their control 

in order to feel better about themselves and their situation rather than trying to solve the 

issue (Dias, Cruz, & Fonseca, 2010; Devonport, Lane, & Biscomb, 2013; Blakelock et 

al., 2016).  

Player 7 – ‘Relaxation helps me; I use this to centre my emotions and 

just control them before and after training and matches’. 

Denial is a form of emotional coping that seemed to be a theme among some young 

athletes. This form of coping can somewhat minimise distress and thereby facilitate 

coping, but on the other hand, denial can create additional problems unless the actual 

stressor can effectively be ignored, otherwise creating a false sense of reality (Carver, 

2011; Neely et al., 2017). Additionally, denying the reality of their transitional process 

can enable the event to become more serious, thereby making the issue more difficult 

to cope with eventually (Gledhill & Harwood, 2015). Denial within this context refers 

to the athlete’s unwillingness to believe that the challenge he is facing exists or trying 
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to act as though the challenge is not real (such as not being offered a professional 

contract) (DeGraff & Schaffer, 2008; Arnold, Fletcher, & Daniels, 2017). While some 

athletes choose to deny their challenge, other players chose acceptance as their form of 

emotional coping. This type of coping is a functional coping response in the sense that 

an athlete who accepts the reality of his situation would be more likely to engage in an 

attempt to deal with the situation (Tamminen & Gaudreau, 2015; Blakelock et al., 

2016). For instance, the athlete could accept the reality of not be offered a professional 

contract, then actively seek other clubs or alternative pathways rather than denying the 

facts.  

As a result of using this type of coping mechanism, athletes will be able to increase 

their sense of pleasure, positivity and contentment regarding their challenge, thus 

enabling them to increase their ability to focus on what they can actually change and 

subsequently increase their chances of successfully transitioning (Carver, 2011; Neely 

et al., 2017). Religion can play a vital role in aiding the management of one’s emotions 

during stressful situation. According to Carver (2011), Gledhill and Harwood (2015) 

and Neely et al. (2017), religion and spirituality enables one to focus on a ‘higher 

power’ as a means of seeking comfort for stressful situations. Religion can influence 

the way in which athletes appraise transitional events, also influencing the way in which 

they respond psychologically and physically (Devonport et al., 2013). Athletes within 

this study claimed to use religion as a tool to help cope with the immediate demands of 

their transitional process by using this as means to endure and inevitably find purpose 

and meaning within their circumstances (Blakelock et al., 2016). 

Player 2 – ‘My mum – she calls me before every game, she talks to 

me, she tells me to close my eyes, she leads me in prayer before every 

game’. 
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Player 10 – ‘I have to pray; prayer helps me focus on God and 

appreciate the opportunity I have been blessed with’. 

Stakeholders play a vital role when using this type of coping mechanism; they provide 

the young athletes with sympathy, understanding of their situation and moral support 

(Baldacchino & Draper, 2001; DeGraff & Schaffer, 2008; Arnold et al., 2017). This 

support can aid in their self-awareness, thus resulting in positive self-talk (e.g. ‘I can 

do this; it will be fine’) (Dias et al., 2010; Devonport et al., 2013; Blakelock et al., 

2016). With this type of coping mechanism, athletes do not necessarily have to wait for 

events in their lives to change, or work towards changing the inevitable; rather, they 

find ways to accept the situation and contain their emotional response (Stanton, Kirk, 

Cameron, & Danoff-Burg, 2000; Nicholls, Polman, & Levy, 2012).  

Player 3 – ‘I use self-talk all the time, on the field when I’ve made 

mistakes and before every match’. 

Athletes could lean towards prayer, listening to music, doing mindfulness meditation 

and/or taking hot baths as ways to help calm themselves down and make them feel 

better, but these actions cannot change the athletes’ situations (Dias, Cruz, & Fonseca, 

2012; Crocker, Tamminen, & Gaudreau, 2015). Negative emotional coping strategies 

include: distancing oneself from reality, drinking alcohol or using drugs as temporary 

fix, and eating comfort food. These can provide the athletes with short-term relief, but 

inevitably will create additional problems in the long run (Levy, Nicholls, & Polman, 

2010; Castillo, Balbinotti, Zanetti, Wiethaeuper, & Nazareth, 2012; Blakelock et al., 

2016). Emotion-focused coping does not provide long-term solutions to athletes’ 

transitional issues, and negative side effects may develop as it delays the athletes from 

dealing with the actual problem (Kaiseler et al., 2012b; Mariana et al.,2012). 
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Player 5 – ‘I have to vent out my emotions; if I mistake on the field I 

have to shout and yell it out. It makes me feel better. Then I am able 

to carry on, but I cannot keep it inside. That will affect my game’. 

Table 9: Examples of linking demands, support and coping mechanisms  

Demands, Pressure, Stress  Support  Coping  

Environmental factors – 

Selection – Not in the squad  

Informational support – Family – 

Opinions on dealing with 

challenges 

Problem-focused coping – 

Seeking information – Asking 

coaches what areas need 

improvement 

Personal factors – 

Psychological – Managing 

disappointment  

Emotional/Mental support – 

Academy staff – Psychologist 

staff  

 

Emotion-focused coping – 

Acceptance – Accept mistakes 

and move on 

Personal factors – Family – 

Homesick  

Emotional/Mental support – 

Family – Mum calls  

Emotion-focused coping – 

Social support – Mum calls 

Environmental factors – 

Awareness of transitional 

demands – Very few players 

transition into the first team 

Tangible support – Club – 

Alternative pathways  

 

Avoidance coping – Cognitive 

avoidance – Denial: it will not be 

me who does not make it  

Leadership factors – Coach – 

Playing in front of the first-team 

manager  

 

Tangible support – Coaches – 

Training programme mirrors the 

first team  

 

Problem focused coping – 

Technique-oriented coping – 

Training and working hard  
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Team factors – Team 

atmosphere – High level of 

expectations  

Tangible support – Coaches – 

Measurable goals 

 

Problem focused coping – Goal 

setting – Long term, medium and 

short term  

 

Table 9 illustrates different examples of linking demands, support and coping 

mechanisms that players may use throughout their time in the academy to manage their 

professional-level football transitional process. This data has been collected from 

current academy players, the academy director, head of academy coaching, head of 

academy performance and academy head of education.  

Coping for these young athletes would be a dynamic process that shifts in nature from 

stage to stage, depending on the transitional demands and players’ ability to modify a 

variety of strategies according to the situational demands, as not one coping strategy 

fits all situations (Dias et al., 2010; Devonport et al., 2013). Successful coping depends 

on the coping strategy and how well the individual is able to modify the strategy to his 

specific situation (Carver, 2011; Neely et al., 2017). When athletes have more coping 

strategies available and they have an understanding as to how to uses these within their 

specific situations then they will be in a better position to cope effectively. Moreover, 

strategies that are practised more often will more often than not turn out to be more 

effective (Baldacchino & Draper, 2001; Virag et al., 2015; Arnold et al., 2017). Coping 

has been defined as a dynamic, complex process, which means that athletes can use a 

combination of problem-focused coping and emotional-focused coping to deal with the 

same challenge (Noon et al., 2015; Thorpe et al., 2017; Engan & Sæther, 2018). 

Furthermore, athletes can strive to manage their challenging situation by putting a plan 

in place while also trying to regulate distressing emotions that accompany the 
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challenging situation (Larkin, & O’Connor, 2017).  Coping is not a stand-alone 

phenomenon but rather a complex, multidimensional process that is responsive to the 

athlete’s environment, the various demands and the support resources available along 

with the player’s personality dispositions. These factors play a role in shaping the 

coping strategies athletes use (Salcedo et al., 2012; Cohen, 2014; Sanderson, 2015). 
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This final chapter summarises and discusses the key concepts relating to the topic that 

have been uncovered throughout the thesis. In doing so, it will highlight the challenges 

and pressure players encountered, the support accessible to the players and the coping 

mechanism players employed to tackle the challenges they faced. Academy- to 

professional-level football transition, as this research has demonstrated, is clearly a 

difficult period in young players’ football journey, and they need adequate support for 

successful transition (Sanderson, 2011; Kassing & Sanderson, 2015). Young players 

not only deal with football-related challenges and pressure but simultaneously have to 

deal with adolescence and the pressure of growing up in modern society (Hutchins, 

2011; O’Keeffe & Clarke-Pearson, 2011). As such, the challenges, pressure and 

demands have been divided into three categories – environment, personal and 

leadership factors.  

One concept that has not been demonstrated within other transitional research is the 

impact of social media within transition. Young people within this generation spend 

much of their time on social media, which has an impact on their social status and the 

way they are perceived by their peers and society, which inevitably affects their 

transition process (Reichart et al., 2012; Reed, 2013). Social media was one of the most 

cited challenges within this research in the sense that the young athletes felt they had to 

do whatever it takes to gain more followers and be popular. This type of pursuit was 

cited by the academy manger as one of the biggest distractions their players face. 

Everything they did had to be posted, from training details and club information to their 

personal social outings, which meant they spend a great deal of time on their cell 

phones. The issue here was the distracting nature this behaviour and its impact on their 

football development. In addition, it often creates a fake sense of reality for the young 

players.  
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Although family always seemed to a major factor terms of support system, it was also 

cited as one of the biggest sources of pressure the young athletes faced. Players were 

affected by family issues not directly relating to them that had an impact on their 

transitional process (e.g. parents’ divorce and alcohol problems of family members). 

This sample of players seemed to have a lot in common in terms of family issues, with 

players citing parents going through divorce and alcohol addiction as issues that 

distracted them and influenced their transitional process in a negative manner. Divorce 

and having single parents in turn resulted in the need for the players to become 

successful in order to provide for the family financially, further increasing the pressure 

on the young athlete (Gardner et al., 2017). The pressure to be breadwinners was not 

cited by the players but rather the staff who highlighted that some players have moved 

on to other clubs (the parents’ decision) in a quest for financial success rather than what 

they deemed was better for their football progress and transitional process.  

With regards to the support they provide, players had nothing but positive feedback 

about how supportive their families have been throughout their transitional process. 

Players spoke about their mothers providing emotional and mental support. They 

highlighted that through their love and care, their mothers made them feel wanted, 

which in turn created feelings of self-worth and enabled them to approach training and 

competitions with confidence, which translated into positive performance (Freeman et 

al., 2009; Relvas et al., 2010; Mazer et al., 2013). They cited that having that emotional 

support from their mother ‘recharged their batteries’, and they just found comfort in 

that. Fathers, on the other hand, were seen more as offering support through technical 

football-related advice. These players seemed to never make an important decision 

without consulting their families first – all players spoke about how they would seek 

advice from their families about matters concerning their transitional process (e.g. how 
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to deal with feelings of being unfairly treated by coaches) (Brewer et al., 2012; Joyce 

& Sibieta, 2013; Sutherland & Figari, 2013).    

Coaches are one of the most influential stakeholders in a player’s transitional process, 

and the relationship players have with their coaches either strengthens their transitional 

success or hampers it (Côté et al., 2007; Trudel et al., 2010). Players cited 

communication with coaches as a major problem within their transitional process, in 

terms of how to rely information of not being in the squad and conveying expectations 

and communication in terms of negative feedback, and how that they were sometimes 

verbally abused. Verbal abuse was seen by the coaches as a means of encouragement 

to the athletes in order to attain better results and improve, but instead caused stress and 

high levels of anxiety for the players, which could lead to impaired performance and 

unsuccessful transitional process (Mountjoy et al., 2016). The demand and pressure 

from coaches on players was a very interesting concept in the sense that some players 

felt that it enabled them to challenge themselves and move to the next level whereas 

other players felt they wanted a more understanding coach (Yabe et al., 2018).  

Some coaches also played a vital role in supporting the athletes throughout their 

transitional process (Sæther & Aspvik, 2016; Sæther, Aspvik, & Høigaard, 2017). One 

player in particular spoke about the positive relationship he had with his coach. He 

noted that he was going through various family crises and this particular coach was like 

a father figure and helped him during this time. This support in turn translated into his 

improved football performance, as he felt at peace with his family issues thus his focus 

was only on his football progress – he was on the verge of being awarded a professional 

contract. All the players and coaches spoke about how the young athlete’s academy 

environment is more focused on improvement rather than winning, as well as promoting 

self-responsibility. This means that every player was treated individually (Sullivan et 
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al., 2012; Swigonski et al., 2014; Curry et al., 2017). Each player had his own 

improvement plan and coaches were very supportive in providing information and 

sharing their expertise in order to improve these players and take them to the next level 

(Trudel et al., 2010; Virag et al., 2015).  

The club as a whole was supportive. The players and staff spoke highly of how the club 

has put in place different schemes in order to facilitate a supportive environment for 

their current players as well as players who have moved on from the club. All players 

interviewed had to undergo a BTEC diploma or A Levels as part of their academy 

process, including obtaining coaching badges and studying different units that would 

enable them to progress academically if they were unsuccessful with their football 

transition (Hills, 2015; Virag et al., 2015; Mollerlokken et al., 2017). The club was sure 

to provide the players with alternative pathways, in the form of helping players who 

were released from their own club to at least have trials at other clubs to possibly 

progress their football career. One coach said, ‘just because this player is not for us does 

not mean he could be excellent for another club’. Each club has its own player 

requirements, and this club understood that if a player does not suit its ethos that does 

not mean he could not be successful at other clubs, and thus provided players with 

alternate opportunities. Coaches spoke about actively making phone calls to other clubs 

to give their own players a chance to go for trials (Noon et al., 2015; Thorpe et al., 2017; 

Engan & Sæther, 2018). The also club provided showcases to American colleges and 

universities so that they could have the chance to offer some players football 

scholarships in America. Moreover, even though this was a football academy, club 

management understood that not all their players would succeed as professional 

footballers, so they also provided support in the form allowing guest speakers from 

different industries (e.g. bankers, construction workers) to speak to the young athletes. 
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In addition, the club started a scheme, called alumni days, which allowed players who 

had moved on from the club to come back and network with each other as well as 

professionals from different industries, proving further opportunities for past players to 

gain more contacts and hopefully progress into alternative pathways. The club always 

seemed to try support players, past or present.   

In order for players to cope with the challenges and pressures they faced, they first had 

to consider if their current issue was changeable or modifiable, ascertaining if they 

could take control of that situation (Arnold & Fletcher, 2012b). This process for the 

players involved active planning, setting out targets and steps they felt would be 

effective in solving the issue they encountered (Harwood & Knight, 2015). Doing so 

enabled the players to weigh their options while identifying the sources of support that 

would be relevant for that particular challenge. The more the athletes knew about the 

challenge, the more they felt that could deal with it –  the players felt that the worst 

challenges they had faced were the ones that caught them off guard or they did not know 

enough about to solve or overcome. Athletes spoke about how they tried to match their 

challenge with different coping strategies (e.g. having a bad game with positive self-

talk) while trying to figure out which support system would best suit the challenge they 

were facing, if required. This type of approach seemed common for all athletes. Players 

also identified that some challenges they faced could not be resolved, rather requiring 

managing and reducing the intensity of the negative and distressing emotions than 

trying to solve the problematic situation itself (Arnold & Randall, 2010; Arnold, 

Fletcher, & Daniels, 2016; Arnold et al., 2016). One aspect this group of players were 

very good at was identifying the issues they were facing, which gave them tools 

(provided by their support system) to tackle the issues as effectively as they could.  
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One can conclude that the support provided within this case study seemed to be 

sufficient enough for the players, as all the players were very positive about their 

support system, be it family or the club. If players believe that there is adequate support 

available to help them with every challenging and stressful situation they encountered, 

then they will have a better chance at successfully transitioning into professional-level 

football.  

5.2 Limitations  

Limitations of the current thesis included the purposeful sampling technique used 

throughout the research. As football clubs can be quite secretive and enclosed only 10 

players were interviewed during the data collection process. Data was collected in one 

day, due to the nature of football clubs not having enough time for outside visitors. This 

meant that the duration of the interviews could have been disrupted with the aim of 

getting more participants involved thus affecting the richness of the data.   

Additionally, the study also only included participants from one professional football 

club and one professional football league. While this was a strength of the thesis 

because it meant that a detailed understanding of lived transitional experience could be 

explored in depth, it was also a weakness as it may mean that the findings may not be 

transferable to other populations (i.e. other professional sports). 

Another potential limitation of the thesis is whether or not the models used within the 

thesis (i.e., Schlossberg, 1981., Wylleman & Lavallee, 2003., & Stambulova, 2003) are 

clearly testable. These models present a number of overall areas respectively (e.g., 

demands, resources, and barriers., approaching transition, the transitional process and 

potential resources), and give examples of each area.  As these areas only give examples 
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and are not specific factors linked with lived transition experience, the underlying 

factors are much more challenging to explore in detail. 

Finally, a further limitation of the thesis is that the thesis results could have been 

influenced by my own personal biases and interest (Patton, 2002). One of the main 

criticisms of qualitative research is that it is impossible for the results not to be 

influenced by researcher biases. I have tried to alleviate these potential issues by using 

a range of techniques, such as triangulation to reduce the impact of such prejudices.  

5.3 Recommendations  

The current research has highlighted a number of potential factors contributing to 

successful lived transition process. Knowledge of these factors could be useful in aiding 

future youth athletes transitioning into professional football. The introduction of 

education programmes, whereby players, coaches, parents, and all staff involved within 

the youth academy are made aware of the factors associated with transition, and how 

they can build up coping resources to manage different demands and barriers, may help 

to prepare them for the change that await. This thesis has identified that the readiness 

for the transition from youth level to professional level football or the perception of 

readiness with the correct preparation can have a positive influence on the outcome of 

youth athletes lived transition experiences. In addition, this programme should aid in 

education all major key stakeholders about their individual and collective roles in 

ensuring that players have the right support system around them to tackle all barriers 

thus potentially increasing their chances of successfully transitioning into professional 

level football.  

Other implications from this thesis include theoretical recommendations. In order to 

gain more insight into lived transitional experience of youth players, one would 
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recommend interviewing more players over a period of time as a method of identifying 

growth and enabling the interview process not to be rushed. Also, participants from 

more than one club, league, and different sports need to be included within the study as 

this enables to greater sample population which in turn creates richness and data, thus 

giving the author more licence to generalise thesis results. Future research may also 

want to look at players who are released and their journey out of football or back into 

football with different cubs and how the initial rejection may have an impact on their 

psychological wellbeing.  
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Appendix A: Letter to clubs 

 

Leonard Idowu 
Business and Society Hub  

Southampton Solent University 
East Park Terrace  

Southampton  
SO14 0YN  

 
To whom it may concern, 
 
I am currently undertaking a research project for my PhD, which is focused on 
examining the challenges and coping strategies of elite football players. 

The main aim of this study is to understand how youth team players cope with 
the prospect of the transition into first team sport. Not all players make this 
transition and so this study will examine what type of challenges are/were 
presented to players with the aim of further understanding what coping 
strategies and support is/was available to players during this transition. This 
research will look at this issue from the player’s point of view.  

Within the research I will be looking to recruit participants between 17 – 30 
years of age: i) to interview players that are currently in the academy of a 
professional football team or ii) to interview players that will have had 
experience of playing in the academy of a professional football team till the age 
of 18.   

The feasibility of this study is dependent on my success in being able to recruit 
players with experience and knowledge of youth level to professional level 
football to take part in the interviews. I am therefore writing in the hope that you 
may be able to support me in my attempt to recruit players from your club. I 
would be highly grateful for any support that you may be able to offer. 

Please see the attached information sheet for further information and do not 
hesitate to contact me if I can provide any further details. 

I look forward to hearing from you.  

Kind regards,  
 
Leonard Idowu, MSC, BA 
 
Mobile - 07951220758  
E-Mail - leonardidowu@yahoo.com 
 
Supervisor: Dr Richard Elliott      
Email: richard.elliott@solent.ac.uk 
 
Supervisor: Dr Marie Stopforth   
Email: M.Stopforth@uel.ac.uk 

mailto:leonardidowu@yahoo.com
mailto:richard.elliott@solent.ac.uk
mailto:M.Stopforth@uel.ac.uk
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Appendix B: Participant Information sheet 

 

 
 
Principal Investigator: Leonard Idowu           
Email: leonard.idowu@solent.ac.uk 
              
Supervisor: Dr Richard Elliott      
Email: richard.elliott@solent.ac.uk 
 
Supervisor: Dr Marie Stopforth   
Email: M.Stopforth@uel.ac.uk  
          

 
This research study is being completed as part of a PhD 
 
Study title: The transition from youth level to professional level: An examination of 
the challenges and coping strategies of elite football players 
 

Invitation to participant  
We would like to invite you to take part in our research study. Before you decide we 
would like you to understand why the research is being done and what it would involve 
for you. Please ask us if there is anything that is not clear. This study is looking for 
participants who are currently playing in the academy of a professional sports team or 
have had experience of playing in the academy of a professional sports team. Looking 
at the transition from youth level to professional level. 
 
What is the purpose of the study? 
The main aim of this study is to understand how youth team players cope with the 
prospect of the transition into first team sport. Not all players make this transition but 
this study will examine what type of challenges are/were presented to players with an 
aim of further understanding what coping strategies and support is/was available to 
players during this transition. This research will look at this issue from the player’s point 
of view. This research study is being completed as part of a PhD. 
 

Why have I been invited? 
You have been invited as you are currently in the academy of a professional sports 
team or you once were involved in the academy of a professional sports team in some 
capacity (player, coach or head of academy).  
 

Do I have to take part?  
Taking part in this research is entirely voluntary. It is up to you to decide if you want to 
volunteer for the study. We will describe the study in this information sheet. If you agree 
to take part, we will then ask you to sign the attached consent form. As this is going to 
be an interview process, you are free not to answer specific items or questions at any 
time. You are free to withdraw at any time, without giving reason.  

 
What will happen to me if I take part? 
This research will be an interview of no longer than 1 hour, you (the participant) will be 
required to only take part in one session. In the interview, you will be asked some initial 

Business and Society Hub 

mailto:leonard.idowu@solent.ac.uk
mailto:richard.elliott@solent.ac.uk
mailto:M.Stopforth@uel.ac.uk
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questions that you can answer as you see appropriate, and if for any reason you do 
not want to answer a particular question, the interview will just proceed to the next 
question. The whole interview will be recorded. However, in reporting the findings, no 
names of specific people will be used so confidentiality and anonymity will be 
maintained within the research.  
 

Expenses and payments  
No expenses will be covered as part of participation in this research. We thank you 
very much for your time in taking part and supporting the work being conducted. 

 
What will I have to do?  
You will be asked some semi-structured interview questions and all you have to do is 
answer them as you see fit. All the information is about the transition from youth level 
to professional level football.  

 
What measurements will be taken? 
No physical measures will be taken during the interview; however, the interview will be 
recorded. The interview will then be transcribed and coded for research purposes. The 
coding procedure will involve the content of the interviews being categorised to identify 
patterns in responses between different participants. The importance placed on 
different responses by respective participants will also be noted during this coding 
process.  

 
What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part?  
For participants, currently at a club, a possible risk is that participants may divulge 
content that may jeopardise their current working relationship with players, coaches, 
and other staff members. All content will be coded anonymously to ensure that 
anything that is said will not be identifiable to that participant as an individual and 
anything that they say regarding any individual will also be completely anonymous. 
Coding will be used to relate to any information or quotes used within the data. This 
coding method will ensure anonymity of all participants taking part in the study.  
 

What if I wish to make a complaint?  
Any complaint about the way you have been dealt with during the addressed. You may 
register any complaint you might have about this experiment to the Business and 
Society Hub at Southampton Solent University. You will be offered the opportunity of 
providing feedback on the experiment using standard report forms.  
 

What will happen if I don’t want to carry on with the study?  
As a volunteer you can stop the interview at any time, or withdraw from the study at 
any time before answering all the questions, without giving a reason if you do not wish 
to. If you do withdraw from a study after some data has been collected, you will be 
asked if you are content for the data collected thus far to be retained and included in 
the study (although your identity will remain confidential). If you prefer, the data 
collected can be destroyed and not included in the study. Once the interview has been 
completed, and the data analysed, it will not be possible for you to withdraw your data 
from the study. 
 

Will my taking part in the study be kept confidential? 
The recorded interview will be transcribed but no names will be used so confidentiality 
can be maintained and any names or description of any person used will be remaining 
anonymous within the research. The transcribed data will be categorised and common 
themes within the data will be identified for analysis purposes.  
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The data, when made anonymous, may be presented to others as part of a PhD 
research project. Anonymous data, which does not identify you, may be used in future 
research studies approved by an Appropriate Research Ethics Committee.  
 
The raw data and original recordings, which would identify you, will be deleted once 
transcribed and coded thus having no link or identification to you. 
 
 

What if there is a problem?  
If you have a concern about any aspect of this study, you should ask to speak to the 
student researcher responsible who will do their best to answer your questions 
(leonard.idowu@solent.ac.uk) or Dr Richard Elliott (richard.elliott@solent.ac.uk) and 
or Dr Marie Stopforth (M.Stopforth@uel.ac.uk) If you remain unhappy and wish to 
complain formally, you can do this via the Business and Society Research and 
Innovation Hub at Southampton Solent University [023 8201 3608]. 
 

What will happen to the results of the research study?  
The results will be presented as part of a PhD research project with all details linking 
participants being kept anonymous. 
 

Who is funding the research?  
This research is being funded by Southampton Solent University. None of the 
researchers or study staff will receive any financial reward by conducting this study.  
 

Who has reviewed the study? 
This study has been scientifically and ethically reviewed by Business and Society Hub 
at Southampton Solent University and Ethics Review Committee and given favourable 
ethical decision.

mailto:leonard.idowu@solent.ac.uk
mailto:richard.elliott@solent.ac.uk
mailto:M.Stopforth@uel.ac.uk
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Appendix C: Consent form 

Project Title: The transition from youth level to professional level: An 

examination of the challenges and coping strategies of elite football players  

I confirm that (please tick as appropriate and add your initials alongside): 
 

1. I have been told about the purpose of the project and I understand this.  

2. I have been given the opportunity to ask questions about the project and my participation.  

3. I voluntarily agree to participate in the project.  

4. I understand I can leave the project at any time without giving reasons and that I will not be 

questioned about why I have left the project. 

 
 

5. The procedures regarding anonymity and confidentiality have been clearly explained to me 

(e.g. not using my real name, so that anything I contributed to this project cannot be 

recognized unless I give my consent; that only anonymised data will be shared outside the 

research team). 

 

6. The procedures regarding data anonymity have been clearly explained to me (e.g. not 
using my real name, so that anything I contributed to this project cannot be recognised). 

 

7. I agree to the use of voice recording if telephone, skype or in-person interviews are used.  

8. The use of the data in research, publications, sharing and archiving has been explained to me.  

9. I understand that other researchers will have access to this data only if they agree to preserve 

the confidentiality of the data and if they agree to the terms I have specified in this form. 

 

10. I agree to the use of direct quotations in publications provided that my anonymity is 
preserved. 

 

11. I understand what I have said or written as part of this project will be used in reports, 
publications and other research outputs. 

 

12. I, along with the Researcher, agree to sign and date this informed consent form.  

 

Participant: Name …………………………………………………………… 

 
Date …………………………………………….………………. 
 

Researcher: Name …………………………………………………………… 
 

Date ……………………………………………………………..
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Appendix D: Interview script (Players) 

 

The transition from youth level to professional level: An examination of the 
challenges and coping strategies of elite football players  

 
 

 

Participant Number: 

 

  

Name: 

 

 

Age:  

 

 

Gender: 

 

 

Years competing in football: 

 

 

Current Performance level: 

 

 

Pervious playing experience: 

 

 

Interview date: 

 

 

Time begun: 

 

 

Time ended: 
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Hello, I’m Leonard Idowu from the Business and Society Hub at Southampton Solent 
University. Thank you for choosing to participate in this PhD study. In this project, I am 
talking to current academy players of a professional football team or have had 
experience of playing in the academy of a professional football team up until the age 
of 18 before being released. In the same way, I am also talking to coaches, academy 
directors and head of youth development who have experience within a professional 
football club.  
 
The purpose of this study is to understand how youth team players cope with the 
prospect of the transition into professional level football. Not all players make this 
transition but this study will examine what type of challenges are/were presented to 
players with the aim of further understanding what coping strategies and support 
is/was available to players during this transition. This research will look at this issue 
from the player’s lived experience point of view. During the following discussion, I am 
interested in hearing about your experience as a youth team player current/past and 
how you coped or are coping with the prospect of the transition into first team 
football. The information in this study will be used to write up a research paper to be 
assessed as a PhD project.  
 
I would like to emphasize that all the information you provide me with will remain 
completely confidential. In the presentation of the results I may wish to use direct 
quotes from our discussion in order to illustrate important ideas. These will be strictly 
anonymous and I will ensure that participants’ identities are protected. I will be using 
a tape recorder to get complete and accurate information and to make the research 
process more efficient. This procedure is also necessary so that I will be able to make 
a typed transcript for later scrutiny and reference. 
 
As a participant in this study you have several rights. Your participation is entirely 
voluntary and are free to decline to answer any questions I will be asking or stop the 
discussions at any point. There are no right or wrong answers to the questions I will 
be asking. I want learn and benefit from your experiences and hope, therefore that 
you will open in straight forward manner. If there are any questions you are not 
comfortable in answering I would rather you decline to comment than tell me what 
you think I or others might want to hear. So, if you would prefer not to answer a 
question, simply state “no comment” and I will move straight on to the next question. 
 
I belief that an independent study of this nature will provide an effective platform to 
initiate positive changes within the football academy youth system and aid to improve 
the support available. 
   
Do you have any questions about what I have talked about so far? If you have any 
questions as we go along please ask them if at any time, you do not understand or 
need some clarification, the interview will not be longer than 1 Hour. Okay, I just need 
you to read participant information sheet and sign this written consent form and then 
we can begin. 
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Key words to probe - What? How? When? Why? Explain? Give example  
 

Interviewees background  
 

Tell me about yourself and your association with this club 

• Football history/background  

• Playing experience  

• How long have you been in this club? 

• How did it come about, that you started in this club? 

• What do you know about your current club 

Introduction  
 

Ambitions in football 

• Become a professional 

• Win personal and team prizes  

 

Motivation for ambitions 

• What motivates you 

• Family 

• Social circumstances  

• Financial rewards  

• Better life  

 

Understanding of transition  

• Tell me your Understanding of transition  

• Understanding of current process into professional football  

• Explain the transition process as a player  
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• How do you feel about being part of this club? 

• Why do you feel what you feel? 

• What makes you feel what you feel? 

• Examples of things that contribute to the feelings above? 

 

Describe your daily routine 

• Training day 

• Match day  

• Education day  

• Days off  

• Social events outside football? Examples  

• Do you live in digs? Or at home? 

 

How does the club measure your performance?   

• Games / training measures  

• Technical  

• Mental/Emotional 

• Using stats? 

 

How would you describe the culture within the academy? 

• Calm  

• Tense  

• Competitive  

• Friendly  
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What are the values of the academy (what is this academy about, playing values)  

• Playing style 

• Team work 

• Philosophy  

 

How does these values influences of affect your transitional process?  
 

Demands, Challenges and 
Pressures  

Describe your understanding of demands, challenges and pressure (Talk about each 
individually)  

• Examples  

• Sources  

• Family 

• Coaches / Mangers  

• Self / Teammates / Girlfriends  

• Personal life 

• Education 

 

How often do you face these demands, challenges and pressure? (using specific examples 
stated above) 

• When do you face these demands, challenges and pressure? 

• Have these demands, challenges and pressure changed over time  

• Are these demands, challenges and pressure one off or constant during your transitional 

process  
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Describe a time you encountered any of these demands, challenges and pressure (Talk about 
each individually) 

• When did you encounter them? 

• Paint the picture  

• What feelings were you going through as you encountered these? 

• Did these involve people if yes who 

• Did you receive any support to overcome these? If yes from whom if no how did that 

make you feel 

• What type support did you receive  

• How did the support help or hinder you?  

 

How do you balance & manage your personal life and football? 

• Education and football 

• Family and football  

• Friends / Girlfriends and football 

• Free time 

 

Describe relationships with coaches, players, family and club staff (Talk about each 
individually)  

• Free 

• Tense  

• Examples of events that confirm the type of relationship  

• Approachable  
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How do these relationships help or hinder your transitional process? (Talk about each 
individually) 
 
How would you describe your coaches / players / other staff? (Talk about each individually) 

• Approachable  

• Understanding 

• Harsh  

 

How involved are your family within your football transitional process? 

• Come to games 

• Drive you places 

• Motivate / supportive   

• Pressure  

Support Mechanisms What do you understand by support system? 
 
Who are your support system? 

• Family 

• Friends / Girlfriends  

• Coaches 

• Other staff  

• How involved are each of those support systems within your life 

• Football life 

• Personal life  
 

Types of support from sources provide (Talk about each individually) 
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• What type of support does each source provide?  

• Emotional support 

• Football related support 

• Social support 
 

If you had something on your mind or bothering you who would you speak to? 

• Football related / Match related  

• Personal life related 

• Emotional 

• Do you use different support system for different situations? 

• Examples  
 

Support available for players  

• During transition, after transition (Talk about each individually) 

• Emotional, Physical, Technical, Financial, Psychologist   

• Probes: Examples of these different types of support  

• Example of a time you received support? 

• What was situation? What support was received? From which source? 
 

How does the club prepare players for a possible transition into professional level?  

• Technical preparation 

• Mental/Emotional preparation 

• Financial 

• Time management  

• Social distraction (friends, girlfriends)  
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How does the club prepare equip you to manage with the pressure and demands of 
becoming a professional footballer? 

• Coping strategies 

• Goal setting  

• Relaxation 

• Visualisation   

• Overcoming mistakes 

• In game/after game coping  

• Win or lose coping  
• Injury coping (what support is available during injury recovery process) 

 

Tell me about the alternative pathways available for players  

• Examples of these pathway 

• Link to other clubs 

• Education  

• Nothing  
 

Do you have any interaction with the first team?  

• When?  

• How?  

• How often? 

• If not how does one get more involved within the first team setting?  

• If yes how does one stay within the first team? 
 

How does the club provide youth players connections within the first team?  

• Training with the first team? 

• Cleaning first team player’s boots? 
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• How are players promoted to being involved within the first team? 
 

What does the club do to ensure you have the best opportunity at successfully transition 
into professional football?  

• Link to support 

• Realistic goals  
 

What does the club / coaches look for in a player in order for them to be retained by the 
club?   

• Technical ability 

• Mental ability (Mental toughness) 

• Maturity  

• Potential  
 

How does the club deliver the outcome of transition to players? 

• When? 

• How? (Individually?) 

• What age? 

• What stage in the season? (End of the season?) 

Coping Strategies What do you understand by coping strategies? 
 
How do you cope with the prospect / idea of transition into professional football? 

• What types of coping strategies do you use? 

• How do you use these coping strategies? 

• When do you uses them and how effective are these mentioned?  

• Get support from support system 
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• Goal setting 

• Positive thinking  

• Relaxation  

 

Coping with different situation  

• Education & football  

• Team selection / deselection  

• Do you have any pre-game and after game routine?  

• Injury 

• Wining / losing 

• Games mistake 

• Example of a game mistake and how you coped?  

• Coping with having a good / bad game 

• Coping with relationship (coaches, players, personal relationships) 

 

Do you have a go to coping strategy you use when you are in difficult or uncomfortable 
situation? 

• If yes, what 

• How do you use it?  

• When do you use it? 

• What affects or determines the coping strategy you decide to use for different 

situations?  

• Do you have a routine or systematic way of coping?  
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How does the club, coaches and team mates help you cope? 

• Do they (club, coaches) train you on coping strategies  

• If yes, how when and do you utilise their training 

• If yes, what coping strategies have you been trained to use? Who trains you 

• Do you find it useful?  
 

Conclusion  What are your final thoughts about transition  
Is there anything else’s you’d like to tell me  
Any questions? 
Interview debrief 
 

Thank you for your time 
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Appendix E: Interview script (Director of football) 

 

The transition from youth level to professional level: An examination of the 
challenges and coping strategies of elite football players  

 
Interview Guide (Academy Director / Head of Youth Development) 

 

 

Participant Number: 

 

  

Name: 

 

 

Age:  

 

 

Gender: 

 

 

Years involved football: 

 

 

Current Performance level: 

 

 

Pervious football experience: 

 

 

Interview date: 

 

 

Time begun: 

 

 

Time ended: 
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Hello, I’m Leonard Idowu from the Business and Society Hub at Southampton Solent 
University. Thank you for choosing to participate in this PhD study. In this project, I am 
talking to current academy players of a professional football team or have had 
experience of playing in the academy of a professional football team up until the age 
of 18 before being released. In the same way, I am also talking to coaches, academy 
directors and head of youth development who have experience within a professional 
football club. 
 
The purpose of this study is to understand how youth team players cope with the 
prospect of the transition into professional level football. Not all players make this 
transition but this study will examine what type of challenges are/were presented to 
players with an aim of further understanding what coping strategies and support 
is/was available to players during this transition. This research will look at this issue 
from the player’s lived experience point of view. During the following discussion, I am 
interested in getting a greater insight into the club’s academy system, the club’s 
philosophy (values), club’s recruitment and retention of player’s process. The 
information in this study will be used to write up a research paper to be assessed as a 
PhD project.  
 
I would like to emphasize that all the information you provide me with will remain 
completely confidential. In the presentation of the results I may wish to use direct 
quotes from our discussions in order to illustrate important ideas. These will be strictly 
anonymous and I will ensure that participants’ identities are protected. I will be using 
a tape recorder to get complete and accurate information and to make the research 
process more efficient. This procedure is also necessary so that I will be able to make 
a typed transcript for later scrutiny and reference. 
 
As a participant in this study you have several rights. Your participation is entirely 
voluntary and are free to decline to answer any questions I will be asking or stop the 
discussions at any point. There are no right or wrong answers to the questions I will 
be asking. I want learn and benefit from your experiences and hope, therefore that 
you will open in straight forward manner. If there are any questions you are not 
comfortable in answering I would rather you decline to comment than tell me what 
you think I or others might want to hear. So if you would prefer not to answer a 
question, simply state “no comment” and I will move straight on to the next question. 
 
I belief that an independent study of this nature will provide an effective platform to 
initiate positive changes within the football academy youth system and aid to improve 
the support available. 
   
Do you have any questions about what I have talked about so far? If you have any 
questions as we go along, please ask them if at any time, you do not understand or 
need some clarification. Okay, I just need you to read participant information sheet 
and sign this written consent form and then we can begin.
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Key words to probe - What? How? When? Why? Explain? Give example  

 

Interviewees background  
 

Tell me about yourself and your association with this club 

• Football history/background  

• Previous experiences  

• Playing experience  

• Qualifications  

• Current Job role  

• Pathway to current job role 

• How long have you been in this club? 

• How did it come about, that you started in this club? 

Introduction  
 

Club/Academy structure   
 
What is the club’s philosophy (Values)? 

• Playing values 

• Coaching values  

Describe the club’s organisation structure   

• Owner 

• Managers  

• Coaches etc  

Describe the academy’s organisation structure   

• Academy Director 

• Head of development etc  

• How does the academy fit into the strategy of the club? 
What are the principles with regards to the club’s recruitment and retention of players  
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• When players are recruited 

• Age 

• How  

• Qualities looked for 

• When players are retained or released  

How does the club measure the performance of the academy?   

• Technical  

• Mental/Emotional 

• Using stats? 

General Transition  
 

Understanding of transition  
 
Tell me your Understanding of transition  

• Explain the transition process for players  

• What strategies are put in places in order to promote successful transition into 

professional level  

Players How do you build relationship with players?  

• Technical preparation 

• Mental/Emotional 

• What is your role towards the player  

What type of relationship would you say you have with the player?   
What are the Demands, Challenges and Pressures (Examples)?  
 
Players  

• Playing pressure 

• Selection/deselection pressure 
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• Education 

• Relationships 

• Family  
Academy Director 

• Hierarchy pressure  

• Pressure to produce  

• Time constrains  

How do you prepare your players for a possible transition into professional level?  

• Technical preparation 

• Mental/Emotional preparation 

• Financial 

• Time management  

• Social distraction (friends, girlfriends)  

• Are players trained on coping strategies?  

• If yes, when how by who 

• If no, why?  

How do you equip your players to manage with the pressure and demands of becoming a 
professional footballer? 

• Coping strategies 

• Goal setting  

• Relaxation 

• Visualisation   

• Overcoming mistakes 

• In game/after game coping  



 

A23 
 

• Win or lose coping  

• Injury coping (how do you rehab the players through injury)  

Tell me about the support available for players  

• During transition, after transition (whether they are successful or not)) 

• Emotional, Physical, Technical, Financial, Psychologist   

• Probes: Examples of these different types of support  

• Example of a time you provided support for a player? 

• What was situation?  

• Barriers that limit support – examples  

Tell me about the alternative pathways available for players  

• Probes: Examples of these pathway 

• Link to other clubs 

• Education  

How do you provide youth players connections within the first team?  

• Training with the first team? 

• Cleaning first team player’s boots? 

• How are players promoted to being involved within the first team? 

What does the club do to ensure players successfully transition into professional football?  

• Link to support 

• Realistic goals  

What do you look for in a player in order for them to be retained by the club?   

• Technical ability 

• Mental ability (Mental toughness) 

• Maturity  



 

A24 
 

How do you deliver the outcome of transition to players? 

• When? 

• How? (Individually?) 

• What age? 

• What stage in the season? (End of the season?) 

What qualities are associated with players who have had successful transition  

• Technical quality 

• Mental 

Conclusion What are your final thoughts about transition  
Is there anything else’s you’d like to tell me 
Any questions? 
 

 
Thank you for your time 
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Appendix F: Interview script (Coaches) 

The transition from youth level to professional level: An examination of the 
challenges and coping strategies of elite football players  

 
Interview Guide (Coaches) 

 

 
  

Participant Number: 

 

  

Name: 

 

 

Age:  

 

 

Gender: 

 

 

Years coaching in football: 

 

 

Current Performance level: 

 

 

Pervious coaching experience: 

 

 

Interview date: 

 

 

Time begun: 

 

 

Time ended: 
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Hello, I’m Leonard Idowu from the Business and Society Hub at Southampton Solent 
University. Thank you for choosing to participate in this PhD study. In this project, I am 
talking to current academy players of a professional football team or have had 
experience of playing in the academy of a professional football team up until the age 
of 18 before being released. In the same way, I am also talking to coaches, academy 
directors and head of youth development who have experience within a professional 
football club.  
 
The purpose of this study is to understand how youth team players cope with the 
prospect of the transition into professional level football. Not all players make this 
transition but this study will examine what type of challenges are/were presented to 
players with an aim of further understanding what coping strategies and support 
is/was available to players during this transition. This research will look at this issue 
from the player’s lived experience point of view. During the following discussion, I am 
interested in understanding the club’s talent identification process, the avenues the 
club and coaches use to provide support to their youth players, and different 
stress/pressure management techniques available to the players. The information in 
this study will be used to write up a research paper to be assessed as a PhD project.  
 
I would like to emphasize that all the information you provide me with will remain 
completely confidential. In the presentation of the results I may wish to use direct 
quotes from our discussions in order to illustrate important ideas. These will be strictly 
anonymous and I will ensure that participants’ identities are protected. I will be using 
a tape recorder to get complete and accurate information and to make the research 
process more efficient. This procedure is also necessary so that I will be able to make 
a typed transcript for later scrutiny and reference. 
 
As a participant in this study you have several rights. Your participation is entirely 
voluntary and are free to decline to answer any questions I will be asking or stop the 
discussions at any point. There are no right or wrong answers to the questions I will 
be asking. I want learn and benefit from your experiences and hope, therefore that 
you will open in straight forward manner. If there are any questions you are not 
comfortable in answering I would rather you decline to comment than tell me what 
you think I or others might want to hear. So, if you would prefer not to answer a 
question, simply state “no comment” and I will move straight on to the next question. 
 
I belief that an independent study of this nature will provide an effective platform to 
initiate positive changes within the football academy youth system and aid to improve 
the support available. 
   
Do you have any questions about what I have talked about so far? If you have any 
questions as we go along, please ask them if at any time, you do not understand or 
need some clarification. Okay, I just need you to read participant information sheet 
and sign this written consent form and then we can begin.
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Key words to probe - What? How? When? Why? Explain? Give example  
 

Interviewees background  
 

Tell me about yourself and your association with this club 

• Football history/background  

• Previous experiences  

• Playing experience  

• Coaching experiences 

• Qualifications  

• Current Job role  

• Pathway to current job role 

• How long have you been in this club? 

• How did it come about, that you started in this club? 

Introduction  
 

Club/Academy structure   
 
What is the club philosophy (Values)? 

• Playing values 

• Coaching values  

Describe the club’s organisation structure   

• Owner 

• Managers  

• Coaches etc  

Describe the academy’s organisation structure   

• Academy Director 

• Head of development etc  

• How does the academy fit into the strategy of the club? 

What are the principles with regards to the club’s recruitment and retention of players  
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• When players are recruited 

• Age 

• How  

• Qualities looked for 

• When players are retained or released  

How does the club measure the performance of the academy?   

• Technical  

• Mental/Emotional 

• Using stats? 

General Transition  
 

Understanding of transition  
 
Tell me your Understanding of transition  

• Explain the transition process for players  

• What strategies are put in places in order to promote successful transition into 

professional level  

Players How do you build relationship with players?  

• Technical preparation 

• Mental/Emotional 

• What is your role towards the player  

What type of relationship would you say you have with the player?   
 
What are the Demands, Challenges and Pressures (Examples, talk about them individually)?  
 
Players  

• Playing pressure 
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• Selection/deselection pressure 

• Education 

• Relationships 

• Family  
Coaches & Managers  

• Hierarchy pressure  

• Pressure to produce  

• Time constrains 

How do you prepare your players for a possible transition into professional level?  

• Technical preparation 

• Mental/Emotional preparation 

• Financial 

• Time management  

• Social distraction (friends, girlfriends)  

• Are players trained on coping strategies?  

• If yes, when how by who 

• If no, why?  

How do you equip your players to manage with the pressure and demands of becoming a 
professional footballer? 

• Coping strategies 

• Goal setting  

• Relaxation 

• Visualisation   

• Overcoming mistakes 
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• In game/after game coping  

• Win or lose coping  

• Injury coping (how do you rehab the players through injury)  

Tell me about the support available for players  

• During transition, after transition (whether they are successful or not)) 

• Emotional, Physical, Technical, Financial, Psychologist   

• Examples of these different types of support  

• Example of a time you provided support for a player? 

• What was situation?  

• Barriers that limit support – examples  

Tell me about the alternative pathways available for players  

• Examples of these pathway 

• Link to other clubs 

• Education  

How do you provide youth players connections within the first team?  

• Training with the first team? 

• Cleaning first team player’s boots? 

• How are players promoted to being involved within the first team? 

What does the club do to ensure players successfully transition into professional football?  

• Link to support 

• Realistic goals  

What do you look for in a player in order for them to be retained by the club?   

• Technical ability 

• Mental ability (Mental toughness) 
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• Maturity  

How do you deliver the outcome of transition to players? 

• When? 

• How? (Individually?) 

• What age? 

• What stage in the season? (End of the season?) 

What qualities are associated with players who have had successful transition  

• Technical quality 

• Mental 

Conclusion  What are your final thoughts about transition  
Is there anything else’s you’d like to tell me 
Any questions? 
 

 
Thank you for your time
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