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Abstract 

Title: A Multi-stakeholder Perspective of Alignment, Coherence and Integrated 
Strategy at Various Stages of an Elite Rugby Talent System. 

 
The importance of alignment, coherence and integration as key features of successful talent 
development environments has been well established in talent development literature. There 
has been less research examining how these success factors are operationalised across talent 
development and high performance sporting environments. The challenges associated with 
achieving a coherent experience for young athletes and developing integrated practice across 
an entire sporting organisation are amplified when you consider the complexity and specific 
nuances of both the development and performance environments. Recent research highlights 
the need to consider integrated practice as a strategic objective, including the timing and 
management of talent selection. Recent research also suggests that operationalising 
integration, which has been conceptualised as a top-down and bottom up approach, as distinct 
from alignment which is driven by a top down agenda, presents opportunities to enhance 
practice in talent and performance systems. The aim of my thesis was to investigate and 
understand a multi-stakeholder perspective of coherence, alignment and integrated strategy 
throughout an elite rugby pathway. Chapter 3 aimed to critically examine how talent decision 
making occurred and how contextual and situational factors influenced selection, recruitment, 
and retention. Findings suggest that organisational and contextual factors influence both 
individual judgements and the wider selection process and a recognition that not all selection 
decisions are the same, carrying different degrees of uncertainty based on the stage of the 
talent system. Chapter 4 investigated the readiness of the talent pathway from a player and 
system perspective when presented with a non-normative challenge, examining alignment, 
coherence and integrated practice across the talent system. Players and coaches highlight the 
importance of the groundwork undertaken to establish alignment and coherence, both 
horizontally and vertically across the talent development environment, and how this 
contributed to navigating the challenge successfully. Chapter 5 involved a survey (TDEQ) of 
players at various stages of the Munster pathway to investigate their perception of the quality 
of the talent development environment and differences in perceived quality between stages. 
Findings indicated a perceived lack of quality related to a number of elements including 
holistic quality preparation and support network, consistent across the talent system. Chapter 
6 involved an organisation wide case-study of an integrated model at Munster that examined 
the impact of the integrated environment on talent development practices and on senior team 
performance. A thematic content analysis indicated accelerated development for younger 
players but highlighted tensions between performance outcomes and learning opportunities. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
The purpose of a talent system is to identify, develop, and select athletes deemed to have the 

potential for progression to elite sport (Zhao et al., 2024). A talent system often comprises 

multiple talent development environments (TDEs), defined by Martindale et al. (2005) as “all 

aspects of the coaching situation” (p. 354), across various stages of an athlete’s pathway. 

Athletes often inhabit multiple TDEs within a talent system (e.g. school, club, and national 

age-grade) (Curran et al., 2021a), amplifying the need for an aligned and integrated approach 

across the talent development (TD) system to ensure a coherent athlete experience, widely 

considered a feature of successful TDEs (Henriksen et al., 2010; Hauser et al., 2024). Talent 

identification (TID), TD, and talent selection are considered dynamic, complex and 

unpredictable processes (Till & Baker, 2020), with a range of biopsychosocial variables that 

may affect a young athlete’s progression (Abbott et al., 2005; Collins et al., 2019; Collins & 

MacNamara, 2022). 

  Talent selection decisions within the talent system are considered highly nuanced with 

multiple decision types necessary at various phases and stages of development (Johnston & 

Baker, 2022). The low conversion rates of junior to senior performers have been well 

documented (Güllich, 2014; Baker et al., 2018), and research has consistently highlighted the 

fallibility of early TID with selection based on current performance cited as a primary 

limitation (Bergkamp et al., 2022). Despite this, the practice of early selection into talent 

systems remains prevalent in many contexts e.g. Irish and English soccer (Sweeney et al., 

2023), and German Handball (Thieschäfer et al., 2025). Research has consistently prompted a 

call for a shift away from early talent selection and TD outcomes (Bergkamp et al., 2019) to a 

focus on the TD process and the design and operationalisation of the talent system (Collins & 

MacNamara, 2022). We are unlikely to expect different outcomes unless systems invest in 
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long-term development, embrace a broader definition of success, and design flexible, 

inclusive, and athlete-centred pathways characterised by alignment and integrated practice.  

 

1.1 Coherence, Alignment and Integrated Practice in Talent Systems 

The aim of the thesis was to examine the coherence, alignment and integrated strategy at 

various stages of the Munster talent system. Section 2.2.1 establishes the importance of each 

of these elements as features of effective TDEs and Section 2.2.2 reviews the literature 

associated with each of the constructs. Taylor and Collins (2021) highlighted a lack of 

integrated working practice as a barrier to effective TD, and that without effective integration 

as a distinct strategic approach, counter-intuitive practice is likely to be evident across the 

talent system (Moran et al., 2024). Webb et al. (2016) stressed the need for an athlete’s 

pathway to be systematically planned, based on individual needs, to promote a coherent 

experience for athletes. Throughout the thesis, coherence refers to a situation where different 

elements of an athlete’s experience hold logical connection and are mutually reinforcing 

(Taylor & Collins, 2021a). The extent to which these inputs are systematically combined is 

referred to as integration (Taylor et al., 2021). Integration represents ongoing bidirectional 

interactions between the various stakeholders and systems that support the athlete, as distinct 

from alignment, which represents agreed top-down objectives across different stages of a 

player’s pathway (Taylor et al., 2021). Coherence and integration can be seen horizontally 

across an athlete’s level of performance, with stakeholders operating in an agreed manner, or 

vertically, with coordinated principles and practices across various stages of a player’s 

pathway (Webb et al., 2016; Taylor et al., 2021). A lack of integrated strategy is likely to lead 

to incoherent coaching practices, including selection decision making, crucial to the success 

of the talent system (see Chapter 3). 
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1.2 Establishing Context and Biographical Positioning 

Throughout the duration of this thesis, I have been employed by Munster Rugby in several 

roles. When I began the thesis, I had recently started a new role as Head of Academy and 

Pathways. My intention was to rigorously interrogate my own practice and develop a deeper 

understanding of TD research to be in an informed position to enhance current processes and 

develop optimal TD systems at Munster. The role involved responsibility for the design and 

operation of the TD system, including academy, National Talent Squad (NTS), age-grade 

representative players, and support staff that delivered the various programmes. Initially, my 

focus centred on establishing and developing aligned and integrated practices across the 

talent system. This period corresponds with the research presented in Chapter 4 and Chapter 

5. Midway through the thesis my role changed to Head of Rugby Operations, a role that 

incorporated additional responsibilities across the entire club, spanning both the development 

and performance environments. In addition to oversight of the talent system, the role included 

responsibility for recruitment, retention, and succession planning across the entire club. 

Although TID and talent selection were already crucial elements in my earlier TD roles, the 

additional responsibilities prompted a deeper curiosity to understand how talent selection 

decisions occurred and the contextual factors that influenced those decisions (see Chapter 3). 

In line with research, and utilising an evidence informed approach, this was with the intention 

of understanding and enhancing the decision making process, rather than examining the 

validity of the decision making outcomes. Examining coherence, alignment and integrated 

practices remained a central theme to each study of the thesis. In the final stages of my thesis 

my role changed to General Manager of Rugby at the club. The role involves accountability 

for the strategic direction of high performance rugby across both the development and 

performance environments. Among those strategies at Munster, was an intervention utilising 

a training model (outlined in Section 1.2.1), that involved the integration of the TDE 
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(academy) and the high performance environment (senior team). Chapter 6, the final study of 

the thesis, involves a case study to examine the impact of the intervention, and explore the 

relative strengths and weaknesses of the integrated model, from the perspectives of the 

various stakeholders. From an applied perspective, the case-study findings provide a real-

time opportunity to adapt or implement relevant strategies to enhance the quality of the 

development environment, the performance environment or the interface where both are 

integrated.  

 

1.2.1 The Munster Rugby Context 

Founded in 1879, Munster Rugby is one of four professional provincial clubs in Ireland, 

competing in the United Rugby Championship, winning the competition in 2023 and having a 

strong European Cup record, reaching the semi-finals or beyond 14 times. Munster’s talent 

system centres on a three-year provincial academy for players aged 18–21, designed to allow 

for multiple entry and exit points. All academy players are dual contracted to Munster and the 

Irish Rugby Football Union (IRFU). In contrast to the normative separation of the 

development and performance environment in many team sports, Munster implemented an 

integrated training model in 2022 to enhance player development. This organisational 

intervention merged the academy (approximately 18 players) with the senior squad 

(approximately 42 players) into a single training group. Academy players trained full-time 

alongside the senior team, following the same schedule. The intent of the integrated model 

was to accelerate progression through the Junior to Senior Transition (JST) and to develop a 

more competitive playing roster. The National Talent Squad (NTS) is a sub academy group, 

made up of approximately 34—35 non-contracted players, aged 16-19. These players are 

considered part of Munster’s talent system but do not operate within the integrated model 

which includes contracted academy and senior players only. 
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1.3 Philosophical Underpinnings 

One’s philosophical position is a system of generalised views of the world that forms beliefs 

that guide action (Moon & Blackman, 2014). Over the course of my studies, I have come to 

adopt a pragmatic positioning based on a desire to generate practically meaningful knowledge 

that can impact people and practice (Giacobbi et al., 2005; Kelly & Cordeiro, 2020). 

Ontology refers to the assumptions about the nature of reality (Kaushik & Walsh, 2019), the 

study of being and existence. Pragmatic ontology focuses on a reality shaped by active 

human experience and inquiry, where the nature of reality is understood through its practical 

effects and is ever-changing. Epistemology refers to the acquisition of knowledge, the source 

of legitimate knowledge, and one’s possession of knowledge (Moon & Blackman, 2014). 

Pragmatic epistemology defines knowledge and truth by their practical consequences and 

usefulness in navigating the real world, rather than abstract principles. Knowledge is not 

something that is simply observed but actively constructed through experience and action in 

the world. Together these concepts frame reality and knowledge as intertwined with human 

action and the pursuit of useful outcomes, rather than separate from them. 

Positivists and constructivists have dichotomous views, with positivists focusing on 

objective, universal truths found through scientific methods, and constructivists emphasising 

that reality is subjective and socially built. Pragmatism bridges the gap between the two, 

believing that a continuum exists between objective and subjective knowledge and accepting 

both to solve problems depending on the research question. Pragmatists are free from 

committing to a specific epistemological view (Giacobbi et al., 2005). One of the defining 

characteristics of pragmatism when applied to research is, contrasting with other paradigms 

where ontology and epistemology determine the research process, pragmatism is concerned 

with deploying an appropriate research methodology relative to specific research questions 
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(Kaushik & Walsh, 2019). Pragmatists, therefore, privilege the problem to be studied rather 

than the underlying philosophical assumptions of a given method (Giacobbi et al., 2005). 

Pragmatism typically distinguishes between Truth (with a capital T, suggesting an absolute, 

universal reality) and truth (lowercase, meaning provisional, contextual, and judged by 

utility). As such pragmatism does not maintain that all knowledge is truth (James, 1907). 

Pragmatists hold that knowledge is fallible and do not search for certainty but for knowledge 

that enables a course of action. The search for truth is considered an ongoing process of 

inquiry that relies on evidence and experience (Ormerod, 2020).  

With the aim of generating practically meaningful information related to principles 

and practices within a rugby talent system, the research conducted throughout the thesis was 

underpinned by a pragmatic research philosophy (Giacobbi et al., 2005). A pragmatic 

approach supported the generation of knowledge that is useful for practitioners and 

stakeholders involved in TD to enhance the TD process for young athletes. Based on my 

pragmatic orientation, I utilised the methods deemed most appropriate for the specific context 

and the research question for each individual study. Accordingly, the research adopted a 

mixed-methods approach, employing both quantitative and qualitative techniques to address a 

series of research questions designed to enhance alignment and integration within the 

Munster talent system and inform wider TD contexts. 

 As an example, in line with a pragmatic approach a qualitative study was chosen in 

Chapter 3, with data collected using semi-structured interviews, allowing for a deep 

examination of participants’ beliefs relating to talent selection and those of their 

organisations. The aim of the research being to interpret a practical problem, rather than form 

an absolute representation (Kelly & Cordeiro, 2020). By exploring the experiences of talent 

selectors across multiple sports, I aimed to generate a breadth and depth of understanding of 

findings grounded in real-world experiences. This allowed me to engage in a deeper 
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examination of the data and make sense of the findings relative to my applied context 

(Bryant, 2009). Throughout the research I considered myself a co-constructor of knowledge 

(Giacobbi et al., 2005), knowledge that was collaboratively built by both researcher and 

participants through interaction and shared interpretation. My positioning as a practitioner 

familiar with the context under investigation facilitated novel and innovative insights and 

guided my research throughout. As such, the subsequent research output can be used to assist 

Munster Rugby in enhancing TD practices within their talent system, in an evidence-

informed, systematic, and holistic manner.  

 

1.4 Aims and Objectives of the Thesis 

The overarching aim of this thesis was to examine a multi-stakeholder perspective of 

coherence, alignment, and integrated practice at various stages of an elite rugby pathway. The 

aims and objectives of the research of each chapter are summarised as follows: 

Research Aim: 

To explore how talent selection decision making occurs and the contextual factors that 

influence the process (Chapter 3). 

Objectives: 

(a) To conduct a series of semi-structured interviews with twelve experienced talent 

selectors working in high performance rugby, soccer, and cricket environments. 

(b) To analyse qualitative data to understand how selection decisions are made in elite 

sporting environments. 

(c) To analyse qualitative data to understand what sources of information selectors use 

when making selection decisions. 

(d) To understand the broader contextual and systemic factors that influence selection 

decisions in high-performance sport.  
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Research Aim: 

To examine the readiness of a talent system from a system and player-development 

perspective when presented with an atypical challenge (Chapter 4). 

Objectives: 

(a) To conduct a series of semi-structured interviews with key stakeholders that were 

involved in a naturally occurring, but atypical challenge. 

(b) To analyse qualitative data to understand key stakeholders’ experiences of 

navigating challenge. 

(c) To examine the groundwork, principles, and practices that underpin the 

‘readiness’ of Munster’s TD system.  

(d) To understand how navigating challenge impacted the growth and development of 

players and support staff.  

 

Research Aim: 

To explore the utilisation of process markers at various development stages to determine the 

effectiveness of a talent system (Chapter 5). 

Objectives: 

(a) To analyse quantitative data through the five-factor Talent Development 

Environment Questionnaire (TDEQ-5) of young athletes at various stages of 

Munster Rugby’s talent system.  

(b) To identify and understand areas of the talent system that were perceived to be 

strengths and areas that could be improved.  

(c) To identify and understand perceived differences in the quality of various TDEs at 

different stages within the talent system. 
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Research Aim: 

To evaluate an intervention involving the integration of the talent development and high-

performance environment at Munster Rugby (Chapter 6) 

Objectives: 

(a) To conduct a series of semi-structured interviews to explore the perspectives of key 

stakeholders (academy coaches, academy players, senior coaches and senior players) 

operating within an integrated model.  

(b) To analyse the qualitative data in relation to the strengths and weaknesses of an 

integrated model, with particular emphasis on how coaching practices influenced 

player progression. 

(c) To explore the tension between development and performance within an integrated 

model.   

(d) To explore the impact of the integrated model on player development and on team 

performance.  

 

1.5 Programme of Work 

Initially, when I started the Professional Doctorate (PD), I was employed as a 

professional rugby coach working in a high performance environment, in the English 

Premiership. I had worked in a similar performance coaching role at Munster and had also 

previously worked in the development environment in Munster’s academy. In the early stages 

of the PD, I was passionate about exploring the areas of development and performance 

coaching as a potential topic of my thesis research. A blend of experience across 

development and performance environments proved to be invaluable in supporting the design 

of the interview guide in Chapter 6. A contextual understanding of both development and 
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performance systems informed the type of questions and the nature of the follow up probes in 

the interviews with players and coaches. Less than twelve months into the PD, an unplanned 

career change resulted in me accepting a role in Munster as the Head of Academy and 

Pathway. This prompted a similar pivot in the direction of my thesis to develop a deeper 

understanding of TD research and rigorously interrogate my own practice. With the intention 

of utilising an evidence-informed approach to developing an optimal TD system at Munster, 

the purpose of my thesis shifted to investigating and understanding a multi-stakeholder 

perspective of coherence, alignment, and integrated strategy throughout an elite rugby 

pathway. In my experience, one of the key strengths of pursuing a PD has been the flexibility 

to adapt the direction of my research based on changing research needs. The research needs 

were guided by the findings of each individual study, and in my personal circumstances, 

several changes in my professional role throughout the duration of the PD journey. All of 

which influenced the direction of my research. At each stage of the PD, the link between the 

thesis research and the demands of the specific role significantly supported my applied 

practice. Interestingly, in the final study (Chapter 6), the thesis research came full circle, 

exploring the integration of development and performance coaching in Munster.    

Chapter 2 critically reviews the literature on key themes in TD, including talent 

conceptualisation, TDEs, alignment and integration within talent systems, and approaches to 

talent identification and selection. The chapter also includes and reviews the newly 

conceptualised notion of a high performance sporting environment (HPSE) and features 

associated with both TDEs and HPSEs, with a particular emphasis on coaching practice.  

  The first empirical study presented in Chapter 3 aims to critically examine how team 

sport talent decision making occurred and the contextual and situational factors (strategy, 

resource allocation and pathway design) that influenced selection, and retention decisions in 

talent systems. As outlined in Section 1.5, the aim of the thesis was to investigate coherence, 
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alignment, and integrated strategy across a talent system. Before exploring the TD process 

and how alignment and integrated practice influences the design and operation of a talent 

system, I decided to begin by exploring how talent selectors across multiple high 

performance sports made decisions related to talent identification and selection (i.e. how 

athletes are selected into, and through, the talent system). This study employed qualitative 

research methods, involving semi-structured interviews with twelve experienced talent 

selectors across twelve talent systems, in three different sports. The findings reinforced the 

complexity and challenges associated with talent identification and selection, highlighting a 

wide variety of methods related to the selection decision making process, the sources of 

information that selectors use to support decision making, and the contextual and situational 

factors in high performance sport that influence talent selection decision making. Reflecting 

the pragmatic research philosophy outlined in Section 1.3 of this thesis, the following 

chapters include aims to explore how these findings influence the design and operation of a 

talent system (e.g. how an aligned and integrated strategy for when and how talent selection 

decisions are made can influence the effectiveness of the TD system).   

 The second study presented in Chapter 4 investigated the outcomes of practice as 

evidenced by a unique opportunity presented by a highly irregular event due to the Covid-19 

pandemic, to determine the readiness of both the players and the talent system at Munster 

rugby when faced with an atypical challenge. The scenario, involving the loss of 48 players 

and staff for a key European cup game, provided a real-life case study from which to examine 

the groundwork, practices and principles that underpinned the talent system at Munster. This 

study employed qualitative research methods, involving semi-structured interviews to provide 

an in-depth and rich understanding of key stakeholders’ experiences of navigating the 

naturally occurring challenge – to understand the readiness of academy players to perform at 

the senior level. The findings from the study demonstrated the importance of an aligned and 
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integrated talent pathway to support the senior team performance objectives and optimally 

support young players’ development. This investigation highlighted positive features of the 

talent system but also indicated possible gaps or derailers in preparing players to meet the 

step up in challenge as they progressed through their pathway. Following the insights from 

this study, Chapter 5 sets out to investigate the utilisation of process markers to determine the 

effectiveness of the talent system. 

 Beyond this unique opportunity, Chapter 5 returns to the original process-based focus, 

specifically to examine the utilisation of process markers at various stages in the Munster 

talent system to determine effectiveness. Tracking and measuring elements of performance is 

a well-established process in talent systems, but there are many methods utilised to 

benchmark an athlete’s progress. This research employed a quantitative questionnaire, the 

five-factor Talent Development Environment Questionnaire (TDEQ-5), to explore the 

effectiveness of the TD system. The TDEQ-5 was deployed at various stages of the talent 

system to examine the effectiveness as an entire system and also to differentiate between the 

quality of various TDEs across and between stages in the TD system. The results of the 

questionnaire provide insight into the players’ perceptions of both the positive features and 

areas that need improvement in each TDE, and across the entire talent system. Building on 

the findings from the series of studies outlined in Chapters 3-5, related to the effectiveness of 

the TD system, Chapter 6 moves on to investigate the interface between the TD and 

performance environment at Munster Rugby.  

 The final study, presented in Chapter 6, sought to evaluate an intervention involving 

the integration of the TD and high-performance environment at Munster Rugby (outlined in 

Section 1.2.1). This study employed qualitative research methods, involving semi-structured 

interviews, including academy players and coaches, and senior team players and coaches, to 
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provide an in-depth and rich understanding of the strengths and weaknesses of the integrated 

model, from multiple perspectives. The research involved an organisation-wide case study, 

that examined the effectiveness of integrated practice, and the impact of the integrated 

environment on TD practices and on senior team performance. The results also provided 

insight into perceived opportunities and threats associated with maintaining and enhancing 

effective development and performance practices at Munster. These findings provided an 

opportunity to senior leadership at the club, to adopt an evidence informed approach to 

modify and adapt practices, to amplify strengths and opportunities, and to mitigate 

weaknesses and threats with the aim of evolving the effectiveness of the integrated model. 

From an applied perspective, the practical implications and actions directly related to this 

research are outlined in Chapter 7.  

 Chapter 7 discusses and summarises the findings of this thesis. The body of research 

in this thesis is underpinned by providing solutions to practical problems and informing 

applied practice. As such, the chapter highlights the practical implications and actions taken 

by Munster, enhancing their current practices and guiding their future strategy. The final 

chapter also discusses recommendations for future practice that could be considered in 

similar contexts, derived from the evidence informed knowledge developed throughout this 

research. Strengths and limitations of the research are considered in the final chapter, along 

with recommendations for the direction of future research.  

 

1.6 Delimitations of the Research 

Although the pragmatic research approach to each study in this thesis aims to generate 

practical and meaningful evidence informed knowledge that can be applied to rugby talent 

systems, it must be noted that findings are limited to the sporting context in which the 

research has taken place. Chapters 4, 5 and 6 incorporate research studies that focused solely 
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on Munster’s talent system. Chapter 3 investigated talent selection decisions across three 

different professional sports, involving interviews with practitioners from twelve different 

sporting environments. Notably, the research only incorporated male athletes from Ireland 

and the UK. The findings of this research may be considered transferable across sporting 

environments and contexts, however, caution is recommended and readers should consider 

the transferability of these findings to their specific sporting and cultural context. By 

understanding the pragmatic approach to the research undertaken and carefully considering 

its application to similar contexts, practitioners can benefit from the research findings.  

Finally, it is necessary to acknowledge my role as an insider, conducting research 

within my own organisation and from a population of which I am a member and in a 

leadership position. Among the benefits of an insider perspective is acceptance by the 

participants based on my understanding of the context and a level of trust that contributed to 

participants sharing with a greater degree of openness and depth, adding a richness to the data 

(Dwyer & Buckle, 2009). This positionality enhanced the ability to capture subtle and 

embedded practices that might be overlooked by an external observer (Chavez, 2015). This 

creates a pragmatic intent for the research; yet there was a clear tension between this and the 

power dynamic between researcher and participant, particularly the potential for impression 

management. Another potential disadvantage of the insider perspective is being blinded to the 

norms of a context, or being overly positive (Chavez, 2015). It is also possible that I may 

have been unable to separate my own experiences from those of the participants. Similarly, 

participants may have assumed shared understanding and may not have fully explained their 

own experiences (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009). Attempts to mitigate these limitations are outlined 

in detail in Chapters 4 and 6.  

  



 
 

15 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 
 

The aim of this thesis was to examine coherence, alignment, and integrated strategy 

within a rugby talent system. Chapter 2 critically reviews the literature to conceptualise talent 

and talent systems, and to explore the features of effective TDE’s, prior to reviewing the 

literature related to alignment and integration within talent systems. The chapter also includes 

and reviews the newly conceptualised notion of a HPSE and includes a critical review of 

talent selection literature with a focus on how individuals and organisations make talent 

selection decisions. 

 
2.1 Conceptualising Talent 

Few concepts in sport are laden with as much conceptual baggage as talent (Till & Baker, 

2020). The term is interpreted in a variety of ways across contexts (Baker et al., 2019), and 

research indicates that talent means different things to different people under different 

circumstances (Johnston & Baker, 2022). The inconsistent use of the terminology related to 

talent has resulted in a lack of conceptual clarity (Johnston & Baker, 2022). This is evidenced 

by the inconsistent methodologies and practices employed across TD systems, e.g., low 

predictive validity in talent selection (Collins et al., 2019; Baker et al., 2018). Reflecting a 

lack of conceptual clarity, a nature–nurture dichotomy dominates popular discourse and 

remains a common framework for interpreting sporting performance (Davids & Baker, 2007). 

The discourse is centred on the extent to which exceptional performance results from genetic 

or biological factors or developed as the result of experience and environmental factors over 

time (Baker & Wattie, 2018). Recent research indicates perceptions of talent likely involve a 

complex interplay of variables reflecting both nature and nurture elements (Baker et al., 

2019a). Wulf and Lewthwaite (2009) suggest that an athlete’s beliefs about talent affect their 

motivation, behaviour, and performance, i.e., it influences whether a person believes their 



 
 

16 

performance reflects innate and unchangeable qualities or is the product of experiences and 

therefore trainable (Dweck & Yeager, 2019). Significantly, a coach’s understanding of and 

beliefs about talent can also affect practice (Johnston & Baker, 2022). It has been suggested 

that without a better understanding of what talent looks like and how it changes over time, it 

will likely remain a barrier to enhancing identification, selection and development practices 

(Baker et al., 2018). This would suggest that misalignment between an athletes’ and coaches’ 

beliefs about talent and how it manifests, could compromise athlete development. Evidenced 

throughout the thesis, there are considerable challenges associated with aligning multiple 

stakeholders across a talent system and an aligned understanding of talent between coaches 

and athletes would appear essential. In my experience, this is not always the case in practice.  

 Literature includes a wide variety of definitions of talent, fuelling the lack of 

conceptual clarity that attempt to describe the nature of talent, how it can be identified and 

‘where it is’ (e.g., within the individual or in the interaction with the environment). Cobley et 

al. (2012) define talent as “the quality identified at an earlier time that promotes or (predicts) 

exceptionality at a future time” (p.3), reflecting how talent is conceptualised by many 

practitioners and researchers in sport. The definition does not delineate whether a current 

level of performance is a result of innate predispositions or learning through experience and 

training. In contrast, alternative conceptualisations view talent as referring to individuals who 

demonstrate superior athletic ability compared to their peers who can develop over time to 

achieve exceptional athletic performance (Baker et al., 2017). Also, Davids et al. (2017) who 

defined talent as “an enhanced and functional relationship developed between a performer 

and a specific performance environment” (p.193). Baker et al.’s (2017) definition reflects a 

traditional, trait-based approach while Davids et al. (2017) represents an ecological, systems-

based approach and focuses on a performer environment interaction. The former views talent 

as fixed traits with development potential and the latter as an emergent property from 
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interaction between performer and environment. Regardless of conceptualisation, there is no 

suggestion that heritable traits are sufficient to explain exceptional performance (Baker et al., 

2018). 

2.1.1 Models of Talent Development 

As outlined above, definitions of talent aim to clarify the concept and delineate its scope, 

whereas a TD model is a framework used to inform practices supporting individuals in 

reaching elite performance. Zhao et al. (2024) described talent development (TD) as a 

nuanced process of selecting athletes to become elite level performers through extensive 

training and coaching programmes while providing the most appropriate learning 

environment for athletes to realise their potential.  

Normative talent development models are generally presented as staged processes 

with athletes progressing in a predictable linear fashion through defined stages towards senior 

elite performance (Gulbin et al., 2013). Most approaches to athlete development, by 

researchers and practitioners alike, focus on the identification of a single approach or model 

to explain the TD process when there are multiple pathways to reach senior success (Collins 

et al., 2019; Baker et al., 2018). Despite these normative models being criticised across the 

literature, they are frequently used as scaffolds to support decision making in talent systems 

(MacNamara & Collins, 2014). TD literature has a number of theoretical models describing 

the process from novice to elite performer (e.g. Long-Term Athlete Development [LTAD], 

Balyi et al., 2013; Foundations, Talent, Elite and Mastery [FTEM], Gulbin et al., 2013; 

Development Model of Sport Participation [DMSP], Côté & Vierimaa, 2014). Baker et al. 

(2019) suggest that there are no comprehensive models related to TD in sport but talent and 

its development have been explored in other domains (e.g. education Gagné, 2004; 

psychology, Simonton, 2001), providing some relevant elements for TD practices.   
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Gagné (1997) introduced the Differentiated Model of Giftedness and Talent (DMGT) 

(Figure 2.1), highlighting a distinction between talent and giftedness, suggesting one cannot 

be talented without first being gifted, i.e., possess gifts or natural ability. The model proposes 

that talent is developed from natural abilities, defining it as “the outstanding mastery of 

systematically developed abilities (and skills) in at least one field of human activity to a 

degree that places a person at least among the top 10% of age peers who are (or have been) 

active in that field” (Gagné, 2000, p. 1). Gagné (2000) suggested that it is possible for 

exceptional natural abilities to remain as gifts and not translate to success at senior elite level, 

despite an athlete being identified as gifted or talented at an earlier age. Howe et al. (1998) 

proposed that talent be situated firmly in genetically transmitted structures and therefore 

partially innate, differentiated from Gagné (2004) conceptualisation of talent as “outstanding 

systematically developed skills” (p. 119) reflecting both genetic and experience-based 

elements. Gagné’s model reflects a linear process in which talent develops from innate 

giftedness, developing gifts into talent. In contrast, reflecting the perspective that talent or 

exceptional performance is a result of the interaction of genetic factors and an adaptive 

response to the environment, Simonton (1999) proposed the Emergenic and Epigenetic model 

of talent and its development. The model recognises the relative contribution of physical, 

sociological, cognitive and dispositional traits in athletes and that talent emerges at different 

times in different ways for different individuals. This is consistent with Abbott et al. (2005), 

who highlighted the need to conceptualise talent as a multidimensional construct that 

develops with appropriate training opportunities. Expanding on the DMGT model, Gagné 

(2000) proposed that TD is influenced by an interactive dynamic of biopsychosocial factors, 

and the rate of TD dependent on three significant catalysts: chance factors (genetic 

advantage, opportunity and access to facilities or programmes); interpersonal catalysts (e.g., 

physical and psychological elements, influenced in part by genetic factors); and 
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environmental catalysts (e.g., geographic, sociological, peers, family circumstances and 

socioeconomic status).  

Figure 2.1 Differentiated Model of Giftedness and Talent (see Gagne, 2000) 

 

Baker and colleagues (2018) proposed that talent is innate, emergenic (the result of 

diverse, multiplicative processes), multidimensional, dynamic (evolves over time due to 

interactions with the environment) and symbiotic (subject to environmental constraints). 

Reflecting these perspectives, talent is now recognised as a biopsychosocial concept, an 

interaction of biological (Epstein, 2013), psychological (Savage et al., 2017), and social 

variables (Henriksen et al., 2010a). As such, TD is inherently complex, nonlinear and 

dynamic (Collins et al., 2019). 
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2.2 Talent Development Environments and Talent Systems 

In contrast to rigid stage-based models, the notion of a Talent Development Environment 

(TDE) is defined as all “aspects of the coaching situation” (Martindale et al., 2005, p. 354) 

that influence an athlete’s long-term development. It is increasingly recognised that TD 

occurs across multiple environments, involving a comprehensive programme of support (Li et 

al., 2014) delivered by a range of stakeholders (e.g., parents, coaches, managers, and 

teachers) (Bjørndal et al., 2017; Taylor & Collins, 2021). This recognises the limitations of 

referring to a single environment as the focal point of an athlete’s development. Instead, the 

talent system represents a shift in focus from considering a TDE as a single location, to an 

understanding of TD being influenced by multiple settings and a growing appreciation that an 

athlete’s development is a collective responsibility (Bjørndal & Ronglan, 2018a). Based on 

the complex arrangement of TD and the range of contexts that a young athlete may find 

themselves inhabiting (Taylor et al., 2022), it has been suggested that it is also appropriate to 

look at the wider talent system and consider the impact of the multiple TDEs, people, 

processes and practices which an athlete experiences (Taylor & Collins, 2021). In many 

sporting organisations, the talent system comprises several TDEs that span across various 

stages and phases of the talent system or an athlete’s pathway. For example, a male rugby 

union player might concurrently inhabit school rugby, academy, international representative 

and senior team environments (Shelley et al., 2025). Given this complexity, it appears that 

incoherence is a significant risk for the athlete (Henriksen et al., 2014). Alignment and 

coherence are discussed further in Section 2.2.2 and Chapter 6 explores a strategic approach 

to integrate a development and high performance sporting environment.      

 Building from the work of Martindale (2005, 2007), Henriksen et al. (2010a) 

proposed a Holistic Ecological Approach (HEA), that focuses on the development 

environment rather than solely on the athletes themselves. Henriksen’s research extends 
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beyond coaching with a focus on the TDE and the cultural milieu. Emphasising a HEA, 

Henriksen and colleagues developed two TD models, an Athletic Talent Development 

Environment model (ATDE) (see Figure 2.2) and an Environment Success Factors model 

(ESF) (see Figure 2.3), with a focus on the broader environment and the influence of an 

athlete’s sporting and non-sporting relationships (Henriksen et al., 2010a; 2010b). The ATDE 

is defined as “a young athlete’s social relations both inside and outside of the world of sport, 

social relations which have a sports club or team as their core but also the larger context in 

which the club or team is embedded” (Henriksen et al., 2010a, p. 213). The ATDE model 

includes the micro and macro environment that represents the athlete’s ecosystem, inside and 

outside of sport. This is reflected in Henriksen and Stambulova's (2017) definition of the TD 

process as the “progressive mutual accommodation that takes place between an aspiring 

athlete and a composite and dynamic sporting and non-sporting environment that supports the 

development of the personal, psycho-social and sport-specific skills required for elite athletic 

careers” (p. 272).  

 

 

Figure 2.2 Athletic Talent Development Environment (ATDE) (See Henriksen et al., 2010) 
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The ESF model evaluates the quality of a specific club or team environment, detailing the 

interactions between the athlete’s preconditions (e.g., financial, material, behavioural 

characteristics), the TD process (e.g., training and competitions), and the organisational 

culture (values, basic assumptions and artefacts) (Henriksen et al., 2010a, 2010b, 2011).  

 

Figure 2.3 Environment Success Factors (ESF) (See Henriksen et al., 2010) 

 

2.2.1 Features of an effective TDE 

Martindale et al. (2005, 2007) proposed key features of an effective TDE across sporting 

organisations in the UK through their model of effective Talent Identification and 

Development. The authors proposed the need for: long-term aims and methods, wide ranging 

coherent messages and support, emphasis on appropriate development not early success and 

individual and ongoing development that is holistically and systematically integrated across 

the athlete’s environment, a range of factors that have been tested across cultures (Ivarsson et 

al., 2015; Hall et al., 2019). Martindale et al. (2005, 2007) suggest that the processes required 

for long term development be systematic, organised, and wide ranging. The research 
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promotes an individual focus that recognises the range of skills, behaviours and experiences 

that will support development within and beyond the sport specific domain (Hauser et al., 

2024).  

This built upon the work of Henriksen et al.’s (2010a, 2010b) studies of specific 

environments to establish the common features of successful TDEs. Henriksen and 

colleagues’ research identified and evaluated successful TDEs, including the Danish national 

sailing team, a Swedish athletics team and a Norwegian kayaking team. They compiled a 

comprehensive list of positive features considered essential ingredients in a successful 

environment (Henriksen et al., 2010a, 2010b, 2011). The HEA outlined three common factors 

that characterise successful development environments within these contexts: 1) a sense of 

belonging, 2) psychological well-being, and 3) a strong period of cohesion and connection 

within the sporting organisation’s wider context (Henriksen et al., 2010a, 2010b). Their 

research also looked at success from the “opposite pole”, a struggling golf academy in 

Denmark with limited success, enabling them to compile a contrasting list of factors that they 

suggested contributed to an unsuccessful or dysfunctional environment. Such environments 

were categorised by a lack of integration, an incoherence of culture and short-termism 

(Henriksen et al., 2014). 

The findings also stress the importance of a combination of micro and macro 

environment success factors, including long-term individual development, proximal role 

models and a strong and coherent organisational culture to nurture individual athletes. In 

relation to the Danish 49er sailing team (Henriksen et al., 2010a), the relationship between 

young prospects and elite performers was at the centre of the environment at its micro level, 

consistent with research related to the positive influence of role models for young athletes 

(Henriksen et al., 2010a; Hauser et al., 2024). Organisational culture was emphasised as a key 

element of successful environments (Cole & Martin, 2018), evidenced by openness and co-
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operation, individual responsibility and a focus on performance process versus outcome to 

underpin success (Henriksen & Stambulova, 2017). The environment appeared to be 

demanding but supportive and limited parental involvement to encourage athletes to be 

autonomous and develop the necessary psycho-social skills. Given limited preconditions 

(e.g., financial and material resources), there was an increased focus on building and 

maintaining organisational culture that supports the athletic and personal development of 

each athlete (Henriksen et al., 2010).  

In addition to the many similarities, there are a number of important distinctions 

between the work of Martindale and Henriksen. Whilst Martindale et al. (2007) focused on 

the sporting and coaching domain, Henriksen et al. (2010a; 2010b) adopted a focus on a 

broader environmental context. The research of Henriksen et al. (2010a, 2010b) utilises a 

HEA to evaluate and understand a TDE in a single club context, whereas Martindale et al. 

(2007), based on research with 16 TD coaches across 13 different sports, adopt a broader 

approach identifying key features of effective TDEs across contexts. Complementing the 

work of Martindale and Henriksen, Hauser et al. (2024) conducted a scoping review and 

presented a conceptual framework highlighting functional and dysfunctional features of 

TDEs. The review focused on the concept of TD outcomes that are determined by the quality 

of: the pre conditions of the sporting environment, the organisational culture, an integration 

of efforts, and holistic quality preparation.  

Tracking and measuring elements of performance is a well-established process in 

talent systems and research has highlighted that many methods are utilised across talent 

systems to benchmark an athlete’s progress (Layton et al., 2023). As an example, Collins et 

al. (2019) proposed that a POP model (Performance, Outcome, Process) holds the potential to 

signal various markers of TD effectiveness. The POP model continuum examines ideas 

within a hierarchy based on what and how they contribute to the TD process and the multiple 
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approaches that exist. There remains a lack of evidence, however, related to how practitioners 

review or evaluate their sporting environments to optimise environmental conditions for their 

athletes (Mitchell et al., 2024). Considering the complexity of the talent system, it is essential 

that there is an understanding of the process markers that support effective TD, for example, 

psychological skills, physical skills and technical skills (Collins et al., 2019) and a valid 

means of investigating environmental factors within individual TDEs (Curran et al., 2021a). 

In addition to examples illustrated earlier, the ESF model (Figure 2.3) and Martindale’s 

framework of effective TDE’s, there are tools such as the Talent Development Environment 

Questionnaire (TDEQ) that can be utilised to evaluate the effectiveness of a TDE.  

The TDEQ is a tool that measures the key holistic and generic processes involved in 

effective TD of individuals with the aim of facilitating potential to world class standard 

(Martindale et al., 2010). The questionnaire includes sections related to long-term focus, 

quality preparation, communication, understanding the athlete, support network, challenging 

and supportive environment and long-term development fundamentals. The TDEQ provides a 

validated measure, used across multiple sports and international contexts, to indicate process 

markers of effectiveness of the TDE (Gesbert et al., 2021; Gledhill & Harwood, 2019; Mills 

et al., 2014). The original 7 factor TDEQ-7 (Martindale et al., 2010) has been revised and 

validated further to extend its application to specific domains and contexts (Li et al., 2015; 

Martindale et al., 2013; Alfermann et al., 2023). The results of the TDEQ provide an 

opportunity for intervention strategies and track impact over a defined period of time (Hall et 

al., 2019; Curran et al., 2021). Chapter 5 also explores the utilisation of the TDEQ to guide 

evidence-based interventions within a rugby talent system (Hall et al., 2019).  

 

2.2.2 Coherence, Alignment and Integrated practice as a key feature of Talent systems 
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The importance of coherence, alignment and integrated practice as distinct strategic 

approaches within talent systems (Taylor et al., 2022) was established in Chapter 1 and 

featured prominently as key features of effective TDEs in Section 2.2.1 (Curran et al., 

2022a). Webb et al. (2016) describe the need for an athlete’s pathway to be systematically 

planned to promote a coherent experience for athletes complemented by a bandwidth of 

varying developmental experiences between and within developmental stages. As outlined in 

Chapter 1, coherence is a situation where different elements of an athlete's experience hold 

logical connection and are mutually reinforcing (Taylor & Collins, 2020). Webb et al. (2016) 

suggested that coherence was underpinned by a clear understanding of the needs of a 

performer at each stage of the pathway facilitating the use of complementary and adaptive 

methods to be used in an age and stage appropriate manner.  

This can be seen horizontally across an athlete’s level of performance, or vertically 

across multiple stages of the pathway, building chronologically from previous experiences 

towards a long-term agenda (cf. Taylor & Collins, 2021b). The operationalisation of these 

shared understandings among multiple stakeholders and the extent to which different inputs 

to the athlete are systematically combined is referred to as integration (Taylor et al., 2022). 

Horizontal integration of different processes would see stakeholders working with an athlete 

in an agreed manner across a stage to optimise their development experience and vertical 

integration is the extent to which principles and practices are coordinated through different 

stages of the pathway (Abraham & Collins, 2011; Taylor & Collins, 2020). Integration, as 

distinct from alignment which is evident when different hierarchical environments are 

working towards agreed top-down objectives, represents ongoing bidirectional interactions 

between stakeholders, systems and processes which support the athlete, both vertically and 

horizontally (Taylor et al., 2022). The outcome of integration is a coherent athlete experience, 

with multiple stakeholders engaging in an aligned and coordinated manner (Andersen et al., 
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2015). To promote greater coherence of athlete experience, it has been proposed that talent 

systems can pursue alignment or, alternatively, integration as distinct strategic approaches 

(Curran et al., 2021). Chapter 4 explores alignment and coherence as part of the research to 

determine the readiness of a talent system to navigate a non-normative challenge. Chapter 6 

examines the impact of (mis)aligned and (in)coherent principles, and integrated practice, 

between and within stages of a complex rugby talent system.  

Without integration across the system, counter-intuitive practices are likely to be 

evident at different ages and stages and ultimately a lack of coherence for the athlete (Moran 

et al., 2024). Taylor & Collins (2021a) suggested that failures of coaching practice and a lack 

of integrated working practice were barriers to effective TD, supported by Henriksen et al. 

(2014), who highlighted a lack of integration and incoherence of culture as a feature of an 

ineffective environment. Webb et al. (2016) indicated that talent systems were characterised 

by, 1) a clear definition of the goals to be achieved (as understood by the system, athlete, 

coach, parent, etc.), 2) role clarity (e.g., across coaches and stakeholders), and 3) the type of 

performer the sport requires at general and specific phases of development. At the micro 

level, an athlete’s coherent pathways would be characterised by consistency in the 

perceptions and behaviours of the coach and performer, both with a shared understanding on 

the outcome goals, and the process and rationale for doing what they are doing to achieve 

these (Webb et al., 2016). If organisations do not have a clear definition of the outcomes they 

want to achieve and the type of athletes they need to produce, this is likely to lead to 

incoherent coaching and talent selection practices (Larsen et al., 2013), discussed in Section 

2.4. At a macro level, a shared and coherent understanding of the factors that contribute to 

effective TD amongst the various stakeholders involved in young athletes’ development is a 

critical factor in their progression to elite senior levels (Bjørndal & Ronglan, 2018b). 

Mismatches between practices and strategic objectives of key stakeholders (e.g., 
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management, support staff and board of directors) will pose major issues for alignment and 

coherence within a club (Cruickshank et al., 2014).  

Research across many sporting contexts has reinforced the importance of an 

integrated approach across a talent system. Pankhurst et al. (2013), however, highlighted a 

concern suggesting there was a mismatch between theory and what actually happens in 

practice. Curran et al. (2021b) examined a national hockey system, observing a lack of 

coherence across the pathway, characterised by poor levels of communication between 

coaches across developmental contexts, a misalignment in expectations between stakeholders 

and the international age groups, a lack of an integrated systematic approach, and a perceived 

lack of attention to the holistic development of players. Mills et al. (2014) qualitatively 

examined the factors that ten professional soccer coaches perceived to underpin optimal 

TDEs specific to their sport. Findings suggested a lack of coherence, highlighting the need 

for an integrated approach to TD to establish a strong link between stakeholders.  

Investigations into the talent systems of soccer academies in the UK have identified a 

lack of coherence and integration across the pathway, characterised by low levels of 

communication and misalignment between coaches and parents’ expectations (Clarke & 

Harwood, 2014; Harwood, 2010). Bjørndal et al. (2017) identified that youth athletes 

competing in the Norwegian handball talent pathway experienced a lack of coherence 

between the multiple environments in which they were involved. This resulted in excessive 

and mismanaged workloads, a lack of planning which led to losses in athlete motivation, 

underperformance, and an increased risk of injury. In some cases, a lack of coherent practices 

posed a threat to overall well-being through insufficient recovery, injury or burnout (Bjørndal 

& Ronglan, 2018). There has been limited research on coherence and integrated practice in 

Rugby Union (c.f. Shelley et al., 2025). Hall et al. (2024) carried out research on the early 
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stages of the English talent system and highlighted the need to develop more integrated 

approaches to nomination and selection and proposed a shared understanding of the purpose 

of selection (see Section 2.4) to enhance overall system integration and effectiveness. Chapter 

3 examines the factors that contribute to a talent selection decision and explores the 

prevalence of shared understanding and integrated approach in talent selection decision 

processes. 

An important distinction is that coherence does not suggest a lack of variability. It has 

been suggested that a talent system should be designed for an appropriate bandwidth of 

variability of coaching methods and practices throughout an athlete’s development journey 

(Webb et al., 2016). Coherent talent pathways are characterised by logical, intentional, 

progressive, and consistently applied coaching methods (Webb et al., 2016) that are 

complementary (not identical), and adaptive (rather than resistant) to the changing demands 

and challenges, and are specifically designed and combined in an age and stage appropriate 

manner (c.f. Bailey & Toms, 2010). The level of challenge or a particular focus at specific 

stages of an athlete’s development should be tailored to individual needs and the long-term 

development plan (Martindale et al., 2007). This approach is based on the need to develop 

Psychological Characteristics of Developing Excellence (PCDEs); clear and observable 

behaviours, including commitment, focus and distraction control, self-awareness, goal 

setting, quality practice and ability to seek and utilise support (MacNamara et al., 2010a,  

2010b) that support developing athletes achieve their potential (Webb et al., 2016; 

MacNamara et al., 2010) (See Figure 2.4). 
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Figure 2.4 Psychological Characteristics of Developing Excellence (PCDE) 
(MacNamara et al., 2010) 
 
 
Taylor and Collins (2021b) also suggest developing Shared Mental Models (SMMs) 

to support the process of enhancing coherence and integrated practice. Developing SMMs 

facilitate the sharing of knowledge, information, and expectations across a broad team 

allowing greater efficiency and effectiveness in the TD process (Gershgoren et al., 2013; 

Mathieu et al., 2000). Layton et al. (2023) suggested the value of talent systems building 

coherent SMMs of player development to support the needs of the athlete and the 

organisation. Creating a shared understanding may guide practitioners in how they evaluate 

and record judgements related to athletes (Moran et al., 2024) and evaluate the perceived 

effectiveness of specific practices within the talent system. A particular challenge appears to 

be the integration of working practice between the senior elite and TD level and these 

differences may also exacerbate the well-established challenge of the Junior to Senior 

Transition (JST), discussed in Section 2.3.1 (Relvas et al., 2010). Chapter 6 examines 

integrated practice in an integrated development/high-performance rugby environment.  
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2.3 Characterising the High Performance Sporting Environment (HPSE) 

Given the complex arrangement of TD and range of contexts a young athlete inhabits 

(highlighted in Section 2.2), there are many challenges associated with achieving a desired 

outcome of integrated practice and coherence for the athlete (Webb et al., 2016). One of the 

key challenges centres around appropriate coaching practice when moving between a 

development and a performance context. In the following section, I will outline fundamental 

differences (and similarities) between coaching principles and practices evident in both 

contexts, including coaching objectives and priorities, that make it difficult to create an 

aligned, coherent coaching approach between development and performance environments 

(Taylor & Collins, 2021). Up to this point, this chapter has focused primarily on the 

characteristics of a TDE. Before contrasting a development and performance environment, it 

would be helpful at this time to introduce recent literature conceptualising the High 

Performance Sporting Environment (HPSE), proposed by Schlawe et al. (2025).  

 In a conceptual paper, Schlawe et al. (2025) define the HPSE as a context with an 

“emphasis on optimising athlete performance and addressing fundamental needs related to 

peak performance” (p. 2), acknowledging that HPSEs are complex, dynamic, and 

contextually distinct environments. Talent systems are designed and operationalised to 

support and optimise player development, whereas HPSEs are built on optimising 

performance. Each HPSE is unique, shaped by specific demands of the sport and the broader 

context in which it is situated (Schlawe et al., 2025). In comparison with TDEs there is 

limited research examining how HPSEs develop the current and future capacities of athletes 

while simultaneously striving to support their well-being (Schlawe et al., 2025). The authors 

propose that HPSEs can be examined through shared principles, such as comprehensive 

performance support services, a performance-driven focus, and the fulfilment of basic 

psychological needs. Similar to a TDE, an HPSE will have a range of performance support 
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staff and various stakeholders that possess relevant expertise to support their performance 

needs (Brocherie & Beard, 2021). In contrast to a long-term development agenda, HPSEs 

generally have a focus on short-term performance and a pressure to win, and can often 

correspond with a turnover of coaches and performance staff (Eubank et al., 2014). The 

organisational culture of HPSEs appear to play an important role in their sustainability and 

success (Cruickshank & Collins, 2012). A successful HPSE is perceived as one that supports 

performance, career excellence and promotes well-being, rather than purely performance 

(Schlawe et al., 2025). 

Research into TDE practice has suggested the benefit of a permeable layer between a 

TDE and HPSE, characterised by a coherent organisational culture (Cole & Martin, 2018) 

and an integration of efforts (Hauser et al., 2024). Where academy (development) and senior 

(performance) departments are physically or organisationally separate, this appears to hinder 

athlete development (Eubank et al., 2017) and exacerbate the well-established challenge of 

the JST. The case study in Chapter 6 examines Munster Rugby’s integrated environment, 

where the academy and senior team are physically and organisationally connected, and 

explores the impact of an integrated model on elements of athlete development such as the 

JST. 

  

2.3.1 The Junior to Senior Transition 

The Junior to Senior Transition, that is progressing from youth (TDE) to senior level (HPSE) 

on a full time basis, is a normative but significant challenge considered to be the most 

difficult and complex transition in sport (Stambulova et al., 2009). In professional sport, a 

range of literature has highlighted the difficulties of the JST (e.g., Stambulova et al., 2009), a 

period where athletes are exposed to a range of novel pressures (Finn & McKenna, 2010). 

This corresponds with the environmental shift from development to performance (Richardson 
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et al., 2012), necessitating that young players navigate increasing demands and pressures, and 

changing priorities and agendas. Young high-potential athletes transitioning from youth level 

to senior elite level concurrently experience increased pressures in athletic and non-athletic 

domains (Gledhill et al., 2017; Stambulova, 2017; Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004). The step up 

to HPSE is accompanied by increases in physical intensity of training and competition 

demands (Brewer et al., 2010), heightened perceived pressure, and emotional disturbances 

(Taylor & Collins, 2021b; Williams & MacNamara, 2022). Beyond performance demands, an 

athlete also needs to navigate distinct factors such as psychosocial (e.g., new environment, 

and managing personal relationships in a new group) and academic (e.g., balancing training 

with study) demands (Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004). 

The focus in TD coaching has been weighted more towards physical, technical, and 

performance factors than psychosocial skills associated with high level performance in that 

particular sport (Bjørndal & Ronglan, 2018; Dimundo et al., 2021). Despite widespread 

recognition of the role of psychological factors as determinants in both performance and 

development contexts (e.g., MacNamara et al., 2010a, 2010b), less attention has been paid to 

the systematic development of psychological factors to support a successful JST (Stambulova 

& Wylleman, 2019). Unsurprisingly, research indicates that successful athletes at senior level 

possess a host of psychological characteristics and behaviours conducive to reaching high 

levels of performance (Holt & Dunn, 2004; Martindale et al., 2005). As such, psychosocial 

skills should be prioritised to aid in coping with the significant demands and changes that 

occur during the JST (Stambulova et al., 2021). The development of psychological skills 

(e.g., PCDEs) should be deliberately incorporated as part of the development process both 

horizontally and vertically on the pathway (Collins & MacNamara, 2017; Taylor et al., 

2022a). Literature in career transitions highlights that a match between an athlete’s personal 

resources and the demands of a transition will allow an athlete to enjoy a successful transition 
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whereas a mismatch is likely to result in a crisis transition (Alfermann & Stambulova, 2007; 

Stambulova, 2009). This reinforces the importance of intentionally and systematically 

preparing an athlete for challenge, exposing them to appropriate levels of challenge and 

providing opportunities to learn and reflect from the experience, all facilitated by the 

appropriate level of support (MacNamara et al., 2010a, 2010b; Taylor et al., 2022a). In 

addition to the physical and psychological readiness of an athlete, the JST literature examines 

many other factors that impact the success of a JST including: an athlete’s social support 

network (Alfermann & Stambulova, 2007), the influence of role models and supportive 

training groups (Hauser et al., 2024), and the influence of psychological and performance 

safety.  

 Young players report perceiving a significant increase in pressure and demands when 

transitioning from a TDE into a HPSE (Savage et al., 2017). One such demand being a lack 

of safety driven by the judgement and selection, inherent to HPSEs. The concept of a 

psychologically safe environment has been of significant interest in sport psychology 

literature, stemming from the work of Edmondson (1999) in organisational literature. 

Varying conceptualisations and definitions have resulted in conflicting meaning. 

Psychological safety was originally conceptualised as a shared belief that people can speak 

up without interpersonal risk and that making mistakes won’t have consequences 

(Edmondson, 2018). Recent research has explored the transferability of the performance-

based elements of psychological safety to HPSEs (Vella et al., 2024). Athletes must 

experience errors to facilitate learning (Metcalf & Leake, 2017), but they also need to 

perform in conditions where errors have consequences. To enable transferability of 

psychological safety to HP sport, Taylor et al. (2025) differentiated between psychological 

safety and performance safety, the former related to the ability to be able to express oneself 

verbally, and the latter related to the implications of performance based consequences. In 
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contrast to performance safety, which relates to a fear of the consequences of making a 

mistake, psychological safety relates to a fear of speaking up (Jowett et al., 2023). Taylor et 

al. (2025) defined performance safety as a “temporally dynamic perception emerging from 

individual-environment interactions, specifically concerning perceptions of consequence 

from error” (p. 2).  

Taylor et al. (2022) examined the extent to which matched international and released 

professional rugby players perceived psychological safety as an adaptive feature of their 

environment. The findings indicated that players perceived a lack of safety to make mistakes; 

and while some viewed this as detrimental, others viewed it as performance-enhancing. 

Players reflected on the analogy of a double-edged sword, where the demanding conditions of 

the HPSE represented the reality of their context, and many players believed that 

performance levels were enhanced by a lack of performance safety. Research has suggested 

that a lack of safety is an accepted feature of a HPSE and was often perceived to promote 

focus and attention to detail but did not impact players’ ability to speak up (Sweeney et al., 

2025). Indeed, considering the ability to seek out and utilise feedback is important for player 

development, a perceived lack of psychological safety could potentially limit a young 

player’s ability to effectively utilise the support network within the organisation (Hauser et 

al., 2024). In addition to fears that the consequences of making mistakes would result in non-

selection, players were concerned about social consequences such as a lack of acceptance or 

judgement from senior players and coaches (Taylor et al., 2022).  

Edmondson and Bransby (2023) suggest that there is lack of understanding of specific 

interventions that can support increasing perceptions of psychological safety. Although, as 

evidenced by the many complex and nuanced decisions coaches make when designing and 

delivering a training session (Lyle & Cushion, 2016) coaches can utilise various methods to 



 
 

36 

manipulate performance safety to achieve desired learning or performance outcomes. Critical 

to any session design decision is the “framing” of the session in advance with players, to 

minimise fear by establishing clear expectations and guidelines (Rudolph et al., 2014). A 

session may be designed with the intention of inducing errors through task difficulty (Hodges 

& Lohse, 2022) or deliberately encouraging athletes to experiment and focus on learning 

from mistakes. Edmondson (2023) suggests establishing a spectrum of the causes of error 

where certain types are accepted or even promoted. Carson and Collins (2016) proposed a 

method that establishes clarity around an element of training where athletes know they are in 

a safe place to experiment and explore. We also know that in a HPSE context, training under 

pressure, with a low tolerance of mistakes, is an important element of preparing for 

competition pressure (Ferguson et al., 2023). Coaching can rarely be simplified to a 

prescribed coaching stance (Abraham & Collins, 2011), as will be evident in Section 2.3.2 

when discussing the nuances of development and performance coaching. It is worth keeping 

in mind that at present, we know very little about how the demands and pressures of 

professional sport within a HPSE could constrain long-term development (Baker et al., 2024). 

An increasingly common context to consider is a situation where academy players or 

young athletes alternate between the TDE and the HPSE (Swainston et al., 2020). In such a 

case, athletes have the safety of returning to their development environment and so not yet 

exposed to the same expectations and pressures as a young athlete who has transitioned 

fulltime into an elite senior squad (Røynesdal et al., 2018). 

2.3.2 Development and Performance Coaching Contexts 

Previous research has emphasised the differing priorities along the athletes’ pathway and the 

contrasting needs of development and performance contexts (Lyle & Cushion, 2016). There 

is increasing recognition that the role of the TD coach is distinct from that of coaching high-
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performance (HP) athletes (Collins et al., 2019; Collins & Taylor, 2020). There is a well-

established body of research that recognises that effective development coaching provides 

young athletes with an appropriately challenging and supportive environment that promotes 

the acquisition of the broad range of physical, technical, tactical, and psychobehavioural 

skills, and a long-term focus required to fulfil an athlete’s potential (Collins et al., 2019; 

Williams & MacNamara , 2020). Indeed, the features of an effective TDE (Martindale et al., 

2005), discussed in Section 2.2, provide the ideal framework to characterise effective 

development coaching. That is, quality development coaching promotes long-term aims and 

methods, wide ranging coherent messages and support, prioritises appropriate development 

over early success, supports the need for individual and ongoing development, and delivers 

integrated, holistic, and systematic development practices (Martindale et al., 2007). Lyle and 

Cushion (2016) indicate clear boundary markers that delineate differences between the nature 

of coaching practice at performance pathway and senior elite levels including, but not limited 

to, more focus on performance later than performance now, and a greater focus on the 

individual than the performance of the group (Lyle & Cushion, 2016). In the reality of 

HPSEs, the inherent tension between the need to win now, and develop young athletes for the 

future, can be a critical barrier to optimal developmental experiences for young athletes 

(Taylor & Collins, 2021). Challenges associated with (and potential solutions to) the delivery 

of optimal development coaching practices in a high pressure, high-performance context, are 

presented throughout this section.    

In practice, a 2021 UK Sport position statement characterised development coaching 

as defining the future characteristics of an athlete and performance coaching as refining 

previously developed characteristics of an athlete. From a conceptual perspective, this 

distinction between development and performance coaching is helpful but oversimplifies the 

complexity of coaching, with practice often requiring differential emphasis on development 
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or performance (Barry et al., 2025). It seems that qualitatively different phases can be 

identified across an athlete’s career, defined by changes in the weighting of developmental 

priorities (Baker et al., 2024). From a practical perspective, a more developmental approach 

might be suitable to meet the longer-term needs of individuals and groups, while a more 

performance-oriented stance might support the delivery of shorter-term needs (Barry et al., 

2025). This does not infer that a coach working with athletes on a TD pathway requires a 

consistently developmental approach or a coach in a HPSE needs a consistently performance-

orientated approach (e.g. Balyi et al., 2013). In reality this requires a far more nuanced 

approach that reflects the dynamic and unpredictable nature of athlete performance and 

athlete development in both a TD and a HP context (Barry et al., 2025). The implicit concept 

that ‘development stops’ at the elite level is problematic, and it limits our understanding of 

talent and expertise development (Till & Baker, 2020). In contrast, athletes across disciplines 

are consistently engaged in competition or preparation for competition and frequently 

experience significant performance-related pressure.   

HPSE norms may result in ineffective TD due to short-termism and pressure to 

deliver results (Taylor & Collins, 2021). Despite the tension between short-term performance 

and long-term development agendas, there remains little research pertaining to the practical 

actions that might be taken by a talent system to navigate the dilemmas of practice (cf. 

Cushion, 2013). The use of the term ‘tension’ refers to the natural and persistent friction that 

occurs with two or more contradictory organisational aims. In this sense, the differing 

priorities between development and performance leading to a tension in practice. Engeström 

(2001) describes tension as a form of contradiction, an inherent force within and between 

activity systems that fuels learning, innovation and transformation and considers tension 

essential to understanding how human practices develop over time. Martindale & Mortimer 

(2011) suggest coaching methods utilised to promote shorter-term adaptation and 
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performance should not undermine longer-term needs: “the subtleties of understanding the 

nature and requirements of development within a long-term agenda are often overlooked and 

the external pressures of what typically constitutes perceived effectiveness, particularly at 

developmental stages (e.g., winning) can take over” (p. 3). The authors believed the external 

pressures are further complicated by the social rewards associated with winning, even at early 

stages. However, this does not mean that methods enhancing short-term performance are 

driven solely by a desire to win. Preparing to win can serve as a valuable developmental tool 

when appropriately contextualised (Taylor & Collins, 2020). While winning may have 

limited impact on the long term (cf. Barth et al., 2023) the opportunity to learn from winning 

and losing may offer developmental benefit (Taylor & Collins, 2020). It is considered 

important that such an approach should not drive coaching decisions throughout an entire 

season, but remain balanced within a broader framework and nested in macro-level 

development goals (Abraham & Collins, 2011). Research has shown that as the focus shifts 

more onto winning in a HPSE, young athletes can experience a lack of performance safety 

(discussed in Section 2.3.1), i.e., feel that it was no longer acceptable to take unnecessary 

risks or play in a way that was previously commended in the academy setting. As HPSEs 

increasingly prioritise winning, young athletes may feel less performance safety, making 

them avoid risks or playing styles once encouraged in academy settings (Swainston et al., 

2020). The opportunity to expand and explore is an essential ingredient in athlete 

development (Taylor et al., 2022) and the conditions that produce the most errors during 

acquisition are often the conditions that produce the most learning (Soderstrom & Bjork, 

2015). Chapter 6 includes qualitative accounts of academy players’ and coaches’ experiences 

of operating in an integrated TDE and HPSE, where similar challenges and tensions as 

outlined above exist. 
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 Working in a specific domain should not be oversimplified to a prescribed coaching 

stance (Abraham et al., 2009; Barry et al., 2025). Instead, coaches should act based on a clear 

view of athlete needs and their context. The responsibility lies with the coach and the broader 

environment to understand the tensions between athletes’ present and future needs, and to 

plan accordingly, rather than defaulting to socially normative coaching practices (Jones et al., 

2002). To support coaches to navigate the complexity of the development versus performance 

agenda, Barry et al. (2025) proposed a framework, utilising the concept of proximity to 

performance, as a temporal anchor to guide coaching decisions. The authors propose time and 

temporality should be central to a coach’s coaching practice, a relative need to perform now 

or perform later. The proximity to a performance serves to inform decisions that lead to 

weighting more towards a development approach or a focus on performance. The framework 

also allows coaches to consider their approach based on the breadth of the curriculum (Barry 

et al., 2025). It has been suggested that optimal athlete development is facilitated by the 

coherence of curriculum experience (Webb et al., 2016). Achieving coherence across a 

curriculum presents an opportunity to align developmental processes with performance 

objectives. A coherent curriculum promotes aligned and integrated coaching practice (Moran 

et al., 2024) between coaches operating in an organisation’s development pathway and with 

the elite senior squad, similar to the concept of utilising SMMs, discussed in Section 2.2.2. 

Kelly (2009) describes the curriculum as the totality of an athlete’s experience and there is 

increasing research considering how the totality of an athlete’s experience impacts 

developmental outcomes (e.g., Moran et al., 2024), the key consideration being the extent of 

variability and breadth of experience. A broad yet coherent coaching curriculum can provide 

a broader experience, while a more narrowly focused approach may foster greater 

performance (Barry et al., 2025). The challenge however, is that a narrower focus could 

potentially constrain overall adaptability and versatility. This is one of the many complex, 
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nuanced decisions to be made when designing and operationalising a talent system (Collins et 

al., 2019; Taylor & Collins, 2020), that has implications for the effectiveness of both the TDE 

and the HPSE. 

Recent research suggests that curriculum knowledge, rather than pedagogical 

expertise alone, underpins a coach’s capacity to orchestrate long-term development (Taylor et 

al., 2023). In summary, research would suggest that rather than being bound to a single 

distinctive (development or performance) approach, that coaches should make informed 

decisions and continuously refine their practice, guided by a clear and evolving 

understanding of the athlete, their context and proximity to performance. 

 
2.4 Talent Identification and Selection 

The purpose of a talent system is to develop players to perform at the highest level (Collins et 

al., 2019). Collins and MacNamara (2022) conceptualised the process of developing talent as 

involving a series of inputs and outputs. Building on the work of Gagné (2000), the gifts or 

natural ability of an athlete are seen as the input to the TD system, and talent, abilities and 

competencies developed throughout the process, seen as the output. The coaching process 

facilitates the transfer of natural ability or potential into talent or high level performance 

(Collins & MacNamara, 2022). For this reason, it is common practice for talent systems to 

seek to identify and select athletes based on characteristics deemed most likely to yield later 

progression to high-performance.  

 Talent identification (TID) and talent selection are two terms that are often used 

interchangeably and as a result make them difficult to distinguish (Zhao et al., 2024). 

Research suggests that TID refers to an attempt to predict the future capacity of performance 

of an individual, i.e., identify young athletes with the potential for success in senior elite sport 
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(Abbott & Collins, 2004; Larkin & O’Connor, 2017; Baker et al., 2019). TID is considered to 

be part of the selection process that occurs prior to the TD process (ideally allowing multiple 

entry/exit points), whereas talent selection decisions are made through the entire TD 

programme (Zhao et al., 2024). Talent selection refers to the identification of an appropriate 

individual, already part of the talent system, who can best carry out a given sporting activity 

within a specific context, e.g., selection for an event, transition to a senior contract (Baker et 

al., 2017). Till & Baker (2020) describe talent selection as an ongoing process, supporting the 

view that talent emerges and is dynamic and multidimensional (Baker et al., 2019), of 

identifying individuals at various stages of development demonstrating prerequisite levels of 

performance. This description reflects the complexity and challenges associated with talent 

selection, proposing that there are multiple decision types, at various stages and time points 

across a talent system (Baker et al., 2020; Larkin et al., 2022). How these decisions are made 

and what sources of information are used to make them is discussed further in Section 2.4.1. 

Decisions related to TID and talent selection are nuanced and are a critical part of any 

high performance or talent system. Given the complex and typically non-linear journey to 

high performance, the ability to make predictive decisions about the distant performance 

potential of young athletes has long been acknowledged to be highly limited (Abbott et al., 

2005; Baker et al., 2018; Bjørndal et al., 2018). This is especially so when long-term 

predictions are made based on current performance (Johnston et al., 2018). To this end, TID 

research consistently highlights the limitations of early selection (e.g., Bergkamp et al., 

2022), especially when underpinned by a deterministic assumption that an athlete's future 

performance can be predicted by their current performance (Güllich & Barth, 2023). Despite 

this understanding, early TID and selection remains prevalent in many contexts, perhaps a 

result of systemic pressure and resource allocation decisions in TD systems (Sweeney et al., 

2021). Limitations associated with early selection are evidenced in the lack of success in 
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translating young athlete’s potential into senior elite level performance. Güllich (2014) 

examined the development programmes in German soccer and found that only 7% of players 

identified under 10 were still in the programme at under 19 level and Brustio et al. (2024) 

who assessed youth to senior transition rates in soccer across five European countries, found 

that only 15% of players progressed from U17 to senior level and 40% from U21 to senior 

level. A conversion rate of only 40% from U21 to senior level is particularly significant 

considering that common practice for soccer academies is to identify players for inclusion in 

their programmes as young as eight years old (Mills et al., 2014). Although there is limited 

research in rugby union in comparison to soccer, the findings seem similar. Durandt et al. 

(2011) found that only 24% of U13 representative players in South Africa progressed to the 

U18 representative squad, suggesting early selection is flawed due to high levels of 

deselection.  

Ongoing debate in the TD literature centres around the timing and access to selection. 

The limitations of early selection have been introduced above but the practice is prevalent in 

many high performance sporting systems (Baker et al., 2018). Early selection is often viewed 

as an opportunity to shape athlete development over time (e.g., Hendry & Hodges, 2018). 

However, in addition to a lack of evidence to support early selection, (de)selection removes 

the advantages associated with accumulated exposure to a TDE and a lack of opportunity for 

long-term engagement and personal development (Erikstad et al., 2021). Two independent 

factors, relative age effect (RAE) and biological maturation, and their associated biases, have 

been examined in depth in TD literature and are believed to influence athlete selection in 

talent systems (McCarthy & Collins, 2014; Hill et al., 2020). RAE is a selection bias that 

favours individuals born towards the start of the selection year and is reflected in a 

disproportionate representation of players born in the first three months of the year (Wattie et 

al., 2015; Sweeney et al., 2023). Research suggests that RAE is as a result of attributes 
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related to age, experience and developmental differences, leading to an over-selection of 

athletes displaying elevated performance levels based on early physical advantages (Parr 

2020). RAE appears to be prevalent in many sporting talent systems (Sweeney et al., 2023). 

Research across five leading European countries confirms the prevalence of RAE in soccer 

talent pathways e.g., 40% at U17 level in England, 49% in France and 52% in Germany at the 

same age level (Brustio et al., 2024). A recent study of 360 of the best U14 soccer players in 

Portugal found that 46.4% of players were born in Q1 (Bonito et al., 2025). Evidence in 

rugby union, although limited by comparison to soccer, also suggests RAE is present across 

all underage grades from U7-18 within the English union (Kelly et al., 2021).  

Biological maturation is the process of progression toward the mature adult state and 

can be defined in terms of status (the age/stage of maturation attained at the time of 

observation), timing (the chronological age specific maturation events such as peak velocity 

occur) and tempo (the rate the maturation progresses) (Bradley et al., 2019). Young athletes 

of the same chronological age can vary significantly in terms of their biological maturation, 

research suggesting a variation of as much as five to six years in skeletal age and somatic 

maturity (Gundersen et al., 2022). Biological maturation is influenced by a combination of 

primarily genetic, and to a lesser extent, environmental factors (Beunen et al., 2006). There 

are many physical, physiological and cognitive advantages associated with early maturation 

that impact performance (Hill et al., 2020) and influence the (de)selection of young athletes. 

Most of the literature on biological maturation related to talent identification has tended to be 

in youth soccer (e.g., Bradley et al., 2019; Cumming et al., 2018). Johnson et al. (2017) found 

that those more advanced in maturation are up to 20 times more likely to be retained within a 

soccer academy system. Bonito et al. (2025) suggested that coaches’ selection for a youth 

national team showed a maturation bias, with 90% of players selected being either on time or 

early. Both RAE and biological maturation are important factors to consider in any sport as 
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part of the talent identification and selection process but may have relatively greater influence 

in sports where the performance demands are weighted towards attributes that develop later, 

such as strength and power in Rugby Union (Owen et al., 2023; Till et al., 2020). Late-

maturing athletes are more likely to be overlooked or excluded from talent systems, thus 

denying them access to advantages such as specialist coaching,  training resources, and high 

levels of competitive challenge (Bradley et al., 2019). It is common practice in rugby union to 

delay selection decisions into academies until between the ages of 17 and 19 (Hall et al., 

2024), which may offset some of the challenges associated with early deselection.  

Literature, however, has challenged the assumption that being relatively younger or 

biologically late-maturing is detrimental to development (McCarthy & Collins, 2014; 

Cumming et al., 2018). An example is the reversal of relative-age advantage, referred to as 

the ‘underdog hypothesis’ (Gibbs et al., 2012), where despite a disproportionate number of 

relatively older athletes being selected into the talent system (Till et al., 2016; Gibbs et al., 

2012), relatively younger athletes are proportionally more likely to reach elite senior status 

(McCarthy et al., 2016). Various mechanisms have been suggested to explain this reversal of 

advantage including the adaptive development benefits associated with the increased levels of 

challenge when competing with relatively older athletes who have age and experience 

associated advantages (Sweeney et al., 2023). Similarly, the relatively greater challenge that 

is experienced by later maturing athletes has been proposed to encourage the development of 

superior technical, tactical, and psychological skills when they are competing with early 

maturing athletes with physical, physiological and cognitive advantages (Cumming et al., 

2018). It has been suggested that these skills enable later maturing athletes to thrive in an 

environment where they may be physically disadvantaged (Gibbs et al., 2012). 
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Considering the challenges related to the timing of selection outlined above and the 

interaction of multiple performance factors including physical, technical, tactical, 

psychological and sociological influences, talent selection decision making is a complex 

process (Güllich, 2014; Baker et al., 2018). There has also been a high degree of variability in 

methods, philosophies, and processes used to identify and select athletes across contexts 

(Johnston & Baker, 2020) and a high degree of variability in the factors found to discriminate 

between talented and less talented individuals (Larkin et al., 2022). Researchers often utilise 

cross-sectional designs, comparing age groups and skill levels to deselect perceived less 

talented individuals (Johnston et al., 2018). This methodology is based on assumptions that 

characteristics of future success can be determined from performance at a point in time 

(Bjørndal et al., 2018). More recent literature (e.g., Morganti et al., 2023) has pointed to 

alternative approaches, such as probabilistic reasoning (developed further in Chapter 3), 

which suggests the potential for TID to be responsive to what an athlete could become, i.e., 

that is the interdependence of selection and development, which is influenced by socio-

cultural, individual, and environmental factors. This has prompted a call for a shift in focus 

away from talent identification and selection at a young age, to enhancing the quality of the 

talent system (Baker et al., 2018). Erikstad et al. (2021) proposed an approach of keeping “as 

many as possible as long as possible” within the talent system also with a focus on the quality 

of the environment and TD practices instead of early (de)selection. This type of approach is 

consistent with the perspective that talent is emergent, dynamic, multifactorial and symbiotic, 

rather than static or immutable, and based on both individual and environmental factors 

(Baker et al., 2019). 

2.4.1 Talent Selection Decision Making  

Røsten et al. (2023) suggest that sporting organisations acknowledge and accept that talent 

identification and selection is characterised by high levels of uncertainty regarding future 
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outcomes. Despite an understanding that making long term predictions based on current 

performance is limited and a decade’s worth of research pointing to the fallibility of TID 

(Johnston et al., 2021), there have been limited investigations of the processes recruiters 

undertake during the selection process (e.g., Larkin et al., 2022). In addition, research has 

largely focused on evaluating the accuracy and reliability of identification decisions (e.g., 

Schorer et al., 2017) rather than the decision making process. Indeed, much existing literature 

has been conducted under the heuristics and biases decision making paradigm, critiqued as 

focusing on the more flawed features of human decision making (e.g., Gigerenzer, 1996), 

rather than on skilled performance and expertise. This is not to cast doubt on the limitations 

of making long term TID predictions; however, if selection decisions are highly nuanced and 

informed by knowledge acquired through extensive experience and formal education 

(Roberts et al., 2021), there is a need to consider how these decisions happen in context. 

Chapter 3 examines the situational factors that talent selectors consider when making 

decisions in different contexts.   

 Put together, the literature seems to suggest a situation whereby there is a necessity 

for coaches to form a clear definition of talent as a prerequisite for engaging in identification 

practices in their unique sporting contexts (Jones et al., 2020). This would seem something 

wholly at odds with current practice. The findings in Chapter 4 highlight that not all coaches 

throughout the talent system are as knowledgeable about talent as might be expected, 

particularly at earlier stages. Chapter 7 presents practical examples of addressing this 

situation through evolving practices such as delivering workshops, to develop coaches’ 

knowledge and support aligned practice. Similarly, the literature would suggest that central to 

all talent selection decisions is the judgement of the individual actors. Yet, as suggested by 

Johnston et al. (2018), there is minimal evidence with which to inform complex selection 

decisions in TID or how people make judgements about the future success of an athlete. Who 
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is selecting talent can be considered as important as what is being identified (Johnston & 

Baker, 2022). Perhaps the greatest influences affecting the selection of athletes are the 

preferences, beliefs, experiences, and goals of the selector (Jokuschies et al., 2017). Research 

suggests that when speculating about prospective players, coaches often emphasized their 

physical gifts; however, when retrospectively reflecting on who their most talented or most 

successful players were, the coaches highlighted ‘intangible’ qualities, such as work ethic and 

determination (Jones et al., 2020). Indeed, Hill et al. (2015) found that rugby union coaches 

perceived commitment, self-regulation, resilience, and realistic performance evaluation were 

among key characteristics that discriminate successful players. Despite its perceived 

importance, in comparison to other sports there has been minimal research, that has examined 

psychological characteristics in rugby union. 

Recent research suggests that selectors reduce their efforts to identify and evaluate 

talent through quantitative measurement (Røsten et al., 2023) and instead utilise coaches’ 

experiential knowledge (Woods et al., 2021). Furthermore, it is important to recognize that 

expert decision making and intuitive expertise draw upon broad and holistic interpretations, 

rather than singular events (Røsten et al., 2023). To this end, the notion of the ‘coach’s eye’ 

has been developed to reflect what have been characterised as the intuitive, subjective, and 

experienced based inputs of coaches in selection (Lath et al., 2021). That is, the human inputs 

to selection decision making have tended to be characterised as intuitive, rather than 

considering the more deliberative features of thinking. The process by which these qualities 

are assessed (i.e., the “how”), however, has been largely absent from the research (Jones et 

al., 2020), and few researchers have attempted to study how knowledge and experience plays 

a role in decision-making (Larkin & O’Connor, 2017). Similarly, there is also a need to 

understand the sources of information (e.g., game observation, video footage, interviewing 

players, and reference checks) used to inform selection decisions (Larkin et al., 2022). 
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Bjørndal et al. (2022) suggests that TID through standardised tests and measurements are of 

limited value as these tests reduce and decontextualise the complex acts of sports 

performance and do not consider how performance is shaped by the changing opportunities 

and constraints of the environment in which they are located (Hristovski et al., 2012). In 

contrast, Larkin et al. (2022) reported that Australian rules recruiters adopt a multifaceted 

approach, evaluating the athlete from a holistic perspective, collecting wide-ranging data to 

inform their judgement and evaluation. Developing a shared understanding, or a Shared 

Mental Model (SMM), identifying characteristics that coaches associate with elite-level 

performance could support enhanced, coherent, talent selection practices within a sporting 

organisation (Collins et al., 2022). Chapter 3 explores the data sources that coaches utilise to 

make informed decisions and also how they triangulate information to support selection 

decisions.  

The literature in this field has also tended to examine selection decisions as discrete 

moments in time, with the notion of ‘talent wastage’ associated with selection decision 

making errors where athletes are wrongfully selected into or deselected from a pathway 

(Pinder et al., 2013). Johnston and Baker (2020) expanded on this, suggesting that talent 

wastage is connected to poor predictive capabilities, a lack of understanding of what talent is 

and the way it manifests, cognitive biases affecting human judgment, and situational factors 

affecting the quality of decisions being made. By classifying selection errors as being type I 

(false positive) and type II (false negative), there is a sense that selection decisions are final 

and binary. Where this is the case, perceived errors will have significant consequences for 

individuals and organisations, both of which are magnified by the limited resources at an 

organisation's disposal (Taylor et al., 2022). There are a multitude of selection points in sport 

that present this type of binary decision, for example North American sports’ draft system 

(Johnston & Baker, 2022). This type of binary decision may not always be as strong a feature 
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in other contexts, especially in professional team sport academies, where retain or release 

decisions are likely to take place over a period of time. This is the difference between what 

Klein (2022), referred to as ‘tree felling’ and ‘hedge trimming’ (p. 357). ‘Tree felling’ is a 

binary decision, from which there is likely no turning back (e.g., the NFL draft), whereas 

‘hedge trimming’ decisions are subject to continuous updating and reduced risk of error. 

‘Hedge trimming’ type decisions are influenced by constantly updating new information 

related to an athlete, or their specific context, where staff can adjust and adapt their 

predictions based on feedback throughout the development process. As outlined in Section 

3.4 and Section 7.3, however, there are practical challenges associated with implementing a 

hedge trimming approach. In addition to the financial challenges with resourcing more 

athletes for longer, there is also a risk of reducing the quality of athlete in the system, 

compromising the competitiveness and training standards, and diluting the individual focus of 

coaches (Shelley et al., 2025). 

Selection does not take place in a vacuum nor is it solely dependent on the judgement 

of individual actors. As a result, in addition to considering the type of decision, there is a 

need to consider the context of a decision and the conditions in which selection decisions 

occur, especially as these decisions may be based on contextual demands and broader 

objectives beyond an athlete’s perceived future potential (Johnston & Baker 2022a). Decision 

making can be influenced at all levels in a sporting organisation (Taylor et al., 2022). The 

micro level comprises the individual interactions of daily practices, for example individual 

judgements regarding selection. The meso level represents a collection of micro systems in 

the form of a single organisation, academy (Martindale et al., 2005; Mills et al., 2014) or 

TDEs (Henriksen et al., 2010; Hauser et al., 2024). The macro is the wider system in which 

micro/meso interactions take place, and is under the influence of a governing body, national, 

or international sporting systems. This means that depending on the circumstance, talent 
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selection can be influenced at the micro level (the judgements of individual actors), meso 

level (systems and processes of an individual organisation), and macro (resource allocation 

and policy). Developing a greater understanding of the complexity and dynamics of talent 

selection decisions at every level of a sporting organisation could support an evidence-

informed approach related to the design and operation of the talent system, beyond the 

standard models of talent identification (Røsten et al., 2023). Taken together, the literature 

highlights significant limitations in current decision-making frameworks, reinforcing the need 

for broader research into the talent selection practices of experienced talent selectors. As 

such, and in line with Johnston and Baker (2022a) recommendations, Chapter 3 examines the 

contextual demands and situational factors that affect talent selection decision making in elite 

talent systems and HPSEs.  
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Chapter 3: Hedge Trimming or Tree Felling? Context and Systemic 
Factors in Talent System Recruitment and Selection Decisions 

 

Costello, I., Taylor, J., & MacNamara, Á. (2024). Hedge Trimming or Tree Felling? Context 

and Systemic Factors in Talent System Recruitment and Selection Decisions. Journal of 

Expertise, Vol 7, no.3. 

 
3.1 Introduction 
 
As discussed in Section 2.4, talent selection decisions represent a critical element of a talent 

system, and decision making related to the future potential of athletes has received increasing 

research attention (e.g., Johnston & Baker, 2022). Given the non-linear and dynamic nature 

of an athlete’s development journey, such decisions are inherently complex, highly nuanced, 

and influenced by a multitude of factors (Baker et al., 2020; Larkin et al., 2022). Research 

suggests that selection decisions vary considerably across environments and sports, 

particularly in relation to the timing at which they are made (Güllich, 2014; Baker et al., 

2018) As outlined in Section 2.4, the capacity to make predictive decisions about an athlete’s 

future performance levels is limited, particularly so, when those predictions are based on 

current performance levels. (Baker et al., 2018; Bjørndal et al., 2018). There is a dearth of 

research that attempts to study how knowledge shapes decision-making (Larkin & O’Connor, 

2017) and there is a need to understand the sources of information that selectors use to inform 

selection decisions (Larkin et al., 2022). This chapter aims to address the lack of empirical 

evidence guiding complex talent selection decisions and the scarcity of research investigating 

the processes by which selectors make judgements about the future success of an athlete 

(Johnston et al., 2018).  
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Existing research has consistently focused on assessing the accuracy of selection 

decisions rather that exploring the quality of the decision making process (Schorer et al., 

2017). Within the TID literature, selection decisions are frequently conceptualised as discrete 

events, evaluated retrospectively based on whether the athlete has been correctly selected or 

not (Pinder et al., 2013), creating a sense that decisions are final and binary. There are 

multiple examples in sport that present this type of binary decision e.g., the NBA or NFL 

draft (Johnston & Baker, 2022), but this type of decision is less prevalent in talent systems, 

where retain and release decisions take place over a longer period of time. As presented in 

Section 2.4, this reflects a ‘hedge-trimming’ approach (Klein, 2022), where athletes are 

retained in the talent system for longer durations, and decisions are subject to continuous 

updating, reducing the risk of error. As outlined in Section 7.3, however, there are practical 

challenges associated with implementing this approach, including the level of resources 

required to optimally support a higher number of athletes (Shelley et al., 2025). 

Rather than examining the selection process, much of the research has been focused 

on the individual level, suggesting that an selectors preferences, experiences, and beliefs 

about talent shape their judgements and decision making (Jokuschies et al., 2017). As 

highlighted in Section 2.4, these individual decisions are often underpinned by a lack of 

conceptual clarity, with evidence indicating that talent is interpreted differently by different 

individuals across contexts (Johnston & Baker, 2022). Despite the central role, selectors play 

in talent systems, there remains limited understanding of how individual make judgements or 

assess athletes’ qualities (Jones et al., 2020). Applied practice across talent systems continues 

to demonstrate an over-reliance on individual judgement.  

In addition, there is limited research that considers the broader system in which 

selection decisions are made. Johnston and Baker (2022) proposed that selection decisions 



 
 

54 

may be shaped by contextual demands and broader objectives beyond an athlete’s perceived 

future potential. As outlined in Section 2.4.1, selection does not occur in a vacuum and there 

is a need to consider the context and conditions in which selection decisions occur. Røsten et 

al. (2023) highlighted that talent selection decisions can be influenced by wider cultural 

factors, or as a result of systemic pressure (Sweeney et al., 2021). Reflecting this complexity, 

Røsten et al. (2023) suggest that sporting organisations need to be able to operate in 

conditions where selection is characterised by high levels of uncertainty regarding future 

outcomes. Developing a more nuanced understanding of the complexity and dynamics of 

selection decisions at every level of a sporting organisation could support an evidence-

informed approach related to the design and operation of talent systems (Røsten et al., 2023). 

Taylor et al. (2022) indicated that decision making can be influenced at all levels in a 

sporting organisation and referred to the notion of micro, meso, and macro levels as lenses to 

consider the application of strategy in a talent system. In this context, depending on the 

circumstance, talent selection can be influenced at the micro level (e.g., individual 

judgement), meso level (e.g., an organisation’ systems and processes), and macro (e.g., 

resource allocation).  

As a consequence of this, and taking my applied role into account, there is very little 

literature I can use to inform the structuring of selection processes at Munster Rugby. Thus, 

this chapter builds on previous research to critically explore selection decision making 

processes at an individual (micro) and systemic (meso/maco) level. My aim being to explore 

how team sport talent selection decision making occurred and examined the contextual and 

systemic factors that influenced the process. 
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3.2 Method 

3.2.1 Research Philosophy and Design 

Given my philosophical positioning outlined in Section 1.3, a pragmatic research 

philosophy underpinned this research, aiming to generate practically meaningful knowledge 

that can develop practice (Giacobbi et al., 2005). Rather than holding a specific ontological 

perspective, pragmatism is concerned with deploying an appropriate research methodology 

relative to the research question. In line with a pragmatic approach, a qualitative study was 

chosen, with data collected using semi-structured interviews, allowing for a deep examination 

of participants’ beliefs relating to talent selection and those of their organisations. The aim of 

the research being to interpret a practical problem, rather than form an absolute representation 

(Kelly & Cordeiro, 2020). By exploring the experiences of talent selectors across multiple 

sports, the aim was to generate a breadth and depth of understanding grounded in real-world 

experiences. This allowed for a deeper examination of the data by the researchers and making 

sense of the findings by relating them to applied experiences (Bryant, 2009). 

 

3.2.2 Participants 

A purposive sampling approach was used to identify experienced talent selectors 

across three professional sports. Based on the need to understand the systemic factors 

involved in selection, there was a need to sample from sports with well-established TD 

systems. Accordingly, three male professional sports were sampled (rugby union (n = 4), 

cricket (n = 4), and soccer (n = 4)) to ensure a rich account of how selectors make complex 

talent decisions across multiple sports and multiple environments. Each of the individual 

sports exhibits different selection practices, specifically related to age and stage of selection. 

Traditionally in soccer, selection decisions are made at a relatively young age in contrast to 

rugby union, where decisions are made much later and post-adolescence, and cricket sits 
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between the two sports where selection decisions generally take place slightly earlier than 

they do in rugby. Multiple selection systems are employed across sporting organisations, as 

evidenced by variation in (a) when decisions were made (age, stage, number), (b) how 

decisions were made (the processes employed to support decision making), and (c) who was 

involved (the number and background of selectors). 

Rugby union participants were employed across three National Governing Bodies 

(NGB) and one English Premiership club. Soccer participants were employed across two 

Category 1 and one Category 2 academies, with the fourth participant employed by an NGB. 

Cricket participants were all employed at professional county cricket level. The participants 

(all male) were recruited based on employment in key talent selection and recruitment 

positions, and extensive experience (M = 9.4 years, SD = 3.25). The study protocol was 

approved by the institutional research ethics committee (DCUREC/2023/001). All 

participants who were contacted via email consented and participated in interviews.  
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Table 3.1. Participants’ background and level of experience. 

Participants Sport Experience (years) 

Selector 1 (S1) Rugby Union 10 

Selector 2 (S2) Rugby Union 12 

Selector 3 (S3) Rugby Union 12 

Selector 4 (S4) Rugby Union 6 

Selector 5 (S5) Soccer 16 

Selector 6 (S6) Soccer 11 

Selector 7 (S7) Soccer 11 

Selector 8 (S8) Soccer 6 

Selector 9 (S9) Cricket 7 

Selector 10 (S10) Cricket 10 

Selector 11 (S11) Cricket 7 

Selector 12 (S12) Cricket 5 

 

3.2.3 Procedures 

Data were collected via semi-structured interviews, scheduled at the participants’ 

convenience. Due to the geographical spread of participants, the Zoom platform was selected, 

offering logistical benefits to both researchers and participants (e.g., syncing schedules in 

professional sport; Archibald et al., 2019). A semi-structured guide was developed to shape 

the interview, including probes and follow-up questions to clarify and expand on the 

participants’ answers (Smith & Sparkes, 2016). The interview guide was jointly developed by 

my supervisors and me, both of whom have significant TD experience across sports, both in 

practice and as researchers. A pilot interview was conducted with an experienced talent 

selection practitioner to refine the interview guide, resulting in changes to the structure of the 
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interview, that included swapping the order of question 4 and 5, and modifications to the 

prompts and probes. An example of modifications included the addition of a secondary 

element (Why do you think it happened?) to both Question 6 and 7. This prompted the 

participant to deeply consider the reasons they believed a player reached, or failed to reach an 

expected performance level. The Interviews lasted between 45—68 minutes (M = 57). 

 

Table 3.2. Semi-Structured Interview Guide. 

QUESTIONS 

1. Could you introduce yourself and provide an overview of the work you have done 
in talent pathways? 

2. What characteristics and behaviours do you look for when you identify and select 
players into your environment? 

3. What factors do you consider when making a decision? What sources of 
information do you use? 

4. Does your organisation influence your selection decisions? If yes, how? 

5. Looking back over your career, what are the biggest mistakes you feel you have 
made when identifying and selecting players? 

6. Could you tell me about a player that didn’t realise the potential you thought he 
had? Why do you think that happened? 

7.  Could you tell me about a player that you feel overachieved in terms of the 
potential you thought he had? Why do you think that happened? 

 

3.2.4 Data Analysis 

 All interviews were transcribed verbatim and subsequently checked for accuracy 

against audio recordings. Analysis was completed using a Reflective Thematic Analysis 

(RTA), considered epistemologically coherent and appropriate to explore, in-depth, the 

factors influencing decision making in the participant’s context. RTA recognises the 

researcher’s experience and values as being a resource in the process of analysis and theme 

generation occurs through active engagement with the data (Braun & Clarke, 2019). Given 

the pragmatic underpinning of the research, thematic analysis was appropriate for translating 

findings into practice (Sandelowski & Leeman, 2012). 
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Analysis was conducted utilising the six phases outlined by Braun & Clarke (2019) 

which promote a reflexive and flexible approach to the phases of analysis. All phases used 

NVivo (version 14) as a tool to support this flexible movement between stages. The first 

phase involved becoming familiar with the data, reading and re-reading transcripts, 

highlighting and annotating areas of interest. Second, coding was conducted on a surface 

(semantic) level, followed by generating latent codes capturing underlying meaning (Braun & 

Clarke, 2019). Codes were then organised into initial themes through an active and 

interpretive process (Braun & Clarke, 2021). This step entailed significant involvement of 

one of my supervisors, acting as a critical friend in questioning the shared meaning of codes. 

This involvement led to a joint process of review and refinement of themes to ensure 

coherence with the overall data set (Braun & Clarke, 2019). In the fifth stage, iterative steps 

were taken to finalise the definitions and naming of overarching themes and sub-themes. The 

final stage of analysis is the write-up, presented below.  

Professional male team sports provides an appropriate context for understanding these 

decisions as it has a history of developed practice related to talent selection decision making. 

The study involved twelve experienced talent selectors operating in twelve individual talent 

systems, across three professional sports, to ensure rich data from a wide range of sporting 

contexts. The results are presented through a micro, meso and macro framework.  

 

3.2.5 Trustworthiness 

Given the importance of credibility and trust, I aimed to develop a level of rapport 

with participants prior to interview through email and phone exchanges (McGrath et al., 

2019). Credibility and rapport were enhanced by my positioning in a similar role within 

Munster Rugby (Berger, 2015), which may also have increased the likelihood of participant 

openness. Following the six-phase RTA process, member reflections were utilised, which 
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involved sending all participants a tabulated summary of final themes to invite reflections of 

the themes generated (Smith & McGannon, 2018). I chose to provide participants with a 

summary of their account rather than the full transcript because, within interpretivist 

qualitative methodologies, member reflection is used to confirm that participants’ meanings 

have been represented fairly not, to have them verify a verbatim transcript or endorse the 

researcher’s interpretation.  A concise, summary enabled participants to verify that the key 

points, events, and intentions they had expressed were accurately captured without being 

overwhelmed by the level of detail contained in a verbatim transcript. Participants were 

encouraged to share reflections with further comments, or any additional information or 

experiences that they felt was relevant to share. These reflections were used to add to the 

overall richness of the dataset and were integrated in the main body of analysis. An example 

is selector one commenting on the impact of frequent staff turnover on the organisation’s 

shared decision making processes, a result of less expertise amongst individuals and less 

shared understanding.  

Throughout data collection and analysis, I kept a reflexive journal to reflect 

participants' experiences related to selection and against my positionality as a relative 

‘insider’ (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009). The reflexive journal was used as an audit trail and to 

critically reflect on the research process, data collection, and analysis. This augmented 

trustworthiness both through deep engagement with the data and reflection of my 

interpretation of participant experience (Finlay, 2006; Patton, 2002). Importantly, I used this 

reflexive journal to examine my personal assumptions, something particularly important 

given my experience and professional role. This was not to control positioning, but to reflect 

on my presuppositions, experiences and overall rationale. Further, my supervision team, who 

are both experienced qualitative researchers, acted as critical friends throughout (Shaw, 2010; 
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Braun & Clarke, 2022). Finally, sampling across three professional sports and multiple 

environments was intended to enhance transferability.  

 
 
3.3 Results and Discussion 
 

This chapter explored how team sport talent selection decision making occurred and 

the contextual factors that influenced the process. Data analysis generated three themes: (1) 

Micro-level factors, representing the judgements of individual actors; (2) Meso-level factors, 

how the systems and processes of an individual organisation influenced selection; (3) Macro-

level factors, how resource allocation and policy at the national level led to specific decision 

processes. The developed themes are presented in Table 3.3, with all sub-themes presented in 

italics.  
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Table 3.3. Overarching themes, themes and sub-themes produced by the RTA. 

Overarching Themes Themes Sub-Themes RAW DATA EXEMPLAR 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Micro-level Factors 

 
 

Education/experience 
of individual actors 

 

Declarative 
Knowledge 

The lack of understanding of coaches to the concept of talent and what transfers 
to the professional game at the top end (S4) 

 
Experiential 
Knowledge 

You build up a sort of experiential knowledge base of what you instinctively 
understand to be true of those that will transition. And then trying to articulate 
that, and make sense of that and process that for yourself, I guess is the ultimate 
key because some of that will be highly nuanced, it'll be ambiguous and it will 
be come with a high degree of cognitive bias. (S3) 

 
 
 

Working in 
Complexity 

 
Sources of Information 

So I think it's more a case of how can we utilize this information to make sure 
that whatever we do next, has a positive impact on the player. Rather than 
utilising it on the basis of you're in or you're out. (S3) 

Changing weighting of 
information over time 

I wasn't as educated as I am now around maturation and getting too excited 
about players at too young an age I think we're all guilty of. (S10) 

 
Organisational 

Awareness 

Yeah, so I try to not let the organization's current position affect my long-term 
decision making. I try and put both hats on, right what do we need now and 
what are biases from first team staff and from technical director that I need to 
manage, what are we looking at for long term? (S8) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Organisational 
Influences 

 
Organisational Culture 

The conceptualisation of talent in the organisation is top down driven so, 
whether implicitly or explicitly, there will be a weighting of subjective views on 
individuals on what the organisation values. (S8) 

 
Succession Planning 

 

I think succession planning is everything around managing elite performance in 
our environment, and being really clear on what our recruitment targets are and 
what exactly we really need within the group, communication with people that 
are in your program as well, and making sure everyone's really clear on what 
you're actually trying to do. (S11) 

 
Group decision 

Processes 

 
Decision Hygiene 

 

Anything that we collect from scouts is their opinion. It's also backed up with 
any match data you collect over time, more than one scout or more than one 
coach. And then, by the end of the season, or the end of the phase, you've got a 
package of information to provide a case. (S10) 
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Meso-level Factors 

 
Retrospective Reviews 

It was really interesting to go and sit down with people and go through all our 
decisions, we called it ‘black box thinking’, why did we do what we did? And, 
you know, let's learn from what we've done. (S5) 

 
 

Interdisciplinary 
Triangulation 

So I do rely on my coaches’ eye and on my belief system quite a bit. But I try to 
step back from that. And our decision making and the process that we go 
through, it's a multidisciplinary approach. Every member of every department 
that works with the player is in the initial meetings, everybody gets a voice 
around what we feel we should do for giving or not giving scholarships, same 
with professional contracts, that then gets accelerated and then it starts to 
become streamlined and it is key decision makers. (S10) 

 
 

Shared Understanding 

 
 

Shared Model 

We've worked quite hard on that over the last five years, because that was 
certainly something we weren't doing well. And I think a good pathway lead 
will also establish very clearly from a pathway and Academy point of view, how 
you're going to recruit players, and how you're going to talent ID. The challenge 
is then making sure that it taps into the succession planning of the club and that 
does take a lot of work. (S10) 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Macro-level Factors 

 
Systemic Resourcing 

 
Impact of resourcing 
on decision making 

Huge financial and resource challenges and a relatively small number of staff 
who have a lot of roles that they need to fulfil so they are stretched and thin in 
their ability to put the right amount of time and resource into these decisions. 
(S4) 

 
Macro system design 
 

Placement of selection 
points 

And I think because our pathway is also capped at 18  there is also this 
unnecessary pressure to make a decision on a player at 18, when you should be 
able to engage with them beyond that. (S10) 

 
The High Performance 

Milieu 

 
Job Security 

They're getting judged over the next three games, if you lose those games you're 
out of a job. So anything longer than that often, not always, they're not so 
interested in supporting your recruitment decisions on players. (S5) 

 
Short-termism 

We need to have a youth player development model that stays in, it's not 
changed every couple of years based on a new direction from a new high 
performance director. We’ve had several changes at the top in recent years and 
each time a new technical model. (S6) 
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3.3.1 Micro-level factors that influence individual judgements.  
 

The first generated theme concerned the micro factors that influence individual 

judgements in the process of talent selection, relating specifically to the judgement of specific 

actors. These subthemes were the education and experience of the individual actors and 

working in complexity.  

 
Education and experience of individual actors 
 
 Whilst aware of the limitations of their individual capacity to make predictions, 

participants perceived that over time, their individual contribution to selection decisions was 

significantly enhanced. This perception was the result of deliberate steps taken by 

participants in their own education and development, alongside the accumulation of 

experience, and reflection on this experience. This combination of knowledge forms and 

experience was perceived to be a core feature of enhanced decision-making (cf. Klein et al., 

2006). As an example, participants reflected on early decisions made in their careers and how 

errors in judgement perceived to stem from a lack of knowledge about the difference between 

current performance and future potential (Baker et al., 2018): 

When I reflect on my decisions I made early in my career I was looking at players 

based on current performance and didn’t have an understanding of how that linked to 

potential because I didn’t have experience at the top end of the pathway. The critical 

bit is that the longer I was exposed to the senior game, I had a reference point for how 

I could look at an individual relative to that. Having that reference point was critical 

(S4). 

Indicating the complex interaction between knowledge and experience, participants discussed 

how these perceived errors acted as catalysts for reflection and how they sought declarative 

knowledge to support the evolution of their selection beliefs and enhance their selection 

practices: 
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You come to the conclusion, when you've mucked up a couple of times, that ‘what 

you see isn't what you always get’. So that's what drove me into the research and 

exploring the dynamics of human development, ultimately, because I couldn't believe 

how some people presented and how quickly they changed (S3). 

This process of developing declarative knowledge was perceived by the participants to 

enhance more intuitive selection judgements (Klein, 2015). Selector 11 reflected on how they 

“built up a sort of experiential knowledge base of what you instinctively understand to be true 

of those that will transition”. As selectors accumulated experience, initial judgements made 

about individuals were perceived to be “very much implicit, intuitive decisions around 

players on the basis of feel and understanding of previous experiences” (S2). Notably, for all 

participants, there was a sense of the fallibility of this knowledge and the limitations of 

drawing on individual personal experience when “those previous experiences inform the 

prediction of future potential” (S1) (cf. Johnston & Baker, 2022). This acknowledgement of 

fallibility seemed to influence a conscious, deliberative auditing of their judgement using 

different techniques and processes. 

 
Working in Complexity 
 

Against the need for greater understanding of the information and processes used to 

inform selection decisions (Larkin et al., 2022), participants outlined a variety of techniques 

and processes used to gather information and deliberatively consider judgments (Johnston & 

Baker, 2022). Participants highlighted the use of both objective and subjective sources of 

information to inform judgements (Roberts et al., 2019), with objective data often used for 

development rather than selection purposes: “we use data once the players are actually in the 

building as a source to improve rather than as a source to make [selection] decisions” (S11). 

Selector 9 provided an example of blending the various data sources to “build a powerful 

case” to support their talent selection decisions: 
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There is a blend of both subjective and objective data, which involves both your 

senses and experience telling you this kid will hold up from a skill point of view and 

from a character, personality and behaviour point of view (S9).  

Participants discussed the collection and use of anthropometric and performance data across 

talent systems. Yet, they expressed significant caution of the interpretation of objective data, 

especially if seen as a means of ‘debiasing’ the selection process: 

So I think it's more a case of how we can utilise this information to make sure that 

whatever we do next has a positive impact on the player, rather than utilising it on the 

basis of whether you're in or you're out (S3).  

Utilising data as a development tool in this way is supportive of using data to ‘hedge trim’ 

rather than ‘tree-fell’ (Klein 2022). That is, decision making was enhanced by continuously 

updating information, rather than deselection on the basis of a data point or performance in a 

single trial. This seemed to reflect a heightened appreciation of the multifaceted and emergent 

nature of talent (Baker & Wattie, 2018), that enabled selectors to become more comfortable 

dealing with uncertainty: “I’ve learned much more to live in the grey, I’ve learned much 

more to hedge my bets” (S1). Supporting the need to manage complexity and uncertainty, 

many participants discussed something akin to a probabilistic approach (Morganti et al., 

2023). Aligned with the more deliberative and less intuitive auditing of decisions, participants 

perceived the need to continuously update their view of an athlete over time, using more 

information and data to inform the selection process: “these decisions need to be made 

around a player’s capacity to develop further and how much room you can give that person to 

do that over the next 3-4 years” (S3). 

Participants also reflected on the changing of information weighting over time, 

emphasising the contribution of particular data sets over others when making talent selection 

decisions. Participants attached greater weighting to a range of subjective data, based on a 
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perception of greater validity, while recognising potential limitations: “[selection] is highly 

nuanced, ambiguous and it will come with a high degree of cognitive bias” (S3). 

Inexperienced selectors were “drawn towards making decisions based on what was visceral 

and obvious” (S7) and had a “mental model of what current performance looked like but had 

a limited understanding of the value of psychosocial characteristics, which are harder to 

identify” (S4). Participants reported an increased weighting of psychosocial factors in making 

judgements, perceiving less observable and measurable factors to be a key differentiator in 

players transitioning to senior level (Collins & MacNamara, 2017; Rees et al., 2016): 

“looking back I know now that he was ridiculously driven and focused” (S6). Selector seven 

reported a shift away from predominantly focusing “on an athlete’s current performance to 

more of a consideration of their future potential”. Thus, participants put significant weight on 

data from the ‘coach’s eye’ (Sieghartsleitner et al., 2019; Lath et al., 2021), but this was not 

only considered an intuitive phenomenon (Roberts et al., 2020), with participants also 

drawing on deliberative reflection and use of mental models: “you build a knowledge over a 

period of time and your experience comes through successes and failures” (S8). Participants 

described selection judgements as “a classic combination of art and science and a lot of the 

art is knowing the individual” (S10).  

Individual organisational awareness was considered essential when dealing with 

uncertainty and working effectively in complex and dynamic environments (see Chapter 4). 

Participants discussed an awareness of how organisational factors (meso) could influence 

their selection decisions: “I try to not let the organisation's current position affect my long-

term decision making” (S6), highlighting the challenge associated with maintaining a long 

term development focus against the backdrop of a short-term position in the organisation. 

Participants believed that while it was important to consider many contextual factors, a key 

principle guiding selection decisions was: “what are we looking at for the long term?” (S6), 
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allowing for complex interactions in development and further mitigating the risk associated 

with time-pressured decisions (Henriksen & Stambulova, 2017). Reflecting on the tension 

between short term and long term agendas, selector seven acknowledged the importance of 

organisational awareness: “I try to put both hats on, ‘what do we need now?’ and ‘what are 

biases from first team staff and from the technical director that I need to manage?”’ A long-

term development perspective supported a “shift from early on making decisions based on 

what a player cannot do, and therefore more likely to deselect” (S2), towards an approach that 

encouraged a focus on “what they can do and what we can do to improve players” (S4). This 

speaks clearly to individual context as it considers not only what an athlete could do or could 

become (Morganti et al., 2023), but also considers how this matches the resources and 

expertise available to an athlete in their environment to support their development and realise 

their potential (Araújo & Davids, 2011). 

 

3.3.2 Meso-level factors that influence talent selection  
 

The second theme centred around the meso factors that influence talent selection, 

focusing specifically on the systems and processes of an individual organisation. These were 

organisational influences, group decision processes, and shared understanding. 

Organisational Influences 

Organisational culture was described by Henriksen and Stambulova (2017, p. 272) as 

a key ESF consisting of cultural artefacts, espoused values, and basic assumptions. 

Participants perceived that selection decisions were consciously influenced by cultural 

considerations within their organisation (Hodge et al., 2014). Some participants reflected that: 

“whether implicitly, or explicitly, the conceptualisation of talent is top-down” (S4), with 

athletes needed to demonstrate qualities valued by the upper echelons of an organisation. 

These beliefs were seen to influence selection throughout the talent system: “there will be a 
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weighting of subjective views on individuals based on what an organisation values” (S7). 

Selector eight reflected that his was “a very working class club” where visible demonstrations 

of commitment were central to the culture of the club, and recognised as a key positive factor 

in promoting selection. The ‘no dickheads’ selection policy of the New Zealand All Blacks 

(Hodge et al., 2014), is an explicit example of how selection has been used to maintain, or 

change organisational culture (Cruickshank et al., 2013), and although the culture of the 

senior team was acknowledged as an influencing factor, participants stressed that “you 

wouldn’t exclude players solely on the basis of that [senior team culture]” (S1).  

In addition to the perceived potential of the individual, participants discussed the need 

to consider if there was a vacancy for an athlete to move into. Thus, succession planning was 

considered a prominent organisational factor influencing selection decisions: “succession 

planning is everything around managing elite performance in our environment and being 

really clear on what our recruitment targets are and what we need in the group” (S11). There 

was an expectation among participants that “you have to fulfil a role on what the needs of the 

professional environment are” (S4) and they recognised that “there are context decisions to 

be made” (S3). Selection decisions are often based on a range of contextual factors including 

available opportunities within an organisation: “you are going to be influenced to recruit 

based on what that environment needs at that particular time” (S4). Participants recognised 

situations where opportunities for selection were compromised, for example, where there is a 

“strong financial position and a larger playing senior squad and academy players have always 

got to do more to get a playing opportunity…which affects future selection decisions” (S10). 

In this sense, effective succession planning could be stripped back to “knowing who needs to 

be ready when” (S11).  
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Group Decision Process  

Interdisciplinary triangulation was highlighted as common practice in talent selection 

used by organisations in this study. This involved integrating information, subjective and 

objective data, techniques and perspectives from a number of specialised teams within an 

organisation to support decision making. Røsten et al. (2023) found that coaches compared 

how they evaluated and analysed players by putting information together, much like 

completing a puzzle. Reflecting the variety of approaches to talent selection between 

organisations, Selector 10 described a less common process “where a specific person 

oversees the recruitment of staff and recruitment of players” with the aim of “taking the load 

and the pressure and the conflict of interest off the remaining staff members”. An 

interdisciplinary decision process however was found to be utilised in many organisations 

with “all departments having their say within a thorough internal audit process” (S7). These 

processes were used to deliberatively audit predictions made by sport specialists to “try to 

step back” (S6) and involve the wider support team to work in an integrated manner to 

strengthen selection processes (Burns et al., 2024): 

The decision making process we go through is a multidisciplinary approach, every 

member that works with that player is in the initial meeting and everyone gets a voice 

and an opinion on suitability for scholarships or professional contracts (S10). 

 Kahneman et al. (2021) introduced the concept of decision hygiene, suggesting its 

purpose is to improve human judgement by reducing the influence of noise. Decision hygiene 

techniques within an organisation were found to be part of a more deliberative and formal 

approach used to reduce noise in selection. These techniques include the use of consistent, 

preventative measures to minimise the chance of noise such as thinking statistically, choosing 

and training better judges, and aggregating judgements with participants sharing examples of 

these techniques: 
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We had certain criteria for people that we would bring forward to those selection 

meetings. How many times have we seen them? We need to have seen and reported 

on their plan at least five times. There was a threshold, and we would grade them. But 

we wouldn't even discuss a player that hadn't been seen that many times. (S5) 

Selector 10 reflected on a process that involved decomposing talent indicators (Lüdin et al., 

2023) where “players were assessed and graded based on previously identified performance 

characteristics and indicators and limiters of potential” (S10), which was perceived to 

promote more deliberative thinking and reflection, ultimately enhancing the selection process 

(Marcoci et al., 2023). Predictions or assessments based on predefined decision rules suggest 

something akin to an actuarial approach which often leads to superior performance 

predictions (Den Hartigh et al., 2018). An aggregation of judgements (Kahneman et al., 2021) 

has been associated with improved decision-making accuracy and by extension a similar 

multidisciplinary approach utilising collective intelligence (Radcliffe et al., 2019) and 

appropriate decision hygiene techniques could be expected to strengthen the validity of talent 

selection decisions.  

Reflective practice has been established as common practice in coaching (Cushion, 

2018), including talent selection decisions. Participants in the current study provided various 

accounts of retrospective reviews post-selection to evaluate the validity of a decision and 

potentially strengthen future decision making. Selector five reflected on a review of the 

decision process: “we examined why we did what we did, with no blame, just to learn from 

what we did, why we did it” rather than focus on the ultimate outcome: “was it a bad decision 

if he went on to flourish at another club?” (S7). As was captured by the reflections of 

participants, binary notions of poor decision making were rejected:  
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It’s very hard to evaluate successful decision making because once deselected and 

players move outside your environment there are so many factors no longer in your 

control it’s almost impossible to justify that with future status (S4).  

Indeed, this suggests that a review procedure with a focus on the decision making process 

rather than the outcome might be considered more appropriate when evaluating the efficacy 

of selection decisions.  

Shared Understanding 

Collaboration and coherence within a TDE is considered to be a feature of a 

functional environment (Hauser et al., 2024) and developing a shared model related to talent 

selection was considered by the participants to have a positive effect on their decision making 

(Mathieu et al., 2000). Taylor et al. (2022) proposed that developing shared models at all 

levels of the talent system may have a positive effect on enhanced practice. Participants 

recognised the importance of a SMM (Barraclough et al., 2023), but reflected on how a lack 

of shared understanding resulted in incoherent selection practices: “no, we don’t, [have a 

shared model] it's not aligned, we tried to do it a few years ago and we got to a certain stage 

but certain people still went on their own track” (S2). Participants stressed that a shared 

model should “tap into the succession planning of the club” (S1) but acknowledged the 

difficulty in implementing principles related to talent selection and developing a collective 

understanding across their organisation:  

I don’t believe that the time and effort had been put into yet to actually lead to a 

shared mental model top-to-bottom. It had been produced and was being promoted 

but hadn’t yet entered the social consciousness of everyone on the pathway. (S4) 

Participants described “bespoke mental models” (S3) and reflected that: “in terms of joining 

up philosophies on scouting, recruitment and retention across the club, we are as joined up as 

ever, we worked hard over the last five years because it was something we weren’t doing 
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well” (S10). Participants believed that the development of a shared understanding was 

influenced from the top down as it was “established very clearly from a good pathway lead 

on how you talent ID and how you recruit players” (S4). To mitigate against the risks that 

might result in a misaligned philosophy within the club, S4 reflected that their organisation: 

“did a lot of work internally to understand talent” and developed a “strong collaborative 

approach to understand what we were trying to identify and why”.  

 
3.3.3 Macro-level factors that influence selection 
 
The third generated theme concerned the macro factors that influence talent selction, focusing 

on the wider system in which micro/meso interactions take place, e.g. levels of systemic 

resourcing, macro system design, and the high-performance milieu. 

Systemic Resourcing 

There was shared awareness amongst the participants of the impact of resourcing on 

decision making as it shaped processes and systems related to talent selection at all levels in 

their respective organisations. Taylor et al. (2022) proposed that selection should be 

considered from a resource allocation perspective and that decisions about when and how to 

select should be viewed as a matter of strategic priority. Participants acknowledged that 

resources were often limited and that there were “huge financial and resource challenges” 

(S5), due to a “relatively small number of staff who have multiple roles to fulfil so they are 

stretched thin” (S1). This not only challenged the capacity of the staff to “put the right 

amount of time and resources into these [selection] decisions” (S5), but also had a significant 

impact on many athletes by challenging how long individual organisations could keep 

athletes in the talent system to make more informed selection decisions: 

One of the key things from a strategic point of view is where do you put resources and 

time and energy? You’re saying realistically you've got to make some strategic 

decisions from a TID point of view with limited resources” (S2). 
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Such challenges are amplified when there is a lack of clarity and consistency in the existing 

literature regarding good selection practice (Till & Baker, 2020).  

Macro System Design 

Another example of the impact of resources on talent selection is decisions related to the 

placement of selection points. Participants highlighted a high degree of variability in the 

selection method and the timing of selection points in the various talent systems (e.g., soccer 

selection decisions were made significantly earlier than rugby). Participants struggled to 

provide an evidence-informed rationale for the regulatory mechanisms that imposed selection 

points. For example, in the case of one sport, it was perceived that decision points early in the 

system were regulated by a governing body, but lacked the necessary resourcing for an 

appropriate selection process:  

Structurally there are huge challenges, so the whole structure of the system is 

fundamentally flawed where the initial point of selection happens outside the remit of 

the academy (S4). 

Instead, selection decisions often rested with less experienced staff without the individual 

capacities, or group processes for effective decision making. Often regulatory cut-off points: 

“pathway selection was capped at 18 years of age” (S10), created “unnecessary pressure to 

make a decision on a player when you should be able to engage with them beyond that” 

(S10). This may suggest that rather than individual actors being ‘guilty’ of type II errors of 

decision making, these errors are a feature, or by-product of macro-level policy decisions. 

Where macro policies encouraged early selection instead of ‘hedge-trimming’ decisions, 

participants believed that it compromised their ability to make well-informed selection 

decisions over time (Johnston & Baker, 2020). The potential risks (errors) associated with 

this type of selection method become magnified in organisations with limited resources that 

need to make challenging decisions based on the optimum deployment of those resources. 
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Chapter 7 includes macro polices employed at Munster rugby to support a hedge-trimming 

approach and practical measures to ensure experienced academy staff are involved in 

decision making at the early stages of the talent system.  

High-performance Milieu 

Short-termism within an organisation, a feature associated with a dysfunctional environment 

(Hauser et al., 2024), was highlighted as a key element that had the ability to influence talent 

selection decision making. Participants believed that where short-termism was driven from 

the top down, it conferred pressure and forced inappropriately early selection decisions: 

“people focus on what they want now at the top end and don't appreciate the process or the 

journey people go on to get there” (S3). Selector 2 reflected that senior coaches “didn’t react 

positively to somebody who doesn’t fit what they need them to be at a moment in time”. This 

acted to make future selection decisions overly cautious, to prevent further conflict or 

reputational consequence.  

Elite sport is a high-pressure, result-driven business and in many situations the job 

security of senior staff in an organisation (cf. Taylor et al., 2022) was cited as influencing 

talent selection decision making:  

They're getting judged over the next three games, if you lose those games you're out 

of a job. So anything longer than that often, not always, they're not so interested in 

supporting your recruitment decisions on players. (S5) 

Talent identification and selection are inherently uncertain and unpredictable (Røsten et al., 

2023). Participants reflected on the challenges associated with operating in unpredictable 

conditions, about to “work with his fourth director of [club name] in ten years” (S9). Some 

participants aimed to mitigate these stressors by generating “a player identification and 

development model that stays in and not changed every couple of years based on a new 

direction from a new performance director” (S10). In summary, participants reflected that in 
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such a volatile, dynamic environment, pressures within the organisation and a lack of 

alignment often made it “difficult to adopt a consistent long-term perspective to talent 

identification and development” (S11). 

 

3.4 General Discussion  

This study aimed to explore how team-sport selection decision making occurred and 

examined the contextual factors that influenced the process. Micro (individual), meso 

(organisational) and macro (system) lenses were used to capture the range of factors that 

impact talent selection across an entire talent system. The research also sought to contribute 

to an underexplored area of study within talent selection by exploring the sources of 

information that talent selectors use when shaping and updating beliefs about an athlete’s 

potential, how they utilise that information to form judgements, and provide insight into the 

process of decision making for talent selection rather than the outcome itself.  

Till and Baker (2020) describe talent selection as an ongoing process of identifying 

individuals at various stages of development that demonstrate prerequisite levels of 

performance. This description acknowledges the complexity of talent selection highlighting 

that there are multiple decision types, at various stages and time points across a talent system, 

and it was found that initial selection is often the responsibility of staff with limited 

understanding and experience related to the nuances of talent identification. Also, despite 

participants stressing its importance, there seemed to often be a lack of a shared 

understanding within participants’ organisations to guide complex talent selection decisions. 

Internal turnover of staff and frequent changes at the top level of an organisation, features 

associated with elite-level sport, challenge the integration and consistency of talent selection 

philosophies and practices. Short-term pressure to win at senior level has the potential to 

influence selection decisions and compromise an athlete’s long-term development plan by 
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prematurely promoting an athlete or in some cases limiting opportunities for an athlete to 

progress to senior level.    

Recognising that talent selection is an ongoing process supports the view that talent 

emerges and is dynamic and multidimensional (Baker et al., 2019). Practically, this favours a 

hedge-trimming approach, with the continual updating of judgement and beliefs through 

repeated observation and interaction with athletes. (see Chapter 7, Section 3.1, for a 

discussion on the implementation of this approach in Munster Rugby). Both in practice and 

research, this should be contrasted with a tree-felling approach with static selection time 

points where an athlete is simply in or out. It is in this manner that both practice and research 

should consider the significant differences between types of decision making. Hedge-

trimming acknowledges the limits of long term prediction and supports the ideal of “as many 

as possible, for as long as possible” (Erikstad et al., 2021), to provide athletes with the 

opportunity to develop over an extended period of time (Till & Baker, 2020). Bjørndal and 

Ronglan (2021) propose a similar strategy based on incremental analysis and decision making 

as preferable when faced with complex problems. There is also a need to recognise that in 

many cases, regulatory mechanisms and practical considerations mean that ‘tree-felling’ will 

be prominent across contexts. It is the ‘tree-felling’ sense that type II errors should be of 

concern, where athletes are deselected prematurely, but with no opportunity for return (Baker 

et al., 2018). 

There are numerous challenges, including limited resources and suitable expertise 

associated with compiling, analysing and interpreting data to support talent selection. 

Interestingly, participants in the current study perceived subjective data as more valid than 

objective data, considering psychosocial data in particular, critical to inform selection 

decisions. This became increasingly important the closer athletes were to transitioning into 

senior squads. Bar-Eli et al. (2023) also argue that a big data approach could be applied to 
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strengthen the link between subjective and objective approaches. Once again, this raises the 

question of resources that would be required to invest in the education of key stakeholders to 

interpret and utilise the data. Güllich and Barth (2023) suggest that regardless of data or 

information available to selectors, junior performance has limited predictive value for senior 

performance, questioning the relevance of deploying limited resources to collection and 

analysis of data that may not be helpful in making selection decisions in the talent system. 

Finally, specifically considering the context, talent selection decision making in elite sport 

lacks continuous feedback (often a delay of years) to update information and enhance the 

ability to forecast or make predictions based on an athlete’s future success (Johnston & 

Baker, 2020). In this respect, it is important to note that there is a dearth of existing 

longitudinal data that could be utilised to understand and support decision making.  

The findings of this chapter have the potential to influence how talent systems are 

structured to support decision making at every level. Whilst acknowledging the practical 

necessity of the use of ‘tree-felling’, systems should be structured in a manner that allows for 

‘hedge-trimming’ as far as possible to expand opportunities for players to emerge as talented 

athletes (Røsten et al.,  2023). However, there are practical challenges associated with 

implementing this approach, including the level of resources required to optimally support a 

higher number of athletes (Shelley et al., 2025). Selection decisions should be relatively low 

risk for athlete re-entry and allowing for the non-linearity of progression so often a feature of 

the literature (e.g., Güllich, 2014). Within organisations, the need for recognition of the type 

of decision that is being taken is required. For ‘tree-felling’ decisions that utilises less 

longitudinal information, the recommendations of Klein (2022) suggest the need for more 

classical decision making approaches that are prominent in the talent literature (e.g., Bar-Eli 

et al., 2023; Kahneman et al., 2021). Regardless, despite views that developing SMMs can 

enforce conformity and groupthink, if content is appropriate they offer the potential for 
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greater collective understanding and coherence of approach to selection. These findings, 

when considered alongside literature pointing to the complex interactions between an 

athlete’s environment, tasks and experiences, suggest that retrospectively considering the 

validity of selection decisions is, at best, unproductive.  Instead, focusing on the decision 

making process rather than the outcome of the decision itself is likely to be a more productive 

use of limited resources, time and energy. Further research into applied talent selection 

practices will impact our ability to make effective decisions related to how, where and when 

we allocate and deploy limited resources at various points on the pathway, to optimise the 

selection and development process in the future. 
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Chapter 4: Stand up and Fight: A Case Study of a Professional Rugby 

Club Negotiating a Covid-19 Crisis, a Talent Development Perspective. 
 

Costello, I., Belton, S., & MacNamara, Á. (2022). Stand up and Fight: A Case Study of a 

Professional Rugby Club Negotiating a COVID-19 Crisis, a Talent Development 

Perspective. Sports, 10(8), 124. https://doi.org/10.3390/sports10080124 

 

4.1 Introduction 

The overarching aim of the thesis is: “to examine a multi-stakeholder perspective of 

coherence, alignment and integrated practice at various stages of an elite rugby pathway.” 

Chapter 4 directly aligns with this aim by providing a real-world, naturally occurring stress 

test of the Munster talent system to examine the readiness or effectiveness of a talent system 

from a system and player development perspective. The Covid -19 crisis created an atypical, 

high-stakes situation that revealed: the degree of alignment across the pathway, 

the level of coherence in players’ experiences, and how well integrated practice between 

academy and senior environments was functioning. These constructs are identified in Chapter 

1 and Chapter 2 as essential features of effective talent systems (e.g., Henriksen et al., 2010; 

Taylor & Collins, 2021) and form the central conceptual spine of the thesis. 

Thus, Chapter 4 operationalises and examines these core concepts under real pressure, 

providing direct evidence toward the thesis aim. The research involves a case-study of a 

professional rugby team, investigating the outcomes of practice as evidenced by a once-off 

opportunity, presented by a highly irregular event. 

In December 2021, during the worldwide Covid-19 pandemic, Munster Rugby 

travelled to South Africa on a two-game tour as part of the United Rugby Championship 

(URC). Immediately on their return, they were scheduled to play Wasps in the first round of 

the Heineken Champions Cup. Following Covid testing, fourteen players and staff remained 



 
 

81 

in quarantine in South Africa, while a further 34 isolated in Ireland for ten days upon their 

return. This resulted in all members of the squad that travelled to South Africa, both players 

and staff, being unavailable for preparation (and selection) for the game against Wasps. A 

small number of senior contracted players (n = 10) had not travelled with the squad to South 

Africa (seven staying due to participation in an Irish Rugby series of matches, while three 

were returning from injury). To fulfil the Wasps fixture, Munster were forced to select a 

squad comprising of those 10 senior players, along with young academy and NTS players 

chosen from the Munster pathway. Fourteen players were selected to make their European 

debut in this game; twelve of those represented Munster at senior level for the first time. In 

addition, the senior coaching staff were unavailable due to covid protocols meaning that the 

Academy staff led preparations for the game, and coached and managed the team on game 

day itself.  

I had been appointed Munster Academy Manager in July 2021, six months prior to the 

game in question, after returning from coaching professionally in the UK for five seasons. I 

had previously held positions in Munster Rugby as a senior team assistant coach from 2010-

2016 and as academy coach from 2008-2010. With all Munster senior coaches forced to 

isolate as described above, I became the de facto head coach for the Wasps game on 13th 

December 2021. Coincidentally, my last three years coaching in the UK, immediately prior to 

my return to Munster, were spent working as an Assistant coach with Wasps Rugby, during 

which time I enrolled on a Professional Doctorate exploring TD systems.  

 Reflecting the need for coherence, alignment, and integrated practice as key 

requirements of player development (Webb et al., 2016), there is increasing consideration of 

how best to design and operationalise the TD system. Defined in Section 2.2.2, coherence 

refers to different elements of a players experience holding logical connection and being 

mutually reinforcing; integration refers to the extent to which inputs are systematically 
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combined (Taylor et al., 2022). In professional sports such as rugby, the talent system often 

includes an academy and sub-academy, with the academy linked both structurally and 

systematically with the senior team in a club. The objective of an academy in these settings is 

primarily the development and nurturing of high potential players to facilitate their 

progression to first-team performance status (Till & Baker, 2020). To meet this outcome, it is 

important that there is alignment and integration between principles and practices at different 

stages of the TD pathway (Taylor & Collins, 2021), along with a shared understanding of 

processes and behaviours at different phases to facilitate this movement. These factors 

became significant, contributing to an insightful case study, exploring a scenario where a 

number of development players were effectively fast-tracked into the senior squad, to 

compete at an elevated performance level. 

A strategic strength of an effective talent system is alignment between stakeholders 

operating both horizontally (within a stage) and vertically (between stages), where shared 

values, expectations, and behaviours support the development of high potential players 

(Taylor et al., 2022). In reality, however, there are often a diverse range of philosophies, 

beliefs, and methodologies being applied to many aspects of TD, with what is best described 

as a lack of joined up thinking (Hauser et al., 2024). A lack of horizontal and vertical 

coherence, along with a lack of SMMs (Price & Collins, 2023), has been identified as a 

barrier to optimising the TD experience (Taylor & Collins, 2021), especially where 

relationships are suboptimal between stakeholders. In this study, I wanted to qualitatively 

explore the perspectives of multiple stakeholders to determine the readiness of both the 

players and the talent system at Munster rugby to navigate the challenge.  

The effectiveness of a talent system is especially tested when young players encounter 

non-normative transitions that stretch their skills and capabilities. This study takes advantage 

of a naturally occurring, but highly atypical developmental challenge to examine factors 
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influencing the efficacy and effectiveness of Munster’s talent system.  The role of challenge 

in TD has drawn considerable attention (and challenge!) since seminal work in 2012 which 

identified that ‘talent needs trauma’ (Collins & MacNamara, 2012). A wealth of literature 

examines the role of challenge from an individual psychological perspective (Stambulova et 

al., 2009). However, the extent to which a talent system can proactively support its players to 

successfully meet the demands of top level professional sport is less prevalent in the research. 

This is an important consideration given that, from a systems perspective some transitions are 

well flagged and prepared for (e.g., a JST, discussed in Section 2.3.1) (Wylleman & Lavallee, 

2004), but high potential young players often encounter a range of non-normative and 

unexpected transitions as part of their development journey.  

A player’s ability to navigate challenge depends on a well-developed skillset 

(physical, technical, tactical, and psycho-behavioural) and support system (Stambulova et al., 

2021). In this respect, the importance of psycho-behavioural skills as the mechanism that 

supports the navigation of the challenge, and as the foundation for further learning and 

development as a result of the challenge, has been well explored (Taylor et al., 2022; 

Sweeney et al., 2025). Critically, the importance of identifying developmental challenges that 

can be optimally deployed to develop this skillset and maximise growth is recognised (Taylor 

& Collins, 2021). Although some attention has focused on the purposeful operationalisation 

of artificial ‘speed bumps’ on the pathway (Collins & MacNamara, 2012) as a means of 

ensuring the skills are tested, taught, practiced, and embedded, it is also apparent that high-

potential young players will encounter a range of naturally occurring challenges as part of 

their trajectory. Players’ and coaches’ experiences of navigating and learning from such 

naturally occurring challenges represents a naturalistic lab to test the efficacy of the talent 

system, and the ability of young players to navigate and grow from challenge. 



 
 

84 

This chapter provides an in-depth and rich understanding of key stakeholders’ experiences of 

navigating this non-normative challenge on the TD pathway.  

 

4.2 Materials and Methods 

This chapter presents a case study of Munster’s TD system, with a particular focus on how 

one challenge (outlined in Section 4.1) was navigated. The case study approach allowed an 

exploration of this phenomenon in context, using a variety of data sources (Hafiz et al., 

2008). An ethnographic approach enabled capture of the phenomenon from the viewpoints of 

the coaches and players involved in the match by using fieldwork, observation and informal 

interviews to gain a rich understanding of the experiences within Munster Rugby, and 

examine the complexities of the interactions and experiences in the group. As the academy 

manager in the club throughout this period, I was ideally placed for prolonged and in-depth 

engagement required for an ethnographic approach. 

 

4.2.1 Data Sources 

Date were collected using a combination of field notes, and informal interviews. 

Ethical approval for the study was granted by the institutional Research Ethics Committee 

(DCUREC/2022/015). 

 

 4.2.1.1 Field Notes. As part of my normative practice, I recorded daily observations 

and reflections of coaching and strategic decisions within this environment from July 2021 to 

February 2022. Records comprised oral and written notes of incidents, events, documents, 

unusual occurrences, meetings, decisions, and observations. Reflecting the importance of 

prolonged engagement in ethnographic research, this study was completed over thirty-two 

weeks of daily contact. These data took both oral and written form and captured a wide range 



 
 

85 

of data, including incidents, routine and unusual events, internal and external 

communications, official and informal documents, as well as meetings, decision-making 

processes, and spontaneous observations. 

I engaged in this process of maintaining field notes not only as a mechanism for 

documenting events that occurred during this period but also as a means of reflexive 

engagement with these events, allowing me to interrogate my own positionality and evolving 

interpretations of the field. This allowed me to attend to both the mundane, day to day events 

and the exceptional events and episodes surrounding the timeline; these notes allowed me 

consider practice, shifting priorities of the organisation and how this played out over time. 

Reflecting the importance of prolonged engagement in ethnographic research, the study was 

conducted over a sustained period of thirty-two weeks, with daily contact enabling a deep 

familiarity with the setting and its actors. Such immersion afforded me the opportunity to 

move beyond surface-level description to capture the meanings that shaped the lived reality 

of these events. The field notes therefore served as a critical foundation for the analysis 

presented in subsequent sections, offering a detailed and contextually rich account of the 

environment under study. 

 

 4.2.1.2 Interviews. I carried out a series of internal group and individual interviews 

with players (n = 11) and coaching staff (n = 4) involved in the Wasps-Munster match 

preparation and game day. These interviews were conducted informally at the Munster 

Rugby training base at times that were convenient for the participants. All participants were 

involved in the preparation for the Wasps-Munster match either as NTS players, academy 

players, first team players or coaching staff. The interviews were scheduled after a brief 

cooling-off period rather than immediately post-event to reduce affect-driven recall bias and 

participant burden (Forgas, 2017), and were carried out over a four week period. The 
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interviews lasted between forty-five and sixty minutes, and included following up with 

individuals post hoc for clarifications and further probing as part of a member reflection 

process (Smith & McGannon, 2018). During interviews, participants were asked questions 

about the preparation for the game, the environment during the two weeks preparation, their 

experience of the game, how groundwork in the previous six months supported them during 

the event, and if they had experienced any post event impact.  

 

4.2.2 Data Analysis 

Data analysis in ethnographic research is inherently complex, and therefore no single method 

is universally accepted as a strategy for data analysis (Green et al., 2007). This complexity 

arises from the interpretive nature of ethnography, the breadth and richness of qualitative data 

as detailed above, and the central role of the researcher in shaping meaning. An iterative, 

flexible process of theme building allowed patterns to emerge inductively from the data 

rather than being imposed a priori. As such, an iterative process of theme building was 

undertaken (Fetterman, 2010) using the dataset as a whole. As a first step, text from field 

notes, observations and interview transcripts were labelled and then categorised and sorted 

according to a theme using a constant comparative method of analysing the data (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). This step involved multiple reviews of the data and then coding for similarities, 

differences, groupings, patterns, and items of particular significance (Green et al., 2007). At 

this stage, attention was given to identifying both recurring regularities and outliers within the 

data, ensuring that thematic development was grounded in empirical evidence rather than my 

assumptions as a researcher and staff member of Munster Rugby. 

I was very conscious that this process was not linear but cyclical. I undertook multiple 

rounds of review, where earlier codes were revisited, refined, or collapsed into broader 

categories. At other times, codes were split into more specific sub-categories when new 
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layers of meaning became apparent. In doing so, the analysis moved progressively from 

surface-level description to more interpretive abstraction. Particular emphasis was placed on 

recognising similarities and differences, mapping groupings and relationships, and tracing 

patterns that revealed underlying cultural or organisational logics (Green et al., 2007). Items 

of particular significance, were carefully noted, as these often carried disproportionate 

analytical weight and provided entry points into deeper interpretive understanding. 

 

4.2.3 Trustworthiness and Integrity 

This study was underpinned by a pragmatic approach to research and therefore decisions 

about methodology and data analysis were chosen with these philosophical underpinnings in 

mind. Of course, given the nature of this study, it was important to consider and implement 

steps to ensure the trustworthiness and integrity of the data collection and data analysis. 

Reflecting Bradshaw et al's (2017) suggestion, a number of quality markers were 

implemented: 

i. Firstly, reflecting the importance of in-depth and prolonged engagement, and to 

ensure the credibility of the findings, data were collected over thirty-two weeks. This 

data collection was supported by my thorough and rich understanding of the context 

and reflected a process of collection, reflection and analysis. This process was further 

supported by my positionality and my thorough and contextually rich understanding 

of the setting. This familiarity enabled the collection of subtle and meaningful insights 

while also allowing space for continuous reflection and iterative analysis throughout 

the research process. 

ii. Triangulation of data was employed using a range of data sources, including 

observations, interviews, focus groups, and reflections in order to increase the rigour 

of the data. This methodological strategy not only reduced the risk of bias or over-
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reliance on a single data type but also facilitated a more comprehensive and multi-

dimensional understanding of the phenomena. 

iii. Throughout the study, from conception through to write-up, critical friends were 

employed to address the trustworthiness and credibility of the findings. My 

supervision team provided constructive challenge, questioning my assumptions, and 

encouraging my reflexivity at key junctures during the data analysis phase. This 

contributed to the overall trustworthiness of the findings by helping to ensure that 

interpretations remained transparent, balanced, and justifiable. These critical friends 

also served as an important check against the potential influence of researcher bias, 

strengthening the credibility of the analysis. 

iv. Rich and in-depth accounts of each theme are offered using contextualised data to 

offer the reader an opportunity to consider the transferability of the findings to other 

contexts. This allowed thick description and interpretations of the data whilst also 

providing sufficient detail to allow informed judgments about the transferability of the 

findings to other settings. In this way, the study does not claim generalisability but 

instead offers meaningful insights that may resonate with and inform practice in 

comparable contexts. 

 

As described earlier, I was appointed academy manager at the start of the data collection 

process, thus bringing an insider perspective, deeper knowledge and interactions to the 

research (Green et al., 2007). Of course, this also presented some potential challenges to the 

rigour of the research and it was important to recognise that I was not a neutral instrument but 

an active participant in the data analysis. To counter this, reflexivity was employed to 

enhance rigour (Berger, 2015), and I kept a reflective diary to record my thoughts, 

behaviours, and actions during the data collection. This process supported the development of 
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self-awareness, criticality, and flexible thinking during the data collection, and data analysis 

phases of the research.  This approach also fostered criticality by encouraging me to 

continually question my decisions, interpretations, and the potential impact of my 

subjectivities on the research process. Reflexivity further facilitated flexible thinking, as 

returning to the diary entries allowed me to reconsider earlier assumptions, identify blind 

spots, and consider the analysis. This process extended into the analysis and interpretation 

phases. By revisiting the reflective diary alongside the empirical material, I was able to 

contextualise themes, trace the evolution of my thinking and ensure that findings were 

grounded in the data. In this way, reflexivity acted as a continuous thread throughout the 

study, contributing to the overall credibility, coherence, and methodological robustness of the 

study. 

 

4.3 Results and Discussion 

The results derived from the multiple sources in this ethnographic study provide a rich, in-

depth understanding of key stakeholders’ experiences of navigating a naturally occurring 

challenge on the TD pathway at Munster rugby. The three key themes as highlighted in Table 

4.1 were: 

• Groundwork to establish alignment and coherence on the pathway 

• Preparation for the Munster-Wasps Game 

• Impact post-challenge 

Each theme is supported by the use of vignettes to capture the participants’ voices in 

portraying events.  
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4.3.1 Groundwork to Establish Alignment and Coherence on the Pathway 

As outlined previously, prior to the Munster-Wasps game a number of key principles were 

prioritised, many of which centred on establishing alignment and coherence on the pathway. 

The groundwork undertaken in the six months prior to the Munster-Wasps games certainly 

appears to have been an influential factor in how players and coaches successfully navigated 

the challenge. There was a significant degree of integration and alignment between the senior 

and academy training programme resulting in academy players training regularly with the 

senior team, and in addition the academy coaches had regular access to all senior meetings 

and sessions. An academy player who played in the match talked about how seamless the 

transition was as a result; 

‘We train the exact same as the seniors. If we hadn’t been training week in week out 

with the seniors we wouldn’t have been aligned, we wouldn’t have known all the roles 

and every single call, all as one group the whole time, it was seamless really’ 

This vertical alignment within the club (Webb et al., 2016) enabled the academy players and 

coaches to get on the same page quickly when preparing for the game. The groundwork that 

had been carried out in relation to establishing SMMs (Taylor & Collins 2021; e.g., game 

plan, playing detail, coaching practices) proved to be invaluable when presented with so 

many potential challenges during the build-up to the game. 

 Recent improvements to connections and communications that had been made 

between senior and academy coaches was considered a positive factor in alignment between 

groups (Mills et al., 2014), and proved important when it came to making informed selection 

decisions in assembling a squad that included so many players outside the traditional senior 

squad. An academy coach highlighted the following;  
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“We started the practice of having regular pathway meetings with the senior coaches 

(every 6 weeks) so that they were familiar with the players coming through but also so 

we have a shared understanding of what we were looking for in players”  

Another academy player referenced the fact that, unlike in the past, academy players were 

now included in senior social functions, which “really helped us all to work together” in 

challenging circumstances during the build-up to the game when a group of players who had 

never played together needed to come together as a team, connect and build relationships 

quickly.    

Connecting the pathway was a critical part of the groundwork in establishing vertical 

alignment and coherence (Mills et al., 2012). The academy coaches consistently work at all 

stages up and down the pathway, and had spent eight weeks the previous summer coaching 

the NTS players. This particular group of players were pivotal during the two-week 

preparation leading into the game, and in fact, two NTS players (sub-academy) were named 

in the match day squad. This regular contact between academy coaches and pathway players 

enabled coaches to develop strong relationships with these players, and exposed these 

pathway players to the training methods and practices employed at academy and senior level. 

An academy coach talked about the value of this; 

“The sessions we did in the summer (with the NTS players) were very similar to what 

they experienced during the two weeks. They had trained that type of format and they 

were familiar with the academy coaching staff. Coaching up and down the pathway 

stood to us in the preparation.” 

The deliberate practice of academy coaches and pathway coaches regularly working together 

meant that in relation to both coaching philosophies and coaching practices, there was a 

SMM and a common coaching framework (Williams & MacNamara, 2020). An academy 

coach reflected that this which allowed everyone to get on the same page quickly; 
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“Academy coaches and the NTS and Talent coaches worked closely together for the 6 

months leading into game, so when all the players and staff came together to prepare 

for the Wasps game we were on the same page.” 

 Striving to create a high performing environment in the academy, based on high 

challenge and support, was recognised as an important piece of the groundwork undertaken in 

the previous six months, that enabled the coaches to operate effectively and cohesively under 

unusually demanding circumstances in the build-up to the Wasps game (Lara-Bercial & 

Mallett, 2016); 

“Our coaching environment (academy) is very open and honest and based on 

challenge and support, we have each other’s backs but we challenge each other to be 

operating at the highest standards.” 

A process facilitated by the academy’s performance psychologist, began six months prior, to 

establish a clear purpose for the Academy with an agreed set of values to guide behaviours. 

At the core of the purpose was a focus on raising standards across the pathway, and a 

commitment to long-term development versus a short-term performance focus, as highlighted 

by an academy coach;  

“As a newly formed academy team (Multidisciplinary Team, MDT) we had a focus on 

raising the standards right across the board in the whole Pathway. This began with 

establishing a clear purpose and an agreed set of values and this was brought to life 

through our behaviours. We aligned to a key message of the whole Munster 

organisation ‘we rise by lifting each other'.” 

Munster is a complex landscape, and the local schools and All-Ireland League (AIL) 

clubs are key stakeholders in the TDE. Horizontal alignment between Munster and these 

important stakeholders was a specific focus coming into the Academy Manager role six 

months earlier, with the aim of establishing strong relationships and building on them 
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throughout the season (Hall et al., 2020). The majority of players that are in the senior squad 

have come through the Academy and from local clubs and schools. Most Academy players 

will play their rugby each week in the AIL and the importance of aligning that experience to 

the Academy was stressed by one of the coaches; 

“We communicated with each AIL head coach twice per week regarding Academy 

players and we offered the coaching support to all the clubs. This was vital when we 

needed club players to prepare for the Wasps game, we had incredible support with 

releasing players to train etc.” 

One academy coach spoke about the process of mapping out more regular visits to AIL 

matches to scout academy and pathway players and to build up relationships with club 

coaches; “Each month we mapped out a schedule so that coaches rotated regularly to watch 

different club games”. This process proved invaluable when it came to making informed 

selections for the game and also getting co-operation from club coaches to release their 

players to train for the game, with another academy coach noting “Increased visibility of all 

the academy coaches at club games helped to get to know coaches and players which helped 

with selection for Wasps”. 

 

4.3.2 Preparation for the Wasps v Munster game 

As the Covid-19 situation unfolded and it became apparent that forty-five senior players and 

staff would be unavailable for the Munster-Wasps game, a number of alignment meetings 

with coaching staff and players were organised to navigate the unique challenges that were 

presented. The coaching staff made a number of decisions to employ specific strategies based 

on bringing an unfamiliar squad together, building connections and integrating the group to 

get them on the same page as quickly as possible, to optimise the two-week preparation for 

and performance in the Wasps game.   
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One of the first decisions made by coaching staff was to organise a meeting with the 

senior players that had not travelled to South Africa, with a purpose of outlining a ‘dual- 

management’ model (shared ownership) between the coaches and senior players, across all 

aspects of preparation (Hodge et al., 2014). This involved empowering senior players, and 

giving them the responsibility to lead the group and provide input across both on-pitch and 

off-pitch components of preparation. An academy coach recalled that “Senior players had 

input into game plan design and session content and they presented throughout the two weeks 

in training reviews and opposition previews”. The senior players bought in to this approach 

and invested heavily in preparing the squad for the game. An academy player observed the 

impact this had on the wider group; 

“The coaches gave the senior players a licence to help take the sessions as well, there 

was an emphasis that they would lead from the front. It gave us confidence that they 

trusted us and the coaches trusted us. There was real sense of trust around and that 

brought a closeness”.   

This approach aligns with practices employed by the All Blacks (New Zealand rugby 

team) as documented by Hodge et al. (2014) and is consistent with the coaching philosophy 

of the academy coaches at Munster. Many of the principles associated with dual-management 

are consistent with autonomy supportive coaching (Lyons et al., 2012), and emotional 

leadership coaching (Chan & Mallett, 2011). One of the senior players who was part of this 

leadership group captured the impact that it made during the preparation;   

“If you empower players it creates a different type of trust and bond in the group, coaching 

each other, not you (coaches) deciding what we are doing but coming up with it together”. 

Following on from the theme of player empowerment, the participants noted the 

impact of a buddy system (Bushmaker et al., 2019), between each senior player and a 

younger player, that was implemented during the preparation phase. This provided a 
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mechanism for connecting players that were either new to the group, or had never played at 

European cup level before, with established senior players. An academy coach noted that;  

“Every senior player was partnered with a young player, took him under their wing 

and supported him throughout the two weeks right up to presenting the jersey to their 

'mentee’ the night before the game”. 

The influence of role models is well documented (Henriksen et al., 2010a) with proximity 

and access to role models documented as one of the key ESFs in TDEs.    

The buddy system concept was deployed to optimise the resources available to help 

all the new players get up to speed with Munster game principles and specific detail in the 

game plan. This was particularly important as key coaching staff were also absent from the 

preparation phase. This dual management approach complemented the role of the senior 

players by giving them more responsibility in preparation for the game while also serving to 

build connections between players that had never played together. In addition to the technical 

and tactical benefits in relation to match preparation, an academy player talked about how he 

was inspired by working so closely with his role models;   

 “It was kind of inspiring as well because you’re having intimate conversations about 

 your game with players who you grew up watching that you really respect and 

 admire”. 

It is worth noting that in addition to the short-term benefits observed from establishing these 

connections, the relationships forged between the players remained long after the Wasps 

game, presented below as part of the third higher order theme.  

There was a general acceptance from all participants from the outset that there were 

going to be aspects of preparation that would be far from perfect (in fact it became a bit of an 

inside joke). To this end, both players and coaches accepted that they were in a highly 

untypical situation and, as described by one coach, embraced a theme of ‘improvise, adapt, 
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overcome’ for the two weeks prior to and during the match. For example, the coaches 

observed the influence of the senior players played in relation to creating an environment that 

accepted that mistakes would be made in these circumstances; “the senior lads were great at 

helping the younger players move past mistakes, it happens, learn, move on”. This approach 

to the game appeared to be supported by the steps taken to integrate the squad and build trust 

and connections as quickly as possible, which was a primary focus of initial preparation. An 

academy coach pointed out the importance of this; “Every meeting and session always 

included an element of connecting players, building relationships, we had to bring the squad 

together, get on the same page quickly”. The team psychologist played a major role in 

connecting the squad early in the preparation phase. For both the inexperienced players and 

senior internationals alike, this match represented one of the biggest challenges of their rugby 

careers to date, but steps were taken to ensure it was presented as an opportunity to write their 

own history rather than as an insurmountable challenge. As one example, the team 

psychologist organised formal team meetings centred on developing team culture to augment 

the technical and tactical preparation. Developing this vision through formal meetings and 

facilitation by team staff was identified as a critical moment in the team’s preparation as 

highlighted by a senior player; “The psychologist’s meeting had a big role to play in that, the 

connection and vulnerability piece settled everyone as a group. We left that meeting feeling 

like a real team.”  

Central to preparation for the game was creating a positive, task focused environment 

(Jackson & Roberts, 1992). As stated above there was a genuine acceptance that preparation 

would be disrupted and that mistakes were to be expected. In what was potentially a high-

pressured situation, there was a deliberate focus on creating a balance between working hard 

but also embracing and enjoying the novelty of the situation. A senior player remarked that 
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“there was a good balance of work and enjoyment, the days just flowed better. It was 

enjoyable to work”. 

As is well documented, team cohesion is a trait associated with successful teams in 

sport (Bruner et al., 2014). Lack of cohesion represented a significant challenge for this 

particular group of players, most of whom had never played together, and many who had 

never played a professional game of rugby. To mitigate a potential lack of cohesion, the 

coaches’ and senior players’ focus was on creating a task focused environment, by managing 

the information flow, and stripping back the level of detail in the game plan to give 

(especially the younger) players a freedom to play. One of the coaches talked about how the 

game plan was simplified: “We gave the players a little bit less detail, were very concise, 

gave them freedom to play”. As part of creating a positive, task focused environment the 

coaches intention was to manage the level of challenge and the pressure on the players which 

less experienced players in particular responded positively to;   

“You had freedom to show what you could do, show your skills, what you had learned 

up until now, don’t get bogged down on errors and go out and enjoy it. An example of 

that was a coach saying ‘I just can’t wait to see you play’ gave me great confidence 

anyway”. 

There was a tangible sense of playing for a cause and playing with a deep sense of 

purpose among the playing group and the staff. There are numerous examples of successful 

teams in many different sports that try to connect to a deep sense of purpose, or a cause that 

allows them elevate their performance by being part of something greater than themselves 

(Johnson et al., 2013). It was clear that these steps were built around the identity of Munster 

and the coaches deliberately tapped into this fact by positioning the game “as a legacy, 

something special to be a part of, another special Munster moment”. A senior player who 

had been involved in many of what would be considered famous games from Munster’s past, 
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felt that it was “a sense of the old Munster when we were in a corner fighting our way out. It 

was another chance to add to the Munster history, which it has”.  

As outlined earlier, throughout the entire preparation there were players and staff that 

had remained in South Africa, others in quarantine at home in Ireland, and the staff and 

players fortunate to be involved in preparing for the game, embraced the privilege and 

responsibility of representing the entire club and its proud history. An academy player 

captured the sense of responsibility saying that everyone was “representing the players that 

weren’t there, you were doing a job for them”.  

 

4.3.3 Impact Post-Challenge 

In the period following the Munster-Wasps game, it was clear that there were both positive 

and negative impacts. Following the match, there seemed to be an increased vertical 

alignment along the pathway, and reports of significantly enhanced interpersonal 

relationships since the game. Some players reported that they were inspired and highly 

motivated by playing in the game, with others sensing that they were within touching 

distance of playing in top level games. Some of the academy and pathway players described 

how their involvement in the match instilled a confidence and belief in their ability to play at 

senior level. Senior players reported more confidence in the young players coming through 

the pathway and their ability to make the step into a senior performance environment. 

Academy staff reported an enhanced level of trust from the senior players and staff, which all 

contributed to increased vertical alignment between both groups: 

“Positive things that have come from the situation are that we [academy staff] are 

trusted a lot more now by senior staff and by players due to the feedback from the 

senior players that were here”.  
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Both players and staff reported improved interpersonal relationships in the High Performance 

Centre (HPC) creating a sense of being one big squad: 

“The dynamic between the younger and senior players is different now, it’s like they 

are one squad now. The senior players are far more inclusive and engaged with the 

academy players, any previous divisions are gone”.  

Previous authors (Collins & MacNamara 2012; Taylor & Collins 2022), cited a lack of 

alignment on the TD pathway as a barrier to creating an effective environment. Enhanced 

trust and improved interpersonal relationships between the academy and senior squad at 

Munster potentially eliminates, or at least reduces that barrier, facilitating greater alignment 

and coherence on the club’s pathway in the future if maintained.  

For several Academy players the Munster-Wasps match acted as a catalyst for their 

development with many describing how their experience left them inspired, hungry for more 

and with a renewed confidence in their ability to progress. One academy player reflected that; 

“It was my first taste, my first cap, it will probably be my motivation for quite a while”. 

While another academy player’s account was that; “It left you wanting more. It was so much 

more enjoyable to be centrally involved in the team. I wish it was the same every week”. An 

academy coach, in relation to the players that were involved in the game, felt that;   

“Some of them definitely have grown a lot, the confidence that experience has given them, 

being able play at a level above what they thought they were capable”. For those players who 

helped the team prepare but didn’t make the match day 23 there was also a benefit, with a 

realisation that they were within touching distance; 

“Looking at player A, player B, and player C playing, who you train with all the time, 

you’re thinking that if they are able to do that there’s no reason why I can’t do that as 

well, it gave you belief, that it’s there for you”. 
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Again, these findings point to the importance of proximal role models on the talent pathway, 

along with the need to support players prior to and during challenge and transitions to 

optimise progression (Savage et al., 2017). 

In contrast to the post-event bounce experienced by many players, a small number of 

players and staff experienced a post-event slump, or anti-climax, after the success of the 

Wasps game. This is not uncommon with sportspeople who have been involved in what they 

consider to be major sports events (Bradshaw et al., 2021). In the two weeks following the 

game, the majority of the regular squad members returned from quarantine and were selected 

in subsequent match days squads. Many of the young players that had experienced the high of 

a European cup game now found themselves with limited opportunities and a return to lower 

levels of competition; “There was definitely an anti-climax, I feel like I’m at this level and 

you’re not playing for the next few weeks, the disappointment because you have a taste of it”. 

This feeling wasn’t reserved solely for the players however, as academy staff also reported 

the same sense of anti-climax after being centrally involved in preparation for such a big 

game; “People were almost disappointed to go back into normal weeks, a come down, after 

an occasion as special as this. It was different energy”. 

As mentioned earlier, the benefits of the mentoring system employed during the two 

week preparation were evident as the season continued, suggesting that there was longevity in 

the impact of the match, and the match preparations, on systems and behaviours. Many inter-

player relationships that had been forged during the build-up to and during the game have 

continued to develop since then. One of the senior players talked about; “texting player A & 

player B during the U20 Six nations, you wouldn’t normally have a relationship with them 

but now I do and I’ve a genuine interest in how they are getting on”. Another senior player 

talked about academy players “coming up to me looking for advice and if we didn’t go 

through that experience together that wouldn’t be happening”. Providing developing players 
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with access to role models in their environment is a factor strongly associated with successful 

TD environments (Henriksen et al., 2010). The ongoing relationships between academy and 

senior players, arguably a spin off from the buddy system employed during the game 

preparation, is a very welcome and positive one.  

Finally, senior players noted a renewed confidence in the quality of players that are 

coming through the Munster system. One senior player stated that we “have a different 

calibre of player coming through now” and a second senior player addressed that fact that he 

was previously concerned with the throughput of players from within our pathway, but after 

this experience he believes the future is bright; “My biggest thing now is that I’m not worried 

what’s coming through, I had a big worry but not anymore”. While the perceived ‘security’ 

of the club is without doubt of benefit, there are also unseen, and perhaps unexpected, 

additional advantages in this, in that senior players will be aware of very genuine competition 

for places on the starting team. Genuine competition for places within a squad is associated 

with enhanced team performance (Passos et al., 2016). 
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Table 4.1. Higher-order themes, Lower-order Themes and Raw Data Themes Produced by 

the RTA 

Higher Order Themes Lower Order Themes Raw Data Themes 

Groundwork to Establish 
Alignment and Coherence 

on the Pathway 

Integration/Alignment of 
Academy and Senior 

Team 
(players and staff) 

Training programme alignment  
Senior & academy coaches 
alignment 
Social Integration between 
academy & 1st team 
Connections and communications 
with senior coaches 

 
Connecting the Pathway 

 
 
 
 
 

Coaching up and down the 
pathway 
Shared mental models/ common 
coaching framework 
Relationships between Academy 
coaches and pathway players 

Creating a High 
Performing Environment 

High Challenge Support 
environment 
Clear purpose and vision guiding 
behaviours/practices 

Horizontal Alignment 
with Key Stakeholders in 

the TDE 

Links to clubs and mutual 
support 
Practices to inform player 
selection 
Increased visibility of Munster 
coaches at club games 

 
 

Preparation for the 
Munster-Wasps Game 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Dual Management – 
Player Empowerment and 

Responsibility 

Empowering senior players 
Building trust between coaches 
and players 
Shared ownership of game 
preparation 
Player led sessions and meetings 

Squad Integration, 
Building Trust and 

Connections 

Getting on the same page quickly 
Connecting the squad 

Creating a Positive Task 
Focused Environment 

Creating balance between work 
and enjoyment  
Managing information flow 
Managing pressure and challenge 
Excitement to embrace the 
challenge 

Role Models and 
Mentoring 

Buddy system 
Inspired by role models 
Support from senior players 

Playing with a Cause & a 
Deep Sense of Purpose 

Creating a legacy, a Munster 
moment 



 
 

103 

Clear sense of identity and 
history 
Representing the whole club 

 
Impact Post Challenge 

Inspired and Highly 
Motivated Players 

Motivation from first cap 
Inspired and hungry for more 

Increased Vertical 
Alignment and 
Interpersonal 

Relationships Between 
Staff & Players 

Acceptance as a Munster senior 
player 
 Established trust between Senior 
and Academy staff 
Increased engagement and 
inclusivity in the HPC 
Stronger relationships across the 
club 
Connection through shared 
experiences 

Newfound Confidence 
and Belief to Play at this 

Level 

Confidence in own ability 
Belief that opportunity is within 
touching distance 

Post-event Anti-climax 

Disappointment with limited 
playing opportunities post Wasps 
game 
Academy staff experienced an 
anti-climax slump 

Confidence that the Future 
is Bright 

Confidence in players coming 
through pathway 
Belief in young player’s ability 

 

 

4.4 General Discussion 

This study leveraged a naturally occurring, albeit highly atypical, challenge to pressure-test 

the readiness of both the players and the talent system. This scenario provided a real life case 

study from which to examine the groundwork, principles, and practices that underpinned the 

talent system, and how navigating a significant challenge provided opportunities for growth 

and development of both players and staff following the experience (Taylor & Collins, 2021). 

As highlighted in Chapter 3, selection decisions may be based on contextual demands and 

broader objectives beyond an athlete’s perceived future potential (Johnston & Baker, 2022b). 

In this context, the opportunity for many young players to be selected for a senior European 

cup debut arose out of necessity.  
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 The outcome of the match was not the focus of this study, but it is important to 

acknowledge that the fact that Munster won the game (35-14) might influence the findings. It 

is possible that the match result could reshape the participants’ accounts of the event (Prosoli 

et al., 2023), and influence the narrative after the event. This may have influenced the 

participants’ perceptions of the impact post challenge (the third higher order theme), 

specifically related to the lower order themes; confidence that the future is bright, inspired 

and highly motivated players, and the newfound confidence and belief to play at this level. 

However, the primary focus of the research was exploring the groundwork to establish 

alignment and coherence within the pathway, connecting the pathway, integrating the 

academy and senior team, and the processes and principles that underpinned the ‘readiness’ 

of the players and the talent system to navigate the challenge.   

 Findings of this study demonstrate the importance of an effective talent system in 

supporting performance objectives at senior level (Webb et al., 2016), and the need for 

coherent and aligned systems that support young players to be ready to progress. Arguably, 

this may be even more important in relatively under-resourced sports such as rugby union, 

where squad size and depth is constrained by budget limitations (Till & Baker, 2020). At a 

system’s level, the results point to the importance of vertical and horizontal alignment and 

integration, with development and performance clearly overlapping on the talent pathway 

(Taylor & Collins 2021). In these particular circumstances, the academy (development) 

players performed and the senior (performance) players developed. As discussed in Section 

2.3.2, this raises an interesting question in terms of ‘Where does performance begin and 

development end?’. Given the dynamic environment of elite sport, and the need for high 

potential young players to optimise development opportunities when they arise (however they 

arise), it would seem that the performance–development dichotomy is more an academic 

delineation rather than an applied reality (Barry et al., 2025). Considering the performance 
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pressures and competitive characteristics that are inevitable features of HP (Lyle & Cushion, 

2016), the need for a TD system to be both efficient (getting players there as quickly as 

possible) and effective (getting players there as ‘ready’ as possible), points to the importance 

of a TD system having both short-term and long-term objectives (Martindale et al., 2007). 

Preparing for and learning from challenge is central to the talent systems approach 

(Savage et al., 2017). The role of challenge as a development catalyst is well established 

(Taylor & Collins, 2019), provided the TD system supports its players to proactively prepare 

for challenge (Alfermann & Stambulova, 2007), and just as importantly, players are managed 

post challenge to ensure learning and growth are facilitated moving forward (Taylor et al., 

2022). The findings of this study highlight the importance of both the player being prepared, 

and the TD system being prepared to proactively support its athletes. The findings support 

that the practical steps taken at Munster to connect the pathway by aligning the key 

stakeholders from top to bottom, and increasing coherence between different groups at 

various stages (Webb et al., 2016), were influential in navigating the significant challenges 

that were encountered. The importance of empowering players (Hodge et al., 2014); creating 

a high performing, positive, task focused environment (Lara-Bercial & Mallett, 2016), 

utilising role models (Henriksen et al., 2011), and establishing trust, connections and a deep 

purpose in a playing group, were all considered influential in achieving a successful outcome 

in navigating the considerable challenge.  

 Given the considerable discussion about the role of TD in sport, from a system 

perspective, examining the effectiveness and efficiency of the pathway holds both academic 

and applied interest moving forward. Effective TDEs are characterised as deploying long-

term aims and methods and being structured against long-term agendas (Collins et al., 2019), 

but these research findings point to an obvious overlap on the pathway between development 

and performance phases. Highlighted in Section 2.3.2, this creates potential conflict between 
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a ‘win later’ development approach and a ‘win now’ performance philosophy, usually 

associated with a much shorter term agenda. There is a lack of research into the nuances of 

development coaching versus performance coaching (Williams & MacNamara, 2020), and 

often, development coaching is not clearly conceptualised. Building on the findings in this 

Chapter and the discussion in Chapter 2, Chapter 6 explores the impact of an intervention to 

integrate a development and performance environment with a particular focus on the 

implication for development coaching practices. More research is needed investigating the in-

situ contextual practice of coaches working in successful TDEs. Such research would serve to 

inform and develop coaching practice for the coach, rather than of the coach, in the TD space. 

With increasing pressure in professional sport to get more players ready to perform at the top 

level, even earlier in their development, continuing to explore how we optimise the design 

and operation of an effective talent system is critical, along with further research 

investigating, informing, and developing practices of (development) coaches.  

 The study presented in this chapter provided a real-life opportunity to examine the 

groundwork, principles, and practices that underpinned the talent system, and how navigating 

a significant challenge provided opportunities for growth and development. Chapter 5 

specifically explores the utilisation of process markers to determine the effectiveness of a 

talent system at various stages of development, before Chapter 6 examines the interface 

between the talent system and the HPSE, with a focus on how coaching practices in an 

integrated environment influenced player development. 
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Chapter 5: Explore the Utilisation of Process Markers at Various 
Development Stages to Determine the Effectiveness of a Rugby Talent 

System. 

 
 
5.1 Introduction 
 
Chapter 5 supports the aim of the thesis, which is to examine a multi-stakeholder perspective 

of coherence, alignment and integrated strategy at various stages of a rugby talent system, 

features associated with effective TDEs (Martindale et al., 2010; Henriksen et al., 2010). The 

study explores the utilisation of process markers at various development stages to investigate 

the effectiveness of the Munster talent system. Chapter 4 identified strengths and weaknesses 

in Munster’s talent system, with a focus on the groundwork, principles, and practices to 

support alignment and integration. Where Chapter 4 provides qualitative evidence of 

coherence, alignment and integrated practices, Chapter 5 measure these areas quantifiably 

from the players perspective and provides data about these concepts. Together, these chapters 

provide a comprehensive insight into the effectiveness of the Munster talent system before 

Chapter 6 investigates the interface between the development and performance environment.  

The overarching aim of a talent system is to identify, develop, and select athletes 

deemed to have the potential for progression to elite sport (Güllich & Barth, 2023; Zhao et 

al., 2024). TID and TD are considered dynamic, complex, and unpredictable processes (Till 

& Baker, 2020). Chapter 3 highlighted that talent selection decisions are highly nuanced, with 

multiple decision types, at various stages and time points across a talent system, all 

influenced by the conditions in which selection decisions occur and many broader contextual 

factors (as discussed in Chapter 3). The literature, as outlined in Section 2.4, consistently 

highlights the fallibility associated with early TID and selection (Bergkamp et al., 2022), and 

the challenge of making long term predictions based on current performance cited as a 
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primary limitation (Johnston et al., 2018). Whilst these selection decisions may prove to be 

‘efficient’ by focusing resources on a small number of athletes, research suggests that it is not 

the most effective, or even ethical methodology (Abbott & Collins, 2002; Baker et al., 2019). 

In this sense, ’efficient’ denotes early concentration of resources; ‘effective’ denotes 

maximising long-term conversion to senior performance. Despite limitations, early TID 

remains prevalent in many TDEs (Sweeney et al., 2021). For this reason, significant bodies of 

research have aimed to move the focus from the identification and subsequent resourcing of a 

small number of athletes to the development of greater numbers of individual athletes (e.g., 

Martindale & Mortimer, 2011; Hall et al., 2019) as it is considered the most manageable 

dimension (Gesbert et al., 2021). It could be argued that it would be more effective to 

prioritise TD, with a specific focus on the quality of the talent system and with the aim of 

optimising the selection and development processes within the overall talent system (Baker et 

al., 2017).  

  With that in mind, research has consistently validated elements of what constitutes an 

effective TDE and the development principles and practices associated with a quality 

environment (as discussed in Section 2.2.1). In many talent systems, including Munster 

Rugby’s, the talent system comprises many TDEs that span across various stages and phases 

of an athlete’s pathway. As discussed in Chapter 4, this emphasises the need for an integrated 

approach to promote both vertical and horizontal coherence for the athlete across the talent 

system. Considering the complexity of the talent system, it is essential that there is an 

understanding of the process markers that support effective TD (Collins et al., 2019), and a 

valid means of investigating environmental factors within individual TDEs (Curran et al., 

2022b). Understanding of the key effective processes, in conjunction with how these 

processes can be evaluated will enable the broader and coherent application of evidence-
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based practice (Martindale et al., 2010). This is particularly important considering the scale of 

the long-term nature of investment in athlete development (Till & Baker, 2020). 

Tracking and measuring elements of performance is a well-established process in 

talent systems and research has highlighted that many methods are utilised across talent 

systems to benchmark an athlete’s progress (Layton et al., 2023). However, many 

assessments to measure player progress appear to be outcome-focused and based on a single 

test snapshot (Reilly et al., 2000). As an example, Layton et al. (2023) examined the 

measurement and tracking practices in English football academies and suggested that there 

was a differential weighting of performance factors between academies with technical, 

tactical and psychological factors considered the most important. In contrast, Collins et al. 

(2019) proposed the POP model (Performance, Outcome, Process) to hold the potential to 

signal various markers of TD effectiveness (See Section 2.2.1). The POP principle proposes a 

practical means of outlining the performance goals within a talent system, the outcome 

variables to support achieving these goals, and the processes believed to be appropriate for 

effective development at a particular TD pathway stage. The authors suggest that utilising the 

POP framework to understand effectiveness can enhance strategic coherence and support 

decision making related to the strategic allocation of resources (Collins et al., 2019).  

 Chapter 5 conveys and interrogates process markers which are indicators that 

represent features of effective TDE’s, discussed in Section 2.2. Unlike outcome markers, that 

focus on the what of development, process markers emphasise the how and why underpinning 

development processes. The TDEQ, as outlined in Section 2.2.1, is a tool that is used to 

indicate the process markers, that has been utilised and validated across multiple sports and 

international contexts (Gesbert et al., 2021; Gledhill & Harwood, 2019; Mills et al., 2014). 

Quantitative work has investigated the relationship between the quality of the environment 



 
 

110 

and important development outcomes (Martindale et al., 2010). As outlined in Section 2.2, 

there are multiple TDEs situated within the Munster talent system, including NTS players 

who are playing in a school environment, NTS players who are playing in a club 

environment, and academy players who train full time with the senior team.  

 Based on the desire to understand effective practice, the aim of this chapter was to 

explore the utilisation of process markers at each of the three development stages to 

determine the effectiveness of the Munster talent system. The ultimate intention being to 

inform intervention strategies. (Hill et al., 2019; Curran et al., 2021).  

5.1.1 Munster Talent System  

Outlined in Chapter 1, the Munster talent system includes players across various TDEs and 

development stages. The scope of the current research involves an examination of three 

distinct TDEs within the talent system; Academy (age range, 19-22), NTS 1 (age range, 18-

19; post school), NTS 2/3 (age range, 16-18; in school). Academy players are contracted to 

the province and train full-time with the senior squad. The academy operates on a three-year 

cycle with a relatively even number of players distributed across each year group. NTS 

players are organisationally separate from the academy and senior team. All NTS players are 

non-contracted but are supported by Munster academy and pathway staff. They play 

representative rugby with Munster at their respective age-level, and also play with either a 

school or club depending on development stage.   
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5.2 Materials and Methods 

5.2.1 Participants 

Forty-four rugby pathway athletes were purposefully recruited from the Munster rugby talent 

system to participate in the study. The participants were selected from three development 

stages within the talent system (NTS 2 [N=14], NTS 1 [N=14] and Academy [N=16). All 

participants selected were over 18 years old. NTS 2 players attending school, under the age of 

18 (N=6), were excluded from the study due to school commitments and limited access to the 

Munster academy training programme.   

5.2.2 Instrumentation 

The 25 item, 5-factor TDEQ-5 was used in this study (Li et al., 2015). Using a 6-point Likert 

scale, ranging from 1 (strong disagreement) to 6 (strong agreement), the TDEQ-5 measures 

the following five factors: long-term development (5 items); holistic quality preparation (7 

items); support network (4 items); communication (4 items); and alignment of expectations (5 

items). The internal consistency of the questionnaire shows adequate to good internal 

reliability (α = .79–.86) (Li et al., 2015) and, as such, the TDEQ-5 is considered a tool that 

can be used with confidence in TDE research across multiple countries and sporting 

environments (Brazo-Sayavera et al., 2017; Li et al., 2018; Siekańska & Wojtowicz, 2017; 

Thomas et al., 2020).  

5.2.3 Procedure 

Ethical approval was obtained from university’s ethical review board (DCU REC 2024/029). 

Informed consent was obtained from each participant, all over 18 years of age. The 

questionnaire took approximately 15 minutes to complete. Participants were asked for 
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demographic information and informed that there were no right or wrong answers, given 

assurance about the confidentiality of their responses, and encouraged to be honest and to ask 

questions if necessary. 

5.2.4 Data Analysis 

The TDEQ-5 responses were coded on a 6-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). Scores from negatively worded items were reversed before 

data analysis so that higher scores reflected perceptions of a higher-quality experience. As 

recommended by Martindale et al. (2010), mean scores were analysed and reported for each 

factor. This allowed evaluation and comparison of the players’ perceptions of their TDE 

between stages. 

Differences in the TDEQ-5 subscales between the three stages of development [i.e., 

NTS 1, NTS 2  and academy] across contexts were assessed using a one-way ANOVA, with 

Bonferroni correction used to protect against Type I error. All items were subsequently 

ranked by quartile by proportion of agreement to determine the key strengths and areas for 

improvement as perceived by players. Items ranked more often by players in each group in 

the top quartile (i.e., top 25th percentile) were classified as strengths of the TDE. Conversely, 

items ranked more often by players in each group in the bottom quartile (i.e., bottom 25th 

percentile), were therefore classified as areas for improvement within the TDE. 

5.3 Results 

5.3.1 Subscale and Item-Level Analysis  

The TDEQ-5 results are presented as the mean subscale scores of the main variables (Table 

5.1) to show how the perceived quality of the TDE across the various stages of the talent 
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system (Academy, NTS 1, NTS 2/3). Each variable is presented in more detail to understand 

the trends at an item level (Table 5.2). At an item level, the key strengths (light grey) and 

primary areas of improvement (dark grey) across the groups are highlighted (top and bottom 

25th percentile).  

Results between development stages and across contexts differed for each subscale, and are 

presented below along with the item level analysis to provide further insights into the TDE 

for each subscale score. In line with previous research, Long-Term Development (LTD) was 

the highest rated sub scale overall ranked first for both NTS groups and second highest for 

the academy group. Items from LTD were the most positively perceived across all groups 

(NTS 2/3, N=3; NTS 1, N = 3; Academy, N=2). This finding was consistent with research 

across multiple contexts Irish hockey (Curran et al., 2021), English football (Mills et al., 

2014), Caribbean Athletics (Thomas et al., 2020), and rugby league (Cupples et al., 2021). 

Aligned with the findings of Gangsø et al. (2021) in a Norwegian football academy context, 

but contrasting with the research cited above, academy players ranked Support Network as 

the highest subscale (4.92). Findings showed that the Holistic Quality Preparation (HQP) 

subscale was the lowest ranked for all three groups, (3.29-3.71). Items from HQP were the 

least positively perceived  (NTS 2/3, N=5; NTS 1, N-4; Academy, N=4). 

5.3.2 Long-Term Development (LTD) 

LTD focus related to the degree to which development opportunities afforded to athletes were 

specifically designed to facilitate long term success (Martindale et al., 2013). The one-way 

ANOVA results showed significant differences across development stages on perceptions of 

LTD (F(2, 45) = 6.38, p = .004). Post-hoc tests showed that academy players scored 

significantly lower than both NTS1 (p = .005) and NTS 2/3 (P = .032) suggesting that 
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academy players perceive less support for long-term development compared to NTS players. 

There was no difference between NTS 1 and NTS 2/3 (p =.80).  

At an item level, participants across all three stages reported that item 1 - their coach 

emphasised the need for constant work on fundamental and basic skills was a strength 

(M±SD; NTS 2/3=5.78±0.43, NTS 1= 5.65±0.5, Academy=5.5±0.52). Similarly, item 4 was 

perceived as a strength – I spend most of my time developing skills and attributes that my 

coach tells me I will need if I am to compete successfully at the top/professional level 

(M±SD; NTS 2/3=5.36±0.5, NTS 1= 5.29±0.72, Academy=4.94±0.93). One item showed a 

marked difference between the three stages. Academy players perceived item 6 – I would be 

given good opportunities even if I experienced a dip in performance, as a primary area of 

improvement. NTS players in contrast perceived they would have more opportunity even if 

they had a dip in performance (M±SD; NTS 2/3=4.43±1.02, NTS 1= 4±1.18, 

Academy=3.35±1.41).  

5.3.3. Holistic Quality Preparation (HQP) 

HQP refers to the strength of intervention programs both within and outside the formal talent 

development situation (Li et al., 2015). Quality preparation is related to the extent to which 

clear guidance and opportunities are in place to provide and reinforce quality practice through 

training, recovery, and competitive experience (Martindale et al., 2013). The one-way 

ANOVA results showed no significant differences across development stages on perceptions 

of HQP (F(2, 45) = 0.31, p = .74) suggesting that all groups reported similar levels of holistic 

preparation.  

Deeper insights at an item level highlight HQP subscale as the lowest-performing 

subscale containing the highest number of areas requiring improvement. There were two 
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items highlighted by all three groups as requiring improvement: item 19 – I don’t get much 

help to develop my mental toughness in sport effectively (M±SD; NTS 2/3=3.86±0.92, NTS 

1= 3.71±1.29, Academy=3.56±1.28) and item 18 – My coach rarely takes the time to talk to 

other coaches who work with me (M±SD; NTS 2/3=4±1.29, NTS 1= 3.57±1.27, 

Academy=3.5±1.09). This reflects the challenges associated with collaborating effectively 

with schools and clubs outside the Munster environment, particularly a lack of consistency in 

communication between Munster and schools coaches. Players in the NTS 1 and academy 

groups (both who have finished school) perceived that coaches spoke to them more regularly 

about their well-being whilst the NTS 2/3 group perceived this as an area for improvement 

(M±SD; NTS 2/3=3.86±1.08, NTS 1= 4.36±0.93, Academy=4.13±1.41) 

5.3.4 Support Network (SN) 

Support network related to the extent to which a coherent, approachable and wide ranging 

support network was perceived as available to aid development (Martindale et al., 2013). A 

challenging and supportive environment relates to the extent to which athletes are challenged 

appropriately by development experiences and supported through them (Li et al., 2013). The 

one-way ANOVA results showed a significant difference across development stages on 

perceptions of SN (F, 2, 45) = 4.94, p = .011) suggesting differences across the three groups. 

NTS 1 reported significantly stronger support networks than NTS 2/3 (p = .009) suggesting 

that NTS 1 athletes perceive better support networks compared to NTS 2/3. No significant 

difference was evident between academy and either NTS group.  

Players in the NTS 1 and academy groups perceived that item 24 – I can pop in to see 

my coach and support staff whenever I need to, was an area of strength (M±SD; NTS 

2/3=5±1.03, NTS 1= 5.43±0.46, Academy=5.14±0.75). All groups of players also perceived 

positively that they had access to a variety of different professionals to support their sports 
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development (item 23), with all groups indicating a mean score >5. Only one item in the SN 

subscale across the three groups was highlighted as an area for improvement. NTS 2/3 

players (those still in school) highlighted item 27 – my coaches ensure that my 

school/uni/college understand about me and my training/competitions (M±SD; NTS 

2/3=3.86±1.51).  

5.3.5 Communication (COM) 

Li et al. (2015) identified communication, the ability of coaches to communicate effectively 

with the athlete formally and informally, as an important aspect of the TDE. This includes 

feedback, goal setting, development planning and emphasis on progression (Li et al., 2015; 

Martindale et al., 2010). The one way ANOVA showed a significance difference between 

groups (F2, 45) = 7.49, p = .002 on perceptions of COM. Academy players scored 

significantly lower than both NTS 1 (P = .002) and NTS 2/3 (p = .016). This suggests that 

communication is perceived as weaker in the Academy compared to the NTS groups. There 

were no differences between NTS 1 and NTS 2/3 (p > .80). A perceived lack of 

communication between academy coaches and players might reflect academy players seeking 

feedback from senior coaches instead of academy coaches, the closer they come to senior 

selection and contract decisions.   

One item, item 12, on the COM subscale was identified as a strength for all three 

groups: my coach and I regularly talk about things I need to do to progress to the top level in 

my sport (M±SD; NTS 2/3=5.43±1.33, NTS 1= 5.29±0.6, Academy=5.06±1.34). Across all 4 

items, communication was perceived to be lower for the academy players than both NTS 

group with the largest differences across item 13 (M±SD; NTS 2/3=4.71±1.01, NTS 1= 

4.86±0.6, Academy=4.19±1.17) and item 14 (M±SD; NTS 2/3=4.86±1.09, NTS 1= 

4.93±0.77, Academy=4.31±1.3). 
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5.3.6 Alignment of Expectations (AOE) 

AOE refers to the extent to which goals for sport development are coherently set and aligned  

and is highly related to the other factors (Li et al., 2015). The one-way ANOVA results 

showed a significant difference across development stages on perceptions of AOE (F(2, 45) = 

3.76, p = .031). NTS 2/3 reported significantly higher alignment than Academy (p = .026). 

There were no differences between Academy and the NTS 1 or between NTS 1 and NTS 2/3. 

Alignment of expectations seemed particularly stronger for NTS 2/3 compared to Academy.  

Interestingly, both perceived strengths and areas for improvement highlighted were 

across the AOE subscale. Two items were identified by two groups as an area for 

improvement and one item that all three groups perceived as a strength. Both the NTS 1 and 

academy groups identified the same 2 items as an area for improvement; item 8 – the advice 

my parents give me fits well with the advice I get from my coaches (M±SD; NTS 

2/3=4.57±0.93, NTS 1= 3.92±1.2, Academy=3.81±1.22) and item 7 – my coaches make time 

to talk to my parents about me and what I am trying to achieve (M±SD; NTS 2/3=4.14±1.4, 

NTS 1= 3.5±1.45, Academy=3.44±1.42). Item 12, on the subscale was identified as a strength 

for all three groups – my coach and I regularly talk about things I need to do to progress to 

the top level in my sport (M±SD; NTS 2/3=5.43±0.75, NTS 1= 5.29±1.07, 

Academy=5.0±0.82). 
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Table 5.1. 

TDEQ-5; subscale mean (M) and standard deviation (SD) of player perceptions of the TDE quality per stage of the Munster talent system 

                
  Long Term                              

Development 
Holis2c Quality                   

Prep 
Support                           
Network 

Communica2on  Alignment of 
Expecta2ons 

                
                
  M SD  M SD  M SD  M SD  M SD 
                
 (N)               
                

ACADEMY 
PLAYERS 

16 4.49 0.58  4 0.79  4.73 0.57  4.56 0.55  4.35 0.72 

                
NTS 1 PLAYERS 14 5.1 0.39  3.83 1.04  5.01 0.54  5.04 0.65  4.6 0.64 

                
NTS 2/3 PLAYERS 14 5.15 0.47  3.72 0.79  4.57 0.7  4.98 0.49  4.92 0.65 
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Table 5.2 

TDEQ-5, mean (M) and standard deviation (SD) of TDEQ-5 items within each factor per 

development stage: key strengths (light grey) and areas for improvement (dark grey) are 

highlighted (top and bottom 25th percentile) 

 

Factor 1: Long-term development Mean SD MEAN SD MEAN SD

2  My training is specifically designed to help me develop effectively in 
the long term 

5.57 0.43 5.71 0.46 4.56 0.89

4
I spend most of my time developing skills and attributes that my 
coach tells me I will need if I am to compete successfully at the 

top/professional level 
5.36 0.5 5.29 0.72 4.94 0.93

5
My coach allows me to learn through making my own mistakes

5 0.68 5.14 0.86 4.68 0.95

6 I would be given good opportunities even if I experienced a dip in 
performance 

4.43 1.02 4 1.18 3.5 1.41

3 My coach emphasises that what I do in training and competition is far 
more important than winning 

4.79 0.97 4.86 0.66 3.75 1.065

1 My coach emphasises the need for constant work on fundamental and 
basic skills 

5.78 0.43 5.65 0.5 5.5 0.52

Factor 2: Holistic quality preparation 

20 I am rarely encouraged to plan for how I would deal with things that 
might go wrong 

3.93 1.1 3.64 0.61 4 1.31

17 My coach doesn’t appear to be that interested in my life outside of 
sport 

4.21 1.33 3.5 0.64 3.56 1.34

21 The guidelines in my sport regarding what I need to do to progress are 
not very clear 

4 1.09 3.93 0.77 3.82 1.3

19 I don’t get much help to develop my mental toughness in sport 
effectively

3.86 0.92 3.71 0.8 3.56 1.28

18 My coach rarely takes the time to talk to other coaches who work with 
me

4 1.29 3.57 1.27 3.5 1.09

16 My coach rarely talks to me about my well-being 3.86 1.08 4.36 0.93 4.13 1.41

22 I am not taught that much about how to balance training, competing 
and recovery 

4.14 1.51 4.14 0.97 3.5 0.81

NTS 2/3 NTS 1 ACADEMY



 
 

120 

 

Factor 3: Support network 

24
I can pop in to see my coach or other support staff whenever I need to 

(e.g. physiotherapist, psychologist, strength trainer, nutritionist, 
lifestyle advisor etc) 

5 1.03 5.43 0.46 5.14 0.75

28

Those who help me in my sport seem to be on the same wavelength 
as each other when it comes to what is best for me (e.g. coaches, 

physiotherapists, sport psychologists, strength trainers, nutritionists, 
lifestyle advisors etc 

5.29 0.61 5.07 0.72 4.19 0.98

23
Currently, I have access to a variety of different types of professionals 

to help my sports development (e.g. physiotherapist, sport 
psychologist, strength trainer, nutritionist, lifestyle advisor etc 

5.07 0.66 5.07 0.86 5.25 0.77

25
My coaches talk regularly to the other people who support me in my 
sport about what I am trying to achieve (e.g. physiotherapist, sport 

psychologist
5.21 1.06 5.14 1.18 4.81 0.68

26 My training programmes are developed specifically to my needs 5.07 0.73 5.07 0.66 4.44 1.21

27 My coaches ensure that my school/uni/college understand about me 
and my training/ competitions 

3.86 1.51 4.29 0.5 4.56 0.81

Factor 4: Communication 

13 My coach and I talk about what current and/or past world class 
performers did to be successful 

4.71 1.01 4.86 0.6 4.19 1.17

12
My coach and I regularly talk about things I need to do to progress to 

the top level in my sport (e.g. training ethos, competition 
performances, physically, mentally, technically, tactically) 

5.43 1.33 5.29 0.6 5.06 1.34

14 My coach and I often try to identify what my next big test will be 
before it happens 

4.86 1.09 4.93 0.77 4.31 1.3

15 My coach explains how my training and competition programme work 
together to help me develop 

4.93 0.92 5.07 0.82 4.69 1.28

Factor 5: Alignment of expectations 

8 The advice my parents give me fits well with the advice I get from my 
coaches

4.57 0.93 3.92 1.2 3.81 1.22

11 I regularly set goals with my coach that are specific to my individual 
development 

5.21 0.97 5.07 1.2 4.81 0.75

10 I am involved in most decisions about my sport development 5.29 0.61 5.21 0.69 4.69 1.01

7 My coaches make time to talk to my parents about me and what I am 
trying to achieve 

4.14 1.4 3.5 1.45 3.44 1.42

9 My progress and personal performance is reviewed regularly on an 
individual basis 

5.43 0.75 5.29 1.07 5 0.82
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5.4 Discussion 

This chapter explored players’ perception of the quality of various TDEs within a rugby 

talent system and investigated differences between the player’s experiences at various stages 

of the programme. Reflecting the objectives of the research outlined in Chapter 1, this 

quantitative analysis identified strengths and weakness across the Munster talent system, and 

examined how these varied between development levels. The TDEQ is considered a valuable 

tool to support informed, evidence-based practice within talent systems (Hall et al., 2019), 

offering a benchmark against a well-established set of guidelines for effective TD practice. 

As outlined in Chapter 2, counterintuitive practice are often evident at different ages and 

stages when there is a lack of coherence and integration (Moran et al., 2024). The results of 

the research reflect the levels of alignment and integration across the system, while also 

highlighting barriers to effective TD such as a limited integration and shortcomings in 

coaching practice (Taylor & Collins, 2021a).  

 Programmes with an emphasis on LTD over short-term success retain the flexibility 

to emphasise fundamentals, allow mistakes, encourage exploration, and maintain a focus on 

performance rather than winning (Johnson et al., 2006). The results indicate that the LTD of 

players is a positive feature of Munster’s talent system demonstrating the emphasis 

stakeholders placed on LTD. This represents a focus on future development over immediate 

success, outlined in Chapter 2 as a feature of successful environments (Mills et al., 2014; 

Mitchell et al., 2021). The long term nature of training (item 2) was perceived as a strength at 

both NTS levels but comparatively lower at academy level, which may be related to the 

proximity to senior team performance (Barry et al., 2025). As discussed in Chapter 6, 

academy players perceived an increase in pressure the closer they come to selection 

timepoints, specifically the JST and selection into a senior squad (Savage et al., 2017). 
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Similarly, academy players perceived that they wouldn’t be given opportunities if they 

experienced a dip in performance (item 6) indicating a perceived lack of performance safety 

(Taylor et al., 2022), discussed in Section 2.3.1. This seems to be amplified when academy 

players train on a full time basis with the senior squad (see Chapter 6). Both NTS groups 

indicated that their coach allowed them to learn through making mistakes (item 5) which 

research has strongly indicated is an essential part of the TD process (Metcalf & Leake, 

2017). In contrast, academy players believed there was an increased emphasis on winning 

over performance (item 3) as they progressed through the talent system, reflecting short-

termism, a feature often associated with ineffective TDE’s (Henriksen et al., 2014). 

 Access to a strong support network for players contributes to the success of the talent 

system (Li et al., 2015; Mitchell et al., 2021). In conjunction with a LTD focus, an 

appropriate support network can adaptively impact an athletes intrinsic motivation, intrinsic 

goal setting (Wang et al., 2011), and positively predict basic needs satisfaction (Li et al., 

2019). In this talent system, players experienced strong support from coaches and support 

staff, each group highlighting sufficient availability of a range of professional support and 

access to them when needed (item 23 and item 25).The academy group perceived an 

increased level of support compared to both NTS groups, potentially reflecting the level of 

resources available to players as they progressed through the system (item 23). Linked to 

this, players perceived that their coach communicated to a high level with them around what 

was necessary to progress to the top level in rugby (item 12), with each development group 

indicating that this was an area of strength. However, NTS 2/3 players who were still in 

school highlighted a lack of alignment and understanding related to training and competition 

between Munster coaches and their schools coaches (item 27). This reflects the challenge in 

establishing a close collaboration between a school and academy but it is considered crucial 

for optimal development (Flatgard et al., 2020). A lack of communication between coaches 
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in the various TDEs is likely to lead to sub optimal development planning (Martindale et al., 

2010) and could lead to issues such a burnout and injury (Gustafsson et al., 2018; Thomas et 

al., 2020). 

 As outlined in Chapter 2, a strong integration of efforts can drive coordinated practice 

across the talent system (Pankhurst et al., 2013) and a harmony between stakeholders 

knowledge, perceptions, and behaviours (Taylor & Collins, 2021). Coordination may be 

encouraged through clear and promoted TDE philosophies (Martindale et al., 2005). 

Alignment of expectations is strongly linked to all the other factors explored in the TDEQ (Li 

et al., 2015). The results highlighted two areas of concern, particularly the relationship 

between coaches and parents. The players suggested that there was a lack of communication 

between parents and coaches related to their development plan (item 7) and misalignment 

between the advice players received from coaches and parents (item 8). Interactions between 

coaches and parents are believed to play an important role in shaping a player’s development 

(Strachan et al., 2022). Parents can be a source of added pressure for young players (Lauer et 

al., 2010), but also play an important positive supporting role through their development 

(Côté & Vierimaa, 2014), largely determined by their knowledge and attitude (Harwood & 

Knight, 2015). This stresses the need for excellent communication and alignment between 

key stakeholders. A coaches or parents unrealistic expectations of an athlete can also have a 

negative impact on a players performance (Gould et al., 2002). This supports the approach 

suggested by Martindale et al., (2010) by involving players in decisions regarding their 

development. This appears to positively impacted their self-motivation, considered essential 

for the success of the long term programme. Positively, all players across all development 

stages perceived that they were involved in decisions about their sport development (item 10) 

and regularly set development goals with their coach (item 11). As discussed in Chapter 2, 

Moran et al. (2024) suggest the development of a curriculum to cater for horizontal and 
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vertical coherence, so that the principles and practices that coaches utilise at different levels 

support optimal TD. Taylor and Collins (2021) suggest building SMMs to support the 

process of enhancing coherence and integrated practice. 

 The lowest scoring characteristic across the development stages of the talent system 

was the HQP of players. All three groups highlighted either four or five items that they 

perceived as being in need of improvement. The TDEQ results indicate that players from all 

development stages felt that their coaches didn’t take enough time to talk to other coaches 

that worked with them (item 18), and this trend increased as the players progressed through 

the NTS and into the academy. All player groups believed there was insufficient support to 

develop mental toughness (item 19), consistent with the findings of Curran et al. (2021) in a 

female hockey environment. This finding is of particular concern due to the well-established 

importance of developing PCDEs (discussed in Section 2.2.2), to facilitate the likelihood of 

future success at senior level (MacNamara et al., 2010). Interestingly, academy players did 

feel that their ability to deal with anything that went wrong (item 20) improved as they 

progressed from NTS to academy. This may reflect a non-deliberate development of 

psychological skills as a player progresses along their pathway (Simpson et al., 2022), or an 

increased investment in resources related to psychological skill development in the academy. 

HQP is associated with caring coaches (Mitchell et al., 2021) and quality coach-athlete 

relationships (Jowett & Arthur, 2019), but academy players believed their coaches didn’t 

appear to be interested in their life outside rugby (item 17). The academy players also 

perceived that they were not taught how to balance training, competing and recovery (item 

22). This may be reflective of the performance pressures associated with training with the 

senior squad and, as indicated earlier, the proximity to a senior contract (explored in Chapter 

6). A whole person development approach has been reinforced in TD literature to support 

players in balancing lifestyle, sport, and career demands (Stambulova et al., 2009). The poor 
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HQP of players was identified as the key factor requiring improvement within the talent 

system. This could be addressed by the implementation of a holistic, systematic approach, 

e.g., teach, test, tweak (Collins & MacNamara, 2022), that facilitates the development of 

psychobehavioural skills that would assist players in successfully navigating their pathway 

(Hauser et al., 2024). This is especially so when you consider the complexity of an elite 

talent system that comprises many TDEs, made up of multiple stakeholders, experiences, 

expectations, and challenges.  

 Section 7.3 presents the contribution that the thesis makes to practice at Munster. 

Many of the findings in Chapter 5 inform these practices, supporting alignment across the 

talent system and integrated working practice between the academy and the senior 

environment. To mitigate the perceived gaps in communication and HQP highlighted in this 

study, academy coaches regularly attended senior meetings, with the aim of enhancing the 

consistency and coherence of feedback to academy players. Given the variations in how TDE 

effectiveness was perceived at different stages of development, as presented in this chapter, 

alignment meetings between academy and pathway staff became a regular feature of the 

programme. These meetings focused on developing SMM’s to support optimal TD practice 

throughout the talent system.   

5.5 Conclusion 

The aim of the study was to explore the utilisation of process markers at various development 

stages to investigate the effectiveness of the Munster talent system. The research provides a 

snapshot of the TD system and insights into the barriers and enablers of effective TD 

practice. Chapter 4 identified both the strengths and gaps in Munster pathway’s coherence 

and readiness. Chapter 5 measure these areas quantifiably (e.g., TDEQ) from the players 
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perspective. Where Chapter 4 provides qualitative evidence of readiness (or the lack of it). 

Chapter 5 provides data about these concepts. 

 Perceptions of LTD and SN were generally positive across the Munster talent system, 

and players across all development stages indicated items in both HQP and AOE that require 

systemic attention. Findings indicate a gap in terms of communication between stakeholders, 

particularly between coaches and parents, and between coaches in the various TDE’s, 

contributing to a misalignment in expectations related to individual development plans. The 

methodology used in the chapter has limitations, including a relatively small sample size. 

However, the entire NTS and Academy group comprised 44 players, all of whom 

participated, and the TDEQ was intended to capture their perceptions. The TDEQ-5 is a 

validated general sports measure (Li et al., 2015), but it may not capture the unique cultural 

climate or the complex interactive relations of other dynamic sporting environments 

(Mitchell et al., 2021). However, Hall et al. (2019) suggested that similar research findings 

would help to facilitate the development of effective evidence-based intervention strategies. 

The findings presented in this chapter have applied implications and underpin contextually 

specific intervention strategies employed by coaches and support staff at Munster rugby 

(Curran et al., 2021), discussed further in Chapter 7. Martindale et al. (2013) recommended 

future research that incorporated a mixed methods approach, where the TDEQ be used as a 

tool in applied settings combined with qualitative feedback to gain deeper insights into the 

functioning of the TDE (e.g., Curran et al., 2022). Post-intervention, repeating the TDEQ 

would enable stakeholders to assess the impact of interventions on athletes’ perceptions of 

the system quality (Martindale et al., 2013), and also influence future practice. The value of 

further research of this nature is evident, but lies beyond the scope of this thesis. Chapter 5 

has focused on the effectiveness of TDEs at various development stages along the talent 

system. Chapter 6 shifts focus to a later stage in a player’s pathway, examining the interface 
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between the academy (development stage) and senior squad (HPSE). The research explores 

the relative strengths and weaknesses of Munster’s integrated model, where the academy 

players train full time with the senior squad. 
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Chapter 6: Developing While Performing and Performing While Developing? A Case 

Study of an Integrated Talent Development and High Performance Environment at 

Munster Rugby 
 

6.1 Introduction 

Chapter 6 presents a case study of an integrated TD and HP environment at Munster Rugby. 

As outlined in Section 1.2.1, in 2022 Munster Rugby made a strategic decision to implement 

an integrated training model. In contrast to the normative separation of the development and 

performance environment in many team sports, Munster made the decision to combine the 

academy and senior squads, with the aim of accelerating player development and developing 

a more competitive squad. This organisational intervention merged the academy 

(approximately 18 players) with the senior squad (circa 42 players) into a single training 

group. Academy players trained full-time alongside the senior team, following the same 

training schedule, including team and unit meetings. Depending on selection, players would 

play with the Munster senior team, Munster A team, or with their respective clubs each 

weekend. Prior to the intervention in 2022, the academy and senior team were 

organisationally separate, located in different floors of Munster’s training centre, and 

operating from an entirely different training schedule. Five senior and three academy coaches 

deliver the programme with senior coaches leading on the delivery of team sessions 

(supported by academy coaches) and team meetings. Academy coaches focus solely on 

academy players to support their development.  

 In earlier Chapters 4 and 5, the research primarily focused on the TD system. Chapter 

6 explores the interface between the development and performance environments. Earlier 

chapters examined the talent system’s effectiveness, focusing on TD principles and practices 

and on the quality of the TDE. Chapter 6 builds on this research by exploring the impact of 
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an integrated model on both the TD system and the performance environment. The research 

examines the strengths and weaknesses of the integrated model, the tension between 

development and performance agendas, and its impact on player development and team 

performance. A qualitative approach was used to explore the perspectives of senior players 

and coaches, and academy players and coaches. Consistent with the thesis aim, coherence, 

alignment, and integrated strategy remained primary foci.  

As outlined in Section 2.3, recent literature introduced the concept of the high-

performance sport environment (HPSE; Schlawe et al., 2025). HPSEs are cultivated to 

optimise performance, whereas talent systems are designed and operationalised to optimise 

player development. Across a series of individual environment case studies, Henriksen et al. 

(2010a; 2010b) suggested the need for a permeable layer between the TDE and the HPSE, 

characterised by alignment and integrated efforts. In contrast, a lack of integration and 

cultural incoherence were associated with ineffective TDEs (Henriksen et al., 2014). Where 

academy and senior departments are physically or organisationally separate, athlete 

development appears to be hindered (Eubank et al., 2017). In this context, the research 

explores the impact on athlete development when the academy and senior departments are 

physically and organisationally integrated.  

Across sporting settings, the Junior to Senior Transition (JST), the threshold where 

the environment shifts from a development agenda to a winning agenda, poses a significant 

challenge for players (Savage et al., 2017). The step change in challenge is multifactorial (see 

Section 2.3.1) and is also influenced by a lack of integration between talent development and 

senior performance (Hauser et al., 2024). These increasing demands on young players also 

correspond with the environmental shift from development to performance (Richardson et 

al., 2012). Beyond performance demands, players must also navigate psychosocial factors 

(see Section 2.3.1; Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004). Career-transition literature highlights that 
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players are more likely to successfully transition when their resources match these demands 

(Alfermann & Stambulova, 2007). In this sense, a player’s ability to prepare for, navigate, 

and learn from challenge is a key differentiator (Taylor & Collins, 2021).   

Research indicates that, as the focus shifts more to winning, young players perceive 

reduced performance safety due to heightened scrutiny and judgement inherent to HPSEs 

(Taylor et al., 2022). Performance safety concerns perceived consequences of error (Taylor et 

al., 2025), distinct from psychological safety, which concerns fear of speaking up (Jowett et 

al., 2023). As a result, academy players may avoid taking risks and perceive limited 

opportunity to expand and explore, both key ingredient in player development (Taylor et al., 

2022). This is problematic because we know that young players need to make errors to learn 

(Metcalf & Leake, 2017) and because the conditions that produce the most errors often 

support the greatest learning (Soderstrom & Bjork, 2015). Conversely, some players 

perceived a lack of performance safety as an adaptive feature of an environment, believing it 

can enhance performance (Taylor et al., 2022). Players described a double edged sword, 

suggesting that the reality of the context in the HPSE, i.e., the demanding conditions and a 

lack of performance safety, enhanced their level of performance. As such, recent research 

questions the transferability of performance safety to HPSEs (Vella et al., 2024) as players 

must perform under conditions where errors have consequences (Taylor et al., 2025). 

However, to optimising young players’ development, coaches should intentionally 

manipulate performance safety via appropriate methods (see Section 2.3.1 for examples), to 

achieve desired learning or performance outcomes, when designing and delivering a training 

session (Lyle & Cushion, 2016).   

 There is increasing recognition that the role of the TD coach is distinct from that of a 

performance coach (Williams & MacNamara, 2020). Lyle and Cushion (2016) indicate clear 

boundary markers that delineate between coaching practice on a performance pathway and at 
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senior elite levels, each with contrasting needs e.g., greater focus on the individual than the 

group; greater focus on performance later than performance now. Abraham and Collins 

(2011), however, suggest that coaching can rarely be simplified to a prescribed perspective. 

UK Sport issued a position statement in 2021 that distinguished development coaching as 

defining the future characteristics of young athletes and performance coaching as refining the 

developed characteristics of an athlete. While this distinction holds merit, it oversimplifies a 

complex reality and calls for a more nuanced approach that reflects the dynamic and 

unpredictable nature of development and performance (Barry et al., 2025). Instead, Collins et 

al. (2016) suggest that coaches should act based on a clear understanding of a player’s needs 

and context, rather than defaulting to a prescribed position (Jones et al., 2002). In applied 

settings, such as Munster’s integrated environment, a developmental approach may suit 

longer-term needs, while a more performance-oriented stance may support the delivery of 

shorter-term needs (Barry et al., 2025). To support such decisions, Barry et al. (2025) 

proposed a framework based on a proximity-to-performance, that guides weighting toward 

either a development approach or a performance focus (see Section 2.3.2). Acknowledging 

these complexities, I extend the Chapter 4 discussion by examining where performance 

begins and development ends. 

As highlighted throughout this thesis, effective development coaching provides an 

appropriately challenging and supportive environment that promotes the acquisition of a 

broad range of performance and psychobehavioural skills, while maintaining an individual 

focus and a long-term agenda (Collins et al., 2019). In the reality of HPSEs however, 

ineffective TD can be as a result of short-termism and pressure to deliver results (Morris et 

al., 2017). The inherent tension between winning now and developing players for the future 

can be a critical barrier to optimal developmental experiences (Taylor et al., 2022). Despite 

these tensions, there remains limited research pertaining to practical actions that talent 
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systems can take to navigate the dilemmas of practice posed by the tension between short-

term performance and long-term development agendas (cf. (Cushion, 2013). As suggested by 

Baker et al. (2024), we know very little about how the demands and pressures of professional 

sport could constrain long-term development. 

 

6.2 Method 

 
6.2.1 Philosophical position 

Reflecting a commitment to generating practically meaningful knowledge, this case study 

was underpinned by a pragmatic research philosophy (Kelly & Cordeiro, 2020). Pragmatism 

centres the research question and uses it to guide methodological choices (Kaushik & Walsh, 

2019). Rather than seeking certainty, pragmatists view knowledge as fallible and provisional, 

valued for its capacity to inform action. Accordingly, knowledge is understood as an ongoing 

process of inquiry, grounded in evidence and experience (Ormerod 2020). 

 

6.2.2. Reflexivity  

It is necessary to acknowledge my role as an insider, conducting research within my own 

organisation and from a population of which I am a member, as well as my leadership 

position (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009). At the time of the research, I had been employed as Head 

of Rugby Operations at Munster Rugby for 18 months. This positionality aligns with a 

pragmatic intent but also introduced tensions, particularly around power dynamics and 

potential impression management.  

 The researcher-participant relationship is imbued with power and is understood 

complex, fluid and relational (Consterdine et al., 2025). Attempting to avoid power dynamics 

risks ignoring those realities. Instead recognising the ubiquity of power requires: (1) 

reflecting on your own position and influence; (2) designing methods so that all participants 
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to be heard authentically; and (3) acknowledging how power might shape how the data is 

collected and interpreted. The measures are therefore not designed to eliminate power 

dynamics rather recognising how the pervasive presence of power may influence the research 

process (Foucault,1978).  

In addition, my supervision team were relative insider–outsiders, one is an 

experienced rugby union coach and coach developer, and another has extensive experience in 

TD and rugby academies. Though not embedded within Munster Rugby, their domain 

experience informed their role as critical friends. This positioning enabled deep contextual 

understanding, facilitated access to participants, and supported the identification of subtle, 

embedded practices that might have been overlooked by an external observer (Chavez, 

2015).  

Benefits of an insider perspective include participant acceptance based on context 

understanding and trust, contributing to greater openness and depth (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009). 

However, it also risked me being blinded to contextual norms, or adopting an overly positive 

view (Chavez, 2015). It is possible that I was unable to separate my own experiences from 

those of participants, and that participants assumed mutual understanding, not fully 

explaining their perspective (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009). 

 To mitigate against these issues, I maintained a reflexive journal and engaged the 

supervision team extensively as critical friends. The journal supported reflection on 

positionality at all stages, interrogation of power dynamics, surface assumptions, and track 

analytic decisions, enhancing transparency and dialogue within the team. Aligned with my 

epistemological stance and the use of thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2023), analysis was 

conducted in reflexive recognition of my positioning and the role of researcher subjectivity in 

shaping deductive engagement with the data. 
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6.2.3. Participants 

I used the notion of information power to guide participant recruitment (Malterud et al., 

2021). Rather than an a priori sample size decision, I estimated how many participants would 

be required to provide a rich, relevant, and multifaceted account relative to the study’s 

objectives (Malterud et al., 2016). This estimation was an initial purposive sampling of 16 

participants from four stakeholder groups (academy coaches (n=4), academy players (n=4), 

senior coaches (n=4), and senior players (n=4). The criteria for richness was applied based on 

participants’ ability to reflect on experiences with Munster Rugby and in other rugby HPSEs. 

Consequently, participants held a variety of experience at the club: senior players (2-8 years), 

academy players (1-3 years), academy coaches (2-10 years) and senior coaches (6-14 years). 

To ensure participant anonymity, specific demographic information has not been presented 

(see Table 6.1).  
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Table 6.1. Participants’ role and labels 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6.2.4 Data Collection  

Following approval by the institutional ethics committee (DCUREC 2024/029), participants 

were invited to participate in semi-structured interviews via personal contact. Given my 

insider status, an extensive process of informed consent and contracting was conducted ahead 

of interview. All interviews took place in person at times and locations convenient for 

participants. The interview guide consisted of questions asking participants to describe their 

experiences and their perceived impact of the integrated training model. The questions were 

developed from established TDE literature to understand elements of the integrated model 

that might impact TD practices. All questions were reviewed with the research team until 

agreement was reached on a final interview guide. (Examples of questions included: (1) 

What do you think are the opportunities for an academy player integrated with the senior 

program? (2) When you first joined the academy how well prepared did you feel for the 

transition into training full time with the senior team? (3) What do you feel are the biggest 

challenges/threats for an academy player integrated with the senior programme?). Each 

Role Label 
Academy player AP1 
Academy player AP2 
Academy player AP3 
Academy player AP4 

Senior player SP1 
Senior player SP2 
Senior player SP3 
Senior player SP4 

Academy coach AC1 
Academy coach AC2 
Academy coach AC3 
Academy coach AC4 

Senior coach SC1 
Senior coach SC2 
Senior coach SC3 
Senior coach SC4 
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interview lasted between 38 and 55 minutes and were transcribed verbatim. Supported by the 

insider perspective, efforts were made throughout the interview to make participants feel 

comfortable, respected, and free to express their views (Krueger, 2014). 

 

6.2.5 Data Analysis  

Guided by my reflexive stance, a qualitative content analysis approach was adopted in order 

to develop a model to describe a phenomenon in a conceptual form (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). In 

this case, a performance intervention to integrate the TDE and the performance environment 

at Munster rugby. Based on a judgment that the literature met the criteria of sufficient prior 

knowledge (Kyngäs et al., 2011), I used the existing TDE research of Martindale (2005, 

2007) and Henriksen (2010, 2014) to generate a deductive coding frame. Categories were 

derived from those bodies of literature (Constas, 1992) and included five principles: (1) 

Individualised and ongoing development, (2) Appropriate development, (3) Long Term aims 

and methods, (4) Integration of efforts and (5) Wide ranging support. Once the data were 

coded, I moved from categories derived from the deductive coding to theme development. In 

this manner, aspects that fitted the deductive frame were used to create their own concepts 

based on principles of inductive content analysis (Marshall & Rossman, 2014).  

Theme development involved four steps (Vaismoradi et al., 2016): initialisation, 

construction, rectification, and finalisation. The initialisation phase of analysis involved 

transcriptions being read and reread and I made a series of notes while also becoming 

familiar with the data. The next step involved generating codes through line-by-line analysis. 

In the construction phase I reflected on the process of organising code and assigned a place to 

each cluster of codes in relation to the research question. This phase included classifying, 

comparing, labelling, defining, and describing. The third phase, rectification, involved 

relating themes to established knowledge. During this phase, I was careful to both immerse 

myself in the data but also distance myself to examine the veracity of the coding process. 
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During this phase, the other members of the supervision team acted as critical friends by 

challenging me to consider interpretations and alternative perspectives. The finalisation 

phase involved a narration development to describe and connect various themes related to the 

research question.  

  

6.3 Results and Discussion 

This study explored the perspectives of multiple stakeholders on the impact of an 

organisational intervention on Munster Rugby’s TDE and HPSE. The results are presented 

aligned to different elements of the generated deductive framework: (1) Individualised and 

ongoing development, (2) Appropriate development, (3) Long-Term aims and methods, (4) 

Integration of efforts, and (5) Wide-ranging support. The overarching themes and sub-themes 

are presented in Table 6.2 and include quotations from multiple perspectives. Sub-themes are 

further presented below using italics.  

 

6.3.1 It’s about getting better 

The first theme, ‘it’s about getting better’, related to individual and ongoing development, 

reflecting the need for flexible systems to accommodate variation in players’ development 

(Martindale et al., 2005). Players and staff perceived accelerated development for academy 

players as a result of the increased demands of training with the senior squad: “Training in 

that environment, you improve so much because you’re expected to adapt quicker to the 

challenges and you learn quicker” (AP1). Similarly, players described benefits from the 

increased support during heightened periods of challenge in training: “getting the same level 

of training as a senior player preparing for Champions Cup or URC every week and getting 

that level of coaching and support from the [senior] staff is unreal” (AP1). It seemed that the 

quality of coaching, coupled with these elevated demands, provoked a response in academy 
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players: “with the level of detail that academy players are getting, they literally take in what 

you could learn in three years of a traditional model within a year” (AC1).  

Reflecting the need for individualisation, there were cautionary suggestions that this 

wasn’t necessarily the case for all players: 

Some players definitely accelerate, but is it definite for everyone? I don’t know if it 

is, I have no evidence of this but you could ask the question, if some players suffer 

and it becomes too much because I’ve seen it with young players before, where they 

are exposed to a high level too quickly (SC1). 

Exposing players to the level of challenge inherent to senior training carried the risk of 

maladaptive outcomes for individuals. This was especially so for players who lacked the 

capacity to cope with or learn from senior training  (Taylor & Collins, 2020). Thus, it would  

appear that the potential for accelerated development depended on progressive exposure to 

challenge and appropriate support (Sarkar et al., 2015): “[player] gets drip-fed in and out, is 

involved in games and training, which expose him gradually to the players he's going to be 

working with and the coaches he's going to be working with” (AC3). The adaptive impact of 

the model depends on the use of individual development plans to balance exposure to the 

challenge presented by the senior environment with recognition of current capacities. 

 Reflecting this need for progressive exposure, players and staff recognised the 

potential difficulties associated with this acceleration and the need for groundwork to support 

the Junior to Senior Transition. The integrated model meant there was less time to develop 

the necessary skills to support a successful transition (Stambulova, 2017): “It’s probably a 

time thing, sometimes there’s no substitute for time” (SC2). In many cases, the pre academy 

experiences of players also left them unprepared (Williams & MacNamara, 2022): 

We were made aware of the demands of what it's like to be a senior player, the 

psychological aspect, the training aspect, the rugby aspect. It doesn't really hit you 
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until you're in it and you realize how important it was. I don't know if that was me not 

taking it seriously enough or not buying into it all the time (AP4). 

The elevated challenge of the senior squad appeared to have a range of impacts on players, 

dependent at least in part on their psychobehavioural skills and characteristics (Williams & 

MacNamara, 2023; Savage et al., 2017). For this reason, there were disadvantages with the 

integrated model for some academy players: “that very high intensity of training, I probably 

hadn’t done before and I was in a survival mindset rather than a thrive mindset” (AP3). This 

led to a view that in some cases, that players were unprepared: “they come in and they train 

so hard and train so fast, are we actually negating some guys from their development 

windows” (SC2). For this reason, rather than trying to attempt to shape the HPSE to match 

the needs of each individual, instead, greater effort was applied to understand if players were 

ready to progress between stages of the Munster environment:  

[Player] will be joining the academy after doing two full years [in the pre-academy] 

who has undergone a really good development block and allowed himself as a player 

to mature personally... then we've got guys who have come straight out of school who 

are incredibly mature but who athletically will need space for development (AC1). 

This view included recognising a player’s biography, training and playing history, physical 

and psycho-social readiness, rather than merely their current level of performance (Baker et 

al., 2024) 

 An adaptive consequence of the model and of greater integration between the 

academy and senior team were increased playing and contract opportunities afforded to 

academy players. This was partly a consequence of senior coaches better understanding 

younger players: “there is a lot more confidence from senior coaches to select academy 

players because they see them day in day out” (SP4). There was a belief among young 

players that they had genuine selection opportunities especially when coaches could: “see 
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that you were training well, they weren’t afraid to give you the opportunity” (AP2). This was 

similar for coaches, with one senior coach reflecting on their experience of another HPSE 

where the “academy and senior teams are segregated…academy players rarely come into 

recognition for selection” (SC2). Where individuals were selected it seemed to create a 

virtuous cycle, where selected players became proximal role models motivating other 

academy players, that they: “now had something to chase because he knows what it feels 

like, he’s within reaching distance, give me more of that, hook it up to my veins kind of 

stuff” (AC3), (Hauser et al., 2024). Together, these factors fostered an expectation among 

academy players that they would be fairly recognised. 

 

6.3.2 Is this right, right now? 

The second theme, is this right, right now?, related to a player’s stage-specific experiences 

and training (Martindale et al., 2005). Consistent with prior research, academy players and 

staff perceived significantly increasing demands of the HPSE (Savage, 2017), particularly in 

how players were challenged. Players felt doubt, uncertainty and dips in confidence when 

they first experienced the integrated model. For one academy player he would: “second guess 

my ability” (AP2), another would: “question if I should even be here” (AP4). Academy 

players reflected on the early stages of their transition:  

It definitely does test you as a player, your skills, your ability to take on information 

quickly, and put it on the pitch, which is one of the biggest challenges, learning that 

detail quickly. And on top of that, in the first few weeks, my body was very sore 

(AP1). 

Though, with time, this faded as players’ confidence increased: “I’ve come to a spot where I 

don’t feel as much pressure in training because I know my skill set has come on so much” 

(AP3). This suggests responses to these demands have to be considered individually and that 
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what’s right for one, isn’t for another. This was reinforced by an academy coach who 

highlighted that “some players adapt really well to it [senior training] and then others still 

need that time and support” (AC1). That is, players seemed to respond differently based on 

what they brought to the challenges they faced and also as a consequence of the support 

offered.  

Beyond increasing demands, players reported differences in perceived safety, 

particularly related to increased perceptions of judgement and comparison with others: “you 

would be under a lot of pressure to perform well in training, an expectation to perform well 

or you were letting yourself and others down” (AP1). A prominent feature of academy 

player’s experience were perceptions of consequence from making errors, similar to recent 

research with international players (Taylor et al., 2022). One player suggested that he was 

“afraid to make a mistake because obviously you're trying to impress the [senior] coaches” 

(AP1) and felt that “you just might want to play it safe and not put yourself in a bad light” 

(AP1). That is, players believed that they would progress based on their ability to minimise 

individual errors. Recent research has also explored the transferability of the performance 

based elements of psychological safety to HPSEs (Vella et al., 2024). Players did not always 

consider it ‘safe’ to make mistakes in senior training with limited opportunities for expansive 

or exploratory behaviour. This suggested a lack of ‘performance safety’, a “temporally 

dynamic perception emerging from individual-environment interactions, specifically 

concerning perceptions of consequence from error” (Taylor et al., 2025, p. 2). Given 

evidence that learning from error is fundamental to development (Metcalf & Leake, 2017), 

inhibiting exploratory or expansive behaviour would seem to be a maladaptive feature of the 

Integrated Model, though this must be balanced against the reality that players operate in 

conditions where errors carry significant consequences (Ferguson et al., 2023). To mitigate 

against a lack of safety, non-integrated (academy players only) training was a feature of the 
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weekly schedule: “there are times...where there’s opportunities to explore with a little bit less 

scrutiny and make mistakes” (AC3). Managing performance safety appeared to be key 

feature of long term player progression. For this reason, academy coaches believed it was 

important to differentiate between sessions, some with more pressure to perform without 

making errors, and others where it was safe to make errors. This required more than verbal 

reassurance from coaches, it required players to train away from senior players to remove 

social consequences that might inhibit training quality.  

 

6.3.3 Looking ahead  

The third theme, looking ahead, reflects the adaptive characteristic of TDEs and the use of 

long-term aims and methods (Martindale et al. 2005). The demands of the HPSE and 

pressure to win matches created tension between senior performance and player 

development, making it difficult to implement what might be considered effective TD 

practices (Sæther et al., 2025). The primary organisational focus was the senior team winning 

games, yet there also was an organisational commitment to developing players for long term 

success. Coaches noted the difficulty of managing resources to meet both short and long-term 

goals for a large, diverse training squad: “we have a huge amount of players to coach, our 

main focus is to prepare the first team on any given week for a match and that takes a huge 

amount of our focus” (SC1). Exemplifying this dilemma, there was agreement that the 

integrated model benefits the club’s long-term future but not necessarily individual coaches’ 

short-term aims:” 

As a first team coach, we will be judged on wins. What is to the forefront of my mind 

is, along with all of this great work with the integrated model, we will essentially be 

judged on how many games you win (SC1). 
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Questions were raised regarding potential compromises in the senior team's week to week 

preparation: “like being a teacher in a classroom, it will be harder to cater for all needs at a 

particular time and what is the best use of time and does the bottom dilute the top?” (SC1). 

These perceptions were also held by some of the senior players, there was a perceived lack of 

quality training opposition: “if you're running high class players against each other in 

opposition it's like steel sharpens steel, the environment creates the product. And if the 

environment is slightly lacking in quality…does that prepare our best 15 [players]? (SC1). 

Despite this, senior coaches and players remained committed to the long-term strategic 

implementation of the integrated model. Participants also acknowledged that: “at the same 

time, how good is it that academy players are ready and what happens in a big game if young 

players are drafted in, I’d say a lot of this is balance” (SP4). Integrating the TDE and HPSE 

involved a strategic trade-off (Taylor et al., 2022): one that required more than changes to 

organisational structure alone, it demanded the generating role clarity and acceptance, and a 

willingness to confront inherent tensions (Eys et al., 2020).  

Central to the systematic long term planning process at the club was the graduated 

exposure of young players to the senior environment (Morris et al., 2017). As part of their 

individual development plans, pre academy players were invited to train with the senior 

team, minimising transitional difficulties in the future: “that early exposure to training with 

professional players… being coached by senior coaches. They get to understand what it 

takes… and the level they need to get to” (AC4). Systematic planning also encompassed 

succession planning, with communication serving as a key tool for integration. Staff were 

aware of the relative status of players, for example, one academy coaches reflected that: “if a 

player goes down, we haven’t gone out and signed short term players which we would have 

in the past and undermined the work of the academy”  believing that as a result of the 

integrated approach, senior coaches were more likely to select academy players rather than 
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look to sign players externally. It was through regular training that coaches were in a position 

to continuously update their judgements of academy players and make more informed 

selection decisions (See Chapter 3): “if the academy was completely separate you might only 

have a glancing view of [academy player] and a limited opinion so it would be a gamble. 

With an integrated model there’s less of a gamble” (AC3). For player progression, formal 

long term succession planning was inherently linked to what coaches were able to see day to 

day, building trust in individual players and efficacy of the planning. Yet, given competing 

demands on senior coaches, planning for player development was less clear than selection. 

Academy coaches stressed that in the context of a HPSE, development conversations can be 

“very challenging” (AC2). There was a sense that player development was “probably not 

discussed openly enough” (AC1). With performance pressure, previous planning for player 

development was compromised.  

 

6.3.4 Pulling in the same direction 

‘Pulling in the same direction’ concerns the integrated approach and alignment of 

principles and practices that support the accelerated development of academy players, 

implemented within a distinct organisational culture (Cruickshank & Collins, 2012). 

Integration can be defined as a two way process where different inputs are systematically 

combined (Taylor et al., 2022). The club’s decision to adopt an integrated model facilitated 

integration between academy and senior and was further supported by a redesign of the 

physical environment in the training centre. For example, communication and collaboration 

between staff was increased as a result of academy and senior coach offices being moved 

closer: 

Where we are located, you're able to walk across the office and there’s very good 

relationship dynamics with the senior coaches, they're very approachable. You can go 
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and have very challenging conversations, they're very open, you're also learning the 

different theories and beliefs behind some of the some of the coaching practices 

(AC1) 

Integration was further enhanced by the presence of academy coaches in all senior coaching 

meetings enhancing communication and “promoted the development of a coherent and 

consistent coaching style” (AC2). This was reflected in player’s accounts of feedback: “the 

feedback is definitely aligned and I feel like with more coaches around you I can be like a 

sponge, you can take what you want from one coach and you can squeeze out what you don’t 

want from another coach” (AP3). An important feature of this integrated practice were 

academy coaches’ management of expectations, “senior coaches were quick to form opinions 

and would often see the things the [academy] players can’t do and reference and discuss what 

they can’t do” (AC1). A factor that pointed to the potential for individual perceptions to 

impact on the wider integration of the organisation. 

Whilst some practices reflected systemic, bi-directional integration, others were more 

driven from the top-down. As such, key stakeholders put significant value on creating and 

sustaining alignment from senior downwards. The formal and informal shared understanding 

across the club underpinned practice, supported by: “our constant common language, so 

when talking to [player] or [coach] everybody is saying the same things and talking about the 

same aspects of the game (SC2). It was also perceived to enhance a player’s ability “to come 

in from the cold and just slot seamlessly into a session and actually have the ability to stand 

out shows how well it [the model] works” (SC2). The same view was held by senior players 

who contrasted this with their experiences as younger players:  “in previous times where 

there wasn’t even alignment across the academy… there were different calls and set ups” 

(SP2). Alignment was also not only reflected in the language used, but also in how teams 

played: “from the top down and the ground up, our game has been brought through and it's 
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powerful” (SC2). Yet, consistent with recent discussions in the literature (Webb et al., 2016), 

this in itself may be a risk given the potential desirability of players to experience greater 

variability of experience and movement (Davids et al., 2003).  

Organisational culture represents the shared values and norms in an organisation 

(Cruickshank & Collins, 2012). In a TD context, Henriksen et al. (2010b) incorporated 

cultural artefacts, espoused values, and basic assumptions into the Environmental Success 

Features model. Reflecting on changes to the organisational culture, shared values and 

attitudes were evident from both the academy and senior participants. For example, one 

senior player suggested that: “we didn’t get that type of support [as academy players], it 

wasn’t natural before and I think the culture is so good now that we want the whole place to 

do well. We are only as good as our weakest link” (SP3). This suggested a changing attitude 

towards active support of young players having becoming an organisational norm. For other 

senior players: “it’s [culture] the best I’ve seen it and now we know the [academy] players as 

individuals, not like before when we were two separate groups” (SP1). They also perceived 

improved relationships and trust with younger players: “to trust someone you need to know 

what they are like as a person, not just a rugby player” (SP1). These changes reflecting the 

functioning of the integrated model being more than just a structural intervention. It required 

shifts in the social norms of the organisation, active promotion from leadership and ongoing 

clarification of individual roles related to development and performance.  

 

6.3.5 Rubbing Shoulders 

The final theme, ‘rubbing shoulders’, related to the consistently identified need for 

wide ranging support across TDE research. Utilising a comprehensive, wide-ranging support 

network is considered an important element in supporting a player’s development (Henriksen 

et al., 2010a). The adaptive influence of proximal role models has been widely recognised as 
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a feature of effective TDE practice (Hauser et al., 2024). Training with senior players 

afforded young players the opportunity for “learning by osmosis and taken for granted 

learnings they [academy players] get just from being around the senior players all the time” 

(AC1). The integrated environment, coupled with a supportive organisation culture, 

facilitated social learning between players, something enhanced by intentional support 

strategies to encourage the sharing of knowledge and experience: 

You draw on the knowledge of senior players... By having that knowledge in the 

room, you try to maximise learning opportunities for the young boys. It's one of the 

great things looking from a young player's point of view, you just cannot 

underestimate the fountain of knowledge that is in the room (SC1) 

Coaches stressed promoting players to utilise their support network, something requiring a 

blend of “deliberate and intentional strategies” (AC1) in a manner akin to orchestration 

(Bjørndal & Ronglan, 2018).  

Given the highly specialised nature of positions in rugby union, players referenced 

the influence of role models on their understanding: “I’ve been asked to join the lineout 

callers group, the last two months… just trying to be like a sponge and I was trying to see 

what way they think”. (AP1). Young players believed that proximity of senior international 

players had a significant influence on their development through modelling: “you see their 

behaviour and their habits and how they approach the game, see their routine, even their 

game day routine” (AP4). Senior players also accepted their impact as role models, 

referencing specific examples of sharing technical and tactical knowledge: “I take 

responsibility and coach [academy player] afterwards for some skills and … send him clips 

after training sessions, seeing what he can do better” (SP4). This was reflected by senior 

coaches, with one reflecting:  “The really cool thing going on at the moment is we have peer 

to peer coaching” (SC4). Coaches believed that there was an emerging pattern of seeing 
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senior players coaching young players: “if you want to see a very good deliberate example 

look at [senior player] who’s taking chop tackle drills consistently and coaching young 

players to a high level” (SC1). This type of social learning also has the potential to be 

maladaptive, especially if senior players’ behaviour is less than befitting of an HPSE (Taylor 

et al., 2022). It would seem that in relation to adaptive role modelling, the social impacts of 

the integrated model depended on senior players appreciating and accepting their role model 

status.  

Knowing where to and how to seek feedback is considered an essential skill to 

support learning (Carless, 2019). Encouraging players to actively utilise their support 

network seemed a common feature of the environment. In contrast to performance safety, 

which relates to a fear of the consequences of making a mistake, psychological safety relates 

to the “climate of voice” (Jowett et al., 2023). Players’ fear of judgement related to mistakes 

seemed distinct from their willingness to ask for help or offer their view (Taylor et al., 2025). 

In the early stages of the transition, players were wary of asking senior coaches for help, 

something that diminished over time: “one thing I probably regretted not doing earlier is 

reaching out to them [senior coaches] because they’re all very open” (AP3), but over time 

some being “very comfortable in asking senior coaches for feedback” (AC3). Utilising a 

range of feedback allowed players “to be kind of flexible and adaptable as to what you want 

to learn on and off the pitch… if I’m just with one coach, he wants me to play one way but I 

want to be able to play the game different types of way” (AP1) and believed that feedback 

from multiple sources broadened his perspective.  

In contrast to one-to-one support-seeking behaviour, academy players often felt they 

lacked the status to offer views in whole-team meetings: “in terms of speaking out in a 

meeting…I haven’t played for the senior team yet so I feel it’s hard to give my opinion on 

something” (AP1). That is, players’ perceptions of the ability to speak up depended on 



 
 

149 

context (Hoult et al., 2024). Despite some players' perception of a lack of psychological 

safety, senior players suggested that they encouraged academy players to speak up: “when an 

academy player stands up and talks in a meeting, I'm like, fair play to him, once he backs up 

his point…it shows their character” (SP4). In this sense, there seemed to be a credibility 

associated with academy player contributions. Considering the ability to seek out and utilise 

feedback is important for player development, a perceived lack of psychological safety may 

limit academy players’ ability to effectively utilise the support network within the 

organisation. In this case, perceptions of psychological safety seemed to vary amongst 

academy players. 
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Table 6.2. Thematically Generated Tensions: Themes, Sub-themes and Raw Data Exemplars 

Theme Sub-theme Raw Data Exemplar 

 
 
 
 

 
 

It’s About Getting 
Better 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Accelerated 
Development 

Coach It's just that early exposure, isn't it, their early exposure to training with professional players, 
but it's also the early exposure to being coached by all coaches. They get to understand what it 
takes, or they get to feel, I suppose, would be the word feel, what a pro session looks like, how 
fast it is, and the level that they need to get to 

 
Player You probably don’t get that competitiveness if you're separated, because you just don't have the 

numbers in the academy (15v15) or the NTS and you’re training against players a level below 
you. Whereas if you want to go to the level of lads above you, you don’t want to be competing 
with NTS players to get like into a red jersey, you want to compete  with players above you. 

 

Increased Playing and 
Contract Opportunities 

Player And I suppose with the coaching staff we have the last few years, they seem like they're a 
coaching group that picked people training the best. And you have seen that last two years that 
it's not about your rank if you train and play well you're going to start games 
 

 
 
Groundwork to Support 

JST 

Coach So they're coming straight out of school, they're, they're the big fish in their pond. And then they 
come in, and they are literally the bottom of the food chain in here. And I think some players can 
struggle with that, like, not from an ego point of view, but just it's a big transition 
 

Players Collective sessions, higher standard and higher intensity, I found them sessions were beneficial 
to prepare for international camps and more of them would have helped transitioning into 
Academy. 
 

 
 
 

Is This Right, Right 
Now? 

 

 
Increased Demands 

Coach Threat of a demanding senior programme when it comes to maintaining college education and 
how much more challenging that's becoming to maintain rugby and college. That's not just the 
physical but the psychological and the emotional drain as well 
 

 
 
 

Perceived Safety 

Coach 
 

You've got senior coaches, with experience with reputations, eyes on them on a daily basis and 
I suppose what they learn pretty quickly the required level of detail, that they're scrutinized, that 
they're being observed and assessed, and once they walk through that door that the clock is 
ticking. 
 

Player I think the only thing really, from a rugby perspective is I kind of had this my first two or three 
months, in my first year in the academy, where you're kind of second guessing your ability, do 
you deserve to be here and kind of general I was definitely like, I'm way off the standard here 
 

 
 

 Coach Their framing of mind every week is around getting a result on a Saturday and then being 
focused on that, that sometimes in the season can become very pronounced and because of that, 
the emphasis around development goes back a bit. And that's not a criticism. 
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Looking Ahead 

Tension Between Senior 
Performance and Player 

Development 

Player It’s really a balancing act, isn't it? We need guys to be ready, we need the standard of training to 
be as high as possible, so their knowledge needs to be good when they come in and train. But 
there may be protected pockets of the season where we want to get a little more selfish and 
increase quality, 

 

Systematic Long-term 
Planning 

Coach The system that's in place now is very much a positive system for the club, the opportunity to 
train and be a part the senior squad compared to what some lads were exposed to when I was in 
the academy, it's just chalk and cheese 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Pulling in the Same 
Direction 

 
Integration Between 
Academy & Senior 

 

Coach A lot of openness between everyone, and that's a two way flow. It's not just kind of senior 
down, there's a lot of shared ideas, and over the open office plan that we have up here now, 
we're having a lot more conversations than we did two and a half years ago, 
 

Player I think that's the biggest change for me. I think from when I was younger, I'd rarely have spoken 
to the senior coaches when I was in the academy, we were deemed as a completely separate 
entity.  

Alignment from Senior 
Downwards 

Player I would say that this I'm getting the same messages from senior coaches and academy coaches 
so for example, one for me during the year would have been maybe keeping my feet under me 
and my carry, and I get that from MP And then I get the same message from TOD. So it's 
definitely aligned, you can tell the coaches are working together closely. 
 

 
 

Organisational Culture 

Coach It gives you an opportunity to spend time with these players, you get to know them on a 
personal level. You're doing one on ones with them, you see them as your players, definitely. 
And you know it does help the relationship. You become familiar with them, you understand 
their strengths and their weaknesses.  
 

Players And it's like if you merge two separate teams together, they wouldn't know enough about each 
other to have trust. You know, in order to trust someone, you need to actually know what 
they're like as a character, not just as a rugby player. And we see that every day, because we're 
training with them every day, 

 

 
 
 
 

Rubbing Shoulders 

 
 

Proximal Role Models 

Coach I think the amount of learning that they can gain from just being around senior pros, guys who 
have been professional players for 7,8,9, years, guys who have played at the highest level for 
Ireland, some British and Irish lions. 
 

Player Again very positive like, especially just like listening to the leaders within the group. And the 
position I'm in as an outhalf it’s massive, seeing how they direct a team, how they handle, the 
quality of messaging and just how well organized and on the same page they are 
 

 
Utilising Support 

Network 

Coach And if you were to say, look at [senior player] is very, very good at throwing a sweep pass, go 
and ask him what are some of the cues he does when he's throwing those sweep passes. 

Player Something that probably needs to be driven even more is, is how confident those guys are at 
asking senior players questions. It's a real skill, because some guys have done it, and they're the 
guys I see learning really quickly, and you actually have more respect for them as a player as 
well. 
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6.4 General Discussion 

This chapter presents a case study at the intersection of TDEs and the recently conceptualised 

HPSE (Schlawe et al., 2025). Supporting the ongoing need to critically evaluate the quality 

of the environment (Mitchell et al., 2024), the research explores the strengths and weaknesses 

of the integrated environment at Munster Rugby from the perspectives of coaches and 

players. Whilst a range of previous case study investigations have informed our 

understanding of TDEs (Henriksen et al., 2010a, 2010b), this chapter deepens our 

understanding of the tensions presented by the interaction between TDEs and HPSEs. In 

doing so, the study highlights some of the inherent tensions between long-term development 

and enhancing peak performance. Understanding how different demands affect player 

development, contrasting coaching roles, and the tension between development and 

performance goals is crucial to inform practice (Barry et al., 2025).  

While the case offers insight into a professional rugby environment, its context-

specific nature must be acknowledged. The structures, resources, and cultural norms at 

Munster Rugby may differ significantly from those in other contexts. As such, the current 

practices should be transferred with caution, considering contextual factors such as sport 

type, competition level, and resourcing. Nonetheless, the mechanisms described are likely 

relevant to other TDEs and HPSEs. The generated tensions need to be considered in light of 

my positionality, with my role at the organisation risking impression management and the 

influence of power dynamics (Hall et al., 2024). This needs to be balanced against the unique 

scientist-practitioner perspective offered (Schinke et al., 2024). With this in mind, I 

encourage readers to consider the inherent tensions of development and performance that will 

likely be appropriate to any setting where winning is a strategic aim. Similarly, the case 

offers insight into how an integrated development and performance environment can be 

designed for adaptive outcomes. 
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 Theoretically, the study poses a number of unique questions, most particularly related 

to the tensions and dilemmas of practice involved at the transition between TDE and HPSE. 

In particular, participants perceived that the heightened demands of the integrated model 

elicited adaptive responses and accelerated player development. Yet, the potential for 

accelerated development was contingent on individually appropriate challenge. The risk of 

maladaptive outcomes were increased if players weren’t prepared to cope with and learn 

from challenge (Williams & MacNamara, 2023). As part of the transition to these higher 

demands, young players perceived a lack of performance safety due to the selection and 

social consequences of making errors in training (Taylor et al., 2025). Yet, participants 

seemed to consider this as many players reflected on the analogy of a double-edged sword 

(Taylor et al., 2022), one where the demanding conditions of the HPSE reflected the reality 

of the context and encouraged elite players to refine and bring their best performance. 

Maximising the adaptive and minimising the maladaptive consequences of this tension 

should be a primary focus for practitioners.  

 In addition, proximal role models were influential in player development. The social 

learning conferred by supportive training groups seemed to have a significantly adaptive 

impact on younger players. In contrast to research indicating maladaptive role-model role 

effects (Taylor et al., 2021), when senior players accepted their influence, peer-to-peer 

coaching emerged as a highly adaptive player development strategy. In practice, this may 

prompt TDEs to reconsider the limited impact that workshop-based education has compared 

to first-hand experience of challenges or observing proximal role models navigating demands 

(Henriksen & Stambulova, 2017). In the absence of integration, counter-intuitive practice is 

likely to manifest, undermining the effectiveness of the TDE (Moran et al., 2024). 

Considering the complexity of the overlapping TDE and HPSE, the potential threat 

associated with a lack of alignment and coherence is likely to be amplified.  
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 Academy and Senior coaches experienced challenges and trade-offs operating within 

an integrated model. Tensions often centred on the focus of winning now versus winning 

later, conflicting coaching agendas, maintaining an appropriate balance between challenge 

and support, and the impact of performance safety. Understanding how different demands 

affect player development, and the trade-offs between development and performance goals is 

crucial to inform practice (Barry et al., 2025). Academy coaches sought appropriate 

opportunities within the senior programme for academy players to expand and explore, and 

worked to create a safe space that minimised the fear of consequences of making errors 

(Fergusen et al., 2023). Senior coaches believed that they would be judged on winning games 

each week and felt that large training numbers and a reduced player quality could 

compromise team preparation and performance. However, senior coaches also acknowledged 

the long-term benefits of the academy players training with the senior team, while the 

academy coaches recognised the value of academy players being exposed to senior training 

on a daily basis. Despite the organisation’s primary focus being senior team success, there 

remained a clear commitment to long-term player development. In this case, success required 

more than integrated working practice, it required an organisational culture that promoted 

both short-term elite-level performance and long-term player development (Henriksen et al., 

2017). 

Finally, given that effective TDEs seem well characterised in the literature (Hauser et 

al., 2024), I would suggest there is an opportunity for future literature to investigate further 

case studies of novel practice based on specific intervention such as the integrated model to 

inform applied practice. In addition, despite the challenges of access, further case studies of 

HPSEs could prove equally as valuable to practice as studies characterising effective TDE 

practice. 
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6.6 Conclusion 

By examining the integration of the TDE and HPSE at Munster Rugby, this case study 

explored how a single professional rugby organisation sought to reconcile the tensions 

between long-term development and short-term performance demands. The findings 

highlight the nuanced and often paradoxical challenges of navigating this balance, with 

factors such as performance pressure, selection consequences, and cultural inertia acting as 

double-edged swords; when under or over-emphasised, each can become maladaptive and 

disrupt developmental or performance goals. These insights present practical implications for 

organisations aiming to create more coherent and developmentally supportive HP systems, 

while also contributing to the growing body of evidence on how developmental and 

performance imperatives can meaningfully cohere. 
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Chapter 7: Discussion, Practical Implications, Future Directions 
 
 
7.1 Introduction 
 
The overarching aim of this thesis was to examine a multi-stakeholder perspective of 

coherence, alignment and integrated strategy at various stages of an elite rugby talent system. 

To achieve this aim, a series of prospective, multi-method, and contextually situated studies 

were conducted. The breadth of research included both development and performance-level 

athletes and coaches to facilitate a variety of perspectives and experiences. My personal, 

practical aim was to develop a deeper understanding of TD literature and use the research 

findings to enhance existing practices or introduce new approaches that would elevate the 

quality of Munster’s talent system and inform practices across TD systems. To achieve this, 

the research was conducted in a range of environments: at various stages and phases within a 

talent system, within an integrated development and performance environment, and through 

one study involving experienced talent selectors from twelve different elite environments 

across three different professional sports.  

This chapter critically discusses the results of Chapters 3, 4, 5, and 6 and does so 

based on the pragmatic research philosophy and methodology utilised in this thesis: to make 

a significant and original contribution to professional practice. As an experienced practitioner 

working in both development and performance environments, I recognise the importance of 

using research to guide practice and inform decisions. Accordingly, this chapter outlines the 

contribution of the thesis to literature, the implications for practice at Munster rugby, and the 

practical recommendations for stakeholders to consider to optimise the design and operation 

of other talent systems. To support this aim, and recognising the need to deepen our 

understanding of coherence, alignment, and integrated strategy in talent systems, the main 

aims of the thesis (as identified in Chapter 1) were: 
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(1) To explore how talent selection decision making occurs and the contextual factors 

that influence the process. 

(2) To examine the readiness of a talent system from a system and player development 

perspective when presented with an atypical challenge. 

(3) To explore the utilisation of process markers at various development stages to 

determine the effectiveness of a talent system. 

(4) To evaluate an intervention involving the integration of the talent development and 

high-performance environment at Munster Rugby. 

 
 

7.2 Contributions of this Thesis to Literature 
 

 
7.2.1 Talent Selection Decision Making  
 
This research provides a deeper understanding of the complexity and dynamics of talent 

selection decision making. The findings presented in this thesis have the potential to 

influence how talent systems are structured to support decision making at every level. The 

research builds on previous literature which has tended to approach selection decisions as 

individual, one-off decisions. For example, TID and talent selection research has often 

focused on the utilisation of standardised tests and assessments, based on isolated 

performance qualities (Bjørndal et al., 2022). The literature often suggests that selection 

decision making is based primarily on individual judgements (Johnston et al., 2018). One 

example of this is the practice of assigning bibs based on birth quartile in trial games, 

intended to support an individual selector’s ability to make more informed judgements 

(Leyhr et al., 2021). Mann and van Ginneken (2017) found that the selection bias as a result 

of RAE can be overcome when information about a player’s age is conveyed by players 

wearing age ordered shirts. Knowledge of the birthdates, however, did not change the 

magnitude of the selection bias, with no significant differences between a group who knew 
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the birthdates and a group who had no knowledge of birthdates. Even when steps are taken to 

reduce selection bias (Cobley et al., 2009), the influence of individual judgements remains 

pervasive. However, the findings presented in Chapter 3 suggests that, in practice, selection 

decision making on the talent pathway is not a single event, supporting Johnston and Baker’s 

(2022) suggestion that selection decisions may be based on contextual demands and broader 

objectives beyond perceived future potential. Several examples of this at the micro, meso and 

macro level are illustrated in Chapter 3 and Chapter 4. As such, rather than considering 

selection decisions as a single isolated event, the findings in these chapters point to the 

importance of understanding the influence of systemic pressure and wider factors (Røsten et 

al., 2023), such as organisational culture, succession planning or the impact of resourcing 

(see Table 3.3).  

The study reported in Chapter 3 considered ways in which selection decisions on the 

pathway can be oriented toward a ‘hedge-trimming’ approach, involving continuously 

updating judgements through observation and interaction with an athlete over an extended 

period. This would put selectors in a position to adapt their predictions based on feedback 

through the development process (Till & Baker, 2020), providing athletes with an 

opportunity to realise their potential. In this manner, the participants emphasised the need to 

continuously update their view of an athlete over time, using more information and data to 

inform the selection process. Hedge-trimming takes account of the limitations of long-term 

prediction and promotes the ideal of “as many as possible, for as long as possible” (Erikstad 

et al., 2021). This contrasts with a ‘tree-felling’ approach, with static selection time points 

where an athlete is simply “in or out”. Alternative approaches highlighted recently, such as 

probabilistic reasoning (Morganti et al., 2023), are consistent with a hedge-trimming 

approach, based on an interdependence of selection and development and being responsive to 

what an athlete could become. This approach of talent selection as an ongoing process 
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reflects the view that talent is emergent, dynamic, and multidimensional (Baker et al., 2019). 

Whilst acknowledging the practical necessity of the use of tree felling in certain situations, 

the findings in this study suggest that systems should be structured in a manner that allows 

for ‘hedge-trimming’ as far as possible to expand opportunities for players to realise potential 

(Røsten et al., 2023).  

Research has weighted towards evaluating the accuracy of selection decisions rather 

than efficacy of the decision making process (Johnston & Baker, 2020). The findings of the 

research, presented in Chapter 3, when considered alongside literature pointing to the 

complex interactions between an athlete’s environment, tasks, and experiences (Renshaw et 

al., 2022), suggest that retrospectively considering the validity of selection decisions to be 

unproductive. TID literature has tended to evaluate selection decisions as discrete moments, 

focusing on whether an athlete has been correctly selected or not selected (Pinder et al., 

2013), creating a sense that decisions are final and binary. Instead, this research contributes 

to an underexplored area of literature by focusing on the sources of information that selectors 

utilise to support their decision making, to provide insight into the selection decision making 

process, rather than the outcome (Larkin et al., 2022). The findings show that experienced 

selectors utilise a blend of objective and subjective data to build a case for selection. 

Participants in Chapter 3 attached a greater weighting to a range of subjective data, utilising 

objective data to inform individual development plans (IDPs), rather than selection decisions. 

Utilising data as a development tool in this way is supportive of using data to ‘hedge-trim’ 

rather than ‘tree-fell’ (Klein, 2022).  

It is worth noting that Güllich and Barth (2023) questioned the relevance of deploying 

limited resources to the collection and analysis of data, believing that it may not aid selection 

decisions within talent systems. They suggested that regardless of data or information 

available, junior performance has limited predictive value for senior performance. Further 
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research is required to explore the return on (limited) investment into the collection and 

utilisation of data to inform selection. This is particularly so, when you consider Taylor et 

al.’s (2022) suggestion that selection should be considered from a resource-allocation 

perspective and that decisions about when and how to select should be viewed as a matter of 

strategic priority.  

Finally, participants noted multiple methods used to support the selection decision 

making process. A variety of methods are discussed in detail in Section 7.3.1, a number of 

which have been adopted into practice at Munster Rugby. These include decision hygiene 

techniques (Kahneman et al., 2021), actuarial approaches (Den Hartigh et al., 2018), 

aggregation of judgements (Kahneman et al., 2021), and decomposing talent indicators 

(Lüdin et al., 2023) to assess performance and potential (Till & Baker, 2020). Many of these 

methods warrant further research to determine how they might impact the effectiveness of 

the selection process. 

 

7.2.2 An Integrated Development (TDE) and Performance Environment (HPSE). 
 
In contrast to the normative separation of the development and performance environments, 

Munster implemented a strategic intervention in 2022 (see Chapter 1) to integrate the TDE 

and the HPSE in a training model aimed at enhancing player development. The notion of a 

HPSE (Schlawe et al., 2025) was recently contextualised (see Section 2.3), but to date there 

is a limited amount of research characterising effective performance environments when 

compared to the comprehensive body of literature related to effective TDEs (Mitchell et al., 

2024). Research has been limited by challenges to access into suitable HPSEs, so case studies 

such as those presented in Chapters 4 and 6 were designed to offer insights into the principles 

and practices in HPSEs. Chapter 4 and Chapter 6 deepen our understanding of the tensions 

presented at the TDE and HPSE interface. There has been little research pertaining to the 
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practical actions that might be taken by a talent system to navigate the dilemmas of practice 

(cf. Cushion, 2013) posed by the tension between short-term performance and long-term 

development agendas. The demands of the HPSE and pressure to win matches created 

tension between senior performance and player development, making it difficult to 

implement what might be considered effective TD practices (Sæther et al., 2025). The 

findings raise several questions, particularly related to the tensions and dilemmas of practice 

involved at the transition between TDE and HPSE. Several practical measures to protect both 

individual player development and team performance are outlined in Section 7.3. 

These findings contribute to a novel area of study, exploring how developmental and 

performance imperatives can integrate successfully. The findings also present practical 

implications for sport organisations aiming to create more coherent and developmentally 

supportive HP systems. In this case, this went beyond integrated working practice and 

required an organisational culture that promoted both short-term elite level success and long-

term player development (Henriksen et al., 2017). The findings in Chapters 4 and 6 indicate 

the importance of a permeable layer between a TDE and HPSE, characterised by a coherent 

organisational culture (Cole & Martin, 2018) and an integration of efforts (Hauser et al., 

2024). Previous research suggested that a physically and organisationally separate academy 

and senior environment is a barrier to effective athlete development (Eubank et al., 2017). An 

integrated environment eliminates many potential barriers provided there is a high degree of 

alignment, integrated practice, and coherence for the athlete (Webb et al., 2016). 

As with many organisational interventions, integrating the TDE and HPSE involved a 

strategic trade-off at Munster Rugby (Taylor et al., 2022). As such, the research presented in 

this thesis presented solutions to manage potential negative impacts of the trade-off. To 

support the integrated approach, changes to organisational structure and a commitment to 

alignment and integrated practice were key as was a willingness to accept that there were 
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strengths and weaknesses associated with the integrated model. Furthermore, the findings 

suggests that individuals were open to confronting these inherent tensions (Eys et al., 2020). 

As an example, participants perceived that the heightened demands of the integrated model 

provoked positive adaptations and accelerated player development. However, it became 

apparent that exposing academy players to the level of challenge inherent to senior training 

on a regular basis carried the risk of maladaptive outcomes for individuals e.g., a lack of 

performance safety (Taylor et al., 2022), due to perceived consequences of making mistakes. 

The findings suggested that the potential for accelerated development was contingent on 

progressive exposure to challenge and appropriate support (Sarkar et al., 2015). These 

findings suggest that maximising the adaptive and minimising the maladaptive consequences 

of this tension became a primary focus at Munster Rugby. Strategies employed to support 

this are presented in Section 7.3. 

 
7.2.3 Performance versus Development Coaching 

Development coaching has not been clearly conceptualised in the literature (Barry et al., 

2025), and there is a lack of research into the nuances of development coaching versus 

performance coaching (Williams & MacNamara, 2020). Previous research has emphasised 

the contrasting needs of development and performance contexts and there is increasing 

recognition that the role of the TD coach is distinct from that of a HP coach (Collins et al., 

2019; Collins & Taylor, 2020). These research findings point to an obvious overlap on the 

pathway between development and performance phases, with differing coaching priorities 

along the athlete’s pathway (Lyle & Cushion, 2016), e.g., an individual versus a team focus. 

The TD literature recognises that effective development coaching requires both an 

appropriately challenging and supportive environment with a long term focus, that 

emphasises the development of a broad range of physical, technical, tactical, and 

psychobehavioural skills (Collins et al., 2019). This research suggests methods and strategies 
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to ensure a balance between the levels of challenge and support, and a balance between a 

short term (win now) and a long term (win later) agenda. Challenges associated with (and 

potential solutions to) the delivery of optimal development coaching practices in a high 

pressure context, are presented in Section 7.3. The results presented in this thesis highlighted 

practical examples of this; as an example, academy coaches introduced additional training 

sessions with only academy players, allowing them room to expand and explore, and 

reducing the consequences associated with making errors. This was perceived as a stark 

contrast to the performance focused nature of senior sessions.  

These findings support Abraham et al.’s (2009) suggestion that working in a specific 

domain should not be oversimplified to a prescribed coaching stance. Coaching practice may 

require a different emphasis on development or performance in certain situations (Barry et 

al., 2025), where a development approach might be required to meet the long term needs of 

an individual or group, and a more performance-oriented approach to meet the short term. 

The findings do not infer that a coaches working with athletes on a TD pathway require a 

consistently developmental approach or that a coach in an HPSE requires a consistently 

performance-orientated approach (e.g., Balyi et al., 2013). Instead, coaches require a more 

nuanced approach that reflects the complex and dynamic nature of athlete development and 

performance, and should act based on a clear view of athlete needs and their context. The 

findings in Chapter 6 stress that utilising coaching methods to promote shorter-term 

adaptation and performance should not undermine longer-term needs (Martindale & 

Mortimer, 2011). An Individual Development Plan (IDP), involving input from all members 

of the academy performance support team, is an example of a tool utilised in Munster Rugby 

to identify those individual needs and support them in practice.  

The studies presented in Chapters 4 and 6 emphasise the importance of coherence, 

alignment, and integrated practice, particularly when the increased challenges and demands 
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associated with an integrated TDE and HPSE are considered. A coherent curriculum that 

promotes integrated practice (Moran et al., 2024), supporting the alignment of development 

processes with performance objectives (Webb et al., 2016), were found to be critical 

elements of an effective integrated environment. The rugby programme at Munster Rugby, 

including content, coaching principles and practices, is closely aligned from the senior team 

down through the entire talent system. This facilitates the movement of players between 

levels and stages at the club (see Section 7.3). This research builds on a limited bank of 

literature, supporting the use of SMMs in coaching to facilitate the development integrated 

practice and strategy across an organisation.  

 

7.2.4 Performance Safety 
  
A common theme throughout the thesis is that academy players experienced reduced 

psychological and performance safety as a result of perceived pressures associated with the 

integrated environment. This thesis expands on recent literature that conceptualised 

performance safety as a distinct construct from psychological safety (Taylor et al., 2025; see 

Section 2.3.1). The case study of an integrated environment also provided a unique context to 

develop understanding of the impact of performance safety, with a particular focus on player 

development. The research provides the opportunity to critically discuss strategies employed 

that influence the perceived levels of performance safety, and provide practical solutions for 

practitioners to manage accordingly through their planning and delivery.  

 Research has consistently shown that young players perceive an increase in pressures 

and demands when transitioning from a TDE into a HPSE (Savage et al., 2017). A lack of 

safety is often driven by the judgement, scrutiny, and selection inherent in HPSEs (Taylor et 

al., 2022). Traditionally, after a selection process, players transition into a senior squad at or 

near end the end of an academy (or similar) programme. In the context of the integrated 
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model in this research, academy players train with the senior team as soon as they enter the 

academy, and therefore experience increased pressures and demands at a relatively younger 

age. As noted above, the findings point to a perceived lack of performance safety 

experienced by players, typified by accounts of the perceived consequences of making 

mistakes. As a result, players described how they intentionally avoided taking risks or 

playing in a manner that was previously considered positive in an academy setting 

(Swainston et al., 2020). This has the potential to constrain their long-term development 

(Baker et al., 2024), especially when we know that the opportunity to expand and explore is 

an essential ingredient in player development (Taylor et al., 2020). In Section 2.3.1, a range 

of strategies are outlined that coaches can utilise to manage the levels of performance safety. 

Also in Section 7.3, a number of practical methods implemented at Munster Rugby are 

highlighted, that can be considered to influence performance safety. In addition to the stand-

alone academy skills sessions that support expanding and exploring their skill set, there was a 

focus within the integrated system on developing the necessary psychosocial skills to enable 

players to cope with the increased demands of the integrated environment (Alfermann & 

Stambulova, 2007; Taylor et al., 2022a). This is particularly pertinent when you consider that 

young players are making their senior debuts at an increasingly young age (e.g., Max 

Dowman selected in the Premier League for Arsenal in September 2025, aged 15 years and 

235 days).  

   

7.3 Contributions of this Thesis to Practice in Munster Rugby (and similar contexts) 
 
As acknowledged in Section 1.7, the findings are context-specific. However, by 

understanding the pragmatic approach to the research undertaken, and carefully considering 

its application to similar contexts, practitioners can benefit from the research findings.  
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7.3.1 Talent selection decision making 

Section 7.2 highlighted how the thesis contributed to talent selection literature. Based on the 

results of the research presented in Chapter 3, I have included a succinct summary of 

practical implications and recommendations for consideration to improve the talent selection 

decision making process across TDEs and HPSEs. These recommendations are presented as 

guiding principles that may support the development of an aligned and collective approach to 

talent selection practice within an organisation. Following this, practical examples of how 

Munster Rugby adopted a number of these principles and translated them into applied 

practice, are presented. The findings advocate shifting from a reliance on objective data as a 

primary source of information, towards one that recognises the nuanced nature of selection 

decision making and the influence of wider systemic and contextual factors. Instead, an 

approach that incorporates a triangulation of objective and subjective data from multiple 

sources over time, is recommended. The aim of which is not to improve decision making 

‘accuracy’ but instead to provide a ‘best-fit’ decision for the identified needs of a specific 

team or organisation. The findings should encourage stakeholders to focus energy and 

limited resources on the effectiveness of the decision making process (and the talent system) 

rather than retrospective evaluation of perceived decision accuracy. Consistent with a ‘hedge 

trimming’ approach, talent systems should support as many players as possible, for as long as 

possible, to promote a continuous updating of judgements and allowing for multiple entry 

and exit points. With the intention of selecting an appropriately high standard of quality 

players into the talent system, it may be necessary to consider the addition of “as good as 

possible” to Erikstad and colleagues’ “as many as possible, as long as possible” approach. 

Shelley et al.’s (2025) research illustrates the real-life difficulties associated with 

implementing this approach, including the level of resourcing required to optimally support 

larger numbers of players and the threat of diluting the quality of the talent pool. Finally, the 
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findings promote the importance of working towards an integrated approach between 

coaches at multiple levels of the talent system, to enhance organisational coherence in talent 

selection. Developing SMMs across staffing groups was highlighted as an effective method 

to enhance collective clarity related to desired characteristics when selecting players. SMMs 

were also considered a necessary element to facilitate talent selection decision making and 

understanding how broader systemic and contextual factors influence the process.  

There are specific processes and systems that have been adopted into practice at 

Munster, based on the principles outlined above, the findings in Chapter 3, and the literature 

review presented in Chapter 2. Below are a number of applied examples to illustrate how the 

thesis has contributed to practice at Munster rugby and for readers to consider for application 

in similar TDEs or HPSEs.   

To enhance the selection process, a player grading process was introduced in which, 

every two months NTS and academy players were assessed against a framework of 

predetermined criteria (Lüdin et al., 2023), over an extended period of time, consistent with a 

hedge-trimming approach. The framework was developed based on the interviews with the 

twelve experienced talent selectors in Chapter 3, highlighting the key qualities that the 

participants believed differentiated the very best players. Munster academy and senior 

coaches were invited to contribute to the framework to ensure it reflected the specific cultural 

qualities associated with Munster. Effectively, this framework served as an SMM 

(Barraclough et al., 2023), for academy coaches to benchmark or grade players. The grading 

was based on a 12-grid performance-potential matrix (see Appendix L), assigning scores to 

both performance and potential (Baker et al., 2018). Research indicated that assigning a score 

promoted more deliberate thinking and reflection, enhancing the selection process (Marcoci 

et al., 2023). Predictions or assessment based on predefined decision rules suggest something 

akin to an actuarial approach, which often leads to improved performance predictions (Den 
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Hartigh et al., 2018). All academy coaches (n=7) participated in the grading process as 

recommended by an aggregation-of-judgements approach (Kahneman et al., 2021), 

associated with improved decision making accuracy.   

A retrospective review process was introduced at the end of each season to evaluate 

the selection process quality rather than the individual decision validity. In practice, this 

meant that the review conversations shifted from a retrospective assessment of whether the 

correct player was selected or not, instead focusing on a review of the steps involved in the 

decision making process. For example, how many times had a player been flagged and by 

how many different scouts, before being selected into a player-of-interest group? Had a 

player been tracking positively throughout the player grading process (see Section 7.2.1)? 

Were there any risk factors identified related to a player’s potential limiters and what were 

the actions from that (Baker et al., 2018)? A black box thinking approach (Syed, 2015) was 

adopted with the aim of promoting a no judgement culture, framing any perceived mistakes 

as learning opportunities for continuous improvement. This approach extended beyond 

selection processes and was applied across TD practices. 

 The system at Munster Rugby is designed to support “as many as possible for as long 

as possible” (Erikstad et al., 2021), a priority we believed was optimal for the needs of 

Munster’s talent system. We believed that this approach allowed us achieve an objective of 

widening the talent pool and minimise the probability of making type II errors, (see Section 

2.4.1). We adopted Erikstad’s mantra and added “as good as possible”, to maintain an 

elevated standard for selection decisions, a distinction many staff members were passionate 

about (i.e., “as many as possible for as long as possible, as good as possible”). The decision 

was made to shift from a traditional pyramid model to a lighthouse model, to create a shared 

mental model for staff and a visual representation that could be presented to stakeholders (see 

Appendix M).  
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Yet, it is important to note that this approach has many challenges, including the level 

of resources required to retain additional players in the system. Taylor et al. (2022) suggested 

that how systems chose to allocate resources should be linked to strategic intent. Therefore, 

this approach was weighed up against the threat of diluting resources across too many players 

and reducing the quality of support that each player would receive, potentially compromising 

individual development. Recent research by Shelley et al. (2025), also in a rugby context, 

presented findings that offer an alternative strategic approach, where making early decisions 

related to a player’s status increased the odds of converting successfully to senior level. The 

findings indicated that rugby union players in England that were conferred with early high 

potential status, prior to securing senior contracts, were 2.5 times more likely to play in the 

Premiership. These contrasting findings highlight the importance of understanding the 

nuances of each individual talent system before applying research findings to another context 

(e.g., resource constraints; governing-body policy such as RFU directives; implications for 

decision making). 

Finally, the findings in Chapter 3 suggested that selection decisions were often made 

by the least experienced coaches early in the pathway. Accordingly, to mitigate against 

potential gaps in knowledge and experience, Munster Rugby introduced a series of alignment 

workshops with pathway and academy coaches, to develop more clarity around the selection 

decision making process. A secondary aim of these alignment meetings was to develop a 

shared understanding (SMM) of what Munster was looking for when identifying high-

potential players. The Munster TID document (produced as a result of the research presented 

in Chapter 3) provided a framework for discussion, to enhance selectors’ understanding of 

the specific rugby actions with desired player characteristics. This process was supported 

with the use of video footage, utilising training and match clips to bring characteristics to 

life. In addition, more experienced academy coaches became part of the selection process 
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earlier in the system, with the aim ensuring an element of quality control, but also promoting 

an organic sharing of knowledge and experience.  

 

7.3.2 Development Coaching Practices and Performance Safety 

As outlined in Chapter 3 and in Sections 7.2.3 and 7.2.4, the integrated model implemented 

in Munster Rugby presents both strengths and weakness. The research findings highlighted 

many opportunities for, and threats to, effective long-term player development. To amplify 

the opportunities and mitigate threats, a number of principles and strategies informed by this 

research were embedded into practice at Munster. The list below includes details that are 

relevant to a Munster context and should be critically appraised by readers before adaptation 

to other contexts.  

o The weekly schedule was changed to incorporate stand-alone academy sessions every 

Monday and every second Friday. These sessions were designed specifically to 

encourage players to take risks, to expand and explore, with the intention of reducing 

perceived levels of performance safety. 

o Academy session designs included various methods to increase the perceived levels 

of performance safety. E.g., Framing sessions appropriately (Rudolph et al., 2014); 

deliberately encouraging athletes to experiment (Hodges & Lohse, 2022); creating 

freedom in an element of training for players to express themselves (Carson & 

Collins, 2016)  

o All academy staff members were included in IDP meetings with a player to ensure a 

systematic, holistic, individualised approach, to a player’s long-term development 

plan. This approach was adopted to mitigate against a sense that academy players 

individual and long-term focus (Martindale et al., 2010), was potentially being 

compromised in the integrated environment.  
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o The plan for first-year academy players was adapted to manage their exposure to the 

increased pressures and demands of the HPSE. Younger academy players continued 

to train with the NTS and were gradually exposed to senior training, on an individual 

case-by-case basis.     

o Additional classroom-based sessions were added to the schedule to upskill academy 

players around technical and tactical demands, with the aim of increasing their game 

understanding and reducing their levels of performance anxiety.  

o In conjunction with the senior head coach, the schedule was periodised to include 

development and decompression weeks, where the academy were organisationally 

separate from the senior squad. Development weeks allowed players to develop 

physical characteristics required for long term success, and decompression weeks 

acted similar to a download week, a break from the elevated intensity and demands of 

the HPSE. 

o From a senior team perspective, the team performance was prioritised on certain 

weeks where key games had been identified. Based on the senior players’ feedback 

during the interviews in Chapter 6, this involved reducing training numbers to less 

than 40 players, with the aim of increasing the intensity and standard of senior 

training. At times, this involved portions of training sessions where academy players 

trained on an adjacent pitch, often preplanned to coincided with the 

development/decompression weeks. 

 

As acknowledged in Section 7.3, the findings in this research are context-specific and the 

examples presented above are unique to the Munster environment. However, the mechanisms 

and principles outlined in Chapter 4 and Chapter 6 identify elements of effective 

development and performance coaching that may be transferable across comparable contexts. 
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In particular, Chapter 6 outlines practical measures to manage performance safety, which can 

be applied in coaching contexts across TDE’s to promote adaptive development outcomes. 

Collectively the findings provide actionable approaches to protect optimal development 

practices, while supporting performance objectives that are consistent across many sporting 

organisations. The findings highlight strategies, that could be considered in similar 

environments to create conditions where development and performance environments can 

meaningfully cohere, and when effectively managed, operate as mutually reinforcing 

systems.  

 

7.3.3 Role Models 

The adaptive influence of proximal role models has been widely recognised as a 

feature of effective TDE practice (Hauser et al., 2024). Proximity and access to role models 

have been cited in TD literature as one of the key ESFs (Henriksen et al., 2010a), 

consistently referenced by academy players as one of the key positive features of Munster’s 

integrated environment. Training with senior players afforded young players the opportunity 

to learn by osmosis, observing the habits and standards of senior players every day. At times, 

these benefits were organic, but coaches also utilised intentional support strategies to 

encourage sharing and learning. In Chapter 4, when navigating a difficult challenge,  the 

coaches utilised a deliberate strategy of a buddy system, by pairing off a young player with 

an experienced player, to enhance the preparation for the game. Academy players indicated 

that, in many cases, the relationships continued long beyond the event in question. Senior 

players became an integral part of their support network, a feature of effective player 

development (Li et al., 2015). Taking these research findings into account, Munster Rugby 

implemented a formal mentoring system, where academy players were paired off with a 

senior player in a similar position. This includes activities such as additional one-to-one 
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video sessions, positional skill sessions, and all academy players are included in unit and 

positional groups for meetings. The research findings in Chapter 6 highlighted that academy 

players believed the mentoring programme and access to role models was one of the biggest 

strengths of the integrated model. Several of the academy players referenced the benefits of 

regular peer-to-peer coaching from senior players.  

The results suggest that proximal role models played a significant role in player 

development and that the social learning acquired from supportive training groups had an 

adaptive impact on young players. The level of access and proximity to senior role models is 

clearly an enhanced feature of an integrated environment. However, many of the strategies 

have the potential to unlock the benefits of role models and support effective player 

development in a variety of sporting environments.   

 

7.3.4 Coherence, Alignment, and Integrated Practice 

With the aim of the thesis in mind, there are several examples of how this research has 

contributed to practice, to facilitate the development of coherence, alignment, and integrated 

strategy in Munster Rugby’s talent system. A number of measures have been outlined in 

Sections 7.3.1, 7.3.2, and 7.3.3 and several additional applied examples are presented below.  

 SMMs are utilised as a key strategy to develop coherence, alignment and integrated 

practice. SMMs were described by Mohammed et al. (2000) as “an organised understanding 

or mental representation of knowledge that is shared by team members” p. 123. Successful 

team performance depends on a shared model among team members on team, task, and 

situation (Johnson et al., 2007). Recent examples of SMM research include an intervention 

process with coaches and young players in a soccer academy, to determine perceptions of 

game understanding (Price & Collins, 2023), and a study involving the development of 

SMMs in professional rugby (Ashford et al., 2023). Relevant to the scope of this thesis, 
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Layton et al. (2023), highlighted that academies should be building towards coherent SMMs 

of player development to support the needs of the athlete and the organisation. As in Section 

7.3.1, alignment meetings were used to co-construct SMMs among academy and pathway 

staff to support selection practices. Taylor et al. (2022) proposed that developing shared 

models at all levels of the talent system may have a positive effect on practice. Creating a 

shared understanding may guide practitioners in how they evaluate and record judgements 

related to players (Moran et al., 2024). A similar example of utilising SMMs is the potential-

performance matrix (Section 7.3.1), used by academy staff to create an aligned process in 

evaluating player progress. Recent research (Barraclough et al., 2023) presented findings to 

support this practice, with professional academy soccer coaches reflecting how a lack of 

shared understanding resulted in incoherent selection practices. Many other practices were 

implemented in Munster with the purpose of creating and maintaining alignment and 

integrated practice throughout the talent system. As an example, Chapter 4 highlighted how 

intentional changes to the physical environment supported more frequent conversations 

between academy and senior coaches and how the presence of academy coaches in senior 

meetings enhanced coherence and aligned practices.  

 

7.4 Limitations of the Thesis 
 
As with all research, transparent acknowledgement of limitations, as well as strengths, is 

important. Given the focus of the research was to produce practically meaningful knowledge 

to enhance TD practice at Munster, Chapters 4, 5, and 6 focussed solely on the Munster 

talent system. Although these research outputs produced knowledge that can be applied to 

TD systems, they may be limited to the Munster Rugby context. The reader should critically 

consider the transferability of these findings to their specific sporting and cultural context. 

The research presented in Chapter 3 examines twelve different talent systems across three 
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different sports and may have wider implications for talent selection processes. The research 

was limited to professional men’s sport in Ireland and the UK, however, so caution is urged 

when considering the transferability of the findings to other contexts. 

As outlined in Chapters 4, 5, and 6, my positionality as an insider creates a pragmatic 

intent for the research. However, my leadership role within Munster Rugby may have 

introduced tensions, particularly around power dynamics and the potential for impression 

management (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009). This also presented some potential challenges to the 

rigour of the research and it is important to recognise that I was not a neutral instrument but 

an active participant in the data analysis. These challenges include the possibility of being 

blinded to contextual norms (Chavez, 2015), and a danger that I was unable to separate my 

own experiences from participants’ experiences. An insider perspective may also bring 

deeper knowledge and interactions to the research (Green et al., 2007), and an enhanced 

ability to capture subtle and embedded practices that might be overlooked by an external 

observer (Chavez, 2015). Positionality may also foster trust, contributing to greater openness 

and depth (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009). To mitigate potential limitations, reflexivity was 

employed to enhance rigour (Berger, 2015) and I maintained a reflective journal and used the 

supervision team extensively as critical friends, both of whom are experienced researchers 

and practitioners in the TD domain. The journal was utilised to critically reflect on my 

positionality at all stages of the research. Analysis was conducted in reflexive recognition of 

my positioning, and the role of researcher’s subjectivity in shaping deductive engagement 

with the data (Braun & Clarke, 2023).  

Another limitation of this thesis was the short-term data collection. Reflecting the 

importance of prolonged engagement in ethnographic research, the research in Chapter 4 was 

completed over a thirty-two week period. However, the focus group interviews were carried 

out over a period of four weeks. Chapter 5 utilised quantitative analysis, where the TDEQ-5 
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was administered once to player groups, at various stages of the system. Chapter 6 explored 

the impact of a strategic intervention implemented by Munster Rugby, incorporating a single 

round of interviews with participants over an eight-week period. Collecting data over a 

longer period of time may have provided more longitudinal insights into the experience of 

players at various stages of the talent system. As outlined in Section 7.3, the research 

findings presented in Chapter 5 and Chapter 6 informed practice at Munster Rugby, though 

this is presented descriptively rather than empirically. A follow-up study incorporating the 

impact of any specific interventions, or any changes to practices over a longer period, would 

likely contribute richer insights into TD and HP practice. Considering that the findings 

throughout the thesis provide insight into the experiences of players within a single season, 

(with the exception of Chapter 3), transferability to other populations should be assessed 

cautiously.  

   

7.5 Future Research 
 
This thesis provides a significant and original contribution to TD literature as outlined in 

Section 7.2, and Section 7.3 presents the contributions of the research findings to practice in 

Munster Rugby and wider sporting contexts. Specifically, Chapter 3 aimed to build on 

existing TID literature by investigating how decision making occurred and how contextual 

and systemic factors influenced the selection decision making process. The findings indicate 

that a range of factors; individual factors such as the sources that selectors use to make 

decisions, and wider systemic factors such as the impact of resourcing, influenced the 

process (see Table 3.1). Future longitudinal research could build on these findings, by 

generating long-term data to further understand decision making and how judgements are 

updated over longer periods of time. Johnson and Baker (2020) identified a lack of 

continuous feedback to be able to update information as a primary limitation of talent 
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selection decision making research in elite sport. A lack of feedback, often delayed for years, 

compromises the ability to forecast or make predictions based on an athlete’s future success. 

The findings in Chapter 3 advance our understanding of the qualities that discriminate the 

most successful athletes (Larkin et al., 2022), and the methods and processes used to identify 

and select athletes. However, longitudinal studies are required to develop a deeper 

understanding of decision making, to enhance the selection process and support the ability of 

selectors to forecast an athlete’s future success.  

Further research into applied selection practices will improve our resource-allocation 

decisions and optimise selection and development processes. Research is required to explore 

how the strategic use of resources, can impact the ability to develop an effective TDE (Taylor 

et al., 2022). Further investigation is also required to understand how the level of resource 

allocation influences the ‘production’ rate of players (Shelley et al., 2025), and the optimal 

number of players that a talent system can resource and develop. Future research should 

develop methods to provide a valid assessment of return on investment within talent systems 

(Shelley et al., 2025). 

This research builds on a limited bank of literature, supporting the use of SMMs in 

TD and talent selection, to facilitate the development of alignment and integrated practice in 

sporting systems (Collins et al., 2022). Moran et al. (2024), suggested that creating SMMs 

would develop a shared understanding that may guide selectors in how they evaluate and 

record judgements related to athletes. Based on the finding in the thesis (see Section 7.3), it 

was recommended that future research should explore the development of SMMs across 

staffing groups to enhance clarity related to desired characteristics, how selection will occur, 

and broader contextual factors to support decision making. Considering the aim of the thesis, 

future research could build on the research findings and consider a wider application of 

SMMs to further support coherence, alignment, and integrated strategy in talent systems. 
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Layton et al. (2023) suggested that building coherent SMMs of player development could 

help support the needs of the athlete and the organisation, including an ability to evaluate the 

perceived effectiveness of specific practices within a talent system. Similarly, a coherent 

curriculum may promote integrated practice between a development and a performance 

environment (Moran et al., 2024), and the alignment of development processes with 

performance objectives (Webb et al., 2016). Keeping in mind that a curriculum is described 

as the totality of an athlete’s experience (Kelly et al., 2009), future research could explore the 

development of a TD curriculum and how that is embedded into practice to impact 

development outcomes.  

Future research could build on recent research conceptualising HPSEs and the case 

study in Chapter 6, that explored an integrated TDE and HPSE. Further case study 

investigation into the practice of HPSEs could prove equally as valuable as the extensive 

work characterising effective TDE practice. There is also scope for case studies of novel 

practice, involving specific interventions such as the integrated model presented in Chapters 

4 and 6. Such case studies would provide real time opportunities to investigate intervention 

impacts on TD outcomes.  

 Finally, building on the findings of this thesis, future research could explore how we 

might protect athletes’ long-term development when they are exposed to the pressures and 

demands of a HPSE at increasingly young ages. The case study of an integrated environment 

provided a unique context to develop our understanding of the impact of performance safety, 

an increasingly important TD focus. The findings highlighted that some players experienced 

a maladaptive response to a perceived lack of safety, while others experienced an adaptive 

response, often viewing it as performance enhancing. Further research should clarify how 

performance safety affects individual player development, including a more sophisticated 

understanding of the psychological skills necessary to perform under HPSE conditions. 
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Research could also inform group and individual strategies to appropriately influence the 

perceived performance safety in HPSEs to elicit optimal performance. 



 
 

180 

References 

 

Abbott, A., Button, C., Pepping, G.-J., & Collins, D. (2005). Unnatural selection: Talent 

identification and development in sport. Nonlinear Dynamics, Psychology, and Life 

Sciences, 9, 61–88. 

Abbott, A., & Collins, D. (2002). A Theoretical and Empirical Analysis of a ‘State of the 

Art’ Talent Identification Model. High Ability Studies, 13(2), 157–178. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1359813022000048798 

Abbott, A., & Collins, D. (2004). Eliminating the dichotomy between theory and practice in 

talent identification and development: Considering the role of psychology. Journal of 

Sports Sciences, 22(5), 395–408. https://doi.org/10.1080/02640410410001675324 

Abraham, A., & Collins, D. (2011). Taking the Next Step: Ways Forward for Coaching 

Science. Quest, 63(4), 366–384.https://doi.org/10.1080/00336297.2011.10483687 

Abraham, A., Morgan, G., & Muir, B. (2009). Are you a cook or a chef? On the up: The 

Official Elite Coaches’ Magazine, 5(September), 62–63. 

Alfermann, D., Lobinger, B. H., Nesges, O., Martindale, R. J. J., & Andronikos, G. (2023). 

German version of the Talent Development Environment Questionnaire (TDEQ-5). 

German Journal of Exercise and Sport Research, 53(1), 59–69. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s12662-022-00850-x 

Alfermann, D., & Stambulova, N. (2007). Career transitions and career termination. In 

Handbook of sport psychology, 3rd ed (pp. 712–733). John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118270011.ch32 

Andersen, S. S., Bjørndal, C. T., & Ronglan, L. T. (2015). The ecology of talent development 

in the Nordic elite sport model. In Managing Elite Sport Systems. (pp. 49-66) 

Routledge. 



 
 

181 

Arajúo & Davids. (2011). Academic talent development and the equity issue in gifted 

education. Talent Development and Excellence, 3, 3–22. 

Archibald, M. M., Ambagtsheer, R. C., Casey, M. G., & Lawless, M. (2019). Using Zoom 

Videoconferencing for Qualitative Data Collection: Perceptions and Experiences of 

Researchers and Participants. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 18, 

1609406919874596. https://doi.org/10.1177/1609406919874596 

Ashford, M., Taylor, J., Payne, J., Waldouck, D., & Collins, D. (2023). “Getting on the same 

page” enhancing team performance with shared mental models—Case studies of 

evidence informed practice in elite sport. Frontiers in Sports and Active Living, 5, 

1057143. https://doi.org/10.3389/fspor.2023.1057143 

Bailey, R., & Toms, M. (2010). Coaching and the ethics of youth talent identification: 

Rethinking luck and justice. In The Ethics of Sports Coaching. Routledge. 

Baker, J., Cobley, S., Schorer, J., & Wattie, N. (2017). Routledge Handbook of Talent 

Identification and Development in Sport. Taylor & Francis. 

Baker, J., Johnston, K., & Till, K. (2024). Is it time to retire ‘talent’ from discussions of 

athlete development? High Ability Studies, 35(1), 93–105. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13598139.2023.2295320 

Baker, J., Schorer, J., & Wattie, N. (2018). Compromising Talent: Issues in Identifying and 

Selecting Talent in Sport. Quest, 70(1), 48–63. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00336297.2017.1333438 

Baker, J., & Wattie, N. (2018). Innate talent in sport: Separating myth from reality. Current 

Issues in Sport Science (CISS), 3, 006–006. https://doi.org/10.36950/CISS_2018.006 

Baker, J., Wattie, N., & Schorer, J. (2019). A proposed conceptualization of talent in sport: 

The first step in a long and winding road. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 43, 27–

33. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2018.12.016 



 
 

182 

Baker, J., Wilson, S., Johnston, K., Dehghansai, N., Koenigsberg, A., de Vegt, S., & Wattie, 

N. (2020). Talent Research in Sport 1990–2018: A Scoping Review. Frontiers in 

Psychology, 11. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.607710 

Balyi, I., Way, R., & Higgs, C. (2013). Long-Term Athlete Development. Human Kinetics. 

Bar-Eli, M., Lidor, R., Lath, F., & Schorer, J. (2023). The feudal glove of talent-selection 

decisions in sport –Strengthening the link between subjective and objective 

assessments. Asian Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology, S266723912300031X. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ajsep.2023.09.003 

Barraclough, S., Piggott, D., Till, K., Kerr, A., & Emmonds, S. (2023). Creating a shared 

mental model of performance: Coaches’ perspectives of key position-specific soccer 

actions. International Journal of Sports Science & Coaching, 17479541231205473. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/17479541231205473 

Barry, G., MacNamara, Á., & Taylor, J. (2025). Performance vs. development coaching? 

Considering practice in domains of practice: a research-informed framework. Sports 

Coaching Review, 1–20. https://doi.org/10.1080/21640629.2025.2485662 

Barth, M., Güllich, A., Macnamara, B. N., & Hambrick, D. Z. (2023). Quantifying the Extent 

to Which Junior Performance Predicts Senior Performance in Olympic Sports: A 

Systematic Review and Meta-analysis. Sports Medicine. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s40279-023-01906-0 

Berger, R. (2015). Now I see it, now I don’t: Researcher’s position and reflexivity in 

qualitative research. Qualitative Research, 15(2), 219–234. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794112468475 

Bergkamp, T. L. G., Frencken, W. G. P., Niessen, A. S. M., Meijer, R. R., & den Hartigh, 

Ruud. J. R. (2022). How soccer scouts identify talented players. European Journal of 

Sport Science, 22(7), 994–1004. https://doi.org/10.1080/17461391.2021.1916081 



 
 

183 

Beunen, G. P., Rogol, A. D., & Malina, R. M. (2006). Indicators of Biological Maturation 

and Secular Changes in Biological Maturation. Food and Nutrition Bulletin, 

27(4_suppl5), S244–S256. https://doi.org/10.1177/15648265060274S508 

Bjørndal, C. T., & and Ronglan, L. T. (2018). Orchestrating talent development: Youth 

players’ developmental experiences in Scandinavian team sports. Sports Coaching 

Review, 7(1), 1–22. https://doi.org/10.1080/21640629.2017.1317172 

Bjørndal, C. T., Andersen, S. S., & Ronglan, L. T. (2018). Successful and unsuccessful 

transitions to the elite level: The youth national team pathways in Norwegian 

handball. International Journal of Sports Science & Coaching, 13(4), 533–544. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1747954117740014 

Bjørndal, C. T., & Ronglan, L. T. (2018). Orchestrating talent development: Youth players’ 

developmental experiences in Scandinavian team sports. Sports Coaching Review, 

7(1), 1–22. https://doi.org/10.1080/21640629.2017.1317172 

Bjørndal, C. T., & Ronglan, L. T. (2021). Engaging with uncertainty in athlete development 

– orchestrating talent development through incremental leadership. Sport, Education 

and Society, 26(1), 104–116. https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2019.1695198 

Bjørndal, C. T., Ronglan, L. T., & Andersen, S. S. (2017). Talent development as an ecology 

of games: A case study of Norwegian handball. Sport, Education and Society, 22(7), 

864–877. https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2015.1087398 

Bonito, F. P., Teles, J., Matos, T., Jesus, F., Volossovitch, A., Barrigas, C., & Fragoso, M. I. 

(2025). Talented but Not Chosen—A Cross-Sectional Study—Do Coaches Release 

Late-Maturing Under-14 Players When Making Decisions? Journal of Functional 

Morphology and Kinesiology, 10(2), 127. https://doi.org/10.3390/jfmk10020127 

Bradley, B., Johnson, D., Hill, M., McGee, D., Kana-ah, A., Sharpin, C., Sharp, P., Kelly, A., 

Cumming, S. P., & Malina, R. M. (2019). Bio-banding in academy football: Player’s 



 
 

184 

perceptions of a maturity matched tournament. Annals of Human Biology, 46(5), 400–

408. https://doi.org/10.1080/03014460.2019.1640284 

Bradshaw, C., Atkinson, S., & Doody, O. (2017). Employing a Qualitative Description 

Approach in Health Care Research. Global Qualitative Nursing Research, 4, 

2333393617742282. https://doi.org/10.1177/2333393617742282 

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2019). Reflecting on reflexive thematic analysis. Qualitative 

Research in Sport, Exercise and Health, 11(4), 589–597. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2019.1628806 

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2021). Can I use TA? Should I use TA? Should I not use TA? 

Comparing reflexive thematic analysis and other pattern-based qualitative analytic 

approaches. Counselling and Psychotherapy Research, 21(1), 37–47. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/capr.12360 

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2022). Conceptual and design thinking for thematic analysis. 

Qualitative Psychology, 9(1), 3–26. https://doi.org/10.1037/qup0000196 

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2023). Toward good practice in thematic analysis: Avoiding 

common problems and be(com)ing a knowing researcher. International Journal of 

Transgender Health, 24(1), 1–6. https://doi.org/10.1080/26895269.2022.2129597 

Brazo-Sayavera, J., Martínez-Valencia, M. A., Müller, L., Andronikos, G., & Martindale, R. 

J. J. (2017). Identifying talented track and field athletes: The impact of relative age 

effect on selection to the Spanish National Athletics Federation training camps. 

Journal of Sports Sciences, 35(22), 2172–2178. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2016.1260151 

Brewer, C., Dawson, B., Heasman, J., Stewart, G., & Cormack, S. (2010). Movement pattern 

comparisons in elite (AFL) and sub-elite (WAFL) Australian football games using 



 
 

185 

GPS. Journal of Science and Medicine in Sport, 13(6), 618–623. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsams.2010.01.005 

Brocherie, F., & Beard, A. (2021). All Alone We Go Faster, Together We Go Further: The 

Necessary Evolution of Professional and Elite Sporting Environment to Bridge the 

Gap Between Research and Practice. Frontiers in Sports and Active Living, 2. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fspor.2020.631147 

Bruner, M. W., Eys, M. A., Wilson, K. S., & Côté, J. (2014). Group Cohesion and Positive 

Youth Development in Team Sport Athletes. Association, 3(4), 219–227. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/spy0000017 

Brustio, P. R., McAuley, A. B. T., Ungureanu, A. N., & Kelly, A. L. (2024). Career 

trajectories, transition rates, and birthdate distributions: The rocky road from youth to 

senior level in men’s European football. Frontiers in Sports and Active Living, 6, 

1420220. https://doi.org/10.3389/fspor.2024.1420220 

Bryant, A. (2009). Grounded Theory and Pragmatism: The Curious Case of Anselm Strauss. 

Forum Qualitative Sozialforschung / Forum: Qualitative Social Research, 10(3), 

Article 3. https://doi.org/10.17169/fqs-10.3.1358 

Burns, A., Collins, D., & Nolte, L. (2024). Coaches’ experiences of performance support 

teams. International Journal of Sports Science & Coaching, 19(3), 965–977. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/17479541241228814 

Bushmaker, T., Lund, M., Meyer, J., Mcnulty, E., Wait, K., & Braun, S. (2019). 

Effectiveness of a Buddy System on Strength Training, Adherence, Confidence, and 

Perceived Health in College Females. Int J Res Ex Phys, 15(1), 23–38. 

Carless, D. (2019). Learners’ Feedback Literacy and the Longer Term: Developing Capacity 

for Impact. In M. Henderson, R. Ajjawi, D. Boud, & E. Molloy (Eds), The Impact of 

Feedback in Higher Education: Improving Assessment Outcomes for Learners (pp. 



 
 

186 

51–65). Springer International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-25112-

3_4 

Carson, H. J., & Collins, D. (2016). The fourth dimension: A motoric perspective on the 

anxiety–performance relationship. International Review of Sport and Exercise 

Psychology, 9(1), 1–21. https://doi.org/10.1080/1750984X.2015.1072231 

Chan, J. T., & Mallett, C. J. (2011). The Value of Emotional Intelligence for High 

Performance Coaching. International Journal of Sports Science & Coaching 6, no. 3, 

315-328. 

Chavez, C. (2015). Conceptualizing from the Inside: Advantages, Complications, and 

Demands on Insider Positionality. The Qualitative Report. 

https://doi.org/10.46743/2160-3715/2008.1589 

Clarke, N. J., & Harwood, C. G. (2014). Parenting experiences in elite youth football: A 

phenomenological study. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 15(5), 528–537. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2014.05.004 

Cobley, S., McKenna, J., Baker, J., & Wattie, N. (2009). How pervasive are relative age 

effects in secondary school education? Journal of Educational Psychology, 101(2), 

520–528. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0013845 

Cobley, S., Schorer, J., & Baker, J. (2012). Identification and development of sport talent: A 

brief introduction to a growing field of research and practice. In Talent Identification 

and Development in Sport. Routledge. 

Cole, J., & Martin, A. J. (2018). Developing a winning sport team culture: Organizational 

culture in theory and practice. Sport in Society, 21(8), 1204–1222. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17430437.2018.1442197 

Collins, D. J., Abbott, A., & Richards, H. (2011). Performance Psychology E-Book: A 

Practitioner’s Guide. Elsevier Health Sciences. 



 
 

187 

Collins, D., & MacNamara, Á. (2012). The Rocky Road to the Top. Sports Medicine, 42(11), 

907–914. https://doi.org/10.1007/bf03262302 

Collins, D., & Macnamara, Á. (2017). A Smooth Sea Never Made a Skilful Sailor:  

Optimizing and exploiting the rocky road in talent development. In Routledge 

Handbook of Talent Identification and Development in Sport (pp. 336-346) 

Collins, D., & MacNamara, A. (2022). Talent Development: A Practitioner and Parents 

Guide. Routledge. 

Collins, D., MacNamara, Á., & Cruickshank, A. (2019). Research and Practice in Talent 

Identification and Development—Some Thoughts on the State of Play. Journal of 

Applied Sport Psychology, 31(3), 340–351. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200.2018.1475430 

Collins, D., & Taylor, J. (2021). Getting in the Way: Investigating Barriers to Optimizing 

Talent Development Experience. Journal of Expertise, 4(3), 315-332. 

Collins, D., Taylor, J., Ashford, M., & Collins, L. (2022). It depends coaching – The most 

fundamental, simple and complex principle or a mere copout? Sports Coaching 

Review, 1–21. https://doi.org/10.1080/21640629.2022.2154189 

Constas, M. A. (1992). Qualitative Analysis as a Public Event: The Documentation of 

Category Development Procedures. American Educational Research Journal, 29(2), 

253–266. https://doi.org/10.3102/00028312029002253 

Costello, I., Belton, S., & MacNamara, Á. (2022). Stand up and Fight: A Case Study of a 

Professional Rugby Club Negotiating a COVID-19 Crisis, a Talent Development 

Perspective. Sports, 10(8), 124. https://doi.org/10.3390/sports10080124 

Costello, I., Taylor, J., & Macnamara, A. (2024). Hedge Trimming or Tree Felling? Context 

and Systemic Factors in Talent System Recruitment and Selection Decisions. Journal 

of Expertise, 7(3) 



 
 

188 

Consterdine, A., & Taylor, W. G. (2025). Reappraising Theorisations of Power in the Coach–

Athlete Relationship: Future Directions for Sports Coaching Research. Sports 

Coaching Review, 1–15. https://doi.org/10.1080/21640629.2025.2569943 

Côté, J., & Vierimaa, M. (2014). The developmental model of sport participation: 15 years 

after its first conceptualization. Science & Sports, 29, S63–S69. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scispo.2014.08.133 

Cruickshank, A., & Collins, D. (2012). Change Management: The Case of the Elite Sport 

Performance Team. Journal of Change Management, 12(2), 209–229. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14697017.2011.632379 

Cruickshank, A., Collins, D., & Minten, S. (2013). Culture change in a professional sports 

team: Shaping environmental contexts and regulating power. International Journal of 

Sports Science and Coaching, 8(2), 271–290. https://doi.org/10.1260/1747-

9541.8.2.271 

Cruickshank, A., Collins, D., & Minten, S. (2014). Driving and Sustaining Culture Change in 

Olympic Sport Performance Teams: A First Exploration and Grounded Theory. 

Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 36(1), 107–120. 

https://doi.org/10.1123/jsep.2013-0133 

Cumming, S. P., Searle, C., Hemsley, J. K., Haswell, F., Edwards, H., Scott, S., Gross, A., 

Ryan, D., Lewis, J., White, P., Cain, A., Mitchell, S. B., & Malina, R. M. (2018). 

Biological maturation, relative age and self-regulation in male professional academy 

soccer players: A test of the underdog hypothesis. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 

39, 147–153. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2018.08.007 

Cupples, B., O’Connor, D., & Cobley, S. (2021). Assessing the Ecological-Context Strengths 

of School-Based Talent Development Programs in Rugby League. Research 



 
 

189 

Quarterly for Exercise and Sport, 92(4), 723–735. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02701367.2020.1769010 

Curran, O., MacNamara, Á., & Passmore, D. (2021). Singing off the same hymn sheet? 

Examining coherence in a talent development pathway (part 1). Journal of Sports 

Sciences, 39(15), 1709–1716. https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2021.1896456 

Curran, O., Passmore, D., & MacNamara, Á. (2022). Singing off the same hymn sheet? 

Examining coherence in a talent development pathway (part 2). Journal of Sports 

Sciences. https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2021.2021702 

Cushion, C. J. (2013). Applying Game Centered Approaches in coaching: A critical analysis 

of the ‘dilemmas of practice’ impacting change. Sports Coaching Review, 2(1), 61–

76. https://doi.org/10.1080/21640629.2013.861312 

Cushion, C. J. (2018). Reflection and reflective practice discourses in coaching: A critical 

analysis. Sport, Education and Society, 23(1), 82–94. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2016.1142961 

Davids, K., & Baker, J. (2007). Genes, Environment and Sport Performance: Why the 

Nature-Nurture Dualism is no Longer Relevant. Sports Medicine, 37(11), 961–980. 

https://doi.org/10.2165/00007256-200737110-00004 

Davids, K., Glazier, P., Araújo, D., & Bartlett, R. (2003). Movement Systems as Dynamical 

Systems. Sports Medicine, 33(4), 245–260. https://doi.org/10.2165/00007256-

200333040-00001 

Davids, K., Güllich, A., Shuttleworth, R., & Araújo, D. (2017). Understanding 

Environmental and Task Constraints on Talent Development: Analysis of micro-

structure of practice and macro-structure of development histories. In Routledge 

Handbook of Talent Identification and Development in Sport. Routledge. 



 
 

190 

Den Hartigh, R. J. R., Niessen, A. S. M., Frencken, W. G. P., & Meijer, R. R. (2018). 

Selection procedures in sports: Improving predictions of athletes’ future performance. 

European Journal of Sport Science, 18(9), 1191–1198. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17461391.2018.1480662 

Dimundo, F., Cole, M., Blagrove, R., Till, K., McAuley, A., Hall, M., Gale, C., & Kelly, A. 

(2021). Talent Identification and Development in Male Rugby Union: A Systematic 

Review. Journal of Expertise, 4(1), 33–55. 

Durandt, J., Parker, Z., Masimla, H., & Lambert, M. (2011). Rugby-playing history at the 

national U13 level and subsequent participation at the national U16 and U18 rugby 

tournaments. South African Sports Medicine Association, 23. 

https://doi.org/10.17159/2078-516X/2011/v23i4a321 

Dweck, C. S., & Yeager, D. S. (2019). Mindsets: A View From Two Eras. Perspectives on 

Psychological Science, 14(3), 481–496. https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691618804166 

Dwyer, S. C., & Buckle, J. L. (2009). The Space Between: On Being an Insider-Outsider in 

Qualitative Research. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 8(1), 54–63. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/160940690900800105 

Edmondson, A. (1999). Psychological Safety and Learning Behavior in Work Teams. 

Administrative Science Quarterly, 44(2), 350–383. https://doi.org/10.2307/2666999 

Edmondson, A. C. (2018). The Fearless Organization: Creating Psychological Safety in the 

Workplace for Learning, Innovation, and Growth. John Wiley & Sons. 

Edmondson, A. C. (2023). Right Kind of Wrong: The Science of Failing Well. Simon and 

Schuster. 

Edmondson, A. C., & Bransby, D. P. (2023). Psychological Safety Comes of Age: Observed 

Themes in an Established Literature. Annual Review of Organisational Psychology 

and Organisational Behaviour, 10(1): 55-78. 



 
 

191 

Elo, S., & Kyngäs, H. (2008). The qualitative content analysis process. Journal of Advanced 

Nursing, 62(1), 107–115. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2648.2007.04569.x 

Epstein, D. (2013). The Sports Gene: Inside the Science of Extraordinary Athletic 

Performance. Penguin Publishing Group. 

Erikstad, M. K., Johansen, B. T., Johnsen, M., Haugen, T., & Côté, J. (2021). “As Many as 

Possible for as Long as Possible”—A Case Study of a Soccer Team That Fosters 

Multiple Outcomes. The Sport Psychologist, 35(2), 131–141. 

https://doi.org/10.1123/tsp.2020-0107 

Eubank, M., Nesti, M., & Cruickshank, A. (2014). Understanding high performance sport 

environments: Impact for the professional training and supervision of sport 

psychologists. Sport & Exercise Psychology Review, 10, 30–37. 

https://doi.org/10.53841/bpssepr.2014.10.2.30 

Eubank, M. R., Nesti, M. S., & Littlewood, M. A. (2017). A Culturally Informed Approach 

to Mental Toughness Development in High Performance Sport. International Journal 

of Sport Psychology, 48(3), 206–222. https://doi.org/10.7352/IJSP.2017.48.206 

Eys, M., Beauchamp, M. R., Godfrey, M., Dawson, K., Loughead, T. M., & Schinke, R. J. 

(2020). Role Commitment and Acceptance in a Sport Context. Journal of Sport and 

Exercise Psychology, 42(2), 89–101. https://doi.org/10.1123/jsep.2019-0057 

Ferguson, C., Carson, H. J., & Collins, D. (2023). Skill execution errors: An “it depends” 

perspective on their role, type and use when coaching for player development in 

sport. Sports Coaching Review, pp. 1–18. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/21640629.2023.2263268 

Finlay, L. (2006). ‘Rigour’, ‘Ethical Integrity’ or ‘Artistry’? Reflexively Reviewing Criteria 

for Evaluating Qualitative Research. British Journal of Occupational Therapy, 69(7), 

319–326. https://doi.org/10.1177/030802260606900704 



 
 

192 

Finn, J., & McKenna, J. (2010). Coping with Academy-to-First-Team Transitions in Elite 

English Male Team Sports: The Coaches’ Perspective. International Journal of 

Sports Science & Coaching, 5(2), 257–279. https://doi.org/10.1260/1747-

9541.5.2.257 

Forgas, J. P. (2017). Mood Effects on Cognition: Affective Influences on the Content and 

Process of Information Processing and Behaviour. In M. Jeon (Ed.), Emotions and 

Affect in Human Factors and Human-Computer Interaction (pp. 89–122). Elsevier 

Academic Press. https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-801851-4.00003-3 

Foucault, M. (1978). The History of Sexuality (Vol. 1: An Introduction; R. Hurley, Trans.).       

Pantheon Books. 

Gagné, F. (2004). Transforming gifts into talents: The DMGT as a developmental theory1. 

High Ability Studies, 15(2), 119–147. https://doi.org/10.1080/1359813042000314682 

Gangsø, K., Aspvik, N. P., Mehus, I., Høigaard, R., & Sæther, S. A. (2021). Talent 

Development Environments in Football: Comparing the Top-Five and Bottom-Five-

Ranked Football Academies in Norway. International Journal of Environmental 

Research and Public Health, 18(3), 1321. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18031321 

Gershgoren, L., Filho, E. M., Tenenbaum, G., & Schinke, R. J. (2013). Coaching Shared 

Mental Models in Soccer: A Longitudinal Case Study. Journal of Clinical Sport 

Psychology, 7(4), 293–312. https://doi.org/10.1123/jcsp.7.4.293 

Gesbert, V., Roten, F. C. von, & Hauw, D. (2021). Reviewing the role of the environment in 

the talent development of a professional soccer club. PLOS ONE, 16(2), e0246823. 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0246823 

Giacobbi, P. R. ;, Poczwardowski, A. ;, & Hager, P. F. (2005). A Pragmatic Research 

Philosophy for Applied Sport Psychology. Sport Psychologist Mar2005 (Vol. 19, pp. 

18–31). http://hdl.handle.net/20.500.12648/2434 



 
 

193 

Gibbs, B. G., Jarvis, J. A., & Dufur, M. J. (2012). The rise of the underdog? The relative age 

effect reversal among Canadian-born NHL hockey players: A reply to Nolan and 

Howell. International Review for the Sociology of Sport, 47(5), 644–649. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1012690211414343 

Gigerenzer, G. (1996). On narrow norms and vague heuristics: A reply to Kahneman and 

Tversky. Psychological Review, 103(3), 592–596. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-

295X.103.3.592 

Gledhill, A., & Harwood, C. (2019). Toward an Understanding of Players’ Perceptions of 

Talent Development Environments in UK Female Football. Journal of Applied Sport 

Psychology, 31(1), 105–115. https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200.2017.1410254 

Gledhill, A., Harwood, C., & Forsdyke, D. (2017). Psychosocial factors associated with 

talent development in football: A systematic review. Psychology of Sport and 

Exercise, 31, 93–112. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2017.04.002 

Gould, D., Dieffenbach, K., & Moffett, A. (2002). Psychological Characteristics and Their 

Development in Olympic Champions. Journal of Applied Sport Psychology, 14(3), 

172–204. https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200290103482 

Green, J., Willis, K., Hughes, E., Small, R., Welch, N., Gibbs, L., & Daly, J. (2007). 

Generating best evidence from qualitative research: The role of data analysis. 

Australian and New Zealand Journal of Public Health, 31(6), 545–550. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1753-6405.2007.00141.x 

Gulbin, J. P., Croser, M. J., Morley, E. J., & Weissensteiner, J. R. (2013). An integrated 

framework for the optimisation of sport and athlete development: A practitioner 

approach. Journal of Sports Sciences, 31(12), 1319–1331. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2013.781661 



 
 

194 

Güllich, A. (2014). Selection, de-selection and progression in German football talent 

promotion. European Journal of Sport Science, 14(6), 530–537. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17461391.2013.858371 

Güllich, A., & Barth, M. (2023). Effects of Early Talent Promotion on Junior and Senior 

Performance: A Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis. Sports Medicine. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s40279-023-01957-3 

Gundersen, H., Harris, A., Grendstad, H., Kristoffersen, M., Guttormsen, A., Dalen, T., & 

Rygh, C. B. (2022). Performance in youth track and field is associated with birth 

quartile. A register-based study among athletes in Norway from 10 years to senior 

level. PLOS ONE, 17(9), e0273472. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0273472 

Gustafsson, H., Madigan, D. J., & Lundkvist, E. (2018). Burnout in Athletes. In R. Fuchs & 

M. Gerber (Eds), Handbuch Stressregulation und Sport (pp. 489–504). Springer. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-662-49322-9_24 

Hafiz, K., Baxter, P., & Jack, S. (2008). Qualitative Case Study Methodology: Study Design 

and Implementation for Novice Researchers. The Qualitative Report (Vol. 13, pp. 

544–559). 

Hall, A. J. A., Jones, L., & Martindale, R. J. J. (2019). The Talent Development Environment 

Questionnaire as a Tool to Drive Excellence in Elite Sport Environments. 

International Sport Coaching Journal, 6(2), 187–198. 

https://doi.org/10.1123/iscj.2018-0041 

Hall, E. T., Nichol ,Adam J., Morgan ,Callum T., McCutcheon ,Mark, & and Potrac, P. 

(2024). Understanding workplace collaboration in professional rugby coaching: A 

dramaturgical analysis. Qualitative Research in Sport, Exercise and Health, 16(4), 

352–367. https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2024.2304736 



 
 

195 

Hall, G., Taylor, R. D., Taylor, J., & McCarthy, N. (2024). Coherence in Selection: The 

Influence of Coaches’ Views and Beliefs on Nominations for a Male Rugby Union 

Talent System. Psychology International, 6(3), Article 3. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/psycholint6030043 

Hall, J., Cope, E., Townsend, R. C., & Nicholls, A. R. (2020). Investigating the alignment 

between coaches’ ideological beliefs and academy philosophy in professional youth 

football. Sport, Education and Society. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2020.1856061 

Harwood, C. G., & Knight, C. J. (2015). Parenting in youth sport: A position paper on 

parenting expertise. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 16, 24–35. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2014.03.001 

Harwood, J. (2010). The Contact Space: A Novel Framework for Intergroup Contact 

Research. Journal of Language and Social Psychology, 29(2), 147–177. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0261927X09359520 

Hauser, L.-L., Harwood, C. G., Höner, O., O’Connor, D., & Wachsmuth, S. (2022). Talent 

development environments within sports: A scoping review examining functional and 

dysfunctional environmental features. International Review of Sport and Exercise 

Psychology, 1–27. https://doi.org/10.1080/1750984X.2022.2129423 

Hendry, D. T., & Hodges, N. J. (2018). Early majority engagement pathway best defines 

transitions from youth to adult elite men’s soccer in the UK: A three time-point 

retrospective and prospective study. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 36, 81–89. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2018.01.009 

Henriksen, K., Larsen, C. H., & Christensen, M. K. (2014). Looking at success from its 

opposite pole: The case of a talent development golf environment in Denmark. 



 
 

196 

International Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 12(2), 134–149. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1612197X.2013.853473 

Henriksen, K., & Stambulova, N. (2017). Creating Optimal Environments for Talent 

Development: A holistic ecological approach. In Routledge Handbook of Talent 

Identification and Development in Sport. Routledge. 

Henriksen, K., Stambulova, N., & Roessler, K. K. (2010a). Holistic approach to athletic 

talent development environments: A successful sailing milieu. Psychology of Sport 

and Exercise, 11(3), 212–222. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2009.10.005 

Henriksen, K., Stambulova, N., & Roessler, K. K. (2010b). Successful talent development in 

track and field: Considering the role of environment. Scandinavian Journal of 

Medicine and Science in Sports, 20(SUPPL. 2), 122–132. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1600-0838.2010.01187.x 

Henriksen, K., Stambulova, N., & Roessler, K. K. (2011). Riding the Wave of an Expert: A 

Successful Talent Development Environment in Kayaking. The Sport Psychologist, 

25(3), 341–362. https://doi.org/10.1123/tsp.25.3.341 

Henriksen, K., Storm, L. K., & Larsen, C. H. (2017). Organisational culture and influence on 

developing athletes. In Sport psychology for young athletes (pp. 216–227). Routledge.  

Hill, A., MacNamara,  áine, & Collins, D. (2015). Psychobehaviorally based features of 

effective talent development in rugby union: A coach’s perspective. Sport 

Psychologist, 29(3), 201–212. https://doi.org/10.1123/tsp.2014-0103 

Hill, A., MacNamara, Á., & Collins, D. (2019). Development and initial validation of the 

Psychological Characteristics of Developing Excellence Questionnaire version 2 

(PCDEQ2). European Journal of Sport Science, 19(4), 517–528. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17461391.2018.1535627 



 
 

197 

Hill, M., Scott, S., McGee, D., & Cumming, S. (2020). Coaches’ Evaluations of Match 

Performance in Academy Soccer Players in Relation to the Adolescent Growth Spurt. 

Journal of Science in Sport and Exercise, 2(4), 359–366. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s42978-020-00072-3 

Hodge, K., Henry, G., & Smith, W. (2014). A case study of excellence in elite sport 

motivational climate in a world champion team. Sport Psychologist, 28(1), 60–74. 

https://doi.org/10.1123/tsp.2013-0037 

Hodges, N. J., & Lohse, K. R. (2022). An extended challenge-based framework for practice 

design in sports coaching. Journal of Sports Sciences, 40(7), 754–768. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2021.2015917 

Holt, N. L., & Dunn, J. G. H. (2004). Toward a Grounded Theory of the Psychosocial 

Competencies and Environmental Conditions Associated with Soccer Success. 

Journal of Applied Sport Psychology, 16(3), 199–219. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200490437949 

Hoult, A., Mansell, P., & Slater, M. J. (2024). The Influence of a Reflective Identity 

Leadership Intervention on Perceived Identity Leadership, Social Identity, and 

Psychological Safety in Cricket. Behavioral Sciences, 14(8), 655. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/bs14080655 

Howe, M. J. A., Davidson, J. W., & Sloboda, J. A. (1998). Innate talents: Reality or myth? 

Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 21(3), 399–407. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X9800123X 

Hristovski, R., Davids, K., Passos, P., & Araujo, D. (2012). Sport Performance as a Domain 

of Creative Problem Solving for Self-Organizing Performer-Environment Systems. 

5(1). https://doi.org/10.2174/1875399X01205010026 



 
 

198 

Ivarsson, A., Stenling, A., Fallby, J., Johnson, U., Borg, E., & Johansson, G. (2015). The 

predictive ability of the talent development environment on youth elite football 

players’ well-being: A person-centered approach. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 

16, 15–23. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2014.09.006 

Jackson, S. A., & Roberts, G. C. (1992). Positive Perfonnance States of Athletes: Toward a 

Conceptual Understanding of Peak Performance. The Sporl Psychologist, 6, 156–171. 

John Wang, C. K., Sproule, J., McNeill, M., Martindale, R. J. J., & Lee, K. S. (2011). Impact 

of the Talent Development Environment on Achievement Goals and Life Aspirations 

in Singapore. Journal of Applied Sport Psychology, 23(3), 263–276. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200.2010.543120 

Johnson, A., Farooq, A., & Whiteley, R. (2017). Skeletal maturation status is more strongly 

associated with academy selection than birth quarter. Science and Medicine in 

Football, 1(2), 157–163. https://doi.org/10.1080/24733938.2017.1283434 

Johnson, M. B., Tenenbaum, G., & Edmonds, W. A. (2006). Adaptation to physically and 

emotionally demanding conditions: The role of deliberate practice. High Ability 

Studies, 17(1), 117–136. https://doi.org/10.1080/13598130600947184 

Johnson, T., Martin, A. J., & Ramsey, P. L. (2013). A Core Value of Pride in Winning: The 

All Blacks’ Team Culture and Legacy. The International Journal of Sport and 

Society, 4(1), 1. 

Johnston, K., & Baker, J. (2020). Waste Reduction Strategies: Factors Affecting Talent 

Wastage and the Efficacy of Talent Selection in Sport. Frontiers in Psychology, 10. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02925 

Johnston, K., & Baker, J. (2022). Sources of information used by elite distance running 

coaches for selection decisions. PLoS ONE, 17(8 August). 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0268554 



 
 

199 

Johnston, K., Farah, L., & Baker, J. (2021). Storm Clouds on the Horizon: On the Emerging 

Need to Tighten Selection Policies. Frontiers in Sports and Active Living, 3. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fspor.2021.772181 

Johnston, K., Wattie, N., Schorer, J., & Baker, J. (2018). Talent Identification in Sport: A 

Systematic Review. Sports Medicine, 48(1), 97–109. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40279-

017-0803-2 

Jokuschies, N., Gut, V., & Conzelmann, A. (2017). Systematizing coaches’ ‘eye for talent’: 

Player assessments based on expert coaches’ subjective talent criteria in top-level 

youth soccer. International Journal of Sports Science & Coaching, 12(5), 565–576. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1747954117727646 

Jones, J., Johnston, K., & Baker, J. (2020). “I Can’t Teach You to Be Taller”: How Canadian, 

Collegiate-Level Coaches Construct Talent in Sport. Case Studies in Sport and 

Exercise Psychology, 4(1), 84–94. https://doi.org/10.1123/cssep.2020-0003 

Jones, R. L., Armour, K. M., & Potrac, P. (2002). Understanding the Coaching Process: A 

Framework for Social Analysis. Quest, 54(1), 34–48. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00336297.2002.10491765 

Jowett, S., & Arthur, C. (2019). Effective coaching: The links between coach leadership and 

coach-athlete relationship—From theory to research to practice. Handbook of Sport 

and Exercise Psychology: Sport psychology, Vol. 1 (pp. 419–449). American 

Psychological Association. https://doi.org/10.1037/0000123-022 

Jowett, S., Do Nascimento-Júnior, J. R. A., Zhao, C., & Gosai, J. (2023). Creating the 

conditions for psychological safety and its impact on quality coach-athlete 

relationships. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 65, 102363. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2022.102363 

Kahneman, D., Sibony, O., & Sunstein, C. R. (2021). Noise. HarperCollins UK. 



 
 

200 

Kaushik, V., & Walsh, C. A. (2019). Pragmatism as a research paradigm and its implications 

for Social Work research. Social Sciences. https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci8090255 

Kelly, A. L., Till, K., Jackson, D., Barrell, D., Burke, K., & Turnnidge, J. (2021). Talent 

Identification and Relative Age Effects in English Male Rugby Union Pathways: 

From Entry to Expertise. Frontiers in Sports and Active Living, 3. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fspor.2021.640607 

Kelly, A. V. (2009). The Curriculum: Theory and Practice. 1–336. 

Kelly, L. M., & Cordeiro, M. (2020). Three principles of pragmatism for research on 

organizational processes. Methodological Innovations, 13(2), 2059799120937242. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/2059799120937242 

Klein, G. A. (2022). Snapshots of the Mind. MIT Press.  

Krueger, R. A. (2014). Focus Groups: A Practical Guide for Applied Research. SAGE 

Publications. 

Kyngäs, H., Elo, S., Pölkki, T., Kääriäinen, M., & Kanste, O. (2011). Sisällönanalyysi 

suomalaisessa hoitotieteellisessä tutkimuksessa. Hoitotiede, 23, 138–148. 

Lara-Bercial, S., & Mallett, C. J. (2016). The Practices and Developmental Pathways of 

Professional and Olympic Serial Winning Coaches. International Sport Coaching 

Journal, 3(3), 221–239. https://doi.org/10.1123/iscj.2016-0083 

Larkin, P., Bonney, N., Dugdale, J. H., Kittel, A., & Reeves, M. J. (2022). Exploring Talent 

Identification in Australian Rules Football: The Nuances of the Athlete Recruitment 

Process. In Journal of Expertise (Vol. 5, Issue 4). https://www.journalofexpertise.org 

Larkin, P., & O’Connor, D. (2017). Talent identification and recruitment in youth soccer: 

Recruiter’s perceptions of the key attributes for player recruitment. PLoS ONE, 12(4). 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0175716 



 
 

201 

Larsen, C. H., Alfermann, D., Henriksen, K., & Christensen, M. K. (2013). Successful talent 

development in soccer: The characteristics of the environment. Sport, Exercise, and 

Performance Psychology, 2(3), 190–206. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0031958 

Lath, F., Koopmann, T., Faber, I., Baker, J., & Schorer, J. (2021). Focusing on the coach’s 

eye; towards a working model of coach decision-making in talent selection. 

Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 56. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2021.102011 

Lauer, L., Gould, D., Roman, N., & Pierce, M. (2010). Parental behaviors that affect junior 

tennis player development. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 11(6), 487–496. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2010.06.008 

Layton, M., Taylor, J., & Collins, D. (2023). The measurement, tracking and development 

practices of English professional football academies. Journal of Sports Sciences, 

41(18), 1655–1666. https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2023.2289758 

Leyhr, D., Bergmann, F., Schreiner, R., Mann, D., Dugandzic, D., & Höner, O. (2021). 

Relative Age-Related Biases in Objective and Subjective Assessments of 

Performance in Talented Youth Soccer Players. Frontiers in Sports and Active Living, 

3. https://doi.org/10.3389/fspor.2021.664231 

Li, C., Martindale, R., & Sun, Y. (2019). Relationships between talent development 

environments and mental toughness: The role of basic psychological need 

satisfaction. Journal of Sports Sciences, 37(18), 2057–2065. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2019.1620979 

Li, C., Martindale, R., Wu, Y., & Si, G. (2018). Psychometric properties of the Talent 

Development Environment Questionnaire with Chinese talented athletes. Journal of 

Sports Sciences, 36(1), 79–85. https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2017.1282619 



 
 

202 

Li, C., Wang, C. K. J., & Pyun, D. Y. (2014). Talent Development Environmental Factors in 

Sport: A Review and Taxonomic Classification. Quest, 66(4), 433–447. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00336297.2014.944715 

Li, C., Wang, C. K. J., Pyun, D. Y., & Martindale, R. (2015). Further development of the 

talent development environment questionnaire for sport. Journal of Sports Sciences, 

33(17), 1831–1843. https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2015.1014828 

Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. (1985). Naturalistic Inquiry. SAGE. 

Lüdin, D., Donath, L., & Romann, M. (2023). Disagreement between talent scouts: 

Implications for improved talent assessment in youth football. Journal of Sports 

Sciences, 41(8), 758–765. https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2023.2239614 

Lyle, J., & Cushion, C. (2016). Sport Coaching Concepts: A framework for coaching 

practice (2nd edn). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203126424 

Lyons, M., Rynne, S. B., & Mallett, C. J. (2012). Reflective Practice International and 

Multidisciplinary Perspectives Reflection and the art of coaching: Fostering high-

performance in Olympic Ski Cross. https://doi.org/10.1080/14623943.2012.670629 

Macnamara, Á., Button, A., & Collins, D. (2010a). The Role of Psychological Characteristics 

in Facilitating the Pathway to Elite Performance Part 1: Identifying Mental Skills and 

Behaviors. In The Sport Psychologist (Vol. 24, pp. 52–73). 

MacNamara, Á., Button, A., & Collins, D. (2010b). The Role of Psychological 

Characteristics in Facilitating the Pathway to Elite Performance Part 2: Examining 

Environmental and Stage-Related Differences in Skills and Behaviors. The Sport 

Psychologist, 24(1), 74–96. https://doi.org/10.1123/tsp.24.1.74 

MacNamara, A., & Collins, D. (2014). More of the same? Comment on “An integrated 

framework for the optimisation of sport and athlete development: A practitioner 



 
 

203 

approach”. Journal of Sports Sciences, 32(8), 793–795. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2013.855805 

Malterud, K., Siersma, V. D., & Guassora, A. D. (2016). Sample Size in Qualitative 

Interview Studies: Guided by Information Power. Qualitative Health Research, 

26(13), 1753–1760. https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732315617444 

Malterud, K., Siersma, V., & Guassora, A. D. (2021). Information power: Sample content 

and size in qualitative studies. (pp. 67–81). https://doi.org/10.1037/0000252-004 

Mann, D. L., & Van Ginneken, P. J. M. A. (2017). Age-ordered shirt numbering reduces the 

selection bias associated with the relative age effect. Journal of Sports Sciences, 

35(8), 784–790. https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2016.1189588 

Marcoci, A., Webb, M. E., Rowe, L., Barnett, A., Primoratz, T., Kruger, A., Karvetski, C. 

W., Stone, B., Diamond, M. L., Saletta, M., van Gelder, T., Tetlock, P. E., & Dennis, 

S. (2023). Validating a forced-choice method for eliciting quality-of-reasoning 

judgments. Behavior Research Methods. https://doi.org/10.3758/s13428-023-02234-x 

Marshall, C., & Rossman, G. B. (2014). Designing Qualitative Research. SAGE 

Publications. 

Martindale, R. J., Collins, D., & Daubney, J. (2005). Talent development: A guide for 

practice and research within sport. Quest, 57(4), 353–375. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00336297.2005.10491862 

Martindale, R. J. J., Collins, D., & Abraham, A. (2007). Effective Talent Development: The 

Elite Coach Perspective in UK Sport. Journal of Applied Sport Psychology, 19(2), 

187–206. https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200701188944 

Martindale, R. J. J., Collins, D., Douglas, C., & Whike, A. (2013). Examining the ecological 

validity of the Talent Development Environment Questionnaire. Journal of Sports 

Sciences, 31(1), 41–47. https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2012.718443 



 
 

204 

Martindale, R. J. J., Collins, D., Wang, J. C. K., McNeill, M., Lee, K. S., Sproule, J., & 

Westbury, T. (2010). Development of the Talent Development Environment 

Questionnaire for Sport. Journal of Sports Sciences, 28(11), 1209–1221. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2010.495993 

Martindale, R., & Mortimer, P. (2011). Talent development environments. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/b978-0-443-06734-1.00005-5 

Mathieu, J. E., Heffner, T. S., Goodwin, G. F., Salas, E., & Cannon-Bowers, J. A. (2000). 

The influence of shared mental models on team process and performance. Journal of 

Applied Psychology, 85(2), 273–283. https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.85.2.273 

McCarthy, N., & Collins, D. (2014). Initial identification & selection bias versus the eventual 

confirmation of talent: Evidence for the benefits of a rocky road? Journal of Sports 

Sciences, 32(17), 1604–1610. https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2014.908322 

McCarthy, N., Collins, D., & Court, D. (2016). Start hard, finish better: Further evidence for 

the reversal of the RAE advantage. Journal of Sports Sciences, 34(15), 1461–1465. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2015.1119297 

McGrath, C., Palmgren, P. J., & Liljedahl, M. (2019). Twelve tips for conducting qualitative 

research interviews. Medical Teacher, 41(9), 1002–1006. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/0142159X.2018.1497149 

Metcalf, K., & Leake, D. (2017). Modeling Unsupervised Event Segmentation: Learning 

Event Boundaries from Prediction Errors. Proceedings of the Annual Meeting of the 

Cognitive Science Society, 39(0). https://escholarship.org/uc/item/05n4m6hb 

Mills, A., Butt, J., Maynard, I., & Harwood, C. (2012). Identifying factors perceived to 

influence the development of elite youth football academy players. Journal of Sports 

Sciences, 30(15), 1593–1604. https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2012.710753 



 
 

205 

Mills, A., Butt, J., Maynard, I., & Harwood, C. (2014). Examining the Development 

Environments of Elite English Football Academies: The Players’ Perspective. 

International Journal of Sports Science & Coaching (Vol. 9, Issue 6). 

Mitchell, T. O., Gledhill, A., Shand, R., Littlewood, M. A., Charnock, L., & Till, K. (2021). 

Players’ Perceptions of the Talent Development Environment Within the English 

Premier League and Football League. International Sport Coaching Journal, 8(3), 

362–370. https://doi.org/10.1123/iscj.2020-0085 

Mitchell, T., Sargent Megicks ,Barnaby, & and Gledhill, A. (2024). Enhancing our 

understanding of sport practitioner perspectives on developing effective sporting 

environments. Journal of Sports Sciences, 42(13), 1232–1242. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2024.2387970 

Moon, K., & Blackman, D. (2014). A Guide to Understanding Social Science Research for 

Natural Scientists. Conservation Biology, 28(5), 1167–1177. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/cobi.12326 

Moran, J. J., Craig, M. P., & Collins, D. (2024). How Might we do it Better? Applying 

educational curriculum theory and practice in talent development environments. 

Sports Coaching Review, 1–22. https://doi.org/10.1080/21640629.2024.2321047 

Morganti, G., Lascu, A., Apollaro, G., Pantanella, L., Esposito, M., Grossi, A., & Ruscello, 

B. (2023). Beyond the field of play: Contrasting deterministic and probabilistic 

approaches to talent identification and development systems. Sport, Education and 

Society, 1–14. https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2023.2212689 

Morris, R., Tod, D., & Eubank, M. (2017). From youth team to first team: An investigation 

into the transition experiences of young professional athletes in soccer. International 

Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 15(5), 523–539. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1612197X.2016.1152992 



 
 

206 

Ormerod, R. (2020). The Pragmatic Logic of or Consulting Practice: Towards a Foundational 

View. Journal of the Operational Research Society, 71(11), 1691–1709. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01605682.2019.1630331 

Owen, C., Till, K., Phibbs, P., Read, D. J., Weakley, J., Atkinson, M., Cross, M., Kemp, S., 

Sawczuk, T., Stokes, K., Williams, S., & Jones, B. (2023). A Multidimensional 

Approach to Identifying the Physical Qualities of Male English Regional Academy 

Rugby Union Players; Considerations of Position, Chronological Age, Relative age 

and Maturation. European Journal of Sport Science, 23(2), 178–188. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17461391.2021.2023658 

Pankhurst, A., Collins, D., & Macnamara, Á. (2013). Talent Development: Linking the 

Stakeholders to the Process. Journal of Sports Sciences, 31(4), 370–380. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2012.733821 

Parr, J. (2020). Growth and Maturation in Elite Youth Soccer Players [Doctoral, Manchester 

Metropolitan University]. https://e-space.mmu.ac.uk/628342/ 

Passos, P., Araújo, D., & Davids, K. (2016). Competitiveness and the process of co-

adaptation in team sport performance. Frontiers in Psychology, 7 (OCT). 

https://doi.org/10.3389/FPSYG.2016.01562 

Pinder, R. A., Renshaw, I., & Davids, K. (2013). The role of representative design in talent 

development: A comment on “Talent identification and promotion programmes of 

Olympic athletes”. Journal of Sports Sciences, 31(8), 803–806. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2012.718090 

Price, A., & Collins, D. (2023). Contributing to a Coaching Team’s Shared Mental Model of 

Player Game Understanding: An Intervention within High-Level Youth Soccer. 

Journal of Sport Psychology in Action, 14(1), 25–39. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/21520704.2022.2103224 



 
 

207 

Radcliffe, K., Lyson, H. C., Barr-Walker, J., & Sarkar, U. (2019). Collective intelligence in 

medical decision-making: A systematic scoping review. BMC Medical Informatics 

and Decision Making, 19(1), 158. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12911-019-0882-0 

Rees, T., Hardy, L., Güllich, A., Abernethy, B., Côté, J., Woodman, T., Montgomery, H., 

Laing, S., & Warr, C. (2016). The Great British Medalists Project: A Review of 

Current Knowledge on the Development of the World’s Best Sporting Talent. Sports 

Medicine, 46(8), 1041–1058. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40279-016-0476-2 

Reilly, T., Williams, A. M., Nevill, A., & Franks, A. (2000). A multidisciplinary approach to 

talent identification in soccer. Journal of Sports Sciences, 18(9), 695–702. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02640410050120078 

Relvas, H., Littlewood, M., Nesti, M., Gilbourne, D., & Richardson, D. (2010). 

Organizational Structures and Working Practices in Elite European Professional 

Football Clubs: Understanding the Relationship between Youth and Professional 

Domains. European Sport Management Quarterly, 10(2), 165–187. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/16184740903559891 

Renshaw, I., Davids, K., O’Sullivan, M., Maloney, M. A., Crowther, R., & McCosker, C. 

(2022). An ecological dynamics approach to motor learning in practice: Reframing 

the learning and performing relationship in high performance sport. Asian Journal of 

Sport and Exercise Psychology, 2(1), 18–26. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ajsep.2022.04.003 

Richardson, D., Relvas, H., & Littlewood, M. (2012). Sociological and Cultural Influences 

on Player Development. In Science and Soccer (3rd edn). Routledge. 

Roberts, A. H., Greenwood, D. A., Stanley, M., Humberstone, C., Iredale, F., & Raynor, A. 

(2019). Coach knowledge in talent identification: A systematic review and meta-



 
 

208 

synthesis. Journal of Science and Medicine in Sport, 22(10), 1163–1172. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsams.2019.05.008 

Roberts, A. H., Greenwood, D., Stanley, M., Humberstone, C., Iredale, F., & Raynor, A. 

(2021). Understanding the “gut instinct” of expert coaches during talent 

identification. Journal of Sports Sciences, 39(4), 359–367. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2020.1823083 

Røsten, S., Sæther, S. A., Aspvik, N. P., & Bjørndal, C. T. (2023). Embedded, Embodied, 

Enculturated, and Enabling Processes: The Identification and Evaluation of Sporting 

Talent by Ice Hockey Coaches in Norwegian Youth National Teams. International 

Sport Coaching Journal, 1–11. https://doi.org/10.1123/iscj.2022-0058 

Røynesdal, Ø., Toering, T., & Gustafsson, H. (2018). Understanding players’ transition from 

youth to senior professional football environments: A coach perspective. 

International Journal of Sports Science & Coaching, 13(1), 26–37. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1747954117746497 

Rudolph, J. W., Raemer, D. B., & Simon, R. (2014). Establishing a Safe Container for 

Learning in Simulation: The Role of the Presimulation Briefing. Simulation in 

Healthcare, 9(6), 339. https://doi.org/10.1097/SIH.0000000000000047 

Sæther, S. A., Banne, H. B., Larsen, C. H., Storm, L. K., Schlawe, A., & Henriksen, K. 

(2025). Features of Successful Talent-Development Environments in Norwegian 

Professional Women’s Football. Case Studies in Sport and Exercise Psychology, 9(1), 

39–49. https://doi.org/10.1123/cssep.2022-0026 

Sandelowski, M., & Leeman, J. (2012). Writing Usable Qualitative Health Research 

Findings. Qualitative Health Research, 22(10), 1404–1413. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732312450368 



 
 

209 

Sarkar, M., Fletcher, D., & Brown, D. J. (2015). What doesn’t kill me…: Adversity-related 

experiences are vital in the development of superior Olympic performance. Journal of 

Science and Medicine in Sport, 18(4), 475–479. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsams.2014.06.010 

Savage, J. (2019). Challenge and Growth on the Talent Development Pathway (Doctoral 

dissertation, University of Central Lancashire) 

Savage, J., Collins, D., & Cruickshank, A. (2017). Exploring Traumas in the Development of 

Talent: What Are They, What Do They Do, and What Do They Require? Journal of 

Applied Sport Psychology, 29(1), 101–117. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200.2016.1194910 

Schinke, R., Wylleman ,Paul, Henriksen ,Kristoffer, Si ,Gangyan, Wagstaff ,Christopher R. 

D., Zhang ,Liwei, Tshepang ,Tshube, Noce ,Franco, & and Li, Y. (2024). 

International Society of Sport Psychology position stand: Scientist practitioners. 

International Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 22(1), 1–23. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1612197X.2023.2174681 

Schlawe, A., Christiansen, A. V., & Henriksen, K. (2025). The High-Performance Sport 

Environment: Laying the foundation for a new research topic. Frontiers in Sports and 

Active Living, 7, 1503199. https://doi.org/10.3389/fspor.2025.1503199 

Schorer, J., Rienhoff, R., Fischer, L., & Baker, J. (2017). Long-Term Prognostic Validity of 

Talent Selections: Comparing National and Regional Coaches, Laypersons and 

Novices. Frontiers in Psychology, 8. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.01146 

Shaw, R. (2010). Embedding Reflexivity Within Experiential Qualitative Psychology. 

Qualitative Research in Psychology, 7(3), 233–243. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14780880802699092 



 
 

210 

Shelley, A., Taylor, J., MacNamara, Á., Sajwan, V., Scriney, M., McCarthy, N., Jones, B., & 

Behan, S. (2025). The impact of high-potential status on progression and conversion 

within a male rugby union talent system. Journal of Sports Sciences, 1–12. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2025.2458357 

Sieghartsleitner, R., Zuber, C., Zibung, M., & Conzelmann, A. (2019). or Coaches’ Eye?-

Both! Beneficial Collaboration of Multidimensional Measurements and Coach 

Assessments for Efficient Talent Selection in Elite Youth Football. Journal of Sports 

Science and Medicine (Vol. 18, pp. 32–43). http://www.jssm.org 

Siekańska, M., & Wojtowicz, A. (2017). Polish version of research based Model of Sport 

Talent Development Environment and adaptation of Talent Development 

Environment Questionnaire”. Studies in Sport Humanities, 22, 7–17. 

https://doi.org/10.5604/01.3001.0012.6519 

Simonton, D. K. (2001). Talent Development as a Multidimensional, Multiplicative, and 

Dynamic Process. Current Directions in Psychological Science, 10(2), 39–43. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8721.00110 

Simpson, D., Martindale, R., Travlos, A., Souglis, A., & Andronikos, G. (2022). An 

investigation of the talent development pathway in Scottish female football. 

International Journal of Sport Psychology 53, no. 3 (2022): 218-241. 

Johnson, A., Farooq, A., & Whiteley, R. (2017) Skeletal maturation status is more strongly 

associated with academy selection than birth quarter: Science and Medicine in 

Football: Vol 1, No 2. 157-163 

Smith, B., & McGannon, K. R. (2018). Developing rigor in qualitative research: Problems 

and opportunities within sport and exercise psychology. International Review of Sport 

and Exercise Psychology, 11(1), 101–121. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1750984X.2017.1317357 



 
 

211 

Smith, B., & Sparkes, A. C. (2016). Routledge Handbook of Qualitative Research in Sport 

and Exercise. Taylor & Francis. 

Soderstrom, N. C., & Bjork, R. A. (2015). Learning Versus Performance: An Integrative 

Review. Perspectives on Psychological Science, 10(2), 176–199. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691615569000 

Stambulova, N., Alfermann, D., Statler, T., & Côté, J. (2009). ISSP Position stand: Career 

development and transitions of athletes. International Journal of Sport and Exercise 

Psychology, 7(4), 395–412. https://doi.org/10.1080/1612197X.2009.9671916 

Stambulova, N. B. (2017). Crisis-transitions in athletes: Current emphases on cognitive and 

contextual factors. Current Opinion in Psychology, 16, 62–66. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2017.04.013 

Stambulova, N. B., Ryba, T. V., & Henriksen, K. (2021). Career development and transitions 

of athletes: The International Society of Sport Psychology Position Stand Revisited. 

International Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 19(4), 524–550. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1612197X.2020.1737836 

Stambulova, N. B., & Wylleman, P. (2019). Psychology of athletes’ dual careers: A state-of-

the-art critical review of the European discourse. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 

42, 74–88. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2018.11.013 

Stambulova, N., Franck, A., & Weibull, F. (2012). Assessment of the transition from junior-

to-senior sports in Swedish athletes. International Journal of Sport and Exercise 

Psychology, 10(2), 79–95. https://doi.org/10.1080/1612197X.2012.645136 

Strachan, L., Fraser-Thomas, J., Kosmenko, N., & Brown, C. (2022). Exploring Contextual 

Factors Influencing Positive Development through Sport. In Routledge Handbook of 

Coaching Children in Sport. Routledge. 



 
 

212 

Swainston, S. C., Wilson, M. R., & Jones, M. I. (2020). Player Experience During the Junior 

to Senior Transition in Professional Football: A Longitudinal Case Study. Frontiers 

in Psychology, 11, 1672. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01672 

Sweeney, L., Cumming, S. P., MacNamara, Á., & Horan, D. (2023). A tale of two selection 

biases: The independent effects of relative age and biological maturity on player 

selection in the Football Association of Ireland’s national talent pathway. 

International Journal of Sports Science & Coaching, 18(6), 1992–2003. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/17479541221126152 

Sweeney, L., Horan, D., & MacNamara, Á. (2021). Premature Professionalisation or Early 

Engagement? Examining Practise in Football Player Pathways. Frontiers in Sports 

and Active Living, 3. https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fspor.2021.660167 

Sweeney, L., MacNamara, Á., & Taylor, J. (2025). Riding the wave: A prospective 

exploration of the temporal impact of perceived challenges on the development of 

relatively early high performing national-level youth soccer players. European 

Journal for Sport and Society, 22(2), 166–186. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/16138171.2024.2417156 

Syed, M., & Ltd, M. S. C. (2015). Black Box Thinking: Growth Mindset and the Secrets of 

High Performance. Hachette UK. 

Taylor, J., Ashford, M., & Collins, D. (2022). The Role of Challenge in Talent Development: 

Understanding Impact in Response to Emotional Disturbance. Psych, 4(4), 668–694. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/psych4040050 

Taylor, J., & Collins, D. (2019). Shoulda, coulda, didnae-Why don’t high-potential players 

make it? Sport Psychologist, 33(2), 85–96. https://doi.org/10.1123/tsp.2017-0153 



 
 

213 

Taylor, J., & Collins, D. (2020). The Highs and the Lows—Exploring the Nature of 

Optimally Impactful Development Experiences on the Talent Pathway. The Sport 

Psychologist, 34(4), 319–328. https://doi.org/10.1123/tsp.2020-0034 

Taylor, J., & Collins, D. (2021). Getting in the Way: Investigating Barriers to Optimizing 

Talent Development Experience. In Journal of Expertise (Vol. 4, Issue 3). 

https://www.journalofexpertise.org 

Taylor, J., & Collins, D. (2021b). Navigating the winds of change on the smooth sea—The 

interaction of feedback and emotional disruption on the talent pathway. Journal of 

Applied Sport Psychology. https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200.2021.1894505 

Taylor, J., Collins, D., & Ashford, M. (2022). Psychological Safety in High-Performance 

Sport: Contextually Applicable? Frontiers in Sports and Active Living, 4. 

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fspor.2022.823488 

Taylor, J., Collins, D., & Cruickshank, A. (2022). Too Many Cooks, Not Enough Gourmets: 

Examining Provision and Use of Feedback for the Developing Athlete. The Sport 

Psychologist, 36(2), 89–100. https://doi.org/10.1123/tsp.2021-0037 

Taylor, J., Gretton, T. W., & Sweeney, L. (2025). Performance safety: Conceptualising 

psychological safety when errors have consequences. Journal of Applied Sport 

Psychology, 0(0), 1–15. https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200.2025.2521261 

Taylor, J., MacNamara, Á., & Collins, D. (2023). The 3Ps: A tool for coach observation. 

Frontiers in Sports and Active Living, 4. https://doi.org/10.3389/fspor.2022.1066378 

Taylor, J., MacNamara, Á., & Taylor, R. D. (2022). Strategy in talent systems: Top-down 

and bottom-up approaches. Frontiers in Sports and Active Living 4, 988631. 

Thomas, C. E., Abbott, G., Gastin, P. B., & Main, L. C. (2020). Construct validity and 

reliability of the Talent Development Environment Questionnaire in Caribbean youth 



 
 

214 

track and field athletes. PLOS ONE, 15(1), e0227815. 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0227815 

Till, K., & Baker, J. (2020). Challenges and [Possible] Solutions to Optimizing Talent 

Identification and Development in Sport. Frontiers in Psychology, 11. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.00664 

Till, K., Jones, B., & Geeson-Brown, T. (2016). Do physical qualities influence the 

attainment of professional status within elite 16–19 year old rugby league players? 

Journal of Science and Medicine in Sport, 19(7), 585–589. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsams.2015.07.001 

Till, K., Weakley, J., Read, D. B., Phibbs, P., Darrall-Jones, J., Roe, G., Chantler, S., 

Mellalieu, S., Hislop, M., Stokes, K., Rock, A., & Jones, B. (2020). Applied Sport 

Science for Male Age-Grade Rugby Union in England. Sports Medicine - Open, 6(1), 

14. https://doi.org/10.1186/s40798-020-0236-6 

Vaismoradi, M., Jones, J., Turunen, H., & Snelgrove, S. (2016). Theme development in 

qualitative content analysis and thematic analysis. Journal of Nursing Education and 

Practice, 6(5), p100. https://doi.org/10.5430/jnep.v6n5p100 

Vella, S. A., Mayland ,Elizabeth, Schweickle ,Matthew J., Sutcliffe ,Jordan T., McEwan 

,Desmond, & and Swann, C. (2024). Psychological safety in sport: A systematic 

review and concept analysis. International Review of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 

17(1), 516–539. https://doi.org/10.1080/1750984X.2022.2028306 

Wattie, N., Schorer, J., & Baker, J. (2015). The Relative Age Effect in Sport: A 

Developmental Systems Model. Sports Medicine, 45(1), 83–94. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s40279-014-0248-9 



 
 

215 

Webb, V., Collins, D., & Cruickshank, A. (2016). Aligning the talent pathway: Exploring the 

role and mechanisms of coherence in development. Journal of Sports Sciences, 

34(19), 1799–1807. https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2016.1139162 

Williams, G. G., & MacNamara, Á. (2020). Coaching on the Talent Pathway: Understanding 

the Influence of Developmental Experiences on Coaching Philosophy. International 

Sport Coaching Journal, 8(2), 141–152. https://doi.org/10.1123/iscj.2019-0099 

Williams, G. G., & MacNamara, Á. (2022). Challenge is in the eye of the beholder: 

Exploring young athlete’s experience of challenges on the talent pathway. Journal of 

Sports Sciences, 40(10), 1078–1087. https://doi.org/10.1080/02640414.2022.2047503 

Williams, G., & MacNamara, Á. (2023). Making Sense of the Challenge: Forecasting and 

Reflecting on Challenging Experiences on the Talent Pathway. Journal of Expertise 

6(2), 207-233. 

Woods, C. T., Rothwell, M., Rudd, J., Robertson, S., & Davids, K. (2021). Representative 

co-design: Utilising a source of experiential knowledge for athlete development and 

performance preparation. Psychology of Sport and Exercise. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2020.101804 

Wulf, G., & Lewthwaite, R. (2009). Conceptions of Ability Affect Motor Learning. Journal 

of Motor Behavior, 41(5), 461–467. https://doi.org/10.3200/35-08-083 

Wylleman, P., & Lavallee, D. (2004). A Developmental Perspective on Transitions Faced by 

Athletes. Developmental sport and exercise psychology: A lifespan perspective 

(2004): 507-527. 

Zhao, J., Xiang, C., Kamalden, T. F. T., Dong, W., Luo, H., & Ismail, N. (2024). Differences 

and relationships between talent detection, identification, development and selection 

in sport: A systematic review. Heliyon, 10(6). 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2024.e27543 



 
 

216 

 

 
  



 
 

217 

Appendices 
 
 
Appendix   Appendix Title 
 
 
A   Plain Language Statement - Chapter 3 

B   Participant Consent - Chapter 3 

C   Semi Structured Interview Guide - Chapter 3 

 D   Appendix D. Plain Language Statement - Chapter 4 

 E   Appendix E. Participant Consent Form - Chapter 4 

 F   Interview Guide - Chapter 4 

 G   Plain Language Statement - Chapter 5 

 H   Participant Consent Form - Chapter 5 

 I   Plain Language Statement - Chapter 6 

 J   Participant Consent Form - Chapter 6 

 K   Interview Guide - Chapter 6 

 L   Performance – Potential Matrix 

 M   Munster Rugby Pathway 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  



 
 

218 

Appendix A. Plain Language Statement - Chapter 3 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Plain language statement 
 

You are invited to take part in a research study titled Stand up and Fight; a case study of a 
professional rugby club negotiating Covid’. This research is being undertaken by Dublin City 

University. The principal investigators for this research study are: 
 

Mr Ian Costello, Professional Doctorate Student at the School of Health and Human 
Performance, Faculty of Science and Health, Glasnevin Campus, Dublin City University, 

Dublin 9, Ireland 
And 

 
Dr Áine MacNamara, Associate Professor in Elite Performance, The School of Health and 

Human Performance, Faculty of Science and Health, Glasnevin Campus, Dublin City 
University, Dublin 9, Ireland 

Email: Aine.macnamara@dcu.ie 
 
Please take your time to read the information provided on this plain language statement 

before making any decisions about participation in this research. 
 

What is this research about?   
The Wasps-Munster Champion Cup match in December 2021 presented a significant 
challenge due to the impact of Covid 19 and the isolation of 48 coaches and players.  The 
aim of this research study is to consider, through the lens of multiple stakeholders, how 
Munster Rugby prepared for and then negotiated this significant challenge.   
 
Why is this research being conducted? 
It is important to understand how well talent development environments such as Munster 
Rugby proactively prepare for and negotiate key challenges. This information will support the 
refinement of the coaching and development environment, ensuring it is optimal in developing 
high potential players in the future.  
 
What will I be required to do if I participate? 
You will be required to attend one focus group for a duration of approximately 60-minutes, to 
discuss your perceptions of the preparation for and experience of the Wasps-Munster 
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Champions Cup game in December 2021. This focus group will be between you, 3 other 
players or coaches and the principal investigator. All focus groups will be recorded and 
transcribed.  
 
What are the benefits of taking part in this research study? 
You will contribute to research that may have future implications for the evaluation and 
refinement of the talent development environment in Munster Rugby.  
 
Data protection and privacy notice 
 

• Ian Costello and Dr. Áine MacNamara are the data controllers and data processors for 
this research study. A data processor may hold or process personal data but does not 
exercise responsibility for or control over the personal data. 

• You have the right to access your own personal data. For enquires contact the Data 
Protection Officer at Dublin City University, Mr. Martin Ward (Email: 
data.protection@dcu.ie Phone: 7005118 / 7008257) 

• It is important that you understand how the data collection from the interview that you 
participate in will be collected and used for this research study. We are required by law 
to provide you with this information before you decide whether to participate in this 
research. This study will use your personal information under two legal bases as 
defined by the General Data Protection Regulations 2016: Because we feel this study 
is important for scientific research (Article 9(2)(i)) and because we feel the information 
you provide could be important for public interest (Article 6(1)(f)). 

• This study is completely confidential. You will be assigned a code number and will not 
be identified by name. Consent forms will be secured in an encrypted electronic DCU 
file. Results from this study will be used by the principle investigators to write a report 
that may be published and presented publicly. All data will be presented anonymously, 
individuals will not be identified.  

• There will be no automated decision-making or profiling of your personal data in this 
study. This means that we will not use your personal data to make any predictions about 
you. Your information will not be processed for any other reason than for this study 
and it will not be transferred to any other country or organisation.  

• Upon publication of the study and a period of 6 months, all personal data will be 
deleted. 

• It is important that you know that confidentiality of information can only be protected 
within the limitations of the law - i.e., it is possible for data to be subject to subpoena, 
freedom of information claim or mandated reporting by some professions. 

• Your participation in this research is voluntary. You can withdraw from this study at 
any time without giving a reason. If you withdraw, any data identifiable to you will be 
deleted and information about your involvement will be discarded. If the data has 
already been anonymised and aggregated with other data, it will not be possible to 
identify and remove it, but it will not be possible to identify you from this aggregated 



 
 

220 

data set. You can contact the researcher at aine.macnamara@dcu.ie  if you have 
questions about this.  
Please visit  https://www.dcu.ie/ocoo/dp/guides.shtml for more information. 
 

What are my rights? 

• You have the right to lodge a complaint with the Irish Data Protection 
Commission if you are dissatisfied. 

• You have the right to restrict or object to processing of your information.  
• You have the right to have any inaccurate information about you corrected or 

deleted. For example, you have the right to look over and edit the transcript of 
any interview with you. 

• You have the right to ask for any of your information in a readable format.  

 
How will I find out what happens with the project?  
 
You may contact the principal investigator to receive feedback from this research if you wish. 
All information from this study will be in non-specific order to preserve anonymity and will 
be available within 6 months after completion of this study. 
 
 
If you need any further information now or at any time in the future, please contact:  
Name: Ian Costello 
Academic supervisor: Áine MacNamara 
Address: School of Health and Human Performance, Dublin City University, Glasnevin, 
Dublin 9, Ireland. 
Email: ianjcostello77@gmail.com 
If you have concerns about this study and wish to contact an independent person, please 
contact: 
The Secretary, Dublin City University Research Ethics Committee, c/o Research and 
Innovation Support, Dublin City University, Dublin 9.  Tel 01-7008000, e-mail rec@dcu.ie 
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Appendix B. Participant Consent - Chapter 3 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Participant informed consent form 
You are invited to take part in a research study titled Stand up and Fight; a case study of a 

professional rugby club negotiating Covid’. This research is being undertaken by Dublin City 
University. The principal investigators for this research study are: 

The principal investigators and the data controllers for this research study are: 

 

Mr Ian Costello, Professional Doctorate Student at the School of Health and Human 
Performance, Faculty of Science and Health, Glasnevin Campus, Dublin City University, 

Dublin 9, Ireland 
Email: Ian.costello3@mail.dcu.ie 

And 
 

Dr Áine MacNamara, Associate Professor in Elite Performance, The School of Health and 
Human Performance, Faculty of Science and Health, Glasnevin Campus, Dublin City 

University, Dublin 9, Ireland 
Email: Aine.macnamara@dcu.ie 

 

What is the purpose of this research? 

The Wasps-Munster Champion Cup match in December 2021 presented a significant 
challenge due to the impact of Covid 19 and the isolation of 48 coaches and players.  The 
aim of this research study is to consider, through the lens of multiple stakeholders, how 
Munster Rugby prepared for and then negotiated this significant challenge.   

 
What will I be required to do? 

You will be required to attend one focus group for a duration of approximately 60-minutes, to 
discuss your perceptions of the preparation for and experience of the Wasps-Munster 
Champions Cup game in December 2021. This focus group will be between you, 3 other 
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players or coaches and the principal investigator. All focus groups will be recorded and 
transcribed.  
 

 
 

Participant – please complete the following (Circle Yes or No for each question) 
 

I have read the Plain Language Statement (or had it read to me)   Yes/No 
I understand the information provided      Yes/No 
I understand the information provided in relation to data protection              Yes/No 
I have had an opportunity to ask questions and discuss this study              Yes/No 
I have received satisfactory answers to all my questions     Yes/No 
I am aware that my interview will be audiotaped     Yes/No 

 

This study is completely confidential. You will be assigned a code number and will not be 

identified by name. Consent forms will be secured in an encrypted electronic DCU file. 

Results from this study will be used by the principal investigators to write a report that may 

be published and presented publicly. All data will be presented anonymously, individuals 

will not be identified. Your information will not be processed for any other reason than for 

this study and it will not be transferred to any other country or organisation. Your personal 

data will be retained until publication for a period of 6 months. Upon completion of the study 

and publication, all personal data will be permanently deleted. 

 

It is important that you understand that confidentiality of information can only be protected 

within the limitations of the law - i.e., it is possible for data to be subject to subpoena, freedom 

of information claim or mandated reporting by some professions. 

 

Your participation in this research is voluntary. You can withdraw from this study at any time 

without giving a reason. If you withdraw, any data identifiable to you will be deleted and 

information about your involvement will be discarded. If the data has already been anonymised 

and aggregated with other data, it will not be possible to identify and remove it, but it will not 

be possible to identify you from this aggregated data set. You can contact the researcher at 

aine.macnamara@dcu.ie if you have questions about this.  

 

Signature: 
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I have read and understood the information in this form.  My questions and concerns have 
been answered by the researchers, and I have a copy of this consent form.  Therefore, I 
consent to take part in this research project 

 Participants Signature:         
  
 Name in Block Capitals:         
  
 Witness:           
 
 Date:             
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Appendix C. Semi Structured Interview Guide - Chapter 3 

• Can you tell me about your current role in Munster Rugby? 

• What were your aspirations and goals for this playing season? 

• Can you talk about what it was like when you realised that the senior squad was not 

going to be available for selection?  

• How did you feel? 

• What was the mood around the HPC?  

 

• Did you feel you would be ready for a game like this if selected? Why/Why not? 

• What groundwork had been done/not done to make you feel that way? 

 

• In the ten days before the match, can you tell me about your perceptions of the 

preparation for the Wasps-Munster Champions Cup game? 

• How well prepared do you think you were for this? 

• What and who helped you during this period? 

• What particular strategies were used? 

• What were the strengths and weaknesses of this preparation? 

 

• Can you tell me about how you thought the pre-match preparation went once the squad 

was selected? 

• How did you feel when you were selected? 

• How well prepared were you? 

• What/Who helped during this the build-up to the game? 

 

• What was the focus / approach / style of the coaching?  

(not just tech / tact but bigger picture) 

• What was your role in coaching / preparing the team? 

• What on pitch and off pitch coaching strategies did you notice?  

• What input had players in training/match preparation? 

 

• Can you talk about your experience of match day? 

• How well prepared did you feel going into the game? 
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• How did you feel in the build-up and during the game? 

• Were there particular strategies used in the build up that you felt helped 

you? 

 

 

• What do you think helped bring everyone together for the game? 

• Who helped with this? 

• What strategies helped? 

 

• Now that time has passed – Any thought on repercussions (good or bad) since the 

game? 

• Have you noticed any difference in academy or senior players? 

• Have you noticed any difference in the mood around the HPC? 
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Appendix D. Plain Language Statement - Chapter 4 

 

 
DUBLIN CITY UNIVERSITY 

 
Plain Language Statement  

You are invited to participate in a research study titled ‘What factors influence recruit and retention 
decisions in sport?’ 
 
The principal investigators for this research study are:  
Mr Ian Costello, Professional Doctorate Candidate at the School of Health and Human Performance, 
Faculty of Science and Health, Glasnevin Campus, Dublin City University, Dublin 9, Ireland Email: 
Ian.costello3@mail.dcu.ie 

And 
 Dr Áine MacNamara, Associate Professor in Elite Performance, The School of Health and Human 
Performance, Faculty of Science and Health, Glasnevin Campus, Dublin City University, Dublin 9, 
Ireland Email: Aine.macnamara@dcu.ie 

And 
 Dr Jamie Taylor, Assistant Professor in Elite Performance, The School of Health and Human 
Performance, Faculty of Science and Health, Glasnevin Campus, Dublin City University, Dublin 9, 
Ireland Email: jamie.taylor@dcu.ie 
 
Please take your time to read the information provided on this plain language statement before 
making any decisions about your participation in this research. 
 

What is this research about?  
The aim of this research is to examine the factors that influence recruitment and retention of athletes 
in elite systems at the individual and organisational level. 

Why is this research being conducted? 
This research is being conducted to help us understand the factors that influence decisions about 
selection in talent and performance pathways in sport. The results of this study will help us 
understand the individual and organisational factors that influence these decisions.  

What will I be required to do if I participate? 
You will be required to attend one online video interview via Zoom for a duration of  approximately 60-
minutes with one of the principal investigators  to discuss your experiences of  retain and release 
decisions in your sport. This interview will  be between you and the principal investigator only. All 
interviews will be recorded and transcribed. Please note that as interviews will be conducted on 
zoom, with only audio being recorded as part of the interview process. You will be sent a private and 
password-protected zoom link via email at least one week prior to interview. On the date and time of 
the interview, you may log into your personal zoom meeting. You will remain in the waiting room of 
your zoom  meeting until the investigator (s) grants you access to the meeting room. Your  interview 
will take place within the online meeting room. 
 

What additional security considerations will be put in place for my interview? 
• The meeting will be locked prior to the start of the interview to ensure that no one else  may 

join 
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• The zoom meeting will be encrypted to ensure your privacy and anonymity is respected 
• Unique meeting IDs are required for each scheduled meeting 
• All meetings will take place using the DCU licenced version of zoom to comply with data 

protection requirements  
• Only The audio will be recorded but deleted immediately upon completion of the interview 

and only the audio will be retained. This e audio will be deleted immediately  after 
transcription. 

 
What are the risks of taking part in this research study? 

A potential risk of this research is that you will be required to provide your names and email address. 
To minimise this risk, all information provided will be coded and pseudo-anonymised. Only the 
principal researcher will have access to your name. Your names, relevant personal information, 
codes, and recorded interviews and transcripts will be stored on a password protected file on the 
DCU google drive. All data obtained will be pseudo-anonymised and your child will be unidentifiable. 
The data will be held/retained until after the Prof Doc candidate Ian Costello has been examined and 
the degree awarded, to which it will then be permanently deleted. The upper retention limit for  the 
storage of this data is September 2024. No names or personal information will be used during study 
analysis, discussion, or publication.  
 

Data protection and privacy notice 
• DCU is data controller for this research study. A data processor may hold or process 

personal data but does not exercise responsibility for or control over the personal data. 
• A data processor may hold or process personal data but does not exercise responsibility  

for or control over the personal data. 
• You/your child have the right to access their own personal data. For enquires contact the 

Data Protection Officer at Dublin City University, Mr. Martin Ward (Email: 
data.protection@dcu.ie Phone: 7005118 / 7008257) 

• It is important that you understand how the data collection from the interview will be collected 
and used for this research study. We are required by law to provide you with this information 
before you decide whether you decide to participate in this research.  

• You will be assigned a code number and will not be identified by name.  
• You will be asked to return a signed consent form via a google form.  
• Consent forms will be secured in an encrypted electronic DCU file.  
• Results from this study will be used by the principal investigators to write a report that may be 

published and presented publicly.  
• All data will be presented anonymously, individuals will not be identified.  
• There will be no automated decision-making or profiling of your personal data in this study. 

This means that we will not use your personal data to make any predictions about them. Your 
information will not be processed for any other reason than for this study and it will not be 
transferred to any other country or organisation.  

• In accordance with DCU's data retention policy and GDPR, the data will be held/retained until 
after the Prof Doc candidate Ian Costello has been examined and the degree awarded, to 
which it will then be permanently deleted. The upper retention limit for the storage of this data 
is September 2026. 

•  It is important that you know that confidentiality of information can only be protected within 
the limitations of the law - i.e., it is possible for data to be subject to subpoena, freedom of 
information claim or mandated reporting by some professions. 

• Your participation in this research is voluntary. You can withdraw from this study at any time 
without giving a reason. If they withdraw, any data identifiable to you will be deleted and 
information about their involvement will be discarded.  

• You can contact the researcher Ian Costello if you have questions about this.  
•  Please visit https://www.dcu.ie/ocoo/dp/guides.shtml for more information 

 
What are my rights? 

• You have the right to lodge a complaint with the Irish Data Protection Commission if you are 
dissatisfied. 
• You have the right to restrict or object to processing of your information.  
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• You have the right to have any inaccurate information about you corrected or deleted. For example, 
you have the right to look over and edit the transcript of any interview with you. 
• You have the right to ask for any of your information in a readable format.  
 

How will I find out what happens with the project?  
All information from this study will be in non-specific order to preserve anonymity and will be available 
to you during the process of member reflections and when/if published the paper will be sent to you. If 
you need any further information now or at any time in the future, please contact:  
Mr Ian Costello  
Address: School of Health and Human Performance, Dublin City University, Glasnevin,  
Dublin 9, Ireland Email:Ian.costello3@mail.dcu.ie 
 
If you have concerns about this study and wish to contact an independent person,  
please contact: The Secretary, Dublin City University Research Ethics Committee, c/o  
Research and Innovation Support, Dublin City University, Dublin 9. Tel 01-7008000, email 
rec@dcu.ie 
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Appendix E. Participant Consent Form - Chapter 4 

 

 
 

Informed Consent Form 
What factors influence recruit and retention decisions in sport? 

 

You are invited and actively encouraged to take part in a research study titled ‘What factors influence 
recruit and retention decisions in sport?”  
The principal investigators for this research study are: 
Mr Ian Costello, Professional Doctorate Candidate at the School of Health and Human Performance, 
Faculty of Science and Health, Glasnevin Campus, Dublin City University, Dublin 9, Ireland Email: 
Ian.costello3@mail.dcu.ie 
And 
 Dr Áine MacNamara, Associate Professor in Elite Performance, The School of Health and Human 
Performance, Faculty of Science and Health, Glasnevin Campus, Dublin City University, Dublin 9, 
Ireland Email: Aine.macnamara@dcu.ie 
And 
 Dr Jamie Taylor, Assistant Professor in Elite Performance, The School of Health and Human 
Performance, Faculty of Science and Health, Glasnevin Campus, Dublin City University, Dublin 9, 
Ireland Email: jamie.taylor@dcu.ie 
 
 

What is this research about?  
The aim of this research is to  examine the factors that influence recruitment and retention in elite 
systems at the individual and organisational level 
 

Why is this research being conducted? 
This research is being conducted to help us understand the factors that influence decisions about 
selection in talent and performance pathways in sport. The results of this study will help us 
understand the individual and environmental factors that influence recruitment and selection in talent 
pathways.  
 

What will I be required to do if I participate? 
You will be required to attend one online video interview via Zoom for a duration of  approximately 60-
minutes with one of the principal investigators  to discuss your experiences of  retain and release 
decisions in your sport. This interview will  be between you and the principal investigator only. All 
interviews will be recorded and transcribed. Please note that as interviews will be conducted on 
zoom, with only audio being recorded as part of the interview process. You will be sent a private and 
password-protected zoom link via email at least one week prior to interview. On the date and time of 
the interview, you may log into your personal zoom meeting. You will remain in the waiting room of 
your zoom  meeting until the investigator (s) grants you access to the meeting room. In the interview, 
you will be asked to reflect on your experiences of selection and retention decisions. 
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How will I find out what happens with the project?  

All information from this study will be in non-specific order to preserve anonymity and will be  
available within 12 months after completion of this study. 
If you need any further information now or at any time in the future, please contact:  
Mr Ian Costello  
Address: School of Health and Human Performance, Dublin City University, Glasnevin,  
Dublin 9, Ireland Email: Ian.costello3@mail.dcu.ie 
 
If you have concerns about this study and wish to contact an independent person,  
please contact: The Secretary, Dublin City University Research Ethics Committee, c/o  
Research and Innovation Support, Dublin City University, Dublin 9. Tel 01-7008000, email 
rec@dcu.ie 
 

Participant – please complete the following (Circle Yes or No for each question) 
I have read the Plain Language Statement (or had it read to me)   Yes/No 
I understand the information provided      Yes/No 
I understand the information provided in relation to data protection    Yes/No 
I have had an opportunity to ask questions and discuss this study    Yes/No 
I have received satisfactory answers to all my questions     Yes/No 
I am aware that my interview will be audiotaped     Yes/No 

 
. 
This study is completely confidential and your participation in this research is voluntary. You will be 
assigned a code number and will not be identified by name. Consent forms will be secured in an 
encrypted electronic DCU file. Results from this study will be used by the principal investigators to write 
a report that may be published and presented publicly. All data will be presented anonymously, 
individuals will not be identified. Your information will not be processed for any other reason than for 
this study and it will not be transferred to any other country or organisation. Your personal data will be 
retained until publication for a period of 6 months. Upon completion of the study and publication, all 
personal data will be permanently deleted.  
 
It is important that you understand that confidentiality of information can only be protected within the 
limitations of the law - i.e., it is possible for data to be subject to subpoena, freedom of information claim 
or mandated reporting by some professions. 
 
Your participation in this research is voluntary. You can withdraw from this study at any time without 
giving a reason. If you withdraw, any data identifiable to you will be deleted and information about your 
involvement will be discarded. If the data has already been anonymised and aggregated with other 
data, it will not be possible to identify and remove it, but it will not be possible to identify you from this 
aggregated data set. 
You can contact the researcher at ian.costello3@mail.dcu.ie  if you have questions about this. 
Signature: 

I have read and understood the information in this form.  My questions and concerns have been 
answered by the researchers, and I have a copy of this consent form.  Therefore, I consent to take 
part in this research project 

 Participants Signature:         
  
 Name in Block Capitals:         
  
 Witness:           
 
 Date:           
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Appendix F. Interview Guide - Chapter 4 
 

 

QUESTION PROBE  STIMULI PURPOSE 
1. Could you introduce yourself and provide an 

overview of the work you have done in talent 
pathways 

Brief run through of your career with an emphasis 
on TID & selection roles 

Age 
Qualifications 
Experience – no. of years 
Age/stage & level of player you have worked 
with 

Demographic & background 
information 

2. What characteristics & behaviours do you look for 
when you identify & select players into your 
environment? 

What are most important traits/qualities? 
Are these all weighted to same at every level 
(Academy/pro)? 
Is there traits a player MUST have to be 
successful? 
 

Pysical, Technical, tactical, Psycho-social –  
Weighting of information/data 
 

Traits & characteristic associated 
with TID & selection 

3. What factors do you consider when making a 
decision?  
 

How do you find out this information? 

Sources of information? 
Most important/relevant sources? 
How much do you rely on your own 
experience/intuition? 
 

Observation? 
Objective data?  
Performance Stats? 
Scouts/Coaches opinions? 
References? Interviews? 
 

Factors related to selection at an 
Individual level 

4. Can you describe the decision making process in 
your organisation to identify & select players?  

Is the process different at different stages of 
pathway? 
No. of people involved? 
Format? 
Time points? 

Resources  
Limits to no. of athletes recruited 
 

Factors related to selection at an 
organisational level 

5. Does your organisation influence selection 
decisions? If yes, how? 

Do you think there is a shared approach to TID & 
selection in your organisation? 
Are there any barriers/challenges? 
Influence of senior coaching staff? 

Succession planning/Depth Charts 
Technical direction 

 

6. Looking back over your career, what are the biggest 
mistakes you feel you have made when identifying 
and selecting players? 

Why do you consider these mistakes? 
How could you have mitigated from happening? 
Tell me about the process underpinning that 
decision 

How do you evaluate if talent sections were 
successful? (is this even possible?) 
Is there a credible route back into the system? 

Lessons learned – experience & 
education 

7. (a) Could you tell me about a player that didn’t 
realise the potential you thought he had? Why do 
you think that happened? 
 

              (b) Could you tell me about a player that you feel                 
overachieved in terms of potential you thought he had?  
Why do you think that happened? 

  Why was there a gap between expectation and 
outcome? Any clues? 
Were there organisational factors that led to the 
player being selected/deselected? 

How could you have mitigated from these 
discrepancies? 
What have you learned from these experiences? 
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Appendix G. Plain Language Statement - Chapter 5 

 

 
DCU Research Ethics Committee 

Participant Information Sheet 
 

Explore the utilisation of process markers on a rugby talent system.  

Introductory Statement  

Project Title: Exploring the utilisation of process markers in a rugby Talent System.  
Investigators: Ian Costello, Dr Jamie Taylor, Dr Aine MacNamara 
University Department: School of Health and Human Performance 

 

What is this research about?  

This research is about exploring the use of process markers to investigate how effective practice in an 
elite pathway is measured and monitored.  

Why is this research being conducted?  

This research is being conducted to evaluate the degree of alignment and shared understanding related 
to key principles and practices on a talent pathway. The study will also examine what markers or 
measures are used to determine the effectiveness of the talent system. 

Why have you been invited to take part?  

All players and parents of players in the Munster academy and National Talent Squad have been 
invited to take part. All coaches and support staff in the academy department have also been invited 
to take part.  

What will happen if you decide to take part in this research study?  

You will be required to complete an online survey that will take approximately 15 minutes. All 
participant’s responses will be anonymous.  

What are the benefits of taking part in this research study?  

The research explores how existing principles and practices impact on a player’s experience in a 
talent system. It is envisaged that research findings will contribute to knowledge and enhanced 
practices in talent development pathways.  



 
 

233 

What are the risks of taking part in this study?  

There are no risks taking part in this study.  

Can you change your mind at any stage and withdraw from this study?  

You will not be able to withdraw from the study after submitting your data, as at that point, all data 
will be anonymised. 

How will you find out what happens with this project?  

It is intended that the findings from this study will be published in a research journal and presented at 
conferences. You will not be identified in any report or publication.  

How will your data be used? 

All survey responses will be anonymised and aggregated. Your individual responses will not be 
identifiable in any reports or publications resulting from this research. You will not be asked to share 
any personal data. If you complete the research project but have any concerns regarding how your 
data is being used please contact Jamie.taylor@dcu.ie. Furthermore our DCU data protection officer 
is Mr. Martin Ward (data.protection@dcu.ie Ph.: 7005118 / 7008257) who will handle any data 
protection concerns arising from the research. The data will be stored for a maximum of five years.   

How will your privacy be protected (including any legal limits to confidentiality)?  

All data collected will be anonymous and confidential. Please note that confidentiality of information 
can only be protected within the limitations of the law - i.e., it is possible for data to be subject to 
subpoena, freedom of information claim or mandated reporting by some professions”.  

Contact details for further information:  

Please contact either Ian Costello (ian.costello3@mail.dcu.ie) or Jamie Taylor 
(jamie.taylor@mail.dcu.ie) if you require any further information.  

If participants have concerns about this study and wish to contact an independent person, please 
contact: The Secretary, Dublin City University Research Ethics Committee, c/o Research and 
Innovation Support, Dublin City University, Dublin 9. Tel 01-7008000, e-mail rec@dcu.ie  
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Appendix H. Participant Consent Form - Chapter 5 

 

 
 

DUBLIN CITY UNIVERSITY 
Informed Consent Form 

 
Project Title: Exploring the utilisation of process markers at various stages in a rugby talent system.  
 
Investigators: Ian Costello, Dr Jamie Taylor, Dr Aine MacNamara 
University Department: School of Health and Human Performance 

Clarification of the purpose of the research  

This research is being conducted to evaluate the degree of alignment and shared understanding related 
to key principles and practices on a talent pathway. The study will also examine what markers or 
measures are used to determine the effectiveness of the talent system. 

Confirmation of particular requirements as highlighted in the Plain Language Statement  

You will be required to complete an online survey that will take approximately 15 minutes. Your 
participation in this research is voluntary. You can withdraw from this study at any time without 
giving a reason. If you withdraw, any data identifiable to you will be deleted and information about 
your involvement will be discarded. If the data has already been anonymised and aggregated with 
other data, it will not be possible to identify and remove it, but it will not be possible to identify you 
from this aggregated data set. You can contact the researcher ian.costello3@dcu.mail.ie if you have 
questions about this. Please visit https://www.dcu.ie/ocoo/dp/guides.shtml for more information  

Participant – please complete the following (Circle Yes or No for each question)  

 
I have read the Plain Language Statement (or had it read to me)   Yes/No 
I understand the information provided      Yes/No 
I have had an opportunity to ask questions and discuss this study    Yes/No 
I have received satisfactory answers to all my questions     Yes/No 
I am aware that my interview will be audiotaped     Yes/No 

 
 

 
Signature: 
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I have read and understood the information in this form.  My questions and concerns have been answered by 
the researchers, and I have a copy of this consent form.  Therefore, I consent to take part in this research 
project 

 Participants Signature:         
  
 Name in Block Capitals:         
 
  
 Witness:           
 
 Date:             
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Appendix I. Plain Language Statement - Chapter 6 

 

 
 
 

Participant Information Sheet 
Introductory Statement  
Project Title: The impact of an integrated training model on the philosophy, principles and practices 
in a rugby talent system.   
Investigators: Ian Costello, Dr Jamie Taylor, Dr Aine MacNamara 
University Department: School of Health and Human Performance 
 
What is this research about?  

This research is being conducted to explore how an integrated training model impacts the long term 
development of academy players.  

Why is this research being conducted?  

The findings have the potential to support decision making related to pathway design and operation 
and enhance future talent development practices.  

Why have you been invited to take part?  

Academy coaches and players and Senior coaches and players at Munster have been invited to take 
part (N=16) 

What will happen if you decide to take part in this research study? 

You will be required to participate in a one-to-one interview with a member of the research team. The 
interview will be conducted in person and will last for approximately 45-60 minutes. The interview 
will be in private and there will be an audio recording of the interview. You can choose to not take 
part or stop taking part in the research study at any time up to the point that the data has been collated 
and anonymised. 

What are the benefits of taking part in this research study?  

The research findings have the potential to support the decision making of the key stakeholders and 
improve practices on talent pathways which will enhance the development experience for aspiring 
players.  

What are the risks of taking part in this study?  
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To minimise this risk to you, all information provided will be coded and pseudo-anonymised. Your 
name, relevant personal information and recorded interviews and transcripts will be stored on a 
password protected file on the DCU google drive. Only the principal investigators will have access to 
this password. All data obtained will be pseudo-anonymised and you will be unidentifiable. The data 
will be held/retained until after the DProf candidate Ian Costello has been examined and the degree 
awarded, to which it will then be permanently deleted. The data will be stored for a maximum of five 
years. No names or personal information will be used during study analysis, discussion, or 
publication.  

Can you change your mind at any stage and withdraw from this study?  

Your participation in this research is voluntary. You can withdraw from this study at any time until 
the data is collated and anonymised, without giving a reason. If you withdraw, any data identifiable to 
you will be deleted and information about your involvement will be discarded. If the data has already 
been anonymised and aggregated with other data, it will not be possible to identify and remove it, but 
it will not be possible to identify you from this aggregated data set.  

How will you find out what happens with this project?  

It is intended that the findings from this study will be published in a research journal and presented at 
conferences. You will not be identified in any report or publication.  

How will your data be used? 

All survey responses will be anonymised and aggregated. Your individual responses will not be 
identifiable in any reports or publications resulting from this research. You will not be asked to share 
any personal data. If you complete the research project but have any concerns regarding how your 
data is being used please contact Jamie.taylor@dcu.ie. Furthermore our DCU data protection officer 
is Mr. Martin Ward (data.protection@dcu.ie Ph.: 7005118 / 7008257) who will handle any data 
protection concerns arising from the research. The data will be kept for a year after the projects 
conclusion, ending on the 01- 09 - 2027.  

How will your privacy be protected (including any legal limits to confidentiality)?  

Data collected on mobile devices will be protected with a strong password/passphrase at a minimum, 
and/or encrypted if the device supports it. All information provided will be coded and pseudo- 
anonymised. Your name, relevant personal information and recorded interviews and transcripts will 
be stored on a password protected file on the DCU google drive. Only the principal investigators will 
have access to this password. All data obtained will be pseudo-anonymised and you will be 
unidentifiable. The data will be held/retained for a maximum of five years, to which it will then be 
permanently deleted. No names or personal information will be used during study analysis, 
discussion, or publication.  

Contact details for further information:  

Please contact either Ian Costello (ian.costello3@mail.dcu.ie) or Jamie Taylor (jamie.taylor@dcu.ie) 
if you require any further information.  

If participants have concerns about this study and wish to contact an independent person, please 
contact: The Secretary, Dublin City University Research Ethics Committee, c/o Research and 
Innovation Support, Dublin City University, Dublin 9. Tel 01-7008000, e-mail rec@dcu.ie  
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Appendix J. Participant Consent Form - Chapter 6 

 

DUBLIN CITY UNIVERSITY/MUNSTER RUGBY 
 

Informed Consent Form 

Project Title: The impact of an integrated training model on the philosophy, principles and practices 
in a talent system.   
Investigators: Ian Costello, Dr Jamie Taylor, Dr Aine MacNamara 
University Department: School of Health and Human Performance 

Clarification of the purpose of the research 

This research is being conducted to explore how an integrated training model impacts the long term 
development of academy players. The findings have the potential to support decision making related 
to pathway design and operation and enhance future talent development practices.  

 Confirmation of particular requirements as highlighted in the Plain Language 
Statement  

You will be required to participate in a one-to-one interview with a member of the research team. The 
interview will ideally be conducted in person and will last for approximately 45-60 minutes. The 
interview will be in private and there will be an audio recording of the interview. You can withdraw 
from this study at any time without giving a reason. If you withdraw, any data identifiable to you will 
be deleted and information about your involvement will be discarded. If the data has already been 
anonymised and aggregated with other data, it will not be possible to identify and remove it, but it 
will not be possible to identify you from this aggregated data set. You can contact the researcher 
ian.costello3@dcu.mail.ie if you have questions about this. Please visit 
https://www.dcu.ie/ocoo/dp/guides.shtml for more information  

Participant – please complete the following (Circle Yes or No for each question)  

I have read the Plain Language Statement (or had it read to me)   Yes/No 
I understand the information provided      Yes/No 
I have had an opportunity to ask questions and discuss this study    Yes/No 
I have received satisfactory answers to all my questions     Yes/No 
I am aware that my interview will be audiotaped     Yes/No 

 
Signature: 

I have read and understood the information in this form.  My questions and concerns have been 
answered by the researchers, and I have a copy of this consent form.  Therefore, I consent to take 
part in this research project 
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 Participants Signature:         
  
 Name in Block Capitals:         
  
 Witness:           
 
 Date:            
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Appendix K. Interview Guide - Chapter  6 
 

 

 
 

QUESTION PROBE  PURPOSE 
1 Could you introduce yourself and tell us about how long you have 

been working in the Munster Academy and a bit about your journey 
to this point. 
 

Route to an academy contract? Club/school background? Demographic & background 
information 

2 When players first joined the academy how well prepared did you 
feel they were for the transition into training full time with the senior 
team? 

What were the players expecting?  
Do you think there were differences between what the 
players expected and what they experienced? 
 

Players experience of transitioning 
between junior and senior programmes 
 
  

3 How do you think the level of challenge experienced by the players 
changes over time?  

What has changed? (Refer to the questions above) 
Eg ability to cope with training demands; ability to cope with 
pressure; ability to seek feedback etc 
 

 

4 How would you describe the relationship between academy and 
senior players? (a)  on and (b) off the pitch? Can you give me 
examples. 

 

Do you feel academy player’s playing ability is  
accepted, respected, trusted by senior squad? Why?  
 
Do senior players regularly help academy players with 
advice, support etc? 
 

Explore the relationship between 
Academy and Senior players 

5 What do you think are the biggest  strengths/opportunities for an 
academy player within a model where you are completely integrated 
with the senior program? 
 
 

How does the quality of coaching and being in front of 
senior coaches impact a player’s development? 
 
How does the standard and competitiveness of training 
impact a player’s  development?  
 

Explore the strengths and opportunities 
associated with the IM from an 
academy players perspective? 

 
6 What do you think are the biggest challenges/threats for an academy 

player within a  model where you are completely integrated with the 
senior program? 

Do you feel players have the time and space to support their 
long term development as a player? (short term pressure, fear 
of mistaking mistakes, room to explore/expand) 
 
 

Explore the challenges and threats 
associated with the IM from an 
academy players perspective. 

7 (a) With the Integrated model in mind, what do you think are the 
biggest threats to a players long term development and the ability to 
fulfil their potential? 
 
(b) What would you change/do differently? 

Do players miss out on anything with the IM? Position 
specific training/individual needs/playing opportunity? 
Feel players have time to develop/learn/grow? 
Are you happy with the individual plan you have for the 
players long term development? 
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Appendix L. Performance – Potential Matrix 

 
 
See Till & Baker 2020. 
 
 
 

A1

High Potential/Low Performance

A2

High Potential/Low-Mid Performance

A3

High Potential/Mid-High Performance

A4

High Potential/High Performance

B1

Mid-High Potential/Low Performance

B2

Mid-High Potential/Low-Mid 

Performance

B3

Mid-High Potential/Mid-High 

Performance

B4

Mid-High Potential/High 

Performance

C1

Low-Mid Potential/Low Performance

C2

Low-Mid Potential/Low-Mid 

Performance

C3

Low-Mid Potential/Mid-High 

Performance

C4

Low-Mid Potential/High 

Performance

D1

Low Potential/Low Performance

D2

Low Potential/Low-Mid Performance

D3

Low Potential/Mid - High 

Performance

D4

Low Potential/High Performance

PERFORMANCE

POTENTIAL

A

B

C

D

1 2 3 4
1 = Below benchmarked standard 
2 = Approaching benchmarked standard 
3 = At benchmarked standard 
4 = Above benchmarked standard 

#4 Benchmark = Best player in the country 
(same position same age group)

MUNSTER RUGBY  
PERFORMANCE - POTENTIAL MATRIX



 
 

242 

Appendix M. Munster Rugby Pathway 
 

 

CSP U16 
(40)

CSP U17  
(35) 

CLUB RUGBY

Munster Rugby Pathway

CSP U19  
(30)

Interprovincial Squads

U19  
(30)

NTS 3 

NTS 2 

NTS 1

MUNSTER ACADEMY

PTS 1-3

Elite  
Pathway 

U18 Clubs  
(30)

U18 Schools  
(30)

U17 Clubs  
(30)

U17 Schools 
(30)

National Talent Squad (20-28)  
Provincial Talent Squad (6-12) 

Munster Academy (16-20 players)

U16 Clubs 
North (30)

U16 Clubs 
South (30)

U16 Schools 
North (30)

U16 Schools 
South (30)

270 players 

Regional D
ev Squad (105)

‘As many as possible, as long as possible, as good as possible”


