PHYSICAL CULTURE AND SPORT. STUDIES AND RESEAR(

DOI: 10.2478/v10141-012-0027-y
Critical Moments in Elite Premiership
Football: Who Do You Think You Are?

2””‘0@’ CO_“t”bUt;Ogi | Mark Nest*®, Martin Littlewood"®, Lisa O’Hallorar?,
t . - . . -
) gonee augy 0" Martin EubanK™®, David Richardsofi®

B) acquisition of data

C) analysis and interpretation Liverpool John Moores University, UK
of data

D) manuscript preparation

E) obtaining funding

ABSTRACT

The present paper aims to specifically outline ¢hiical moments that permeate
professional football players’ development and texise in elite level English
Premiership football. It also recognises the rdl¢he applied sport psychologist in
working with top players to address issues thallehge, impact (and change) player
identity and personal meaning as they travel thnotltgir career from youth to
professional to retirement. We conclude the pagembroducing some alternative
perspectives on theory and practice. The paperrésat of the combined interests
and applied activity of the authors and draws frtmeoretical frameworks and
concepts in social psychology, existential phenastwgical psychology and
sociology. In this regard the paper attempts tdtsgise (and celebrate) complimen-
tary disciplines in order to allow us to considke tindividual player within their
social context.
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Professional football in England, especially theglish Premier League (EPL), presently receives
much media and academic attention into its innerking practices and functions. The early work of th
journalist Hunter Davies at Tottenham Hotspur i71/92 was one of the very first inside accounts the
world of elite professional football, whilst Parle(1995) ethnographic account of the lived experis of
youth trainees provided a sociological case studgoant of masculine construction. The world of
professional football has changed considerablyhénlast 15 years. The formation of the Premier Lieag
1992 and its association with Sky Television nhowansethat English clubs are (perceived to be) eguipp
with the financial capabilities to attract sometlué best talent in the world. These patterns atfablabour
migration have been heavily researched (see Maguick Pearton, 2000; Littlewood, 2005; Elliott and
Weedon, 2010; Littlewood, Mullen and Richardson]120Weedon, 2011; Richardson, Littlewood, Nesti,
Benstead, in Press) and questions relating to @mtigs home-grown player progression are centrtliso
body of work. Formal structures and processes westablished in 1998 with the creation of Football
Academies to identify, develop and select talegtmehg football players. Similarly, attention hasdeed on
Academies in terms of ensuring that they are edguipplayers with the appropriate skills, qualitiasd
characteristics for successful progression andifitureé (see Richardson et al., 2004, 2005). Mostmdy,
the FA have announced an initiative called ThesHhlayer Performance Plan (EPPP) as a way of impgov
the development of home-grown talent in Englance Tritroduction of the EPPP in the 2012-2013 season
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within English professional soccer aims to re-sh#pe recruitment practices of professional clubse T
EPPP aims to modernise the existing academy systdna remit to promote excellence, nurture takemd
systematically convert talented players into preif@sal first team players (The Premier League, 20lHkis
initiative will see the Premier League and FA irntvesore central income than ever before in Youth
Development programmes across the country.

The modern top-level football club is a multi-famgtbusiness domain that operates within the
(football) entertainment industry. As huge servecgerprises clubs (sport organisations) must coenpet
both a financial and sporting level. The massivam@rcialisation of the football industry demandgorbus
and stringent management practices. However, tbtbdtl world is unique, in that it is a hostagethe
weekly (if not twice weekly) performance lens. Tiheensity of a weekly performance and outcome ogen
environment is not replicated in many (if any) othigh performance sporting domains. The “shortemnii
of football (i.e., a need to win, avoid relegatiand survive at all costs) undoubtedly impacts the
organisational position, philosophy and subsequmrdrating culture of the organisation. Such intense
pressure suggests that people operating withinwbidd will be exposed to, and have to operate ynde
intense organisational stress.

Although not dealing with Premiership football, @asch by Woodman and Hardy (2001) identified
that the predominant organisational stressorsedaéed to basic communication failures, a limitadeeness
or ambiguity concerning organisational directioangside a lack of role definition and/or duplici/ role.
From an organisational perspective any role canflimle ambiguity, role uncertainty and/or role dead
will lead to staff dissatisfaction and ultimatelybeeakdown of the organisational system and sutess
(Fletcher and Wagstaff, 2009). Football, it appemsiot immune to such organisational stressodedd,
despite a call from UEFA (2005) to develop effeetmanagement strategies, Relvas et al. (2010) mxede
a dearth of formal (written), clear and cohererdtegic and philosophical practices and positioitkimtop-
level football clubs across Europe. Whilst positmghore coherent framework for organisational jcast
Relvas et al. (2010) also recognised that eachetrgl-club was a hostage to the specific cultures sub-
cultures and working practices that existed in edgh (i.e., regardless of which country they wiexated).
Culture, in this sense, captures the patternsistioftically evolving) behaviour and values thatfiothe core
template from where working practices, ideas, sgias and philosophies are transferred from one
generation, group or individual to another (Wils@001). To this end, organisational culture is mibran
simply defining organisational conduct through naesstatements, vision(s) and/or values. Fronmsaaech
and practitioner perspective it is important toogauise that understanding culture requires an gtateding
of sociology, anthropology and social psychologyrtkermore, practitioner and researchers alike must
recognise that it is the combined work of ALL redat stakeholders of the organisation that playyar&te
in determining the organisations aims, working pcas, culture and subsequent success. Orgamsatid
benefit from the enhanced performance of theirettalders through a better understanding and subsequ
implementation of more effective, well communicaedherent and meaningful) strategy.

At this juncture, it is important to re-iterate thihe short-term and long-term future of the toyele
football club is dependent on results. The spostcipslogist working in this context must carry this
knowledge with him/her at all times. At the mossiodevel this means that all activities are dieeldtowards
winning, and that managers, support staff and plogt psychologist will most usually lose their jabshey
do not deliver the required results (Nesti, 201Bxcellent performances, sound processes around
recruitment, player welfare, administration andeotBimilar matters will be irrelevant if resultseanot
achieved. There are few business environments whese factors are so clear, or where great suce®ss
be followed very rapidly by abject failure.

The sports psychologist and aligned practitionetstmrecognise that the players have to operate
within this operational culture at an individualé Although the established first team playersy rha
protected (to some degree) by contracts that afveer 3 or 4 year durations, ultimately they amggd on
their performances and results in games. This esehkightened stresses that are experienced by the
individual and subsequently permeate the orgaoisafihe elite level football player may also expede
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stress during difficult periods that relate to negamedia coverage, intense criticism from the aggn and
coaching staff, threats of de-selection and on siooaantagonism from other team mates, espediatiye
who are not currently in the starting team.

To put this latter point in to context, the typidahglish Premier League first team squad contains
upwards of 25 players. Only 11 can play; with Slo® substitutes’ bench. Given a couple of injutigs can
leave 7 players (i.e., 7 potentially disaffected aiisillusioned players). There are other momenas the
player must deal with which occur when the teanmdividual players are performing well and achievin
success. For the academy player this could talae pldnere they are rewarded for their progress liygbe
invited to train with the first team, secure a pssional contract or accepted onto a scholarshiphdse
more welcome situations, Premiership players mapfiered new or improved contracts, receive positiv
coverage in local, national and international mediad feel secure as established and key membéhe of
team.

The volatile culture of English Premiership foottst both an academy and a first team level is such
that for some players and teams, they may encoweisr positive and negative situations several sime
across one season and many times over their cafdesability to deal with the stress that acconmgsmn
these experiences depends on a number of psycbaldgctors. For example, mental toughness has been
identified by Crust (2007) as being arguably thestmmportant attribute that elite athletes posséksough
their research was not with elite level professidoatballers, work by Crust, Nesti and Littlewo¢2010)
identified that for academy players in a Premigrsttub, mental toughness was seen by coaches &syhe
ability that was necessary to deal with the rangstr@ssors encountered by young players as theseda
through this environment. It may be possible tacdbe these experiences as involving transitiomsetent
years a substantial amount of research has beettatirat investigating transitions in sport. Howewsuch
of this has focused on retirement. This literatias (typically) examined the process of transitivet an
athlete must face as they cease to be involved participant in their sport. A number of different
perspectives have been adopted to explain this mbmehe life of an athlete. For example Groveaket
(1997) have used an account making model to uradetdhis experience and Sparkes (1998) has foarsed
the loss of self.

Transition literature has helped develop an undedshg around the experiences that athletes face as
they leave sport, however, it could be criticised fbcusing more so on retirement rather than clamsig
the important transitions facing an athlete thraugttheir career. Fortunately, work by Pummel, Haod/
and Lavallee (2008) has begun to address this tappomission by considering within-career traonsis.
This research, in event riding, offers a promisimgw line of enquiry, but there is arguably a more
fundamental issue that appears to have been owkedo Put simply, the term transition could eabity
interpreted as signifying something that is rath@ooth, steady and relatively easy to negotiatencdke
useful and dramatic phrase that could be usedytofgithese situations is that of “critical moméntBhese
could be described as being those frequently estpeed moments in our lives where we must confroat t
anxiety associated with an important change inidentity. These can be around personal, profesksimma
vocational matters, and may be described in negativpositive terms. Within the career of a Prestigr
footballer, these could be related to moments sischeing dropped permanently from the team, bedidy s
to another club, being appointed as the team agptigaling with career threatening injury, illneasd
family and relationship difficulties (Nesti and tl#&wood, 2011). Indeed critical moments can rarrgenf
something to nothing, can be large or small, intehdr unintended, and may have a negative or pesiti
effect on a person’s sense of self (self awareaadsself knowledge). Ultimately, a critical momenitl
involve the subjective lived experience of the wdiial, will invoke an emotional response and be
dependent on timing (i.e., the individual’'s perdara contextual circumstances at the time).
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Critical moments in professional football

The example that follows demonstrates how critroaiments can impact on a Premiership or elite
professional player at any time within their carédre material presented here is derived from timied
practice of the first author. This involved oves@asons of sport psychology work inside several &hs,
delivering confidential one to one sessions witistfteam players. Critical moments can impact an th
motivation, confidence, stress, and anxiety leesdserienced by an individual. Where a sport psyagist
is working with a player who is experiencing aicat moment, there is an opportunity to assistlager to
use this experience to learn more about themsalveégrow psychologically:

Vignette 1

The player had been at the club for eighteen mositic®e being recruited from a lower league team.
They had been one of the star players at theiriquevclub, and had very rarely been dropped froen th
starting eleven over three seasons. They had cortteetPremiership club for a considerable trantfer
having been the second highest goal scorer at fingirer club in their final season. The player vady
recently been selected to represent their couninternational level. However, during the pasethmonths
of this season the player had only played on twaasions in the first team, and one of these had bee
substitute. The dialogue with the sport psychologisussed on identifying what they could do taretto a
place in the starting eleven. The player descritbed he was motivated towards his training, feltyve
confident and had settled in well amongst his teatem He also described how his family had settitx
the area and that the relationships with the comcktaff and the manager were generally positiveé an
professional. One of the problems that he idemntifiglated to the emergence of a young local playéis
position. This individual had been a regular startplayer during most of the past three months, thaa
performances were excellent and had begun to tdtsention from a number of other Premiership slub
The success of this player had been a surpriseetedaches and manager at the club; however thrair f
and accomplishments in front of goal meant thay there an automatic choice to play each week. When
player is faced with this situation, there is agamt need for them to respond positively. WithierRiership
football, there is great importance attached tonta@iing visibility within the team. The media, paoters
and professional staff within the game, can verigkdy question the ability and motivation of a péaywho
is unable to break back into the first team. Foe ihdividual themselves, this can create a very
uncomfortable set of circumstances, where the estaolution appears to be to maintain performecss
and wait for the other player in your position tcbme injured, lose form, or fall out of favour.eTéport
psychologist and player considered how they hadagpeh to deal with similar experiences earlier igirth
career. However, a major difference in this sitwatvas that he was now an international player thatthe
expectations around what he could bring to thig elere higher than anything he had previously deiit.
The player discussed options around leaving thie prmanently in the summer, or meeting the mantager
request a move away even to a lower placed sideeMer, the player rejected these options afterfalare
thought and deliberation, and decided to, in hisdsp“stay and fight to get my place in the tearokbi@r
good”. This type of critical moment can serve tesgithen a player's sense of self, ability to coth
stressful situations, mental toughness, and mamgr gisychological factors. This could be considergec
potentially positive outcome from a negative expece (Nesti, 2011). However, sometimes such at&itua
can undermine a player’s confidence and self hedied may contribute to greater performance problem
the future.

When a young player on the verge of becoming aabéshed first team member encounters a critical
moment it can provide an opportunity for psychotagigrowth and development. In the case below, the
player is trying to make sense of an unexpectedlectye, and with the help of the sport psycholggsst
attempting to identify a constructive and realisttution.
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Vignette 2

Mark was a bit different. He played for our firgain a couple of times when he was still an
under-19s player. However, we knew that in theo¥dlhg year he was not going to get many
chances. So we (the first team coach and the gsgahologist) spoke with him and he went on
loan to a second division team... In the beginningvhe not very happy with this because he
wanted to play in the first team. Now, he is thetfone to admit that the experience was
instrumental in enabling him to achieve his actigafel. | met with him every week, mainly so
he didn't feel abandoned by the club. | have totkay this was my own decision, but with the
full support of the club’s Board. During these niregs, Mark told me that by experiencing the

reality of other players in other clubs and thdidiilties that they faced, for example the need to
win a match to receive the bonus in order to payrthills... made him (Mark) understand that

being a football player is not easy, and if you tanbe successful you must work hard... and
in his case, take the advantage of the conditiadddam City FC...

According to an existential psychology perspectorégical moments always involve anxiety. Referred
to by May (1977) as normal anxiety, this can be@pportunity to develop courage. Corlett (1996) désd
this virtue as involving the capacity to move fordialespite not knowing what the outcome will be. In
addition, to be defined as a courageous act, hesdrthat it must be possible for the individuaatmid this
choice if they so desire. According to Nesti (20it13 impossible to speak of important concepthsas the
self, willpower, courage and even love without iggueing that we as persons are capable of the uste
free act. In other words, this is a choice takezelfr and without compunction by the person degpi¢e
discomfort of existential anxiety. Premiership @es/face challenges to their identity repeatedigughout
their careers, and at these critical moments thest find new or different forms of meaning to alltrem
to continue to progress. The existential view iattthe search for meaning might require the plager
reassess their values and deepest beliefs whichchraryge or become more central to who they ares Thi
will help them to align their core self with deciss and behaviours they intend to pursue to suftdlyss
pass through a critical moment.

Existential anxiety is related to accepting thavicks are always available, and that the outcome of
such choices is always impossible to fully deteenifihe player may on occasion experience debié@ati
competitive anxiety (Jones, 1995). However, anxietyften experienced beyond factors associatdu tvé
competitive event (Nesti, 2004). For example, wheplayer decides that their career is not progngsas
they would wish at a particular club, they are confed by a number of options. They could seek &emo
elsewhere, attempt to work harder to get back th&ir current team, speak to the manager, or adbept
situation and opt for an easy life. However, eathhese choices will be accompanied by feelings of
existential anxiety. This means that in considexit to do next to improve circumstances, the griayill
feel anxious about what the likely outcome could Ber example, if they decide to put in the transfe
request, will they be leaving a club that they dolsdive been successful at in the longer term? \Whiay
cannot move to a better club, and how might thigpbeceived in the media and the professional game
nationally? In addition to a choice like this, there the difficulties associated with announchegihtention
to leave whilst still remaining with your curreninployers for a considerable period of time, how the
supporters may view the defection, and the dispaptiaused to family where they are settled in toall
area. The solution to avoid these uncomfortablénige of existential anxiety could be for the playe
remain where they are and suppress any thoughys ithee about possible change. According to the
existential perspective, this can bring temporaslef to the feelings of anxiety, but at the expemnd
diminishing the psychological core of the persam] anaking them less likely to make difficult chasca
the future. If the player in this situation consilall of the available choices, with the suppdrthe sport
psychologist, and decides that the best soluticio imain where they are, they will have dealthvitie
anxiety feelings in a constructive way and becanfsthis, will have grown as a person and a playéis
type of anxiety is frequently encountered by Presthig players as they repeatedly experience dritica
moments across their careers.
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From a more humanistic psychology perspective, @ed1999) referred to the importance of identity
and meaning in her work with sports performers. Eesv, since then, this topic has received verielitt
serious consideration in the literature. Most @& tiork on athletic identity and identity in spodshbeen
based on trait approaches in psychology. Whilsivallg for measurement and quantification of various
factors through use of psychometric tests, traitpslogy has a number of important failings. N¢23604)
and Watson and Nesti (2005) have highlighted soitlkeese and questioned why sport psychology has bee
dominated by either cognitive or trait psychologhey argue this has been in part due to the lack of
knowledge about the wide range of psychologicabitles that exist in psychology, a desire to meaauncke
control, and unease about less “scientific” panadigsuch as psychoanalysis, humanistic or existentia
approaches.

In one of the most important books influencing thenanistic psychology movement in the 1960’s,
Maslow (1968) claimed that identity representedriuest important concept in understanding an indiai
psychological development. That his work, and esitenefforts by others in developmental and edooati
psychology, has been little used in published mebein sport psychology surely represents a missed
opportunity. For UK based sport psychologists #iigation is, in some ways, even worse. This isabse,
as Maslow (1968) pointed out, the European moveroémxistential phenomenological psychology had
already been emphasising the importance of meaantidentity in its scholarly writing and research
throughout the past 100 years. The ignorance tistiseabout this approach in the UK suggests thatjust
one more example of us uncritically adopting N@ktherican perspectives in psychology and ignoriras¢h
more close to home. Interestingly, Maslow, whoradieis considered to be one of the giants of psl@gy
and the founder of humanistic psychology, claineat,tEuropean existential psychology was the fst
place, “a radical stress on the concept of idemtstysine qua norf human nature and of any philosophy or
science of human nature” (Maslow, 1968, p. 9). Deghis endorsement, the existential approacheatity
has been generally ignored in the work of UK andtiNdmerican sport psychology research.

This important topic in sport has most usually bsenlied by drawing on the work of Marcia (1980)
to examine athletic identity in college athleteo¢@ et al.,1993) and retirement from sport (Brewateal.,
2000). Marcia’s work is based on Erikson’s (1968yghodynamic approach to personality theory thawsi
identity in terms of stages of crises and resotutiblowever, as mentioned already, the consideraliligr
approach of existential phenomenology adopts a rfloré perspective towards identity and meaning.
Existential phenomenology is a result of the blagdof these two interrelated perspectives (Vallalet
1989) with phenomenology providing existentialisriithwa method that allows it to describe experience
effectively (Dale, 1996). According to Hacker (1994hat is lost within Erikson’s (1968) theory afentity
development, is the existential phenomenologicalwihat the person exists not only in the predautt,is
inextricably linked to a past childhood that leadgerceptibly to a future adulthood. According tet
existential phenomenological perspective, humamdseiare constantly faced with; the freedom to make
certain choices, the responsibility for each decisie make (the outcome of which cannot be prediicthe
finitude of our world and our own being, and thexiaty which is caused by all of these conditions,
throughout our existence. This view on existenagyests that one’s identity development and stracisir
forever in a state of flux. Existential phenomemgiagecognises the importance of the choices angyho
guestions’ that human beings are faced with duteg life, for example; theneaningof their existence and
who they areas individuals. These questions may arise duringgiof intense pressure, transitions or critical
moments when one’s identity is being directly theead. As mentioned before, in the world of eldgetball
pressure, transitions and critical moments ocoequently throughout a career (i.e., their existeincthe
sport). Erikson’s conceptualisation of and theagsaround identity transition has therefore bedticised
by existential phenomenological psychology for beimable to capture what really takes place during
change in identity. In elite football, often timén® cause of identity change or crisis cannot kéipted and
will happen unexpectedly (e.g. injury/de-selectianyl therefore, will not occur in set stages odesclt is
because of this that it is criticised for beingeductionist account of identity and not sufficigrgéimpirical
(i.e., not fully capable of describing reality).
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Although not based on existential approaches, tagerk by Brown and Potrac (2009, pp. 154-155)
investigating de-selection and identity disrupfiorlite level youth football reported,

“that, the feelings of loss, uncertainty, failuredatisorientation that followed their de-selection

from professional football could, in part be coresield the consequence of the development of a

strong athletic identity

Although not refuting this finding, our own praaim Premiership football at first team and academy
levels (Nesti and Littlewood, 2009) points to thgpbrtance of developing a strong, flexible and rckEmse
of self to be able to perform in such a volatilevismnment. Drawing on accounts from existential
psychology, identity is seen as a very importanira® of meaning and as something beneficial to the
player's health, wellbeing, and ability to perfoantheir best. It has been suggested by Nesti {2@hat
identity conceived in this way, can help the playgesuccessfully confront the anxiety they repdstéate
as they meet the challenges associated with progredecline in their playing careers and beyortds T
process is rarely discrete, neat or tidy, and imynaays must always remain open and unfinished.
However, the existential view is that it requiresiage to construct or accept a new identity faselves
(Corlett, 1996) since it involves movement fromeawre and known place to something yet to unfold.

On some occasions even very experienced playdrtosd their way and need to re visit their idgntit
to help them move through a critical moment. In tignette below, the player asked to meet the sport
psychologist to help them to find a solution toaatigularly frustrating set of problems they weaeing.

Identity as synthesis

The sport psychologist (SP) agreed to meet withPtteeniership player (PP) at the stadium away from
the training ground in order to have a more proémhpgrivate meeting.

PP:1 am being questioned by lots of people about mives at this club at the present time,
and | don'’t like what I’'m hearing at the moment!

SP:What is your view though, rather than what the imeshd some others at the club seem to
be saying about why you are here and what yourginegt to do?

PP:1 know this would not sound very good in the a@svorld, but | have played for many

years in the Premiership, and | am not performiogrhoney or so that people talk about me in
positive terms! The most important things to me amvabout making sure that I finish well, do

my job each day, and don’t let my standards drdps Teans that | will continue to show the

real me, whether this is appreciated and understooaot by the manager and one or two

other key people. | am committed to helping thik chnd to helping the young players step up
in the future and keep us at this level. | knowtWtstand for and who | am!

SP:What exactly are those things though, and hovhdg help you at this difficult moment?

PP: They are my belief in myself as a top level psiesl footballer, as someone who has
achieved in the sport and knows their strengthslanitiations. And, this is about me, the values
that are important to me, honesty, integrity, and Ipeing afraid to do things the right way even
if this makes things difficult for me at times.dnd want to sound arrogant about this, but |

know what should be done, having been in thesatigits before, and | think it would be

impossible for me, would make me feel really faistt and very unhappy not to be able to
follow what | know | should do, in other words ®tiue to myself.

SP:And how are you dealing with the situation you iareaow, where much of the blame for the
team’s poor performances, are being laid at youor@o

PP:These times are very tough and frustrating, arichéd been caught up in how others have
viewed me, that is, a “hero” earlier in the seasand now in some people’s eyes, a “zero”,
then | would be lost and unable to keep moving dodwAt times like this in the past, when |
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was a younger and less experienced Premiershipepldive maybe followed what others
wanted me to do even where | knew that these wdyesbort term solutions, or were not likely
to bring the best results. | have learned over ¥ears that the most important area of
psychological strength for me is based on knowiggetfiwell, and crucially, making sure that |
live my football in a way that is consistent witle type of person | am. | have seen others who
do not do this, and when difficult times arrivegyhcan be broken. It makes sense really,
because most top players | have been with in ngecare equally strong as people as they are
as football players. Not to be this would mean teegéry time you are slaughtered by the
papers, insulted by the manager or criticised byryeown supporters, would cause a
catastrophic decline in your performances. It i$ possible in this intense and highly pressured
world of Premiership football to live as two separgeople for long! Eventually either the
footballer will fail, or the non-footballer side gbu will refuse to put up with all of this!

This account highlights how extremely challengingnments can force a player to examine their
identity. This process allows them to consider hbey truly see themselves. The dialogue describes t
player's growing awareness that to be able to flhisecritical moment they need to remind themsethey
are not only an elite level footballer but thatythalso have another important identity beyond their
professional role. The player also talks about whg important to his continued success to takeetto
clarify his different identities, and acknowledgit each must be integrated into his whole idgntit
Without this level of identity renewal he recogmsigbat it will be very hard for him to survive atidive in
the transient, volatile, and highly pressured calthat is Premiership football.

Conclusion

The applied work of Nesti and Littlewood (2009) roeat out over 9 seasons with Premiership
footballers, especially those at first team leweirfd that the existential perspective on identitganing and
critical moments has proved useful in understanttiegourneys of the players they have worked wiithis
has helped guide work that has been carried ootigfir one to one counselling sessions with playectuibs
aimed at helping them to become more authenti¢;ishao become more fully who they really are (tNes
2004) which in turn will provide the best basis use their talents more fully. This existential idefa
authenticity (May, 1977) shares much with Maslo{£968) concept of self-actualisation which relates
the humanistic psychology notion of the fully funcing person.

In this account we have suggested that criticamerts should not be seen as rarely encountered
negative experiences; rather they provide the tatlgth an opportunity to thoroughly examine the@ichs
they face, and to choose a way ahead despite tietyathat will accompany this decision. This ipath
towards greater self-knowledge and authenticitynedhing that should be strived for although it cawer
be attained fully. The players in the examples abwgre engaged in this process with the suppatsgort
psychologist. The aim of this type of psychologisapport is to help the person accept that somstime
pursuing particular courses of action in the futlepends less on motivation or feelings of configeabout
possible outcomes, and is much more related toronenge between personal identity and choice. Bhimt
an easy thing to achieve, since as we have digtudise existential anxiety that accompanies ctitica
moments is deeply uncomfortable. The easier batdéfective option is to avoid the anxiety by awoglthe
need to choose. This may help in the short ternobet time choices will have to be made; the cldkese
are to our real selves, that is, who we think wee #re more likely we will commit to our decisioasd see
them through.

Finally, it is important to be aware that identstgd meaning can not be understood according to the
existential view by focusing on the individual solation. Existential psychology conceives of tieespn as
an individual located in a cultural context (Ne&Q07). Indeed, practitioners and researchers afikst
extend their thinking to recognise and considerviiger cultural and social landscape that surrouogs
level athletes. This means that research and apptigctice in sporting organisations should endeavo
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examine the individual operating within their cuéiy sub culture and its practices (i.e., social,
anthropological, existential) if it is to be rigougly empirical and capable of capturing the readdiof the
athletes.
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