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ABSTRACT
Social factors and psychological characteristics can influence selection and development in talent path-
ways. However, the interaction between these two factors is relatively unknown. The aim of this study 
was to investigate the implications of socioeconomic status and psychological characteristics in English 
academy soccer players (n = 58; aged 11 to 16 years). To assess socioeconomic status, participants’ home 
postcodes were coded according to each individual’s social classification and credit rating, applying the 
UK General Registrar Classification system and CameoTM geodemographic database, respectively. 
Participants also completed the six factor Psychological Characteristics for Developing Excellence 
Questionnaire (PCDEQ). A classification of ‘higher-potentials’ (n = 19) and ‘lower-potentials’ (n = 19) 
were applied through coach potential rankings. Data were standardised using z-scores to eliminate 
age bias and data were analysed using independent sample t-tests. Results showed that higher- 
potentials derived from families with significantly lower social classifications (p = 0.014) and reported 
higher levels for PCDEQ Factor 3 (coping with performance and developmental pressures) (p = 0.007) 
compared to lower-potentials. This study can be used to support the impetus for researchers and 
practitioners to consider the role of social factors and psychological characteristics when selecting and 
developing sporting talent. For example, facilitating player-centred development within an academy and, 
where necessary, providing individuals with additional support.
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Introduction

Talent development pathways in soccer are mapped by both 
professional soccer academies (Dugdale et al. 2021) and 
National Governing Bodies (e.g., the Elite Player Performance 
Plan; The Premier League, 2011) to facilitate long-term devel-
opment towards expertise. An increasing volume of research 
has reported the complex and multidimensional nature (i.e., 
technical, tactical, physical, psychological, social) of the talent 
development processes in youth soccer (Kelly and Williams  
2020; Roberts, Rudd, & Reeves, 2020). Social factors can influ-
ence sport participation and should be considered in the crea-
tion of any development strategy (Bailey et al. 2010). However, 
in comparison to other characteristics that contribute towards 
talent development, the socioeconomic status of a family’s 
social classification is often overlooked (e.g., Côté et al. 2006; 
Reeves et al., 2018; Burgess and Naughton 2010; Turnnidge 
et al. 2014; Taylor and Collins 2015; Winn et al. 2017).

In comparison to socioeconomic factors, there has been 
a growth in research directly related to sport psychology in 
youth soccer over the last two decades (e.g., Morris 2000; Pain 
and Harwood 2004; Harwood and Knight 2015; Godfrey and 
Winter 2017). It is understood that players who attain ‘elite’ status 
consistently apply psychological skills that optimise development, 

whilst applying the capability to successfully overcome possible 
challenges they will face throughout the development process 
(e.g., Mills et al. 2012; MacNamara and Collins 2013; Cook et al.  
2014; Gledhill et al. 2017). Despite the growing evidence base, 
many authors (e.g., Pain and Harwood 2004; Cushion et al. 2012; 
Larsen et al. 2012; Cook et al. 2014) have reported that the atten-
tion to the psychological development of young players is inade-
quately addressed in comparison to other multidisciplinary 
aspects of performance, such as technical skill (Koopmann et al.  
2020) or physical conditioning (Murr et al. 2018).

These observations highlight the need for further studies 
within sport sociology and psychology in academy soccer, to 
better understand the possible facilitative (and debilitative) 
factors towards greater development in applied environments 
(Reilly and Gilbourne 2003; Christensen et al. 2011; Gledhill 
et al. 2017).

Socioeconomic status and geographic location

From a geographical viewpoint, it has been proposed that the 
region where participation, performance, and personal devel-
opment takes place is a major factor affecting talent pathways 
(e.g., Baker and Logan 2007; Bruner et al. 2011; Balish and Côté  
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2014; Turnnidge et al. 2014; Steingrover et al. 2017). For example, 
Côté et al. (2006) revealed there was a significant over- 
representation of ‘elite’ athletes within North American hockey, 
baseball, basketball, and golf associations who were born in 
small cities (with a population of less than 500,000) when com-
pared with larger cities (with a population over 500,000). 
Comparable findings were also reported by Leite et al. (2021), 
revealing that athletes selected in the National Basketball 
Association (NBA) draft were commonly from small cities 
(<100,000). This observation suggests that relative access to 
facilities, potential economic volume, and subsequent develop-
ment and performance outcomes could be affected by a number 
of social and geographical factors (Bailey et al. 2010). Thus, it is 
important that both researchers and practitioners consider social 
factors when designing, implementing, and evaluating talent 
development pathways (Rees et al., 2016).

Although there has been limited research, it has been 
previously stated that ‘elite’ athletes in many winter sports 
are selected from largely Northern European and white North 
American populations with relative access to wealth (King  
2007; DeCouto et al. 2021). For example, the distribution of 
socioeconomic factors, such as ethnicity and relative access to 
wealth, has been reported in athletes participating the sum-
mer and winter Olympic Games (Lawrence 2017). Similar 
biases are also reflected in findings from the UK in sports 
such as cricket (e.g., Brown et al. 2021) and rugby (Winn 
et al. 2017). For instance, Winn et al. (2017) identified that 
‘elite’ athletes with greater deprivation engaged in fewer 
hours in rugby and total sports compared to their least 
deprived equivalents. They also highlighted the need for 
further investigation into the association between deprivation 
and sports performance within a talent development context. 
The notion of social exclusion has been used to position the 
underrepresentation of athletes from lower socioeconomic 
backgrounds (Hayman et al. 2011).

For over two decades, there have been calls to better under-
stand individuals’ sociological backgrounds when identifying 
and developing talent in soccer (Williams, Ford, & Drust, 2020; 
Williams et al. 1999). In Ireland, for example, young soccer 
players have tended to be targeted from working class families 
(Bourke 2003; Finnegan 2019). This may be due to soccer being 
one of the few sporting prospects for young athletes who 
derive from lower social classifications (Hodkinson and 
Sparkes 1997; Finnegan et al. 2017, 2018). Contrary to the 
research on deprivation and lower participation, situational 
factors may actually facilitate talent development through 
acquiring psychological characteristics associated with facing 
and overcoming adversity, such as commitment, motivation, 
self-esteem, mental toughness, and resilience (e.g., Collins and 
MacNamara 2012; Collins et al. 2015, 2016; Savage et al. 2017). 
Moreover, research has shown that social support is an impor-
tant moderator of the link between overcoming setbacks and 
subsequent success (e.g., Gullich and Emrich 2006; MacNamara 
et al. 2010a, 2010b). Thus, the environment that young athletes 
live and learn may shape psychological skills that are relevant 
to developing talent in soccer.

It is plausible that athletes’ socioeconomic status, across 
childhood and adolescence, may influence their sport 

experiences, which could subsequently impact their devel-
opment pathway within a soccer academy environment and 
their trajectory to senior professional status. Research about 
constraints on participation show that socioeconomic status 
may lead to a decline in training and participation, thus 
hindering opportunity to develop and progress (Dagkas 
and Stathi 2007). Conversely, the hardship of dealing with 
deprivation may develop resilience or other psychological 
qualities that are transferable to soccer and, therefore, com-
plement the development process (Collins and MacNamara  
2012). Thus, research within youth soccer is required to 
examine socioeconomic factors and how they impact psy-
chological characteristics and the talent development 
process.

Psychological characteristics

There has been a noticeable increase in psychological research 
in soccer-based talent development (Williams, Ford, & Drust,  
2020). For example, the ability to engage in problem focussed 
coping behaviours and seek social support distinguished Dutch 
players who made it to an ‘elite’ level compared to those who 
failed to do so (van Yperen 2009). Moreover, Holt and Mitchell 
(2006) identified a deficiency in the coping behaviours of pro-
fessional soccer players near to being released in English clubs. 
Effectively seeking social support from parents through coping 
has also been construed as a valuable tool for talent develop-
ment (Holt and Dunn 2004; Murray et al. 2020). Additionally, 
recent research showed that an appropriate amount of chal-
lenge contributes to an effective learning situation for young 
players to develop, and associated with greater psychological 
wellbeing, a drive to succeed, need satisfaction, and self- 
regulation (Gledhill and Harwood 2014).

A desire to achieve professional status and succeed through 
adopting greater volitional behaviours could be a result of super-
ior commitment (Gledhill and Harwood 2014) and seeking more 
high-quality practice activities in soccer (Toering et al. 2011). As 
an example, Toering et al. (2009) revealed academy soccer 
players who scored higher on reflection and effort when 
matched against non-academy players, demonstrating 
a superior awareness of their strengths and weaknesses, as well 
as being more prepared to exert effort in training and match- 
play to improve themselves to a greater extent. Furthermore, 
Morley et al. (2014) also established professional coaches 
expressed the importance of ‘possessing a determination to 
succeed’ as crucial for successful talent development, demon-
strating the importance of possessing the ability to reflect resul-
tant of effort to improve is vital for achieving expertise in 
professional soccer.

There are various subjective (i.e., coach perception, self- 
reported questionnaires) and objective (e.g., performance ana-
lysis, physical testing) assessments and measures that can be 
used talent development in youth soccer (Sarmento et al.  
2018). As an example, coach ratings of physiological (Dugdale 
et al. 2020), psychological, and technical (Roberts et al. 2019) 
characteristics have been used to identify players with the 
potential to achieve expertise in professional soccer (e.g., 
Toering et al. 2009; Elferink-Gemser et al. 2012; Mills et al.  
2012; Cook et al. 2014). These ideas are supported by data 
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from Mills et al. (2012), who interviewed ten expert develop-
ment coaches regarding player development at the critical 
transition period from youth to professional. Their data pro-
posed six interrelated factors suggested to influence player 
development, including awareness, resilience, goal-directed 
attributes, intelligence, sport-specific attributes, and environ-
mental factors.

Since the purpose of talent development should be to 
identify and then develop towards future performance pro-
ficiencies of young soccer players, attention should focus on 
those characteristics to manage the course of development 
(Abbott and Collins 2004). Therefore, it is suggested that 
talent development environments focus on fostering ability 
in a longitudinal fashion opposed to making decisions on 
acute ability and performances (MacNamara and Collins  
2011). The role of psychological skills for performance, such 
as high levels of commitment, goal-setting, imagery, and 
effective preparation, have been found to distinguish suc-
cessful developers from their less successful counterparts 
(e.g., MacNamara and Collins 2011; Honer et al. 2015; 
Dohme et al. 2017; Dugdale et al. 2021). Moreover, charac-
teristics for underachievers often include unrealistic beliefs 
and expectations, little aspirations, or low perseverance 
(Zuber et al. 2015).

MacNamara and colleagues (MacNamara et al. 2010a,  
2010b; MacNamara and Collins 2011) investigated the stages 
of talent development to identify key psychological factors 
that contribute to successful youth to professional transition, 
further highlighting the need to explore the role of psycho-
logical skills in talent development environments. Similar to 
those found at professional levels of performance, these psy-
chological characteristics for developing excellences (PCDEs) 
include imagery, goal-setting, and the attitudes and beha-
viours needed to deal with the challenges, stages, and transi-
tions that epitomise development. The PCDEs facilitate young 
athletes to optimise their development opportunities, adapt 
to setbacks, and effectively negotiate key transitions along 
the pathway of developing excellence (MacNamara and 
Collins 2011). These factors include coping with first time 
appearances at a new level of competition, handling signifi-
cant losses, slumps in performance and coach criticism, and 
recovering from injuries, selection, and demands for 
increased training or commitment levels (MacNamara and 
Collins 2011). Therefore, it is important to profile young 
soccer players psychological characteristics in order to sup-
port them from an individual perspective. Indeed, these psy-
chological characteristics can be impacted by a variety of 
internal and external factors, although the extent to which 
socioeconomic status can influence these in academy soccer 
players remains unknown.

The aim of this exploratory study was to explore these 
under-studied factors. Specifically, socioeconomic factors of 
social classification and financial risk (i.e., postcode) and 
PCDEs (i.e., PCDEQ) were examined between ‘higher- 
potentials’ and ‘lower-potentials’ (i.e., coach development rank-
ings) in an English soccer academy. It was hypothesised that 
‘higher-potentials’ derived from areas with a lower social clas-
sification and higher financial risk as well as demonstrated 
superior psychological skills.

Methods

Participants

A total of 58 male Youth Development Phase participants were 
examined (under-12 to under-16). All participants were 
recruited from the same tier-4 (English Football League 2) 
English professional soccer club and their category-3 academy 
(based on Elite Player Performance Plan grading; The Premier 
League, 2011) from the South-West of England. Criteria for 
inclusion included players must have been contracted for the 
club during the season of data collection and played outfield. 
Only outfield players were included due to the contrasting 
development pathway for goalkeepers and their position spe-
cific requirements (Gil et al. 2014). The club was accessed by the 
lead author who was a funded doctoral researcher by the 
academy. Parental consent and player assent were collected 
prior to the study commencing. This study was approved by the 
Ethics Committee of Sport and Health Sciences at the University 
of Exeter.

Measures

Socioeconomic status
Social classification and credit score are proxy indicators of 
socioeconomic status (Darin-Mattsson et al. 2017). In the UK, 
postcodes are associated with data pertaining to the locale to 
which they correspond. These data include income, employ-
ment, education, health, and crime levels, which can be 
accessed in multiple ways. For this study, the UK General 
Registrar Classification system was adopted that uses the aver-
age credit rating applying the Cameo™ geodemographic data-
base. This provided a social classification (A, B, C1, C2, D, and E) 
determined by the UK’s Office for National Statistics (2018) and 
an average credit score (out of 999) for where each participant 
lives. The social classification was scored numerically, with 
a higher score relating to a lower social classification (i.e., A =  
1, B = 2, C1 = 3, C2 = 3, D = 4, and E = 5). The credit score 
denotes those with a higher score to have lower financial risk 
from ‘0’ (low) to ‘999’ (high).

Psychological characteristics for developing excellence 
questionnaire
The 59-item PCDEQ was used to assess psychological charac-
teristics across six factors: (a) Factor 1 – support for long-term 
success, (b) Factor 2 – imagery use during practice and compe-
tition, (c) Factor 3 – coping with performance and develop-
mental pressures, (d) Factor 4 – ability to organise and engage 
in quality practice, (e) Factor 5 – evaluating performances and 
working on weaknesses, and (f) Factor 6 – support from other 
to compete to my potential. Each of the questionnaire’s items is 
placed on a six-point Likert scale with a similarity response 
method from ‘1’ (very unlike me) to ‘6’ (very like me). This 
ensured participants were not allowed to remain neutral and 
therefore encouraged them to think more carefully about 
whether they agree or disagree with the statement leading to 
greater accuracy. Additionally, a mixture of positively and nega-
tively worded items is included to minimise the danger of 
acquiescent bias (MacNamara and Collins 2013). The PCDEQ is 
designed for youth athletes, thus offers user-friendly language 
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that is applicable to this cohort (see MacNamara and Collins  
2011 for the psychometric properties of the PCDEQ). The parti-
cipants completed the PCDEQ during a mid-season (December) 
evening training session in a classroom setting. They were 
allocated 45-minutes to complete it and the researcher was 
available to help answer any questions if the participants 
were unsure.

Measures of potential
Two coaches from each age group (n = 10), who were deemed 
suitable assessors (UEFA Pro, ‘A’, or ‘B’ Licenced alongside either 
the FA Advanced Youth Award or the FA Youth Award), were 
asked to rank their players together from highest to lowest in 
relation to their personal perception of the player’s potential 
(i.e., having or showing the capacity to develop into something 
in the future) to achieve senior professional status. The coaches’ 
perceptions of each individuals potential to achieve profes-
sional status were evaluated through the ‘coach’s eye’ 
(Jokuschies et al. 2017). This judgement and decision-making 
process is defined as intuitive, experience-based, subjective, 
and holistic (Lath et al. 2021), whilst often used parallel to 
terms such as ‘gut instinct’ (Roberts et al. 2021) and is com-
monly used in both research and practical youth soccer set-
tings. This created a linear classification of high potential 
players down to their low potential peers, with each age 
group then split into thirds using tertiles. This created a group 
of ‘higher-potentials’ (n = 19), who represent the top third, and 
a group of ‘lower-potentials’ (n = 19), who represent the bot-
tom third. This enabled a distinct comparison between the 
higher-potentials and lower-potentials within each age group, 
with the middle third discarded from the study (n = 20).

Data analysis

All data are expressed as mean � standard deviation. After 
groups were separated into tertiles, group normality was 
assessed using the Shapiro–Wilk test, which confirmed the 
data was normally distributed. As a result of the potential 
differing results between chronological age groups, such as 
older players recording greater PCDEQ scores, the PCDEQ 

data was standardised using z-scores within their respective 
chronological age group to allow an unbiased grouping of 
players using the following formula: Z = (x - μ)/σ. An indepen-
dent samples t-test was used to compare the higher- and 
lower-potentials’ mean scores of social classification, financial 
risk, and z-scores of the six PCDEQ factors. Each age group (i.e., 
under-12, under-13, under-14, under-15, and under-16) was 
also assessed individually to underscore any trends or anoma-
lies. The analysis was conducted with significance level set at P  
< 0.05. All analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS Version 23 
(IBM Corp, 2015).

Results

Social classification and financial risk

The actual mean values for the social classification and 
financial risk from each age group are displayed in 
Table 1. Overall, higher-potentials had a significantly larger 
(t(36) = 2.577, p = 0.01) mean score for social classification 
(Mean ± SD = 2.84 ± 0.96), relating to a lower social classifi-
cation compared with lower-potentials (Mean ± SD = 2 ±  
1.05). There was no significant difference between higher- 
(Mean ± SD = 833.05 ± 89.73) and lower-potentials (Mean ±  
SD = 874.11 ± 35.36) for financial risk (t(36) = −1.855, p  
= 0.08).

Psychological characteristics for developing excellence 
questionnaire

The z-scores for the PCDEQ of higher- and lower-potentials 
and results of the independent samples t-test are displayed in 
Table 2. The actual mean values for the PCDEQ from each age 
group are displayed in Table 3. Overall, there was a significant 
difference in PCDEQ Factor 3 (coping with performance and 
developmental pressures), with higher-potentials demon-
strating a higher mean score than the lower-potentials (t(36)  
= 2.855, p < 0.01). The remaining PCDEQ factors showed no 
significant differences between higher- and lower-potentials 
(p > 0.05).

Table 1. Age group means for socioeconomic factors.

Socioeconomic status

Age group

U12 U13 U14 U15 U16

Social classification
Higher-potentials 2.50 ± 0.58 3.25 ± 0.96 2.60 ± 0.89 3.25 ± 0.96 2.50 ± 2.12
Lower-potentials 2.50 ± 1.29 2.25 ± 0.96 1.80 ± 1.30 1.25 ± 0.50 2.50 ± 0.71
Financial risk
Higher-potentials 796 ± 131.41 765.50 ± 77.83 858.60 ± 65.53 890 ± 23.64 864.5 ± 77.08
Lower-potentials 883.25 ± 19.19 877.25 ± 17.41 839.80 ± 42.37 898.25 ± 36.95 887.00 ± 16.97

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of z-scores and t-test for the PCDEQ.

Higher-potentials Lower-potentials P

PCDEQ1 0.54 ± 0.83 0.34 ± 1.02 0.95
PCDEQ2 0.04 ± 0.86 −0.14 ± 1.01 0.55
PCDEQ3 0.47 ± 0.73 −0.26 ± 0.86 0.01
PCDEQ4 0.31 ± 0.90 −0.23 ± 0.90 0.07
PCDEQ5 0.06 ± 1.04 −0.03 ± 0.99 0.78
PCDEQ6 −0.06 ± 1.06 −0.07 ± 1.02 0.98
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Discussion

This study aimed to identify whether socioeconomic status and 
psychological characteristics were associated with coach per-
ceived potential within an English soccer academy context. Our 
hypothesis was confirmed, whereby results showed players 
with higher-potential derived from families with a lower social 
classification compared to players with lower-potential. 
Moreover, results from the PCDEQ revealed higher-potentials 
scored significantly greater for Factor 3 (coping with perfor-
mance and developmental pressures) compared to low- 
potentials.

The results of greater potential relating to lower social 
classification concur with Bourke’s (2003) and Hodkinson 
and Sparkes (1997) work, supporting the long-standing tra-
dition of soccer being a sport participated by individuals 
with lower socio-economic status. Bourke’s (2003) early 
insight into the career development displays the complex-
ity, pressure, and power relationships of all key stake-
holders. Almost two decades on, the current findings may 
imply that soccer has retained a traditional and stereotypi-
cal divide between socioeconomic status and participation, 
which may suggest why higher-potentials derived from 
lower socioeconomic backgrounds. Soccer generally pro-
vides greater accessibility (e.g., participation in the streets, 
playground, park, or local grassroots clubs) when compared 
to winter (e.g., skiing, snowboarding, and ice-skating) and 
summer (e.g., shooting, sailing, and equestrian) Olympic 
sports that appear exclusive, costly, and less accessible 
(Lawrence, 2017; Vagenas and Vlachokyriakou 2012). These 
data provide, albeit preliminary, evidence of an association 
between lower socioeconomic status and greater coach 
perceived potential from a soccer-specific context. Further 
research is required to examine the developmental activities 
and levels of deprivation among youth athletes to highlight 
discriminating factors based on specific sports, which could 
have important implications on talent identification 
strategies.

While deriving from a lower socioeconomic status may 
increase the likelihood of participation in soccer-specific activ-
ities, it is also important to consider how it can facilitate com-
petence and subsequent coach-perceived potential. 
Engagement in deliberate practice and play (e.g., Ford et al.  
2009; Hornig et al. 2016) have both been shown to facilitate 
long-term development towards expertise. It is plausible to 
suggest that those who derive from a lower socioeconomic 
status may engage in more play-like activities due to fewer 
opportunities to engage in organised sport (Winn et al. 2017). 
As an example, Uehara et al. (2021) proposed that the poor 
wealth of young Brazilian football players may actually shape 
their skill and expertise. They suggested ‘poverty’ may create 
contexts that can lead to the emergence of physical and socio- 
cultural environments that can create opportunities for skill 
acquisition, whereby environmental constraints support peo-
ple to amuse themselves inexpensively, gain access to employ-
ment opportunities, and maintain health and well-being 
through soccer in dense urban environments (e.g., favelas, 
inner city areas, and banlieues). In the context of the current 
study, whilst potentially engaging in play-like activities, as pre-
viously observed, these young athletes also have access to 
coach-led activities through selection into the soccer academy. 
Thus, the accumulation of these diverse activities may offer 
greater developmental outcomes for those from a lower socio-
economic status when compared to those from a higher socio-
economic status. It is also important to acknowledge the 
sociocultural norms of different countries (e.g., England vs. 
Brazil) and how this can generate various levels of deprivation, 
which provides a useful avenue for future research.

With regard to the psychological characteristics examined 
within this study, our findings are consistent with previous 
studies. For instance, MacNamara and Collins (2013) showed 
that found ‘good developers’ within team sports had 
a significantly greater perceived ability to cope with perfor-
mance and developmental pressures (e.g., such as overcoming 

Table 3. Age group means for PCDEQ results.

Age group

Socioeconomic status U12 U13 U14 U15 U16

PCDEQ1
Higher-potentials 4.83 ± 0.41 5.04 ± 0.42 4.73 ± 0.39 4.30 ± 0.45 4.53 ± 0.41
Lower-potentials 4.87 ± 0.86 4.53 ± 0.40 4.38 ± 0.59 4.90 ± 0.22 4.71 ± 0.66
PCDEQ2
Higher-potentials 4.02 ± 0.64 4.96 ± 0.42 4.47 ± 0.58 4.44 ± 0.54 3.63 ± 1.35
Lower-potentials 4.29 ± 0.77 4.65 ± 0.68 3.95 ± 1.01 4.19 ± 0.36 4.42 ± 0.47
PCDEQ3
Higher-potentials 4.02 ± 0.27 4.64 ± 0.33 4.35 ± 0.38 4.00 ± 0.51 4.32 ± 0.19
Lower-potentials 3.96 ± 0.31 3.43 ± 0.40 3.87 ± 0.96 3.82 ± 0.45 3.87 ± 0.19
PCDEQ4
Higher-potentials 4.93 ± 0.64 5.32 ± 0.44 5.09 ± 0.57 4.86 ± 0.50 4.79 ± 0.91
Lower-potentials 4.79 ± 0.64 4.39 ± 0.47 4.46 ± 1.10 4.71 ± 0.12 5.15 ± 0.21
PCDEQ5
Higher-potentials 4.95 ± 1.00 5.70 ± 0.12 5.40 ± 0.51 5.25 ± 0.50 5.40 ± 0.85
Lower-potentials 5.45 ± 0.55 4.90 ± 0.68 5.04 ± 0.84 5.70 ± 0.26 5.20 ± 0.57
PCDEQ6
Higher-potentials 4.54 ± 0.84 4.89 ± 0.52 4.83 ± 0.69 4.22 ± 0.53 3.50 ± 1.51
Lower-potentials 4.43 ± 1.01 4.22 ± 0.73 4.52 ± 0.46 4.89 ± 0.69 4.86 ± 0.61
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struggles, set-backs, injury, or a decline in performance) com-
pared to ‘poor developers’. These results also compliment qua-
litative examinations of soccer coaches (Thelwell et al. 2005). 
For example, Mills et al. (2012) analysis of ten expert coaches 
revealed six factors, including resilience, that are perceived to 
either positively or negatively influence player development. 
Moreover, Cook et al. (2014) reported four general dimensions 
of mental toughness, including competitiveness with self and 
others, mind-set, resilience, and personal responsibility, that are 
inextricably associated with the ability to cope with the perfor-
mance environment and the pressures inherited with effective 
development. Thus, from an applied perspective, it is sug-
gested that coaches create a challenging but supportive learn-
ing environment to enhance mental toughness and coping 
skills. However, although mental toughness is readily acknowl-
edged as an important factor in developing expertise in soccer, 
academy coaches have a lack of knowledge of how to effec-
tively develop this psychological characteristic in players (Cook 
et al. 2014), whilst the definitions of popular psychological 
terms such as ‘mental toughness’ and ‘resilience’ remains 
vague and inconclusive in practical settings. Further investiga-
tion is required to apply psychological development strategies 
into academy environments to support coaches’ application of 
these skills (Pain and Harwood 2008; Murray et al. 2020). 
Professional soccer academies are also encouraged to invest 
more time and resources into psychological development as 
well as promote an increased awareness of evidence-based 
practices and definitions.

When psychological characteristics are associated with 
lower socioeconomic status, it is possible for situational factors 
have a positive interaction in facilitating talent development 
(e.g., Rees and Hardy 2000; Gullich and Emrich 2006; Morgan 
and Giacobbi 2006; MacNamara et al. 2010a, 2010b). It may be 
posited that players from families with a lower socioeconomic 
status may face more recurrent setbacks, through an increased 
likelihood of being from a household with a lower income and 
at greater financial risk (Masten et al. 1990; Winfield 1994). This 
may create an inherent ‘rocky road’ alongside the development 
pathway, allowing certain individuals to develop key psycholo-
gical characteristics (Collins and MacNamara 2012). Essential 
psychological characteristics may be developed in players 
from families with a lower socioeconomic status since they 
may face an increased likelihood of more frequent setbacks 
and needs to overcome adversity (Masten et al. 1990; Winfield  
1994). The development of these psychological characteristics 
may facilitate higher-potentials to navigate their way through 
the ups and downs of the development processes within 
a soccer academy environment (Collins et al. 2015, 2016; 
Savage et al. 2017). However, due to its preliminary and 
exploratory nature of this current study, further research is 
required to substantiate these suggestions before implemen-
ted into organisational policies.

Limitations

It is important to consider the limitations and external valid-
ity of this study. First, since this was a preliminary and 
exploratory study with a limited sample, further research 
with a larger cohort is required. Second, as a result of the 

cultural and social dynamics in the English soccer academies, 
the outcomes of these category three male players may be 
different to youth soccer players from other countries, cate-
gories, or females. Third, given postcodes are an estimate of 
socioeconomic status, it makes assumptions based on loca-
tions rather than collecting factual inputs directly from the 
players family, thus may not truly represent each partici-
pants circumstances. Fourth, whilst socioeconomic status 
may influence certain developmental characteristics, it is 
acknowledged that parental role modelling and support 
also plays a crucial role in youth development (Christensen 
and Sorensen 2009; Murray et al. 2020). Indeed, further 
research is required to investigate the association between 
effective parenting skills and socioeconomic factors. Fifth, 
coach perception was used as a marker of player potential, 
which is subjective and indefinite. However, it is important 
to highlight that coach perception regarding talent develop-
ment has been used in previous empirical research 
(MacNamara and Collins 2013; Dugdale et al. 2020), whilst 
coach observation and opinion are central to the subjective 
nature of youth sport with modern objective information 
readily available to professional coaches to support their 
judgement (Sieghartsleitner, Zuber, Zibung, & Conzelmann,  
2017; Tangalos et al. 2015). Sixth, whilst PCDEQ Factor 3 was 
significant, it’s important to highlight that the other five 
factors were insignificant. Therefore, further research is war-
ranted to better understand the broader impact of PCDEs by 
considering case-by-case studies and not deemed as 
homogeneous.

Conclusion

These findings reinforce the importance of considering social 
factors and psychological characteristics as part of multidimen-
sional talent development research. Whilst adding to the rele-
vant literature, further practical implications may be performed 
through targeting recruitment in deprived areas, applying rele-
vant socioeconomic data to support a multidisciplinary 
approach, facilitating player-centred development within an 
academy setting through empathising with an individual’s 
social background, and protecting individuals who are clearly 
talented, although struggling financially, through providing 
them with additional support.
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