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	Abstract
Singular sport selection or sport specialisation is a method now widely used by young athletes looking to strive for greater performance and elite-level success within their sport. This project aimed to understand the reasons behind singular sport selection and its physical and well-being implications. Sport Specialization can be defined as choosing one main sport and year-round training (lasting for 8 months or more). There have been an increasing amount of studies and research undertaken to understand its physical and mental well-being implications however these studies have tended to focus on a variety of different sports and very little has been covered within football. This study therefore worked in partnership with Gower College Swansea’s Football Academy to gain greater understanding within this field of research by providing the athletes an opportunity to undertake in an online survey and express their own personal opinions as to how singular sport selection has effected them. This study looked into an array of factors in relation to the topic of sport selection including age, influences, motivations, perceived physical benefit and the implications of sport specialisation on the players mental well-being. This study found that player’s from within the football academy at Gower College Swansea did not follow the norm in relation to other sports and solely chose to play football at an earlier age, the fact that football academy’s often recruit from a young age could be a contributing factor to this. Like previous research before, this study found that it was a parent’s influence (particularly their fathers) that played a major influence in the athletes choosing to play football. Although enjoyment was key factor in the players motivations for continuing, this study found that those who chose to focus on playing football at an earlier age were more motivated by the pursuit of rewards and opportunity of success at a higher level. Previous research has often suggested that singular sport training and competition is of benefit during a younger age and the players within this study did not feel this was the case with the majority indicating a great sense of importance, however a majority of players did take part in other physical activities and it appeared they understood its importance to improving their performance in football. Despite a number of participants feeling an increase in pressure to perform, all but one of the respondents felt that choosing to play football has had a negative impact on their mental well-being. In summary this project provides an insight into the thoughts and feelings of a selection of football players at Gower College Swansea. Although the number of participants is seemingly low, they provide a picture in which can be correlated with previous work to provide strong validity within the field of sport specialisation. The research topic and field of study can be taken much further than what has been discussed within this project however it does provide an extremely solid basis for future work. 





“Football has to be fun for kids or it doesn’t make sense”
Johan Cruyff 
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	1.) Introduction
Over a number of years, participation in sport has grown exponentially, this is the case in Wales with participation amongst school children between the years 3-11 at 40%. The pupils who take part in extracurricular or community sport more than 3 times a week within these age groups is also at 40% and this has grown since 2013 (Sport Wales, 2018). The activity in which Males are most likely to take part in is football with this being the case for both Primary and Secondary School pupils (Sport Wales, 2018). Participation in sport is obviously highly encouraged due to the numerous physical, psychological and health benefits it can provide (Kaleth & Mikesky, 2010). Sport can also have a positive influence of those who participate throughout early life (Van Langendonck et al., 2003). 
With this in mind then it is paramount to look at the growing evidence linked with singular selection of one sport and its implications in later life. Early Sport Specialisation can be characterised as a combination of intensive year-round training in a specific sport (Mayer, et. al.2015) with Bailey (2008) expanding on this further by also claiming that sport specialisation usually occurs at primary school age and it is often initiated by adults. A key factor in early sport specialisation is the outcome of elite success (Bailey, 2008) however studies have also found a multitude of other reasons surrounding singular sport selection. There is a growing consensus that early sport specialisation appears to be increasing in young athletes (Farrey, 2008) not just in other parts of the world but also within the UK. This is despite there being no clear evidence of its effectiveness in the long term. There is actually a concern that singular sport selection at an early age can result in negative outcomes for young athletes such as increase in injuries, psychological distress and even dropping out of the sport altogether and this is not new research (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2000), so why then do so many young athletes chose to focus on a singular sport at an early age? 
The majority of studies concerning early sport selection are mostly surrounding young athletes in the Collegiate System in the United States and at schools and colleges throughout Europe. At present there are very few studies examining the impact of early sport specialisation within the UK regarding football however Fraser, Cote & Deakin (2008), Cote, Baker & Abernethy (2003) and Mostafavifar, Best & Myer (2013) have all touched upon early sport selection within the UK form a variety of different sporting viewpoints. What this study will do therefore is build upon existing research regarding the topic of early sport selection and its implications whilst also developing a further understanding and knowledge of the subject within a different sporting context. In order for this study to do this, students from Gower College Swansea’s Football Academy will be used to gain an understanding in to how sport selection has affected them and whether they feel if it has benefited them or has had a negative impact. The key focus on this study is that it will be based upon the student’s own perspectives with them providing the study with subjective opinions and these can then be compared with that of the objective information regarding early sport selection. As discussed, there is little evidence regarding the issue of early sport selection in football within the UK despite Premier League and Football League clubs regularly recruiting players to take part in their academy set ups from the ages of 8 (Premier League, 2012). This research could therefore be used a basis for future work regarding the physical and well-being implications of early sport selection in the football environment. In order therefore to expand on existing research regarding the overall topic of the effects of sport selection at an early age whilst also creating new and further discussion in relation to this in football the aim of this project is:
To understand the reasons contributing to sport selection of footballers and it physical and well-being effects
To help achieve this aim this study project will work towards four key objectives which will not only be able to help contribute towards the research topic but also create new and potentially important discussion in future. These four objectives are as follows:
· Identify the age of sport selection of Gower College Swansea Academy Footballers
· Analyse the influential factors leading for the athletes to solely chose to play football and their motivations for continuing
· Gain a further understanding of a football players perspective regarding the physical implications of Sport Selection 
· Establish whether the mental well-being of footballers within Gower College Swansea’s Football Academy has been affected through choosing solely to play football competitively. 
The structure of this project is created in such a way that enables the reader to get an overview of the previous research and literature within this field. This project will then go on to state its methodology and its approach to collecting the data. To do this this project will outline the type of research undertaken whilst also explaining the research method, design, and reasons for collecting the data in this way. The results will then be explained through the use of written words and data graphs for the reader to easily read and view whilst also going further to include a variety of key discussions that have been created through the data collection. This discussion will be linked with the existing research whilst also touching on areas for further research and development. The project will then state its final reflections and conclusion whilst also providing key recommendations for what this research means currently and also in future, not only for the football academy at Gower College Swansea, but also in the wider sporting context.






	

	
2.) Literature Review
2.1) Introduction
Sport Specialisation is defined training and competing in one singular sport while excluding others and sport specialisation in early to middle childhood has become increasingly common (Jayanthi. Et. al. 2013). Guttman (1978) concluded that Sport Specialisation can be seen as a reflection of a highly developed society however Martin, Ewing & Oregon (2017) have argued that early sporting specialisation may not be of any importance when it comes to success in later life. Tofler (1996) has also argued that early specialization may also lead to psychological and social implications which could affect athletes in future. All this raises the key idea that young athletes maybe specialising in sport early with no perceived benefit and also physical and emotional detriment. The purpose of this Literature Review is to therefore assess, evaluate and critically analyse the relevant literature in relation to the Research Projects Objectives that will eventually lead to achieving the aim of understanding Sport Specialisation and its influence on Motivational Factors for Participation whilst also considering it’s implications on athlete wellbeing. 













2.2) Physical Implications on Sport Selection
This Chapter is centrally focused on the published literature regarding Athletes Physical Development on early sporting specialisation. Whilst this chapter will focus on theoretical underpinnings, it will also consider athletes own perspectives in how they feel their physical development has progressed. 























2.3) Age
The age of athletes specialising in sport is a subject within the literature with limited resources however a study carried out by Martin et. al (2017) indicate the age in which they were first involved in the sport occurred at the age of 9 and specialisation at the age of 12.5. The study was based upon an athlete own perception of how they categorised Specialisation. This study is in line with previous research carried out by Buckley et al. (2017) with the average ages being likewise and the type of sport being a dependant factor in the age of specialisation (Swindell et. al. 2019). Cote, Baker and Abernethy (2007) argue that elite performance involved individuals passing through 3 pathways. The sampling years (6-12), the specialising years (13-15) and the investment years (16+). What is striking to note is that the engagement in 3 sports as opposed to one during the ages of 11-15 significantly increased the likelihood of playing in a national or club level between the ages of 16-18 (Bridge & Toms, 2013). During these ages schooling can dictate both opportunity and also performance levels, so these factors need to be considered also (Bailey, et. al. 2010). Hendricks (2019) concludes that specialisation in team sports often occurs in adolescence (girls ages 12-18 and boys aged 14-18), thus supporting previous research. 
Research carried out by Abdala et. al (2017) has suggested that high levels of performance in categories of young players in soccer does not necessarily indicate success at an elite level in later life. The methods used for this research revolved around the analysis of teams that won the Under-17 and Under-20 FIFA World Cup and correlated this with the years in which they were eligible to take part in the Senior Tournament. What is important to stress in this study is that teams such as Nigeria, Ghana, and Switzerland all won these tournaments and this evidence is supported by Weineck (2004) whereby excellence in sports performance can only be attained if there is sufficient preparation during childhood, youth and later life to cumulate in later life high performance. Moesch, et. al (2011) found that those who specialized in a particular sport over the age of 12 resulted in better athletic performance and achievement, however, Malina, Bouchard & Bar-Or (2004) do indicate that players who have experienced the maturation process earlier in life are more pre-conditioned to muscular endurance compared 


with those of late maturation, again emphasising the limited scope of the study. Bailey (2015) extends the theory of age-related specialisation further by stating that there is no single and 
simple pathway leading to success in sport citing a range of athletes such as triathlete Chrissie Wellington, boxer Katie Taylor and cricketer AB De Villiers all excelling in a variety of sports at a young age before selecting there chosen sport later in life. The age of specialisation is not only specific to that of physical performance but also an increase in social skills with Strachen, Cote & Deakin (2009) finding that those who undertake in late selection of their sport do show that they have an increased capability to connect with diverse peer groups. It is important to note that as well as factors considering age, overall regular activity as well as a balanced and nutrient dense diet are all contributing factors towards optimal growth and maturation (Hecimovich, 2004). 


















2.4) Perceived Benefits and Negatives of Early Sport Specialisation 

The concept of early specialisation has been shown to be a successful pathway for some sports such as Gymnastics (Law, Cote & Ericsson, 2007) and also Football (Ward, et. al. 2007). However, there are variations in the levels of importance of specialisation dependant on the sport, with Gymnastics viewing specialisation of greater importance compared with others (Strachan, Cote & Deakin, 2009). The theory of deliberate practise in sport is essential due to skill acquisition and maintenance and is often seen by many that late starters could have a practise deficit due to the improvement of skills being made over a period of time (Anderson & Mayo, 2015). As with the majority of literature carried out, Martin et. al. (2017) do conclude that early specialisation is not a requirement in achieving elite level success in correlation with Cote et. al (2009). Kaplan (1996) has indicated previously that the greatest and most obvious advantage in selecting one sport at an early age is the faster acquisition of tactical, technical and motor skill development however this does not mean that this performance can be replicated 2-3 years later. This evidence can also be partnered with that of Tofler (1996) who found that specialization in early years could also lead to stunting overall physical development as well as Sociological and Psychological Implications on an Athlete in later years. An increase in participation in sport often comes with an increase in training volume and competition and this in turn could lead to an increase in injury (Caine, et. al. 2008) however there is limited research-based data or guidelines that define how much training could be considered harmful (Kaleth & Mikesky, 2010). There is evidence to suggest though that repetitive, overuse injuries are becoming more prevalent in youth sport participation (Brenner, 2007). This research is supported by Lloyd, et. al. (2014) who indicate that early specialisation in football can be attributed to sporting specific injuries during teenage years and players should be monitored in regard to their training volume and intensity. Sport specialisation has been categorised into low, moderate and high activity (Jayanthi, et. al. 2015) and research suggests that those who were in the high category experienced greater risk of overuse injuries and knee injuries. This correlates with research by Myer et. al. (2015) who found that those who undertook in athletic 

activity for more than 16 hours each week, regardless of the activity, were at greater risk from injury. What is striking also is that Post, et. al. (2017) found that those who participated in both high school sports and club sports were more likely to report injury and this could be seen as 
those who were engaged with club sports being more likely to specialise and more likely to sustain injury (Dahab, et. al. 2019). Participation of a single sport does have the potential to place young athletes at greater risk of injury due to strength and flexibility imbalances (DiFiori, 2010) with research conducted by Beese, et. al. (2015) supporting this by finding that those who undertook in a single sport were far more likely to produce deficits in movement patterns compared with those who undertook in a range of sporting activities. 


















2.5)Multi-Sport or Single Sport in relation to Skill Development

[bookmark: _Hlk26005772]Specialisation in a specific sport could potentially lead to an increase in refined skills for that sport (Hensch, 2006) although Hill & Hanson (1987) have countered this argument by stating that participation in a single sport could deny athletes opportunities to acquire transferrable skills from a multitude of sports. According to Hecimovich (2004) a certain degree of specialization is required for optimal individual and team performance however it should only be considered after a certain age (AAP, 2000).  The question of previous sporting experience influencing skill development and skill acquisition is one which has been researched and written on numerous occasions and Santos et. al. (2017) did find that in a study of participants within three categories (Non-Structured, Early and Late Specialisers), those in the Late Specialisation Category do perform better in a Basketball Skills Enrichment Program, thus providing the theoretical basis that those who sample a range of sporting activities are may have an increase in physical literacy. Côté, J., & Vierimaa, M (2014) provide basis to support this by stating that later development could increase chance of sporting success however it must be insisted that this research is mainly focused on one singular sport and does not provide an overall picture in a multitude of sports. Potential Draw backs from earlier sport specialisation may even lead to a decrease in development in lifetime sport skills due to a reduction in motor skill development due to the focus being on the skills needed for one sport and ignoring skills required for multiple sports (Myer, et. al. 2016). Pichardo et.al. (2018) also makes references that early models of athlete development models that focus on sampling a variety of activities to achieve sporting success are the most beneficial in developing an athlete’s physical maturation and training response. A Study of elite field hockey players, rugby players and water polo players did find that those who diversified in early years are not disadvantaged (Stevenson, 1990) and this sampling of activities is also supported by Sluder, et. al. (2017) whereby motor skill development can be improved by using a range of cross-training methods and undertaking in a range of sports to improve overall skills. There is literature to support claims of Multi-Sport being a positive to skill development whereby movement elements are of similar purpose (Baker & Cobley, 2009) As well as physical skill development it is important to note that there is evidence to suggest that sports such as netball, players benefit from participation in other activities whereby dynamic decision-making is necessary (Baker, et. al. 2003). This is supported by Baker & Cobley (2009) who suggest that field hockey players and football players both require players to accurately interpret the actions of opposing players in order to be successful. 
























2.6) Reasons for Selection

This chapter focuses is on the reason relevant and extensive research as to why young athletes/players decide to select the sport which they have chosen to take part in. This chapter will focus on two key themes being the Motivational Reasons why young athletes decide to take part in their sport and also the Well-Being Implications associated with single sport selection. 





















2.7) Motivational Influences

Traditionally, achieving excellence in sport has been seen to be the achievement of medals, records and victories (Penney, 2000) however according to Miller & Kerr (2002) this can now be categorised as Elite Referenced Excellence and Personal Referenced Excellence which is where achievement is more personally assessed. Of those who undertake in Sport, there is a high likelihood that a parent or sibling has also undertaken in a sport at some point during their lives (Epstein, 2013) however Myer (2016) concludes that reasons for selection in a singular sport including parents have a perceived notion that if they do not undertake in sport selection early, they will miss out on higher level of competition. The evidence supporting claims that parents are a key driving force behind the selection process of sport is wide ranging with Stewert & Shroyer (2015) and Witt (2018) both indicating that parents have an influence. Knight & Holt (2014) have also suggested that the involvement in competitive youth sport is a journey that is shared by both athletes and parents. This is also suggested by Lienhart, et. al. (2019) whilst Wolfenden & Holt (2005) have concluded that the reason for this is because parents provide organisational and emotional support whilst also providing finance. Despite the continued evidence to suggest that early specialization could be detrimental, parents and young athletes continue to invest and commit to pursuing high-level sporting performance (Wall, et. al. 2019). There is, at this moment in time, lack of significant evidence to support the reasons behind early sport specialization, as noted by Kaleth & Mikesky (2010) heightened media coverage of global sports stars, parents, coaches and other athletes are all part of the decision-making process in the selection of the sport however its effectiveness as a concept is lacking in supportive evidence. Another factor motivation to participate in sport at a young age could also be attributed to friends (MacPhail, Gorely & Kirk, 2003) and also the overall enjoyment of participation in the chosen sport (Light, Harvey & Memmertm, 2011). The literature regarding enjoyment in sport as a reason behind selection is also prominent in rugby Chwaridzo et, al. (2019) finding that amongst the many reasons for choosing to play, there is a 


strong motivation by enjoyment and passion. The theme of enjoyment in the sport as a reason for selection in girls sport is also discussed by Schaillée et. al. (2017) with coaches playing an 
important role. It has been found that coaches who demonstrate a more mastery-orientated climate were more associated with greater developmental experiences for young athletes (Gould, et. al. 2012). This research is also in line with that of Gould and Carson (2011) who found that coaching actions can have an important influence on the personal and social development of young people. Novak (1976) viewed specialising in a sport as the progressive loss of freedom in exchange for increased excellence and freedom however since this time the reasons have developed to include surrounding communities supporting sport played at school over others, thus giving young athletes more opportunities to play that specific game (Hecimovich, 2004). The research in this field has gone even further by suggesting those who watched Soccer as a consumer are more likely to play due to an increased motivation to play the game (Tokuyama & Greenwell 2011). 

















2.8) Well-Being Implications

Bompa (1995), Balyi & Hamilton (2004) have all noted that early specialisation and intensive training in a singular sport could potentially lead to athlete/player burnout. These views are also supported by Butcher et. al. (2002) who found that those players who suffer from burnout and mental fatigue have a high chance of dropping out of the sport due to lack of fun and enjoyment. Bengoechea, Strean, & Williams (2004) indicate that one of the main reasons for participating in team sports for young athletes is to have fun, however Bailey (2010) concludes that later levels of maturation are a considering factor in deliberate practise becoming enjoyable. There is literature however to suggest that athletes do find repeated practise enjoyable (Baker & Young, 2014) and it is suggested that the reason for this is that repeated practise that is perceived to be relevant to performance are actually enjoyable (Anderson & Mayo, 2017). Burnout of young athletes has been much discussed within the literature of sport selection with Padaki, et. al. (2017), Moen, et. al. (2019) and Buckley, et. al. (2017) all citing burnout of young athletes who specialise in a single sport early a cause for concern. In fact, a study conducted by Moen (2019) indicates that early specialisation does have implications in regard to athletic burnout. Sluder, et. a. (2017) state that Burnout is not a sudden implication but something that occurs over a period of time with Kutz & Secrest (2009) identifying Burnout as a by-product of early specialization brought on by physical and emotional exhaustion. There is evidence, however, that supports that athletic burnout is dependent on the sport chosen by the athlete has it has been found that there is no direct link of early specialization and burnout or dropout in swimming (Larson, et. al. 2019). There is growing evidence to suggest that overtraining can have a significant impact of athlete well-being with this being a by-product of young athletes overreaching due to an increase in pressure of performance (Kutz & Secrest, 2009). This principle of Overreaching can also be described as short-term overtraining and it can be detrimental to acute performance (Meeusen, et. al. 2006). The volume of training and competing is one with a limited scope of research however a study carried out by Hendricks, 


et. al (2019) found that Rugby Players between the ages of 15-16 played on average 1.5-1.8 games per week whilst also attending on average 3.6-4.1 training sessions each week but it 
was unclear how this had an effect on their well-being. It is important to note that participation in sport can also have positive influences on emotional wellbeing through improvements in self efficacy and self-esteem (Biddle, 2011) 








	3.) Methodology
3.1) Introduction
The aim and purpose of this study was to understand the reasons contributing to selecting football, and the physical and well-being effects associated with it based upon the players own perspectives. 
The participants involved in this study will all come from the Football Academy at Gower College Swansea, each of which will have followed a different pathway. In order to achieve this aim, an online generated questionnaire was produced for participants to complete whereby questions remarking on Age, Physical Implications and well-being implications of sport selection was prominent. As noted by previous research carried out by Martin, et. al. (2017) Strachen, Cote & Deakin, 2009) and Myer (2016) there is a clear basis in which to correlate findings from this study to that of what has taken place before.
The purpose of this research in accordance with Rajaseker, et.al (2006) is to engage in a logical and systematic search for new and useful information relating to this particular subject. It can be classified as an investigation into finding solution of scientific and social problems through subjective and systematic analysis (Goundar, 2013). In order to attain the information required, it would therefore be important to consider an appropriate methodology for this study that can systematically and analyse the chosen research methods (Igweagu, 2016) 

3.2) An Epistemological Approach 
By utilising an Epistemological Approach for this study, the researcher will be able to understand a variety of key factors relating to the research goals which would therefore help achieve the aim of the project. An Epistemological approach can therefore enable the researcher to state what they believe in, and what their knowledge is based upon (Maser, 2009) whilst also using objective data to reliable incorporate a more factual approach to the research using relevant information to avoid making assumptions (Janeckova, 2015). By utilising this approach in line with the data collection method which will be chosen, data can therefore be compared with what has gone before hence providing a solid basis for the researcher to analyse and provide detail. For the purpose of this study, research application is also key with Goundar (2013) noting that applied research is beneficial for this type of study as it aims to solve practical and specific questions such as what physical implications does sport selection have on football players and is this to the detriment of their mental well-being. 

3.3) Qualitative or Quantitative Research
Qualitative and Quantitative research both have their place in research, and both come with advantages and disadvantages. Qualitative research can help the researcher gain a perspective of issues within their own specific context (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005), in this instance it involves the football 

players at Gower College Swansea their own perspective on how selection in a singular sport has impacted them. Using a Qualitative approach enables the participants of this study to draw from their own experiences. As discussed by Shami (2018) a Qualitative approach is used to gain an understanding of any underlying reasons, opinions, and motivations. This approach will enable the researcher to help achieve the aim of the Study by using this form of research. A Quantitative approach to this study enables the researcher to utilise a range of numerical guides to help provide a conclusion towards the studies objectives (Almalki, 2016). For the purpose of this study, it would be important to utilise a mixed methods approach whereby elements of qualitative and quantitative data can be combined to achieve a broader and far reaching analytical conclusion in line with previous research based upon the participants own feelings and experiences (Burke, et. al. 2007). 

3.4) The Research Method and Design
According to MacDonald & Headlam (2011) Research methods can be defined as the tools in which effective research is gathered. For the purpose of this study it would be important to utilise the approach used by Black (1999) and cited by Bryant (2017) whereby the research design is comprised of collecting factual data, evaluating the data quality and turning this data into information using statistical analysis. 
The study was created with the intention of using a survey in which football players who are currently playing within the Gower College Swansea Football Academy would answer. In total, 23 participants were chosen in connection with the head of the Football Academy who was able to directly distribute the surveys to those participants who were interested in taking part. This study does not differentiate between players of the first and second teams within Gower College Swansea and therefore is more focused on a generalised picture.

This study will vary between what constitutes factual data and what is perceived as the participants own opinion and experience however statistical analysis will be essential to evaluating the results. As discussed, Qualitative and Quantitative research can determine the shape and scope of the method that is used but for the purposes of this study a mixed methods approach will be administered. 

The chosen research method for this study will be that of an online questionnaire and as noted by Brace (2008) questionnaires play an important role in the success of data collection. Macdonald & Headlam (2011) also state that questionnaire is a flexible tool in the obtainment of qualitative and quantitative information. It is an important factor in identifying the objectives in which the study hopes to achieve before administering a questionnaire in line with the issue at hand. For that reason, the questionnaire that will be given to the participants for this study will focus on their own personal experiences by asking them a series of closed questions in which statistical analysis can be undertaken such as what age 

they selected to solely player football whilst also expanding on other areas such as if they feel selection in one sport is critical to achievement and if so, why do they feel such. In order to compile the questionnaire, an online survey tool (SurveyMonkey) will be used to do so. 

3.5) Advantages of the Online Survey
There are a number of benefits of Online Surveys and these will be seen as key in the obtaining the correct information. First of which is the layout and screen design which Survey Monkey has. Brace (2008) notes that any online survey must be able to be clearly seen by the respondent and all possible responses should be included on the same screen, this is in line with the design and layout of Survey Monkey. As this survey will expand on questions to include more information from participants, the use of information boxes is crucial and it has been shown by Couper, Traugott and Lamias (2001) that alternating sizes of these boxes can change the distribution of responses. Survey Monkey incorporates a singular approach which could limit this effect. The use of a paper and pen approach requires a time-consuming manual procedure in inputting statistics and responses into a singular file (Lefever, et. al. 2007) hence increasing the chances of human error whereby a computer-generated survey should minimise the risk of error and provide more accurate data. 

3.6) Potential Limitations
As described, there are a number of benefits in utilising an online survey as a research tool for this study however there is also another consideration which weighs heavily on the Justification and that is limited access to participants due to current unprecedented circumstances. As discussed, this study has been undertaken during the COVID-19 pandemic which has meant educational institutions have closed. This in turn creates an issue whereby it is difficult to gain responses from football players at Gower College Swansea if they are not motivated to do so.

With this study now being undertaken from remote locations, any queries which the participants may have about certain questions will be difficult to answer causing participants not to complete the survey in full. Due to this the reliability of the study may be affected as noted by Lefever, et. al (2007).







	4.) Data Results and Analysis 
From the 23 respondents who took part in the survey there are a number of results and also trends which can be found in relation to the overall objectives of the research study.
Based upon the results there is a majority of those who chose to solely focus on football between the ages of 8-11 (9 or 39.13%) of those surveyed (As seen in Appendix A). There was only 1 respondent out of the 23 who did not focus solely on playing football. Of those surveyed, their Father was the main influencer in the participants choosing to select football as a sport with 73.91% of those surveyed identifying this. This was then followed by a friend (7 or 30.43%) of those surveyed with School Teacher (1 or 4.35%) of those surveyed. This can be viewed in Appendix B.
The motivations for playing football varied within the group with enjoyment being identified as a main factor (See Appendix C) however the results also indicate that Pursuit of Rewards also are a contributing factor as well as physical well-being. There is an absolute clear majority from those surveyed that focusing on one sport has helped improve their performance based on their own assumptions with 21 out of the 23 respondents stating it had (See Appendix D). This is re-enforced by the statements made by the players with respondent #19 stating “Focusing solely on football with myself and the college has helped me to improve on football related skills and since the start of my football course I feel I have developed a lot more than I would have if I had done something else at college” and Respondent #1 commenting that “I’m able to spend more time improving my football ability rather than focusing on another sport as well”. Respondent #22 however did not feel that focusing on one sport helped improve their performance commenting “Playing lots of sports increases other aspects of physical and mental game”. 
On a sliding rating scale (As can be viewed in Appendix E), those surveyed on average felt that selecting one sport was important for performance with respondent #22 feeling it was of least importance with a rating of 60% with 7 respondents (#21, #19, #15, #14, #10, #3 and #2) all believing that it was of upmost importance rating it at 100%. 
Of those surveyed there is a variety of other physical exercise and activities that are undertaken by the respondents with Weight Training being the most popular at 60% which is followed by running (39.13%). 8 Respondents also took part in running as well as Weight Training along with 4 respondents who weight training choosing cycling (See Appendix F) Of the respondents there were 5 who did not take part in other physical activity, all of which felt that focusing solely on football helped improve their performance rating it 100%. 
Out of the 23 respondents, 14 (63.64%) felt that taking part in any other physical activity helped improve their performance (See Appendix G) The reasons given by the participants vary based upon which other physical activity they undertake with respondent #9 who also runs and weight trains indicating they “feel the running I do helps with my fitness levels and the weight training I do helps with my strength”. Respondent #6 also stated that their choice of cycling as an additional activity helped improve their performance as in their perspective “cycling built power and muscle in my legs so I can kick further and jump higher”. 
Based upon the results (see Appendix H) there is a higher proportion of those who feel that there is an increased pressure to perform due to them selecting one sport, however all but one of the 23 respondents feel as if doing so in football as had a negative impact on their mental well-being (as can be viewed in Appendix I) Of the 23 respondents all indicated they still are enjoying playing compared to when they first started playing the game with only 1 respondent indicating they were not (viewable in Appendix J). This respondent #14 did however indicate that they did not feel selecting has had a negative impact on their mental well-being. 














4.1) Key Themes and Identifiable Trends
[image: ]Upon analysing the results there are a number of clear key themes that can be identified in relation to the study’s objectives. 
Of those between the ages of 5-7 and 8-10 at the time of selecting football, there is a clear correlation between this age group and their fathers being an influencer in their decision to select football (11 out of the 23 respondents). This can be seen in Figure 1.
 

Figure 1



Of those respondents between the ages of 11-13 and 14-16 this becomes less clear with a variety of responses. Within these age groups the Father was still the biggest influencer in their decision (66.67%) however a Friend (44.44%) followed this (As demonstrated in Figure 2). Detailing this further, with the largest proportion of those selecting football between the ages of 8-10 (9 out of 23 respondents) their father was the clearest influencer with all respondents stating they were the key influencer. 
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Figure 2

The motivations for selecting as discussed are varied in accordance with age groups. Enjoyment received the largest number of responses (14 in total) with this most clearly seen within the age groups 8-10 and 11-13 (8 respondents in total). This can be viewed in the table below (Figure 3)
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Figure 3


The pursuit of rewards and chance to progress is a trend which can be seen as dependent on those who were younger when selecting football as their sole sport. Those who were aged between 5-7 and 8-10 (9 respondents in total) found that these were important motivational factors in playing football. There is a majority of those who selected their father as being an important influencer in the decision combined with the pursuit of rewards and chance to progress (15 out of 17 respondents) as seen in figure 4 below.
Of those who felt focusing on one sport has helped improve their performance (21 in total) there is a clear link between these and their feelings that selecting one sport is important for performance in football (average 87 on a rating scale) as displayed in figure 5. 
Of the 23 respondents who take part in other physical activity outside of Football such as 
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Figure 4








Figure 5



Weight Training, Running, Cycling or another form of physical activity (18 respondents in total) a large majority of these (76.47%) feel as if this has had a positive influence on their playing performance in football. This is displayed in Figure 6.
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[image: ]Figure 6


Of the 23 respondents, 14 of these stated that they felt an increased pressure to perform, this is correlated to the average of 87 on the rating scale in which these 14 respondents also felt selection in one sport was important for performance as displayed in figure 7. 






Figure 7




Of the 14 respondents within this category, there is a clear majority (92.86%) who also feel that focusing on one sport has helped improve their overall performance. Of all the respondents who solely focus on playing football, all but one of these indicated that selecting football has had a negative effect on their well-being. It can be seen that those who have selected football, enjoyment (60.87% of responses) actually played a role in their motivations for playing the game. In total, 50% of the 14 respondents in the lower age groups of the study (5-7 and 8-10) As shown in Figure 8 indicated that enjoyment was a key factor in their motivation for playing with those in the higher age groups (11-13 and 14-16) also stating this with a higher percentage in this group in total (77.78% out of 9 respondents) as seen in the table in figure 9.
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Figure 8











[image: ]Figure 9




Those in the lower age groups between the ages of 5-7 and 8-10 are seen to have a more balanced view in regard to an increased pressure to perform with 57.14% of respondents stating they do and 42.86% feeling they do not. This is then widened further in those within the higher age groups 11-13 and 14-16 with 66.67% of respondents feeling that they do feel an increase in pressure to perform based upon 9 respondents in total (as displayed in figure 10).










[image: ]Figure 10

[image: ]Of the 14 respondents who answered yes in relation to if they felt there was an increased pressure to perform, a total of 11 of these (78.57%) stated that their father was the influential factor in them selecting football, as seen in figure 11.

 




Figure 11


As well as the increase in pressure to perform being linked with their fathers being an influence in them choosing to play football, there is correlation between this influence and the pursuit of rewards and the opportunity of a professional contract with 92.86% stating this was a motivation for them as can be seen in figure 12.
[image: ]





Figure 12

It can also be seen that the pursuit of rewards and the opportunity for a professional contract does not necessarily mean in increase in pressure to perform based on those who stated this was a motivational factor for them playing with 8 of the 14 respondents stating there was an increase in pressure to perform compared with 6 who selected that it was not. This is displayed clearly in figure 13.  

[image: ]
Figure 13

Of these who stated that these were motivations for playing football, all stated that specialising in football has not had a negative impact on their mental well-being. 
Of the 23 respondents who took part in the survey, as discussed only 1 had stated that they were not enjoying playing football compared to when they started playing. Of those that are, 21 of these state that specialising in football has not had a negative impact on their mental well-being however there is a majority (63.64% of the 22 respondents) who do feel an increased pressure to perform due to selecting football[image: ] as seen in figure 14.













Figure 14














	5.) Discussion
Upon studying and analysing the results which were gained from the participants taking part and answering the 10 questions on the online survey there appears to be clear evidence to support some of the results in which previous research has found whilst also showing a contradiction in other key areas. The aim and purpose of this study was to understand the reasons contributing to selecting football, and the physical and well-being effects associated with it based upon the players own perspectives. 
[bookmark: _Hlk38209311][bookmark: _Hlk38209243][bookmark: _Hlk38209254][bookmark: _Hlk38209624][bookmark: _Hlk38210017][bookmark: _Hlk38210167][bookmark: _Hlk38210238][bookmark: _Hlk38210452][bookmark: _Hlk38210653] Upon viewing the results, the highest percentage of participants solely chose football between the ages of 8-10. Martin et. al. (2017) argue that the average age of involvement of sport is 9 and 12.5 years is the age of specialisation, it appears however that Football is an exception with Doyle & Bottomley (2018) stating that European football clubs often recruit boys around the age of 9 years old. This is even noted in the English Football Leagues Youth Development Charter (2019) in which the performance pathway commences at the age of 9-11. This may have been a reason for the majority of participants to solely focus on this sport at this age, which will be discussed later. Helsen, et. al (1998) also found that football players generally start practising at the age of 5 however more focused and deliberate practise occurred around the ages of 12 years old. It could be argued however that based upon this study and previous studies (Ward, et. al. 2007, Anderson & Mayo, 2015) that the age has subsequently decreased over time due to increased demands for excellence. Ericsson, et. al (1993) have also indicated that elite performers distinguish themselves from non-elite performers during early stages of development and that this is reinforced by these undertaking in deliberate practise and play at earlier ages. Even though Gower College Swansea can-not be considered to be at elite status in regard to Premier League performance, it still takes part in the highest level available for College Football including The ECFA Premier League; ECFA Regional League and Welsh Colleges competitions. 
Upon analysing the results, it is possible to make a case that there is a clear link between sport selection and parental involvement. As noted by Holt & Knight (2014) there is an importance between parental involvement and the enjoyment and development of their children within sport. Parental involvement includes a host of different activities such as transportation, purchasing of equipment and attending games (Stein, Raedeke, & Glen, 1999) and all of these may be important factors contributing to sport selection within football players at Gower College Swansea however more research would be required for a greater understanding if this is the case. With the largest proportion of participants identifying that their father was the biggest influence, this is supported by Fredricks & Eccles (2004) who found that parental involvement can influence children’s long-term development within sport. Previous literature (Wolfenden & Holt, 2005) suggest that parents involvement goes even further with them being categorised as coaches, administrators and supporters and as discussed, further research would be required to understand if these were factors in fathers being influences in the participants of this study. What this study also indicates is that with 15 out of the 23 respondents choosing their father as the main influence, they also stated that the pursuit of rewards and the chance to progress were motivational factors for playing. It could be suggested therefore that there is a positive correlation between supportive parents and players to excel (Mills, et. al. 2012). With 7 of the respondents stating that a friend was an influencer in their decision to play football, this is supported by Macphail, Gorely & Kirk (2003) as discussed in the previous literature.  
The motivations for playing football in this study are wide ranging however based upon the responses from the participants, enjoyment seems to play a key role with the largest majority selecting this. Jakobsen (2014) suggests that enjoyment play a prominent role in the motivation for team sport athletes and this can be seen within this study. As found in previous literature (Chwaridzo, et. al. 2019) enjoyment is a key motivating factor for those who play rugby so it may appear there is a cross sport consensus. Of those who solely chose to focus on football at a younger age (5-7 & 8-10) there appears to be a link between this and the pursuit of rewards and the chance to progress. As discussed previously, parents are the biggest influencer based upon the results from these participants and as noted by Myer (2016) there may be a perceived notion from parents that if their children do not take part in sport at an early age they may miss out at higher level competition. It could be implied then that the reason why the participants selected this as a motivational factor was that this frame of mind was passed down from their parents however further research would need to be undertaken to see if this was the case. 
Despite there being a lack of scientific evidence to support the notion that early sport specialisation is effective (Kaleth & Mikesky, 2010) it does appear that based upon the participants perspectives it is an important factor with all but 2 respondents claiming it has helped their performance. Despite this perception that selecting one sport was important for performance. 14 of the respondents still part in additional activities which they felt helped improve their performance and this is linked to previous research (Pichardo, et. al. 2018) whereby sampling a range of activities can help athletes gain great physical maturation and training response. This is reinforced by statements given by the participants with one noting “feel the running I do helps with my fitness levels and the weight training I do helps with my strength”. This diversified range of training to help improve performance is supported by Sluder, et. al. (2017). Anyone starting deliberate practice early has the potential to have a greater benefit over their peers after some years (Ericsson, et. al. 1993) however this view could now be considered outdated as there is a clear lack of evidence to substantiate that the “10,000-hour rule” of deliberate practice has any baring on athletic performance (LaPrade, et. al. 2016). What this study shows is that even though a high percentage do feel that focusing on one sport is important, the majority of the participants acknowledge the need to take a more multi-sport approach to help increase their performance. Mayer, et. al (2016) has found that direct early sport specialisation may lead to a decrease in later life sporting skills so it could be argued that participants within this study who do take part in other activities have a greater chance at later life sporting fulfilment than those who do not. The athletes’ perspective that taking part in an array of sports is an important one when considering the physiological stresses that are placed on the body during competition. The Australian College of Sport and Exercise Physicians (2019) have even gone as far as to denounce sole specialisation due to the increase in physical strain that can be placed on an individual. The perception of the participants that using a range of multiple activities to enhance their performance in football is one which is reinforced by previous work (Mostafavifar, et. al. 2013) who state that a variety of activities are needed to develop a range of proper motor skills. Mostafavifar, et. al. (2013) go further by suggesting that any programme designed for a particular sport should include a range of activities to help with conditioning, injury reduction and reduce the risk of physical and mental burnout. It could also be argued that the participants within this study who do undertake in a wide range of other physical activities are able to identify from their diverse experiences and maybe less likely to experience a so called “specific sport culture” in which winning must be made at all costs (Coakley, et. al. 2010). What this means in real terms is that those participants who do take part in multiple activities can use the emotional and psychological experiences to help them through their sport, for example those who undertake tough and rigorous weight training, running for increased distances or cycling with a greater power output can draw on these types of training to help them break through any psychological barriers they may face whilst playing football.  
Considering the well-being implications involved in sport selection there is a majority of those who do feel an increase in pressure to perform. Of the respondents who stated there was an increase in pressure to perform, 92.86% also felt focusing on one sport was important to improve performance. These findings from this study are concerning and have the potential for further implications with Balyi & Hamilton (2004) finding that athletic burnout could be as a consequence of increase in performance pressure. What is encouraging based on the 23 participants however is that all but one stated that choosing football had a negative impact on their mental well-being with enjoyment being seen as a key motivator for continuing, this is supported by research conducted by Pluhar, et. al. (2019) who found that those within individual sports are more prone to take part for goal-oriented reasons while those in team sports play for fun and enjoyment. This does mean then that there is a high probability that the participants are not at risk of athletic burnout with Butcher, et. al. (2002) seeing lack of enjoyment as one of the biggest reasons for this. Brenner, et. al (2019) also supports this stating that lack of enjoyment is a major factor in burnout amongst young athletes. It does appear that enjoyment was more of a motivator for those in the older age groups based upon percentage (77.78% out of 9 respondents). There is an argument to be made that previous research (Myer, et, al. 2015) indicating that those who are younger are at a higher risk regarding their perception of increase pressure to perform and increase in risk of psychological distress with this study showing that those in the younger age groups having a more balanced view compared with those form the older age groups. This view is reinforced by Buhrow, et. al (2017) who found there was no difference between age groups regarding these factors. It has been identified that organised sport such as football is associated with a decrease in risk of anxiety, depression, and feelings of hopelessness (Miller & Hoffman, 2009), this is supported by Eime, et. al (2009) who found that organised sport correlates more positively with adolescent mental health than any other form of physical activity. This can be reflected within the study with 22 of the 23 respondents stating that selecting football has not had a negative effect on their mental well-being and all but one of the respondents are enjoying football compared to when they started playing. The reasons for this are not found within this study and although it is 22 of the 23 respondents answered this way, further research and intervention must be required to identity the reasons behind the responses on those who answered negatively. 







	6.) Conclusion
The aim and purpose of this study was to understand the reasons contributing to selecting football, and the physical and well-being effects associated with it based upon the players own perspectives. What this study does indicate is that football does not conform to the usual age in which young athletes chose to solely focus on a chosen sport with more focused and deliberate practise coming at the age of 12. The participants within this study therefore relate far greater to the player pathway systems as indicated by the English Football League and over time the average age of players choosing to play football as decreased over the years with previous research (Ward, et. al. 2007, Anderson & Mayo, 2015) supporting this theory. It is important to note that this study is based specifically in relation to footballers and therefore further research is required to gain a much broader perspective across multiple sports. Amongst the participants within the study it appears that parental involvement (specifically fathers) have played a huge role in the influence of the footballers. Previous research (Fredricks & Eccles, 2004; Wolfenden & Holt, 2005) support this by observing that parental involvement is a key component in sport selection. The reasons for the participants indicating that their fathers were an influential factor in them choosing is one which is not discussed within this paper and further research would be required to establish why this is the case. The motivations for taking part in football vary greatly within the pool of participants however enjoyment is seen as the biggest motivation and there appears to be a similarity with other sports regarding this motivational factor (Chwaridzo, et. al. 2019). This study did find that those who were younger upon solely focusing on football were more likely to be motivated by the pursuit of rewards and the chance to progress. This study does however does not go into detail regarding this and it would be prudent in future to understand why this was the case within those participants and whether if they have not achieved such rewards or progression they sook had any negative connotations regarding their mental well-being. The participants perception of how sport selection has effected them does not necessarily correlate with that of more recent research with the majority of participants stating it has had a positive impact despite their being no scientific research to support this (Kaleth & Mikesky, 2010). This study does highlight however there is a high number of participants who partake in other physical activities with them understanding the importance of such, not just for now but for in future with Mayer, et. al (2016) finding that early specialisation can lead to a decrease in later life sporting skills, so diversification is key. This is supported by Mostafavifar, et. al. (2013) who indicate that a wide range of activities are needed for conditioning, injury prevention and to negate the risk of physical and emotional burnout. This study found that there was one concerning aspect regarding the mental well-being of the participants with a high number indicating they felt that there was an increase in pressure to perform, Balyi & Hamilton (2004) even suggested that this could lead to athlete burnout so it would be essential in future research to investigate the reasons as to why these participants felt such an increase in pressure to perform. It is encouraging that one of the key motivations for playing football within this group was Enjoyment and this was particularly seen within those who selected football at a later age. This study is narrow in the scope into the reasons for this however (Myer, et, al. 2015) have indicated that those who are younger are more pre dispositioned to an increase in pressure to perform and this could be related to those who are younger feel like increase in pressure due to a motivational factor being the pursuit of rewards or even a professional contract within the sport. This could have significant implications in future for these participants and it would be key to establish if these are reasons for such and put in place a strategy to help deal with any setbacks to avoid any psychological distress. In terms of the overall perception of the players mental well-being in relation to selecting football, the most pleasing aspect is that, at this current time 22 out of the 23 respondents stated it had not had a negative impact. This however does not mean this will always be the case and therefore it is imperative that the players are continuously provided with the best knowledge and advice to help maintain their mental well-being within football. Of the 1 respondent that did feel as if football has had a negative impact it is absolutely essential that the reasons for this are identified and if possible rectified to ensure that this player can continue to play without further implications.





6.1) Key Recommendations
· Mayer, et. al (2016) found that early specialisation can lead to a decrease in later life sporting skills, so diversification is vital. This is supported by Mostafavifar, et. al. (2013) who indicate that a wide range of activities are needed for conditioning, injury prevention and to negate the risk of physical and emotional burnout. In line with this research and previous research before it is important the football academy utilise a wide variety of cross training to help the players avoid the apparent pitfalls associated with singular sport development. 
·  Myer, et, al. (2015) indicated that those who are younger are more pre dispositioned to an increase in pressure to perform and this could be related to those who are younger feeling like increase in pressure due to a motivational factors being the pursuit of rewards or even a professional contract within the sport. Further research is needed to establish whether this is the case however all efforts must be made to ensure players within the academy are able to perform for reasons not solely reliant on rewards to prevent player dropout if failure occurs. 
· Further understanding is required to establish the reason as to why younger players appear to be more driven by the pursuit of rewards, this study is small on participant number and a larger number would be more effective in understanding this reason. 
· Further research is required across a variety of different sports in comparison with football to understand if the motivational and influential aspects are similar or different. 
· Despite only one player indicating that playing football has had a negative impact on their mental well-being, Gower College Swansea must ensure all safeguards are in place and maintained to prevent regular occurrences in future. 
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