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Talent development and
(dis)empowering coach-created
motivational climates among
South African youth football players

Walter Steenbok1 , Alliance Kubayi2 , Heather Morris-Eyton1 ,
Joseph A Stone3 and Faye F Didymus4

Abstract
The environments in which coaches help create have a significant influence on the development of talented players.

Therefore, this study investigated perceptions of talent development environments (TDEs) and coach-created motiv-

ational climates among South African youth football players. A total of 112 male amateur players (Mage= 16.2± 1.1

years; Mplaying experience= 8.6± 2.1 years) voluntarily completed the Talent Development Environment Questionnaire-5

and the Empowering and Disempowering Motivational Climates Questionnaire. The results showed that empowerment

in coach-created motivational climates correlated strongly with three TDE dimensions: communication (r= .65, p< .01),
long-term development (r= .61, p< .01) and alignment of expectations (r= .56, p< .01). There was also a strong relation-

ship between disempowerment in coach-created motivational climates and the holistic quality dimension of TDE (r= .67,

p< .01). Through multiple linear regression, long-term development (β= .37, p< .01) and communication (β= .41,

p< .01) were found to be significant predictors of empowerment in coach-created motivational climates.

Furthermore, holistic quality (β= .64, p< .01) and alignment of expectations (β= .22, p< .05) were found to be significant

predictors of disempowerment in coach-created motivational climates. These results suggest that coaches should empha-

sise an atmosphere that supports learning and development pathways to create an environment with long-term goals that

are clear, consistent, and coherent.
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Introduction
To achieve excellence, sport associations and clubs invest
significant resources to find the best players and nurture
talent.1,2 In football, emphasis is placed on talent develop-
ment programmes to identify and cultivate the next gener-
ation of talented players.3 Talent development is concerned
with providing the most appropriate learning environments
to realise players’ potential.4 This suggests that to effect-
ively support athletes and their development, talent devel-
opment environments (TDEs) would benefit from being
carefully thought out, comprehensive, and evidence-based.5

In TDEs, individuals participate in regular structured
training and learning activities intended to assist them in
achieving excellence.6,7 Because of their role in support-
ing young players to advance towards the elite level, the
effectiveness of TDEs is essential to the ongoing develop-
ment of competent and healthy athletes who compete on
the global stage.3,8

Effective TDEs
To achieve proficiency in their chosen sports, talented ath-
letes must attune to outside influences, including demanding
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training regimens.9 Several essential aspects of effective
TDEs have been identified in review studies.10,11 In particu-
lar, the literature has consistently identified the following
five environmental elements as important to talent develop-
ment: (1) alignment of expectations (e.g., goal setting and
review), (2) communication (e.g., continuous feedback,
rationale for training), (3) the holistic quality of preparation
(e.g., balanced training and life outside sport, caring
coach), (4) a long-term development focus (e.g., fundamental
training and development pathway, de-emphasising of
winning), and (5) support networks (e.g., parental support,
sport science support).12,13

The Talent Development Environment Questionnaire
(TDEQ) developed by Martindale et al.13 has been widely
used as an instrument for assessing players’ perceptions
of TDEs. The TDEQ has undergone continuous develop-
ment to enhance its psychometric properties,14 with the
‘TDEQ-5’ being the most widely used version.12 For
example, Mills et al.15 used the TDEQ to investigate elite
youth football academy players’ perceptions of the quality
of their development environment in the UK. The results
showed that the academies excelled in aspects pertaining
to quality coaching, organisation, and sport-related
support. However, academies seemed to be lacking in
areas such as player understanding, critical stakeholder
partnerships, and links to senior progression.

Previous studies employing the TDEQ-5 have reported that
athletes typically rank long-term development as a key TDE
dimension, with an emphasis on player training and advance-
ment.16,17 Gesbert et al.18 who examined the perspectives of
Swiss elite youth football players regarding the quality of
their TDEs, found that long-term development focus, alignment
of expectations, and communication were rated as the highest
factors, whilst support networks and the holistic quality of prep-
aration were considered lowest dimensions. Elements pertain-
ing to holistic development have generally been regarded as
lacking in a variety of surveyed TDEs.18 Holistic quality of
preparation tends to be characterised by low coach concern
for players’ health and well-being, their lives outside sport,
and how they manage their training and competition.19,20

Furthermore, research has demonstrated that psychological
skills play an important role in the development of talented
athletes. Specifically, Andronikos et al.21 highlighted that
psychological skills (e.g., relatedness, intrinsic goals and
mastery-approach goals) of athletes were positively associated
with the long-term development focus dimension of TDEs.
Thus, a better understanding of the talent development experi-
ence which can predict psychological skills (i.e., coach-created
motivational climates) would be useful in helping provide guid-
ance to coaches and those in charge of operationalising TDEs.22

Coach-created motivational climates
Most studies on the coach-created social psychological envir-
onment have been underpinned by the self-determination

theory.23 Building on this research, Duda24 proposed a hier-
archical conceptualisation of the motivational climate
created by coaches that incorporates the main social envir-
onmental feature that SDT emphasises. Research has shown
that a variety of coach-related factors effect players’ per-
formance, motivation, well-being, and sustained engage-
ment in sport. Specifically, there is strong evidence that
coaches’ motivational climates influences players’
thoughts, emotions, and behaviours.25 According to
Duda’s24 conceptualisation, the coach-created motivational
climate should be viewed as multifacet in nature and can be
either ‘empowering’ or ‘disempowering’.25 The motiv-
ational climate that a coach creates can be classified as
either empowering or disempowering. An empowering
climate is marked by task-involving, autonomy-supportive,
and socially supportive characteristics.26 When using a
task-involved climate, the focus is placed on effort, personal
mastery and/or individual improvement.25,27 In sport, a
task-involving environment is defined by the coach’s
emphasis on skill development, teamwork, and effort.27 In
an autonomy-supportive environment, the coach acknowl-
edges the athletes’ preferences and considers their view-
points, gives them meaningful choices and acknowledges
their feelings, welcomes their input in decision-making,
and justifies any behaviour they ask of them.26,28 Lastly,
in a socially supportive environment, athletes feel that
their coach values and cares about them as individuals irre-
spective of their performance.28,29

In contrast, a disempowering climate is characterised
by ego-involving and controlling features.24 Adopting an
ego-involved of competence makes the person appreciate
‘being the best’ in comparison to others. It is believed
that a coach-created environment that is highly
ego-involving will support this idea of competence.25 An
ego-involving climate is typified by athletes’ believing
that their coach penalises their faults, treats them differ-
ently according to their respective skill levels, and
fosters rivalry among team members.27 A controlling
climate occurs when coaches coerce, pressure, and intimi-
date their players.30 Additionally, a controlling coach
expresses dissatisfaction and lower tolerance for athletes
who have performed poorly, comparable to the penalising
of errors by an ego-involving coach. Studies have found
that a controlling coaching environment is associated
with higher levels of psychological need thwarting
among athletes.30,31

Association between TDEs and coach-created
motivational climates
Whilst previous studies have investigated athletes’ charac-
terisations of TDEs and coach-created motivational cli-
mates in isolation, there has been little research into the
relationship between the two. One of the few relevant
studies was conducted by Hauser et al.,32 who assessed
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the relationship between TDEs and coach-created motiv-
ational climates among German elite youth athletes.
Hauser et al.32 found that the holistic quality dimension
was negatively impacted by disempowerment and posi-
tively impacted by empowerment created by coaches.
Therefore, it suggests that coaches are important for pro-
moting TDEs that are conducive to athletes’ growth and
can significantly impact their developmental outcomes.32

Whilst this study provided some baseline information on
the relationships between TDEs and coach-create motiv-
ational climates, such information is sparse.

Current study
Research within the South African context has focused on
athletes’ perceptions of TDEs33 without investigating the
potential role of coach-created motivational climates
among youth athletes.22 Given that coaches play a consid-
erable role in motivating athletes; enhancing their skill
development; and helping them to feel autonomous,
valued, and capable in their sport,34 further research is
needed to examine the possible relationship between
TDEs and coach-created motivational climates among
youth players. This is particularly important in countries
such as South Africa, where little research exists in this
area compared to Western countries.32,35 Like many other
nations, South Africa places high importance on sport
achievement and the development of promising athletes
using scientific methods. However, cohesive and integrated
trajectories for player development are typically lacking in
this country.36

Understanding how the environment affects players is
essential to identify what qualities are essential for success-
ful talent development.21 Therefore, the aim of this study is
threefold: (1) to examine South African youth football male
amateur players’ perceptions of their TDEs, (2) to assess
those male amateur players’ perceptions of the coach-
created motivational climates in which they train, and (3)
to examine the relationship between the male amateur
players’ perceptions of their TDEs and coach-created
motivational climates. Investigating TDEs on amateur
players is essential as footballers in this level are at an
important stage of learning the skills needed for the game
to support their talent development pathway. The findings
of this study are anticipated to be useful for informing
coaches on how to create optimal environments for
players’ learning and development.

Methods

Participants
A total of 112 male amateur youth football players (Mage=
16.2± 1.1 years; Mplaying experience= 8.6± 2.1 years) were
recruited from two South African football academies.

These two academies were chosen because of their reputa-
tion in developing and producing players to football profes-
sional clubs in the South African Premier Soccer League.
Participants were purposively selected on the basis that
they were currently participating in formal leagues affiliated
with the South African Football Association.

Measures
Questionnaires were used to gather demographic informa-
tion (e.g., age, playing experience) and players’ assess-
ments of their TDEs and coach-created motivational
climates.

Talent development environment questionnaire-5 (TDEQ-5).
The TDEQ-512 was used to assess the perceived quality
of players’ TDEs. This 25-item questionnaire incorporates
the following five factors: (1) long-term development
focus (five items; e.g., ‘My training is specifically designed
to help me develop effectively in the long term’), (2) holis-
tic quality of preparation (seven items; e.g., ‘My coach
rarely talks to me about my well-being’), (3) support
network (four items; e.g., ‘Currently, I have access to a
variety of different types of professionals to help my
sports development’), (4) communication (four items;
e.g., ‘My coach and I often try to identify what my next
big test will be before it happens’), and (5) alignment of
expectations (five items; e.g., ‘My coaches make time to
talk to my parents about me and what I am trying to
achieve’). Each item is measured using a seven-point
Likert scale from 0 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree).

Empowering and disempowering motivational climates
questionnaire (EDMCQ-C). The 32-item EDMCQ-C25 was
used to assess empowerment and disempowerment in
coach-created motivational climates as perceived by
players. The empowering climate items measure the
extent to which coaching is task-involving (nine items;
e.g., ‘My coach encouraged players to try new skills’),
autonomy-supportive (five items; e.g., ‘My coach gave
players choices and options’), and socially supportive
(three items; e.g., ‘My coach really appreciated players as
people, not just as athletes’). The disempowering climate
items measure the extent to which coaching is
ego-involving (seven items; e.g., ‘My coach substituted
players when they made a mistake’) and controlling (eight
items; e.g., ‘My coach was less supportive of players
when they were not training and/or playing well’). Each
item is scored on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

Data collection
Before data collection, ethics approval was obtained from
the local university ethics committee. Permission to
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conduct the study was also sought from the South African
Football Association. After explaining the purpose and
nature of the study as well as how information would be
anonymised and used, informed assent was obtained from
players’ parents or legal guardians. Each participant was
also required to sign an informed consent form if they
opted to participate. Participants were made aware that
their involvement in the study was entirely voluntary and
that they could withdraw at any time without consequences.
Data were gathered over a period of two months, during
which two members of the research team visited the two
academies attended by the participants on mutually
agreed dates. During these visits, hard copies of the two
questionnaires were supplied to participants. These were
filled out at the football teams’ practice or game locations
and returned to the researchers for secure transportation
and storage.

Statistical analysis
Descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations) were
computed for dimensions of the TDEs and empowerment
and disempowerment in coach-created motivational cli-
mates. Pearson product-moment correlation was used to
assess relationships between the TDE dimensions and
(dis)empowerment in coach-created motivational climates.
The correlation coefficients were categorised as follows:
small (.10 to .29), medium (.30 to .49), and large (.50 to
1.0.37 Additionally, two hierarchical multiple linear regres-
sion analyses were conducted to determine whether TDE
dimensions predicted coach-created motivational climates.
For each regression model, players’ age and playing experi-
ence were treated as control variables and entered in step
1. The predictor variables of interest were long-term devel-
opment, holistic quality of preparation, support networks,
communication, and alignment of expectations. Since no
theoretical causal sequence could be found, the main pre-
dictors were entered together in step 2.

Empowerment and disempowerment in coach-created
motivational climates served as the respective dependent
variables for the two regression models. Prior to the evalu-
ation of final models for each dependent variable, assump-
tions of regression were checked. There was no evidence of

multicollinearity among the variables, as all tolerance statis-
tics were higher than 0.1 and variance inflation factor statis-
tics were below 10.38 The Cronbach’s α coefficient was
used to assess the internal consistency of the TDEQ-5 and
EDMCQ-C. The level of significance was set at 0.05. All
statistical analyses were conducted using the Statistical
Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) version 28.

Results

Descriptive statistics
Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics and reliability ana-
lyses for the studied variables. Skewness and kurtosis
values for all subscales were less than 1, demonstrating
that the data were normally distributed.39 Cronbach’s α
coefficient values for all subscales were considered accept-
able.40 Of the TDE dimensions, players considered long-
term development, communication, and alignment of
expectations to be most important. Overall, players rated
the empowering aspects of their motivational climate as
high and the disempowering aspects as low.

Correlation analysis
The results of the Pearson correlations between TDE dimen-
sions and coach-created motivational climate ratings are dis-
played in Table 2.

Empowerment in coach-created motivational climates
correlated strongly with three TDE dimensions: communi-
cation (r= .65, p < 0.01), long-term development (r= .61,
p < 0.01) and alignment of expectations (r= .56, p < 0.01).
Furthermore, there was a strong relationship between dis-
empowerment in coach-created motivational climates and
the holistic quality dimension of TDE (r= .67, p < 0.01).

Hierarchical multiple linear regression analysis
Table 3 shows the results of hierarchical multiple linear
regression analyses on whether TDE dimensions predicted
coach-created motivational climates. In the first hierarch-
ical regression analysis, playing experience was the only
significant predictor of empowerment in coach-created

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for study variables.

M SD Skewness Kurtosis Cronbach’s α

Long-term development 5.13 .77 −.64 −.42 .677

Holistic quality 3.13 1.68 .21 −.71 .904

Support network 3.70 1.66 −.35 −.39 .846

Communication 4.26 1.49 −.69 −.20 .867

Alignment of expectation 4.03 1.47 −.33 −.51 .813

Empowerment 4.32 .63 −.91 .33 .879

Disempowerment 2.98 1.16 .26 −.91 .944
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motivational climates in step 1 (t(107)=−2.32, p < 0.05).
The step 1 model was significant (F(2, 107)= 3.19,
p < 0.05), explaining 5% of the variance in empowerment.
In step 2, the addition of the five dimensions of TDE
accounted for a further 49% of the variance (R squared
change= .49; F change (5, 102)= 21.62, p < 0.01). The
complete model thus explained 54% of the total variance
(F(7, 102)= 17.23, p < 0.01). In the final model, two vari-
ables were significant predictors of empowerment in
coach-created motivational climates: long-term develop-
ment (β= .37, t(107)= 4.23, p < 0.01) and communication
(β= .41, t(107)= 3.52, p < 0.01).

In the second hierarchical regression analysis, playing
experience was the only significant predictor of disem-
powerment in coach-created motivational climates in step 1
(t(107)=−2.25, p < 0.05). The model in step 1 was signifi-
cant (F(2, 107)= 3.78, p < 0.05), accounting for 7% of the
variance in disempowerment. In step 2, the inclusion of
the five TDE dimensions explained an additional 44%
of the variance (R squared change= .44; F change(5, 102)
= 18.51, p < 0.01). The whole model was significant
(F(7, 102)= 18.51, p < 0.01), accounting for 51% of the

total variance in disempowerment. The holistic quality
(β= .64, t(107)= 8.37, p < 0.01) and alignment of expecta-
tions (β= .22, t(107)= 1.99, p < 0.05) dimensions of TDE
were significant predictors of disempowerment in coach-
created motivational climates in the final model.

Discussion
This study builds on extant literature by investigating
talent development and coach-created motivational cli-
mates within a South African youth football context. Spe-
cifically, it explored (1) South African youth football male
amateur players’ perceptions of their TDEs, (2) players’
perceptions of the coach-created motivational climates in
which they train, and (3) relationships between players’
perceptions of their TDEs and coach-created motivational
climates.

The first aim of the study was to investigate youth foot-
ball players’ perceptions of their TDEs. Among the TDE
dimensions, long-term development was identified as the
most prominent subscale and hence should be a core area
for coaches to focus on when designing their environments.

Table 2. Bivariate correlations between dimensions of TDE and coach-created motivational climates.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Age − .431** −.095 −.121 .120 −.002 −.121 −.094 −.147
2. Playing experience – −.149 −.125 −.100 −.289** −.312** −.237* −.254**
3. Long-term development – .195* .361** .534** .545** .607** .151

4. Holistic quality – .320** .102 .193* .006 .669**

5. Support network – .648** .579** .396** .293**

6. Communication – .748** .654** .212*

7. Alignment of expectation – .562** .324**

8. Empowerment – −.040
9. Disempowerment –

*p< 0.05. **p< 0.01.

Table 3. Players’ perceptions of TDEs predicting coach-created motivational climates.

Empowerment Disempowerment

B SE B β p-value B SE B β p-value

Step 1

Age .005 .057 .010 .925 −.047 .104 −.047 .652

Playing experience −.072 .031 −.241 .022* −.129 .057 −.233 .026*

Step 2

Age −.028 .042 −.052 .502 .000 .080 .000 .997

Playing experience −.012 .024 −.039 .627 −.064 .045 −.116 .159

Long-term development .300 .068 .369 .000** −.176 .130 −.117 .179

Holistic quality −.049 .028 −.132 .078 .442 .053 .640 .000**

Support network .003 .037 .007 .941 −.019 .071 −.027 .789

Communication .174 .050 .415 .001** .019 .095 .025 .838

Alignment of expectation .023 .047 .053 .627 .177 .089 .225 .049*

*p< 0.05. **p< 0.01.
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This finding aligns with Gangsø et al.41 who reported that
Norwegian under-19 football players rated long-term devel-
opment highest, believing that their environment was of
outstanding quality. This could be due to the fact that
academy coaches’ priorities are to create and implement
training plans that support players’ long-term success. In
contrast, holistic quality was rated the lowest-ranked TDE
facet, contradicting a previous study Gangsø et al.41 This
discrepancy might be due to the focus of the current
study on players at non-elite academies. However, this
low rating for holistic quality is concerning, as it suggests
that the sampled South African academies do not prioritise
players’ mental health, well-being, and lives beyond foot-
ball12 and therefore should be an area for coaches to
focus upon further. Although this study did not examine
coaches’ perceptions of TDEs, coaches should be equipped
to develop players holistically, fostering their psychological
preparation and overall life balance.

The second aim of the study was to assess players’ per-
ceptions of coach-created motivational climates. Football
players identified task involvement as the most important
factor in a coach-created empowering motivational
climate. This aligns with Cooper,42 who reported that
task involvement has the greatest impact on player devel-
opment in youth academies. Research suggests that posi-
tive coaching techniques, particularly with younger
players, yield the best outcomes, as coaches can influence
players’ actions and behaviours.43 Moreover, Appleton
et al.25 found that a task-involved approach promotes per-
sonal mastery, effort, and growth. The present findings
also demonstrate that autonomy support is a key compo-
nent of a coach-created motivational climate. Athletes
whose autonomy is encouraged tend to show the most
favourable motivational reactions, including competence
and integrated motivation.44

Our finding that the football players gave the lowest
rating to controlling and ego-involving coaching is note-
worthy. Bartholomew et al.30 describe a controlling
climate as one where coaches threaten, intimidate, or pres-
sure players. Bartholomew et al.30 argue that a controlling
coach who punishes players is similar to an ego-involving
coach who expresses displeasure and has little tolerance
for poor performance. Hence, football coaches in South
Africa may benefit from programmes that teach them how
to create more empowering climates.45 Relevant knowledge
can be obtained through coaching classes, seminars, and
workshops where coaches learn how to foster environments
that encourage players to give their best effort.

The third aim of the study was to examine relationships
between players’ perceptions of their TDEs and coach-
created motivational climates. Significant relationships
were found between the three TDE dimensions (long-term
development, communication, and alignment of expect-
ation) and an empowering coach-created motivational
climate. Hierarchical regression analysis further confirmed

that long-term development and communication were sign-
ificant predictors of such an empowering climate. These
findings suggest that coaches should allow athletes to
make mistakes and provide them with frequent progress
updates, feedback, and justifications for training drills and
activities.32 These factors appear to foster psychological
safety, which encompasses athletes’ beliefs that they can
discuss problems, ask for help, and receive feedback from
coaches without negative consequences. A mastery- and
needs-oriented atmosphere could help coaches foster ath-
letes’ growth into socially proficient and well-rounded
people.32

Holistic quality was significantly correlated with both
ego-involving and controlling coaching climates.
Hierarchical regression analysis confirmed holistic quality
as the only TDE facet that significantly predicted disem-
powerment in coach-created motivational climates. Since
holistic quality reflects the extent to which the TDE sup-
ports player development both inside and outside the ath-
letic setting,32 this finding suggests that coaches may
neglect players’ well-being, their lives outside sport, or
their balance between training and competition.19,20,46

Therefore, coaches who create a more ego-involving and
controlling environment may not only neglect the overall
development of athletes but may also prevent them from
developing important skills, including time management,
effective communication, decision-making, and
problem-solving, because athletes feel unable to use these
skills independently.32

Strengths, limitations and future research
The findings of this study contribute to understanding of
how to foster an environment that effectively supports
player development within the South African youth football
context. However, participants were recruited from
non-elite academies, hence further work is required to
understand contexts that focus on higher levels of football
ability. Finally, the cross-sectional design prevents causal
inferences, offering a snapshot of data at one point in
time. Longitudinal research using various techniques is
required to investigate the long-term impacts of TDEs and
coach-created motivational climates for South African
youth football players.

Conclusion
This is the first study to investigate the perceptions of TDEs
and coach-created motivational climates among youth foot-
ball players in South Africa. These perceptions were gener-
ally positive. Long-term athlete development was the
highest-rated dimension, whereas holistic quality had the
lowest rating. Players rated empowering coach-created
motivational climates positively and disempowering cli-
mates negatively. Holistic quality was a key predictor of
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disempowering motivational climates, and long-term devel-
opment and communication were both significant predic-
tors of empowering climates. This study offers important
information to help coaches better prepare their players
by frequently providing feedback on their training and
overall development. It also highlights the need for
coaches to cultivate the overall growth of athletes by
helping them to balance the demands of practice, competi-
tion, skill development, well-being, and their personal lives.
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