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ABSTRACT

Identifying and developing talent in youth sports is a complex challenge that goes 
beyond just physical abilities and technical skills; it also includes important psy-
chological factors vital for athlete growth and success. This chapter highlights 
the evolution of talent identification methods, shifting from a focus on observable 
physical traits like speed and strength to incorporating psychological characteristics 
that influence long-​term performance. Current systems struggle with challenges 
such as prioritizing immediate results and relying too heavily on subjective assess-
ments, often overlooking the psychological aspects essential for nurturing young 
athletes. By exploring frameworks that integrate psychological evaluations into 
talent identification, this chapter aims to enhance the effectiveness and fairness of 
talent development systems. Furthermore, it emphasises the need for practices that 
support not only athletic excellence but also the overall well-​being and motivation 
of youth athletes, ultimately promoting healthier, more inclusive talent development 
strategies in sports.
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INTRODUCTION

Talent identification and development in youth sports represents one of the 
most complex challenges facing contemporary sports science and pedagogy. The 
process of identifying, selecting, and nurturing young athletes with potential for 
future excellence demands a sophisticated understanding of not only physiological 
and technical factors but also the psychological dimensions that underpin athletic 
development and performance. Within the broader context of emerging pedagogical 
practices in physical and sports education, the psychological factors that influence 
talent identification and development have emerged as critical yet often underex-
plored components of youth athlete success.

The landscape of talent identification has evolved significantly over recent decades, 
moving from approaches primarily focused on physical attributes and technical skills 
toward more holistic frameworks that recognise the essential role of psychological 
characteristics in predicting future performance potential. This evolution reflects a 
growing recognition that athletic excellence emerges from a complex interplay of 
physical capabilities, technical proficiency, tactical understanding, and psychological 
attributes that collectively determine an athlete’s capacity to navigate the demanding 
journey from novice to elite performer.

Current talent identification systems across various sporting contexts continue 
to face significant challenges, including the tendency to prioritise current perfor-
mance over future potential, the overreliance on subjective assessment methods, 
and the insufficient attention paid to psychological factors that may significantly 
influence long-​term development trajectories. As Xiang et al. (2022) highlight, 
physical, psychological, coach, and environmental factors represent the four main 
aspects affecting sports talent identification, with psychological factors playing a 
particularly significant role in the process of talent identification and development. 
Despite this recognition, psychological assessment often remains secondary to 
physiological measures in many talent identification programs, creating potential 
gaps in the identification and development of promising young athletes.

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the psychological factors that influence 
talent identification and development in youth sports, with a particular focus on 
frameworks and strategies that can enhance the effectiveness and equity of talent 
development systems. By integrating contemporary research evidence with practi-
cal applications, this chapter aims to provide a comprehensive exploration of how 
psychological assessment can be meaningfully incorporated into talent identification 
processes, how developmental considerations should inform these approaches, and 
how evidence-​based strategies can be implemented to support the holistic develop-
ment of youth athletes.
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The significance of this topic extends beyond the realm of elite sports perfor-
mance. As Till and Baker (2020) emphasise, talent identification and development 
systems must not only be effective in identifying potential but also “healthy” in 
their approach to youth athlete development. This perspective recognises that talent 
identification processes have profound implications for young athletes’ psychological 
well-​being, motivation, and long-​term engagement in sport. By adopting psycholog-
ically informed approaches to talent identification and development, practitioners 
can create systems that not only identify and nurture sporting excellence but also 
support positive youth development more broadly.

Despite the progressive shift towards holistic frameworks, a critical lens reveals 
inherent challenges and potential pitfalls within contemporary talent identification 
systems. The persistent tendency to prioritise immediate performance over long-​term 
potential often leads to the premature exclusion of late-​maturing athletes or those 
whose development trajectories are non-​linear. This can inadvertently foster a ‘talent-​
hoarding’ mentality, where early success is disproportionately rewarded, potentially 
stifling the diverse pathways through which true excellence emerges. Furthermore, 
the overreliance on subjective assessment methods, even within seemingly objective 
psychological evaluations, introduces biases that can perpetuate existing inequalities 
and limit the identification of unconventional talent. The very act of ‘identifying’ 
talent, particularly in formative years, can also impose undue psychological pressure 
on young athletes, transforming the inherent joy of participation into a high-​stakes 
performance environment, which may contribute to burnout and early dropout rates. 
Thus, while the recognition of psychological factors is a significant step forward, the 
practical implementation of these insights demands continuous critical scrutiny to 
ensure equitable, healthy, and truly developmental outcomes for all youth athletes.

THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS OF TALENT IDENTIFICATION

Historical Perspectives on Talent Identification

Historically, talent identification in sports has predominantly focused on phys-
ical and anthropometric characteristics. Early approaches to identifying sporting 
talent relied heavily on observable physical attributes such as height, weight, speed, 
and strength (Vaeyens et al., 2008). This emphasis on physical characteristics was 
particularly evident in sports where specific physical attributes were considered 
prerequisites for success, such as height in basketball or body mass in rugby. As Till 
and Baker (2020) note, these early approaches often operated under the assumption 
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that talent was largely innate and could be identified through the assessment of 
relatively stable physical characteristics.

The scientific study of talent identification began to emerge more formally in 
the 1950s and 1960s, particularly in Eastern European countries where systematic 
approaches to identifying and developing athletic talent became central to national 
sporting strategies (Baker et al., 2018). These early systems were typically created 
on a top-​down approach, with talent scouts and coaches identifying young athletes 
who displayed the physical characteristics and technical skills that aligned with 
the perceived requirements of specific sports. Although these approaches yielded 
some successes, they often oversimplified the complexities of talent development 
and neglected psychological factors that could contribute significantly to long-​term 
athletic success.

As research progressed, scholars began to recognise the limitations of purely 
physical assessments, prompting a broader understanding of the attributes that 
contribute to success in sports. This realization paved the way for the integration of 
psychological, cognitive, and social factors into talent identification frameworks. The 
shift from a narrow focus on physical traits to a more comprehensive understanding 
of talent reflected a growing acknowledgment that successful athletic performance 
arises from a combination of innate abilities, developed skills, and environmental 
influences.

The concept of Long-​Term Athlete Development (LTAD) emerged as a pivotal 
framework in the late 20th century, emphasizing the importance of age-​appropriate 
training and competition. According to the LTAD model, talent identification should 
be a process that evolves over time, allowing for the development of a diverse skill 
set during early years and gradually specializing as athletes mature (Balyi et al., 
2013). This model aligns with contemporary insights regarding the significance 
of maintaining a broad sporting experience during formative years, thus fostering 
versatility in young athletes.

Contemporary talent identification models have also begun integrating knowl-
edge from psychology and performance science. The realization that psychological 
characteristics, such as mental resilience, goal orientation, and motivation, play 
a critical role in an athlete’s potential has led to a more balanced approach in the 
selection process. Researchers like Baker et al. (2018) have highlighted the need 
for identifying talent within the context of an athlete’s adaptability and cognitive 
skills, thus advocating for a multifaceted assessment that transcends traditional 
physical evaluations.
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Evolution from Physical-​Focused to Holistic Approaches

Talent identification has evolved towards a more comprehensive model that 
recognises the multidimensional nature of sporting talent. This evolution has been 
driven by research highlighting the limitations of physical-​focused approaches and 
the recognition that athletic development is influenced by an interplay of physical, 
technical, tactical, and psychological factors (Williams & Drust, 2012). As Xiang 
et al. (2022) emphasise, contemporary understanding of talent identification ac-
knowledges that physical, psychological, coach, and environmental factors all play 
significant roles in the identification and development of sporting talent.

This move towards a more holistic approach has been accompanied by a growing 
acknowledgement of the importance of psychological factors in determining future 
performance potential. Research by Owen et al. (2022) demonstrates that psycho-
logical models incorporating factors such as reduced burnout, reduced emotional 
exhaustion, and lower reduced sense of accomplishment can significantly contribute 
to talent selection decisions, with their study showing that psychological models 
correctly classified 62.26% of all players, 73.66% of forwards, and 60.42% of backs 
in youth rugby. Similarly, Tétreault et al. (2025) found that psychological charac-
teristics including perceptual-​cognitive skills and self-​regulated learning abilities 
could add to the prediction of current and future performance in elite ice hockey, 
particularly when analysed by position.

Defining Psychological Talent in Sports Contexts

Despite the growing recognition of psychological factors in talent identification, 
defining “psychological talent” in sports contexts remains challenging. Unlike 
physical attributes that can be measured with relative objectivity, psychological 
characteristics are often more difficult to assess reliably, particularly in young ath-
letes whose psychological development is still ongoing. As Johnston et al. (2017) 
note, there has been very limited work investigating the cognitive, perceptual, and 
psychological factors in talent identification compared to the extensive research on 
anthropometric and physical characteristics.

Psychological talent in sports contexts encompasses a range of attributes, in-
cluding cognitive abilities (e.g., decision-​making, game intelligence), motivational 
orientations (e.g., achievement motivation, goal orientation), emotional regulation 
(e.g., anxiety management, resilience), and personality traits (e.g., conscientious-
ness, emotional stability). Hill et al. (2019) suggest that coaches perceive youth 
athletes as more likely to succeed if they exhibit greater proactiveness, commitment, 
growth-​mindset, realistic performance evaluations, and resilience, as these skills 
help negotiate key challenges and developmental opportunities.
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Developmental vs. Performance-​Oriented Approaches

A significant tension in talent identification systems lies between developmen-
tal and performance-​oriented approaches. Performance-​oriented approaches focus 
primarily on identifying athletes who can achieve success in the short term, often 
prioritising current performance over long-​term potential. In contrast, developmen-
tal approaches emphasise the creation of environments that support the holistic 
development of young athletes, recognising that talent development is a long-​term 
process influenced by a range of factors beyond current performance capabilities.

The Personal Assets Framework proposed by Côté and colleagues (Côté et al., 
2014) represents an important developmental approach to talent identification and 
development. This framework emphasises how youth’s personal engagement in 
activities, quality social dynamics, and appropriate settings and organisational struc-
tures can foster immediate, short-​term, and long-​term developmental outcomes in 
sport (Kelly et al., 2022). By focusing on the development of personal assets rather 
than merely identifying current performance capabilities, this approach aligns with 
a more holistic understanding of talent development.

Ecological Dynamics and Constraints-​Led Approaches

More recently, ecological dynamics and constraints-​led approaches have emerged 
as influential frameworks for understanding talent identification and development. 
These approaches view athletic development as emerging from the interaction be-
tween the individual, the task, and the environment, rather than being determined 
solely by innate characteristics or deliberate practice (Davids et al., 2013). From 
this perspective, talent identification should focus not only on current capabilities 
but also on an athlete’s adaptability and capacity to respond to different constraints.

Ecological dynamics emphasises the importance of creating environments that 
allow young athletes to explore and develop their capabilities through exposure to 
appropriate challenges. This approach aligns with the concept of “representative 
learning design,” which suggests that practice and assessment environments should 
represent the key informational and decision-​making demands of competitive per-
formance contexts (Pinder et al., 2011). By creating representative environments 
for talent identification, practitioners can better assess an athlete’s capacity to adapt 
to the specific demands of their sport.

The constraints-​led approach, derived from ecological dynamics, categorises 
constraints into three interacting domains: organismic (individual), environmental, 
and task constraints. This framework provides a valuable lens for understanding 
how talent emerges through the dynamic interaction of these constraints over time. 
For talent identification, this perspective suggests the importance of assessing not 
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only current capabilities but also how these capabilities might develop in response 
to different constraints. As Renshaw et al. (2012) argue, talent identification should 
consider an athlete’s “adaptability” and their capacity to modify their behaviour in 
response to changing constraints rather than focusing solely on current performance 
levels.

KEY PSYCHOLOGICAL FACTORS IN TALENT IDENTIFICATION

Cognitive Abilities and Sport Intelligence

Cognitive abilities represent a crucial component of psychological talent in sports 
contexts. These abilities encompass a range of psychological processes including 
decision-​making, anticipation, pattern recognition, tactical awareness, and game 
intelligence. Research has increasingly demonstrated that these cognitive capabilities 
can differentiate between athletes of varying skill levels and may serve as important 
predictors of future performance potential.

Decision-​making ability has emerged as a particularly significant cognitive 
factor in talent identification. Tétreault et al. (2025) found that decision-​making 
skills, measured through perceptual-​cognitive tasks involving temporal occlusion 
and eye-​tracking, contributed to the prediction of current and future performance in 
elite ice hockey players. Similarly, research in other sports has shown that superior 
decision-​making abilities can distinguish between elite and sub-​elite athletes, even 
at relatively young ages (Williams & Ford, 2008).

Anticipation, the ability to predict upcoming events based on early environ-
mental cues, represents another important cognitive component of sporting talent. 
Expert athletes typically demonstrate higher anticipatory skills compared to their 
less skilled counterparts, allowing them to respond more appropriately to rapidly 
changing game situations (Mann et al., 2007). These anticipatory capabilities are 
particularly important in fast-​paced sports where time constraints place significant 
pressure on decision-​making processes.

Pattern recognition, the ability to identify meaningful patterns in complex game 
situations, also contributes to sporting expertise. Research has shown that expert 
athletes are better able to recognise and recall structured game patterns compared 
to novices, reflecting their more sophisticated mental representations of their sport 
(Williams & Davids, 1995). This enhanced pattern recognition allows skilled ath-
letes to process information more efficiently and make more effective decisions 
under pressure.

Game intelligence, a broader concept encompassing various cognitive abilities 
applied in sporting contexts, has been identified as a key factor in talent identi-
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fication across various sports. Kannekens et al. (2011) found that tactical skills, 
particularly “positioning and deciding,” were significant predictors of which youth 
soccer players would progress to professional levels. Their research suggests that 
game intelligence may be a more stable predictor of long-​term potential than phys-
ical or technical skills, which are more influenced by maturation and can change 
significantly during development.

The development of cognitive abilities in sport appears to be influenced by both 
deliberate practice and diverse sporting experiences. While deliberate practice in 
a specific sport can enhance domain-​specific cognitive skills, research suggests 
that early diversification across multiple sports may support the development of 
more transferable cognitive capabilities (Côté & Vierimaa, 2014). This finding 
has important implications for talent identification, suggesting that the assessment 
of cognitive abilities should consider not only sport-​specific skills but also more 
general cognitive capabilities that might transfer across different sporting contexts.

Motivational Orientations and Achievement Goal Theory

Individual motivation is a critical psychological factor in developing talent, 
influencing an athlete’s willingness to engage in the sustained, deliberate practice 
necessary for skill development. Research on motivation in sport has been signifi-
cantly influenced by achievement goal theory, which distinguishes between different 
types of achievement goals and their implications for performance and development.

Achievement goal theory differentiates between task (or mastery) orientation 
and ego (or performance) orientation (Nicholls, 1989). Task orientation involves a 
focus on personal improvement and mastery of defined skills, with success measured 
in terms of self-​referenced criteria such as learning and progress. In contrast, ego 
orientation involves a focus on demonstrating superiority over others, with success 
defined in terms of comparisons with other results or ability. Research suggests 
that while both orientations can contribute to achievement in certain contexts, task 
orientation is generally associated with more adaptive patterns of cognition, affect, 
and behaviour in the long term (Duda, 2001).

Self-​determination theory provides another important framework for understand-
ing motivation in talent development contexts (Ryan & Deci, 2000). This theory 
distinguishes between different types of motivation based on the degree to which 
they are autonomous or controlled. Intrinsic motivation, which involves engaging in 
an activity for its internal rewards or satisfaction, represents the most autonomous 
form of motivation and is associated with persistence, enjoyment, and well-​being. 
In contrast, extrinsic motivation, which involves engaging in an activity for external 
rewards or to avoid punishment, represents a more controlled form of motivation 
and may be less conducive to long-​term engagement and development.
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Research on motivational orientations in youth sport has identified several impli-
cations for talent identification and development. Motivational orientations appear 
to be relatively stable individual characteristics that can influence long-​term engage-
ment and development in sport. Athletes with higher task orientation and intrinsic 
motivation are more likely to persist in the face of challenges and to engage in the 
deliberate practice necessary for expertise development (Duda, 2001). Additionally, 
motivational orientations can be influenced by the motivational climate created by 
coaches, parents, and the broader sporting environment. A mastery climate, which 
emphasises personal improvement and effort, tends to foster task orientation and 
intrinsic motivation, while a performance climate, which emphasises comparison 
with others, competitive outcomes and demonstration of ability, tends to foster ego 
orientation and extrinsic motivation (Ames, 1992).

The implications of these findings for talent identification are significant. Tra-
ditional talent identification approaches that emphasise comparison and selection 
based on current performance may inadvertently create a performance climate that 
fosters ego orientation and extrinsic motivation, potentially undermining long-​term 
development. In contrast, talent identification approaches that emphasise individual 
development and progress may create a mastery climate that fosters task orientation 
and intrinsic motivation, potentially supporting long-​term engagement and devel-
opment. As Harwood and Swain (2002) argue, talent identification systems should 
consider not only current performance but also motivational orientations that might 
support long-​term development.

Emotional Regulation and Resilience

Emotional regulation, the ability to monitor, evaluate, and modify emotional 
reactions, represents a key psychological factor in talent development. Athletes must 
navigate a range of emotional challenges throughout their development, including 
performance pressure, competitive stress, setbacks, and failures. The ability to reg-
ulate emotions effectively in these challenging situations can significantly influence 
an athlete’s capacity to perform consistently and to pursue their goals when faced 
with obstacles.

Research has shown that effective emotional regulation strategies, such as cognitive 
reappraisal (reinterpreting emotional stimuli in a more positive way) and acceptance 
(acknowledging emotions without attempting to change them), are associated with 
better performance and well-​being in sport (Jones, 2003). In contrast, less effective 
strategies, such as suppression (attempting to inhibit emotional expression) and 
rumination (repeatedly focusing on negative aspects of a situation), are associated 
with poorer performance and increased psychological distress.
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Resilience, the ability to adapt positively to adversity, represents a related 
psychological factor that has received increasing attention in talent development 
research. Resilient athletes can maintain effective functioning in the face of sig-
nificant challenges and use setbacks as opportunities for growth and development. 
Research suggests that resilience is not a fixed trait but rather a dynamic process 
that can be developed through exposure to appropriate challenges and supportive 
environments (Fletcher & Sarkar, 2012).

The concept of “the rocky road to the top,” described by Collins and MacNamara 
(2012), emphasises the importance of resilience in talent development. This perspec-
tive suggests that encountering and successfully navigating challenges and setbacks 
during development may be essential for the development of psychological charac-
teristics that support long-​term success. From this perspective, talent identification 
should consider not only an athlete’s current performance capabilities but also their 
capacity to respond effectively to challenges and setbacks, recognising that this 
resilience may be a crucial factor in determining long-​term development potential.

Research by McCarthy and Collins (2014) provides empirical support for the 
“rocky road” hypothesis. Their study of elite athletes found that those who had 
experienced and successfully navigated significant challenges during their devel-
opment were more likely to achieve senior elite status compared to those who had 
experienced relatively smooth developmental trajectories. This finding suggests 
that resilience developed through overcoming challenges may be a crucial factor in 
long-​term athletic development.

The implications of these findings for talent identification are significant. Tradi-
tional talent identification approaches that focus primarily on current performance 
may overlook the importance of emotional regulation and resilience in long-​term 
development. In contrast, approaches that consider how athletes respond to challenges 
and setbacks may provide valuable insights into their long-​term development poten-
tial. As Collins et al. (2016) argue, talent identification should include “challenge 
profiling” to assess how athletes respond to different types of challenges to identify 
those with the psychological characteristics necessary for long-​term success.

Personality Traits and Their Relevance to Talent Development

Personality traits, relatively stable patterns of thinking, feeling, and behaving, 
have been examined as potential predictors of athletic success and development. 
While early research in this area yielded mixed results, more recent studies using 
contemporary personality frameworks such as the Five Factor Model (Costa & 
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McCrae, 1992) have provided more consistent findings regarding the relationship 
between personality and athletic development.

Research suggests that certain personality traits may be particularly relevant to 
talent development in sport. Conscientiousness, which encompasses traits such as 
organisation, persistence, and achievement-​striving, has been consistently asso-
ciated with success across various performance domains, including sport (Allen 
et al., 2013). Conscientious athletes tend to be more disciplined in their training, 
more persistent in the face of challenges, and more likely to engage in the deliberate 
practice necessary for expertise development.

Emotional stability (low neuroticism) represents another personality trait that may 
contribute to athletic development. Athletes with greater emotional stability tend 
to experience less anxiety and negative affect in response to competitive pressure 
and may be better able to maintain effective performance under stress (Woodman et 
al., 2010). This emotional stability may be particularly important in high-​pressure 
competitive situations where the ability to manage anxiety is crucial for performance.

Extraversion, characterised by sociability, assertiveness, and positive emotion-
ality, has also been associated with athletic development in certain contexts. Ex-
traverted athletes may benefit from their sociability in team sports, where effective 
communication and cooperation are important, and from their assertiveness in 
competitive situations that require confidence and decisiveness. However, the rela-
tionship between extraversion and athletic development appears to be more complex 
and context-​dependent than the relationships observed for conscientiousness and 
emotional stability.

The implications of these findings for talent identification are nuanced. On one 
hand, personality traits represent relatively stable individual characteristics that 
may influence long-​term development in sport. On the other hand, the relationship 
between personality and athletic success is complex and influenced by various 
contextual factors, including the specific demands of different sports and the nature 
of the development environment. As Allen et al. (2013) argue, talent identification 
should consider personality traits as one factor among many that may influence 
development, rather than as deterministic predictors of future success.

Growth Mindset and Developmental Potential

The concept of growth mindset, developed by Carol Dweck (2006), has gained 
significant attention in talent development research. A growth mindset involves the 
belief that abilities can be developed through dedication and hard work, in contrast 
to a fixed mindset, which involves the belief that abilities are largely innate and un-
changeable. Research suggests that athletes with a growth mindset are more likely 
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to embrace challenges, persist in the face of setbacks, learn from criticism, and find 
inspiration in the success of others (Dweck, 2006).

The relevance of growth mindset to talent development lies in its influence on 
how athletes approach learning and respond to challenges. Athletes with a growth 
mindset tend to view challenges and setbacks as opportunities for growth rather 
than as threats to their self-​worth, leading to greater persistence and more adaptive 
responses to failure. This perspective aligns with the understanding of talent de-
velopment as a long-​term process that inevitably involves challenges and setbacks.

Research in educational and sporting contexts has shown that mindsets can be 
influenced by the messages conveyed by significant others, including coaches, 
parents, and peers (Yeager & Dweck, 2012). Talent development environments that 
emphasise effort, learning, and improvement rather than innate ability may foster 
the development of growth mindsets in young athletes, potentially enhancing their 
long-​term development.

Traditional talent identification approaches that emphasise “natural talent” or 
innate ability may inadvertently foster fixed mindsets in young athletes, potentially 
undermining their long-​term development. In contrast, approaches that emphasise 
the role of effort, learning, and development may foster growth mindsets, potentially 
supporting long-​term engagement and development. As Hill et al. (2019) argue, 
talent identification should consider not only current performance but also mindsets 
that might support long-​term development.

ASSESSMENT FRAMEWORKS FOR PSYCHOLOGICAL TALENT

Psychometric Approaches and Their Limitations

Psychometric approaches to psychological assessment in talent identification 
typically involve standardised questionnaires and tests designed to measure specif-
ic psychological constructs. These approaches offer several advantages, including 
standardisation, quantitative measurement, and the ability to compare athletes 
against normative data. Common psychometric tools used in talent identification 
include personality inventories (e.g., NEO Personality Inventory), motivation scales 
(e.g., Sport Motivation Scale), and mental skills assessments (e.g., Athletic Coping 
Skills Inventory).

The Psychological Characteristics of Developing Excellence Questionnaire (PC-
DEQ), developed by MacNamara and Collins (2011), represents a psychometric tool 
specifically designed for talent identification contexts. This questionnaire assesses 
psychological characteristics that facilitate the development process, including 
commitment to excellence, coping with pressure, realistic performance evaluation, 
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planning and self-​organisation, and goal setting. The PCDEQ has demonstrated 
good reliability and validity in research with youth athletes and has been used in 
various talent identification programs to assess psychological characteristics relevant 
to development potential.

Despite these advantages, psychometric approaches face several limitations in 
talent identification contexts. Johnston et al. (2017) note that most studies within 
talent identification focus upon anthropometric and physical characteristics with 
very limited work investigating cognitive, perceptual, and psychological factors. 
This imbalance reflects both the historical emphasis on physical attributes and the 
methodological challenges associated with psychological assessment.

One significant limitation of psychometric approaches is their reliance on self-​
report, which may be subject to individual bias, particularly in contexts where athletes 
are aware that assessment results may influence selection decisions. Young athletes 
may provide responses they believe will increase their chances of selection rather 
than responses that accurately reflect their psychological characteristics (Tétreault 
et al., 2025).

Another limitation concerns the ecological validity of standardised psychometric 
assessments. Psychological characteristics that contribute to sporting success often 
manifest in specific competitive and training contexts rather than in controlled 
assessment environments. Standardised questionnaires may not adequately capture 
how psychological attributes function in the dynamic, pressurised environments of 
competitive sport (Rees et al., 2016).

Furthermore, the developmental appropriateness of psychometric assessments 
for youth athletes represents another important consideration. Many standardised 
psychological assessments were developed for adult populations and may not be 
appropriate for younger athletes with different cognitive, emotional, and social 
capabilities. The language, content, and response formats of these assessments 
may not be suitable for younger athletes, potentially compromising the validity and 
reliability of the assessment results.

Behavioural Observation Frameworks

Behavioural observation frameworks offer an alternative or complementary 
approach to psychometric assessment in talent identification. These frameworks 
involve the systematic observation of athletes’ behaviours in training and competitive 
environments, with a focus on behaviours that may reflect underlying psychological 
characteristics relevant to talent development.

Behavioural observation approaches offer several advantages in talent identifi-
cation contexts. They provide information about how psychological characteristics 
manifest in sporting environments rather than in controlled assessment situations. 
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They may be less susceptible to personal bias compared to self-​report measures, as 
athletes may have less awareness of which behaviours are being observed and eval-
uated. Furthermore, behavioural observations can capture dynamic aspects of psy-
chological functioning that may be difficult to assess through formal questionnaires.

Research by Toering et al. (2012) employed behavioural observation to assess 
self-​regulation in youth soccer players. Their study identified specific practice be-
haviours associated with self-​regulatory capabilities, including seeking feedback, 
reflection after performance attempts, and self-​monitoring during practice. These 
behaviours were found to differentiate between elite and sub-​elite players, suggest-
ing that behavioural observation of self-​regulatory behaviours may contribute to 
talent identification.

The implementation of behavioural observation frameworks in talent identifi-
cation requires careful consideration of various factors. Observers must be trained 
to recognise and record relevant behaviours reliably, ensuring consistency across 
different observers and observation sessions. Observation protocols must be 
structured to focus on behaviours that are theoretically and empirically linked to 
psychological characteristics relevant to talent development. Observations should 
occur across multiple contexts and time points to capture a representative sample 
of behaviours, recognising that behaviour may vary across different situations and 
developmental stages.

Structured Interview Protocols for Youth Athletes

Structured interview protocols represent another approach to psychological 
assessment in talent identification. These protocols involve standardised questions 
and evaluation criteria designed to gather information about psychological character-
istics relevant to talent development. Interviews may be conducted with the athletes 
themselves, as well as with coaches, parents, and other significant individuals in 
the athlete’s sporting environment.

Interviews with youth athletes can provide valuable insights into their motivations, 
goals, self-​perceptions, and experiences in sport. Structured interview protocols for 
youth athletes typically include age-​appropriate questions designed to explore psy-
chological characteristics such as motivation, commitment, resilience, and coping 
strategies. These interviews may also explore the athlete’s developmental history, 
including their experiences in different sports and activities, their responses to 
challenges and setbacks, and their support systems.

Hill et al. (2019) used semi-​structured interviews with coaches to identify psycho-
logical characteristics perceived to facilitate talented youth athletes’ development. 
Their research identified proactiveness, commitment, growth-​mindset, realistic 
performance evaluations, and resilience as key psychological characteristics that 
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coaches associated with successful development. These findings highlight the po-
tential value of coach perspectives in understanding the psychological dimensions 
of talent development.

The implementation of structured interview protocols in talent identification 
requires careful consideration of various factors. Interviewers must be trained to 
conduct interviews in a standardised manner, ensuring consistency across different 
interviewers and interview sessions. Interview questions must be developmentally 
appropriate, recognising that younger athletes may have different cognitive, emo-
tional, and linguistic capabilities compared to older athletes. The interpretation of 
interview responses must consider potential biases, including social desirability 
bias and recall bias, which may influence the accuracy of the information provided.

Ecological Validity in Assessment Methods

Ecological validity refers to the extent to which assessment methods capture 
psychological functioning in real-​world contexts relevant to the domain of interest. 
In talent identification, ecologically valid assessment methods are those that reflect 
the psychological demands of the specific sport and the developmental context of 
youth athletes.

The importance of ecological validity in psychological assessment for talent 
identification has been increasingly recognised in recent research. Traditional psy-
chometric approaches conducted in controlled environments may not adequately 
capture how psychological characteristics function in the dynamic, pressurised 
environments of competitive sport. Consequently, there has been growing interest in 
assessment methods that more closely reflect the real-​world psychological demands 
of sporting contexts.

Representative design, a concept introduced by Brunswik (1956) and further 
developed in sports contexts by Pinder et al. (2011), emphasises the importance 
of ensuring that assessment tasks represent the key informational and decision-​
making demands of the performance context. In psychological assessment for 
talent identification, representative design involves creating assessment situations 
that reflect the psychological demands of the specific sport, including the temporal 
constraints, decision-​making requirements, and emotional challenges characteristic 
of competitive performance.

Various approaches have been developed to enhance the ecological validity of 
psychological assessment in talent identification. Performance-​based assessments 
involve creating standardised performance situations that simulate the psycholog-
ical demands of competitive sport, allowing for the observation of psychological 
characteristics in contexts that more closely resemble real-​world performance en-
vironments. Virtual reality technologies offer promising opportunities for creating 



194

immersive, standardised assessment environments that simulate the psychological 
demands of different sporting contexts while maintaining experimental control.

Multidimensional Talent Assessment Models

Multidimensional talent assessment models recognise that sporting talent encom-
passes various dimensions, including physical, technical, tactical, and psychological 
attributes. These models aim to integrate assessment across these different dimen-
sions to develop a comprehensive understanding of an athlete’s current capabilities 
and future potential.

The importance of multidimensional assessment in talent identification has been 
emphasised in recent research. Vaeyens et al. (2008) argue that talent identifica-
tion should adopt a multidimensional approach that considers the various factors 
influencing athletic development. Similarly, Till and Baker (2020) emphasise the 
need for talent identification to consider the multifaceted nature of sporting talent, 
including psychological factors alongside physical and technical attributes.

Various multidimensional talent assessment models have been developed for 
different sports. These models typically identify key dimensions relevant to perfor-
mance in the specific sport and specify assessment methods for each dimension. For 
example, a multidimensional model for team sports might include physical (e.g., 
speed, strength, endurance), technical (e.g., skill execution, technique), tactical 
(e.g., decision-​making, game understanding), and psychological (e.g., motivation, 
resilience, concentration) dimensions, with specific assessment methods for each.

The implementation of multidimensional talent assessment models in talent 
identification requires careful consideration of various factors. The relative impor-
tance of different dimensions may vary across different sports and developmental 
stages, necessitating sport-​specific and developmentally appropriate assessment 
models. The integration of data across different dimensions represents a significant 
challenge, requiring sophisticated approaches to data analysis and interpretation. 
The predictive validity of multidimensional assessment models requires longitudinal 
research to establish the relationship between early multidimensional assessments 
and later performance outcomes.

DEVELOPMENTAL CONSIDERATIONS IN YOUTH ATHLETES

Age-​Appropriate Psychological Assessment

Psychological assessment in talent identification must be developmentally 
appropriate, recognising that children and adolescents differ from adults in their 
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cognitive, emotional, and social capabilities. Age-​appropriate assessment involves 
tailoring assessment methods, content, and interpretation to the developmental stage 
of the young athlete.

The cognitive development of youth athletes significantly influences their 
capacity to engage with different assessment methods. Younger children may 
have limited reading abilities, attention spans, and abstract thinking capabilities, 
necessitating assessment approaches that rely less on written questionnaires and 
more on observation, simple interview questions, or game-​based assessments. As 
children develop into adolescence, their increasing cognitive capabilities allow for 
more complex assessment methods, including more sophisticated questionnaires 
and interview protocols.

The emotional development of youth athletes also influences psychological 
assessment. Younger children may have limited emotional vocabulary and self-​
awareness, making it difficult for them to accurately report on their emotional ex-
periences. Consequently, assessment of emotional factors in younger athletes may 
rely more heavily on behavioural observations and reports from parents and coaches. 
As athletes progress through adolescence, their increasing emotional awareness and 
vocabulary enable more direct assessment of emotional factors through self-​report 
measures and interviews.

The social development of youth athletes further influences psychological 
assessment. Younger children may be more susceptible to social desirability bias, 
providing responses they believe will please adults rather than responses that accu-
rately reflect their experiences. Additionally, younger children may be more influ-
enced by the immediate social context, including the presence of parents, coaches, 
or peers, potentially affecting their responses in assessment situations. As athletes 
progress through adolescence, their increasing social awareness and independence 
may reduce these influences, although social factors remain important considerations 
throughout development.

Developmental Readiness vs. Chronological Age

Talent identification systems have traditionally relied heavily on chronological 
age as an organising principle, with selection and development programs structured 
around age groups. However, research increasingly recognises that chronological 
age may be a poor indicator of developmental readiness for advanced training and 
competition, particularly given the significant individual variation in physical, 
cognitive, emotional, and social development during childhood and adolescence.

The concept of developmental readiness emphasises the importance of considering 
an athlete’s individual developmental status rather than merely their chronological 
age when making decisions about selection, training, and competition. Develop-
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mental readiness encompasses various dimensions, including physical maturation, 
cognitive development, emotional regulation capabilities, and social skills, all of 
which may develop at different rates within and between individuals.

Research on relative age effects in sport highlights the limitations of chronolog-
ical age as an organising principle in talent identification. Kelly et al. (2022) found 
that relatively older athletes (those born in the early months of the year) were up 
to ten times more likely to be selected into talent pathways compared to relatively 
younger athletes (those born in the later months of the selection year). These find-
ings suggest that talent identification systems organised around chronological age 
may systematically disadvantage relatively younger athletes, potentially overlooking 
talent due to developmental differences rather than differences in potential.

Various strategies have been proposed to address the limitations of chronological 
age as an organising principle in talent identification:

• 	 Bio-​banding involves grouping athletes based on biological maturation rather 
than chronological age, potentially creating more equitable competitive and 
assessment environments

• 	 Future-​oriented assessment approaches focus on identifying characteristics 
that may predict future potential rather than current performance, potentially 
reducing the influence of developmental differences on selection decisions

• 	 Quota systems ensure representation of athletes born throughout the selec-
tion year, potentially reducing the systematic disadvantage experienced by 
relatively younger athletes

Maturation Effects on Psychological Development

Physical maturation during childhood and adolescence can significantly influ-
ence psychological development and functioning in sport. The timing and tempo of 
maturation vary considerably between individuals, with some athletes experiencing 
early maturation (maturing ahead of peers), on-​time maturation (maturing at a similar 
rate to peers), or late maturation (maturing behind peers). These different maturation 
trajectories can have significant implications for psychological development and 
functioning in sport.

Early maturing athletes often experience initial performance advantages due to 
their advanced physical development, particularly in sports where size, strength, and 
power are important. These performance advantages may influence their psycho-
logical development in various ways. Early maturing athletes may develop higher 
levels of sport-​specific self-​confidence due to their performance success, potentially 
enhancing their motivation and commitment to the sport. However, they may also 
develop a reliance on their physical advantages rather than developing technical 
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and tactical skills, potentially creating challenges when these physical advantages 
diminish as peers catch up in maturation.

Conversely, late maturing athletes often experience initial performance disad-
vantages, particularly in sports where physical capabilities significantly influence 
performance. These performance challenges may influence their psychological 
development in various ways. Late maturing athletes may experience lower levels 
of sport-​specific self-​confidence and motivation due to performance struggles, 
potentially increasing the risk of dropout. However, they may also develop greater 
resilience through navigating these challenges and may focus more on developing 
technical and tactical skills to compensate for physical disadvantages, potentially 
creating advantages in the long term as physical differences diminish.

Research by Vealey et al. (1998) on sources of sport confidence highlights the 
importance of performance accomplishments as a source of confidence for youth 
athletes. This finding suggests that the performance advantages or disadvantages 
associated with different maturation trajectories may significantly influence the 
development of sport confidence, with potential implications for long-​term engage-
ment and development in sport.

Avoiding Early Specialisation Pitfalls

Early specialisation in sport, defined as intensive year-​round training in a single 
sport at the exclusion of other sports and activities, has become increasingly com-
mon in youth sport. While early specialisation may be necessary in certain sports 
where peak performance typically occurs before physical maturation (e.g., women’s 
gymnastics, figure skating), research suggests that in most sports, early specialisation 
may have significant psychological drawbacks and may not be necessary or optimal 
for long-​term development.

Research by Côté and colleagues (Côté et al., 2009) identifies several psycho-
logical risks associated with early specialisation:

• 	 Increased stress and reduced enjoyment
• 	 Burnout and dropout from sport
• 	 Limited opportunities for developing intrinsic motivation
• 	 Increased pressure and stress by creating an environment where athletic iden-

tity becomes narrowly defined at an early age
• 	 Limited opportunities for developing a broad range of psychological skills 

through diverse sporting experiences

In contrast to early specialisation, early diversification involves participation in 
multiple sports and activities during childhood, with specialisation occurring later in 
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adolescence. Research suggests that early diversification may offer several psycho-
logical benefits, including greater intrinsic motivation, enjoyment, and commitment 
to sport in the long term. These benefits may arise from the opportunity to develop 
a broader range of psychological skills through diverse experiences, the reduced 
pressure associated with maintaining multiple sporting identities, and the greater 
emphasis on enjoyment and play in diversified sporting experiences.

The Developmental Model of Sport Participation (DMSP) proposed by Côté & 
Vierimaa (2014) provides a framework for understanding different developmental 
pathways in sport. This model distinguishes between the early specialisation path-
way, which involves intensive, deliberate practice in a single sport from an early 
age, and the early diversification pathway, which involves sampling multiple sports 
during childhood before specialising in adolescence. Research suggests that while 
both pathways can lead to elite performance, the early diversification pathway may 
be associated with more positive psychological outcomes and may be more appro-
priate for most sports.

PRACTICAL IMPLEMENTATION STRATEGIES

Integration of Psychological Assessment 
in Talent Identification Programs

The integration of psychological assessment into existing talent identification pro-
grams represents a significant challenge for many sporting organisations. Traditional 
talent identification systems have often focused primarily on physical, technical, 
and tactical attributes, with psychological factors receiving less systematic attention. 
Effective integration of psychological assessment requires careful consideration 
of various factors, including the timing and frequency of assessment, the methods 
used, and how psychological information is integrated with other assessment data.

The timing and frequency of psychological assessment should be aligned with 
the broader talent identification process. Initial psychological screening may oc-
cur during the early stages of talent identification, providing baseline information 
about psychological characteristics that may be relevant to development potential. 
More comprehensive psychological assessment may then occur at key points in the 
development pathway, such as during transitions between development stages or 
when making significant selection decisions. Ongoing monitoring of psychological 
factors throughout the development process can provide valuable information about 
how athletes are responding to the demands of the development environment and 
how their psychological characteristics are evolving over time.
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The methods used for psychological assessment should be appropriate for the 
specific context, including the age and developmental stage of the athletes, the specific 
demands of the sport, and the resources available for assessment. Various methods 
may be employed, including psychometric assessments, behavioural observations, 
structured interviews, and ecologically valid performance tasks. The selection of 
methods should be guided by considerations of validity, reliability, feasibility, and 
developmental appropriateness.

The integration of psychological assessment data with other assessment data 
represents a significant challenge in talent identification. Traditional approaches 
have often treated different dimensions of talent (e.g., physical, technical, tactical, 
psychological) as separate entities, with limited integration across these dimensions. 
More sophisticated approaches recognise the interrelationships between different 
dimensions and aim to develop integrated models that consider how these dimen-
sions interact to influence development potential.

Various strategies have been proposed for integrating psychological assessment 
into talent identification programs:

• 	 Multidisciplinary assessment teams involve professionals from different dis-
ciplines (e.g., sport psychology, coaching, physiology) working together to 
develop integrated assessments of talent potential

• 	 Weighted assessment models assign different weights to different dimensions 
based on their relative importance for the specific sport and developmental 
stage

• 	 Longitudinal tracking systems monitor development across different dimen-
sions over time, potentially providing insights into developmental trajectories 
that may be more informative than single-​point assessments

Coach Education on Psychological Factors

Coaches play a crucial role in talent identification and development, often mak-
ing or influencing selection decisions and creating the daily training environment 
that shapes athlete development. Consequently, coach education on psychological 
factors represents a key strategy for enhancing the psychological dimension of talent 
identification and development systems.

Coach education on psychological factors should address various areas, including 
the identification of psychological characteristics relevant to talent development, the 
creation of environments that support psychological development, and the integration 
of psychological development into technical and tactical training. This education 
should be tailored to the specific context, including the age and developmental stage 
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of the athletes, the specific demands of the sport, and the role of the coach within 
the broader talent development system.

Research by Martindale et al. (2007) highlights the importance of coach education 
in creating effective talent development environments. They emphasise that coaches 
need to understand not only the psychological characteristics that contribute to talent 
development but also how to create environments that foster the development of these 
characteristics. This understanding includes recognising the influence of coaching 
behaviours, feedback, and expectations on athletes’ psychological development.

Zhang, 2025 suggest that when coaches adopt an autonomy-​supportive style, it 
significantly enhances athletes' psychological resilience and dispositional optimism, 
which in turn positively impacts their overall development. This highlights the im-
portance of integrating training on autonomy-​supportive coaching behaviors into 
coach education programs. By educating coaches on how to create environments 
that empower athletes, encourage self-​initiation, and provide meaningful choices, 
talent development systems can cultivate more resilient, optimistic, and ultimately, 
more successful young athletes.

Various approaches have been developed for coach education on psychological 
factors:

• 	 Formal coach education programs involve structured learning experiences, 
such as workshops, courses, or seminars, designed to enhance coaches’ un-
derstanding of psychological factors in talent development

• 	 Mentoring and peer learning approaches involve coaches learning from more 
experienced coaches or from each other, potentially providing more contex-
tualised learning experiences

• 	 Resource development involves creating educational materials, such as hand-
books, videos, or online resources, that coaches can access independently to 
enhance their understanding of psychological factors

Creating Psychologically Supportive Training Environments

The daily training environment significantly influences athletes’ psychological 
development and functioning. Creating psychologically supportive training en-
vironments represents a key strategy for enhancing the psychological dimension 
of talent development systems. These environments should support not only the 
development of sport-​specific psychological skills but also broader psychological 
well-​being and development.

Research by Henriksen et al. (2010) on successful talent development environ-
ments emphasises the importance of creating a coherent, supportive environment 
that addresses athletes’ holistic development. They highlight that successful environ-
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ments are characterised by a strong, coherent organisational culture that prioritises 
long-​term development over short-​term success, provides appropriate support to 
athletes, and maintains a focus on continuous improvement.

The motivational climate of the training environment significantly influences 
athletes’ psychological development and functioning. Achievement goal theory dis-
tinguishes between mastery climates, which emphasise personal improvement, effort, 
and learning, and performance climates, which emphasise normative comparison and 
demonstration of ability (Ames, 1992). Research suggests that mastery climates are 
generally associated with more adaptive psychological outcomes, including greater 
intrinsic motivation, enjoyment, and persistence in the face of challenges. Conse-
quently, creating a mastery climate represents an important strategy for supporting 
psychological development in talent development environments.

The quality of relationships within the training environment also significantly 
influences athletes’ psychological development and functioning. Research on coach-​
athlete relationships highlights the importance of the 3Cs – closeness, commitment, 
and complementarity – in creating effective coaching relationships (Jowett & Cockerill, 
2003). Similarly, research on peer relationships in sport emphasises the importance 
of positive peer interactions for psychological development and well-​being (Smith, 
2003). Creating an environment that fosters positive relationships between coaches 
and athletes and among peers represents an important strategy for supporting psy-
chological development in talent development environments.

The structure and organisation of the training environment further influences 
athletes’ psychological development and functioning. Research on deliberate practice 
emphasises the importance of structured, purposeful practice for the development of 
expertise (Ericsson et al., 1993). However, research on play and enjoyment in sport 
highlights the importance of these elements for intrinsic motivation and long-​term 
engagement (Côté et al., 2009). Creating an environment that balances structured 
practice with opportunities for play and enjoyment represents an important strategy 
for supporting psychological development in talent development environments.

Parental Education and Involvement Strategies

Parents play a crucial role in youth athlete development, influencing various 
aspects of the sporting experience including motivation, stress management, and 
value development. Parental education and involvement strategies represent important 
approaches for enhancing the psychological dimension of talent development systems.

Research by Harwood and Knight (2015) on parenting expertise in youth sport 
emphasises the importance of parents understanding their role in supporting their 
child’s sporting development. They identify six postulates of expertise in sport 
parenting:
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• 	 Understanding the sport and its demands
• 	 Understanding and applying appropriate parenting styles
• 	 Managing the emotional demands of competition
• 	 Fostering healthy relationships with others in the sport
• 	 Managing organizational and developmental demands
• 	 Adapting involvement to different stages of their child’s development

Parental education programs represent one strategy for enhancing parental un-
derstanding and involvement in talent development. These programs may address 
various topics, including the psychological aspects of talent development, appro-
priate parental behaviours and communication, and strategies for supporting their 
child’s psychological development in sport. The format of these programs may vary, 
including workshops, seminars, written materials, or online resources, and should 
be tailored to the specific context and the needs of the parents involved.

Parental involvement strategies represent another approach for enhancing the pa-
rental contribution to talent development. These strategies aim to create appropriate 
roles for parents within the talent development system, recognising their important 
contribution while establishing clear boundaries and expectations. The nature of 
parental involvement may vary across different developmental stages, with parents 
typically playing a more direct role in early development and a more supportive 
role as athletes progress through the development pathway.

Communication strategies between the talent development system and parents 
represent a further approach for enhancing the parental contribution to talent devel-
opment. These strategies aim to ensure that parents are informed about their child’s 
development, the expectations and processes of the talent development system, and 
how they can best support their child’s development. Effective communication can 
help to align parental behaviours and expectations with the goals and approaches of 
the talent development system, potentially enhancing the consistency and coherence 
of the developmental environment.

CASE STUDIES AND EVIDENCE-​BASED APPLICATIONS

Successful Psychological Talent Identification Programs

Several sporting organisations have developed comprehensive approaches to 
incorporating psychological assessment into their talent identification systems. 
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These case studies provide valuable insights into the practical implementation and 
outcomes of psychologically informed talent identification.

The Australian Institute of Sport (AIS) has implemented a multidimensional 
talent identification approach that explicitly incorporates psychological assessment 
alongside physical, technical, and tactical evaluation. The AIS approach employs a 
combination of psychometric assessments, structured interviews, and behavioural 
observations to evaluate psychological characteristics relevant to talent development. 
MacNamara and Collins (2011) note that the AIS approach emphasises psychological 
characteristics that facilitate the development process, including commitment, goal-​
setting, realistic performance evaluation, and coping with pressure. Longitudinal 
tracking of athletes identified through this system has shown that psychological 
characteristics assessed during initial identification are significantly associated with 
subsequent progression through development pathways and eventual performance 
outcomes.

The English Institute of Sport (EIS) has developed a talent identification approach 
that places particular emphasis on psychological characteristics associated with 
the ability to respond effectively to the challenges of the development pathway. As 
described by Collins and MacNamara (2012), the EIS approach focuses on iden-
tifying athletes who demonstrate psychological characteristics such as resilience, 
commitment, and growth mindset, which enable them to navigate the inevitable 
challenges and setbacks encountered during development. The EIS approach employs 
scenario-​based assessment methods, in which athletes are presented with challenging 
situations and their responses are evaluated to assess psychological characteristics 
relevant to development potential. Preliminary evidence suggests that this approach 
has enhanced the ability to identify athletes who successfully progress through de-
velopment pathways, with psychological assessment adding significant predictive 
value beyond physical and technical evaluation.

The Canadian Sport Institute has implemented a talent identification approach 
that explicitly considers developmental readiness rather than merely chronological 
age. This approach recognises that athletes develop at different rates across different 
dimensions, including psychological dimensions, and that developmental readiness 
for advanced training and competition may vary significantly between athletes of 
the same chronological age. The Canadian approach employs a multidimensional 
assessment of developmental readiness, including psychological readiness, to inform 
decisions about selection and progression through development pathways. This 
approach has been associated with reduced dropout rates and enhanced long-​term 
development outcomes, suggesting that considering developmental readiness may 
support more effective talent identification and development.

These case studies highlight several common themes in successful psychological 
talent identification programs:
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• 	 They adopt a multidimensional approach that considers psychological factors 
alongside physical, technical, and tactical attributes

• 	 They employ multiple assessment methods, including psychometric assess-
ments, behavioural observations, and structured interviews, to develop a 
comprehensive understanding of psychological characteristics

• 	 They focus on psychological characteristics that facilitate the development 
process rather than merely current performance capabilities

• 	 They track development over time, recognising that talent development is a 
long-​term process influenced by various factors

Evidence-​Based Psychological Development Interventions

Beyond the identification of psychological talent, various interventions have 
been developed to enhance the psychological development of youth athletes. These 
evidence-​based interventions provide valuable approaches for supporting the psy-
chological dimension of talent development.

Psychological skills training (PST) programs represent one approach to enhanc-
ing psychological development in youth athletes. These programs typically involve 
structured training in specific psychological skills such as goal-​setting, imagery, 
concentration, and arousal regulation. Research by Fournier et al. (2005) evaluated 
the effectiveness of a PST program for young elite athletes, finding significant 
improvements in psychological skills and performance following the intervention. 
Their program involved weekly sessions over several months, with each session fo-
cusing on a specific psychological skill and including both educational components 
and practical application exercises. The effectiveness of PST programs appears to 
be enhanced when they are integrated into regular training activities rather than 
delivered as separate, stand-​alone interventions, and when they are tailored to the 
specific needs and developmental stage of the athletes.

Mindfulness-​based interventions represent another approach to psychological 
development in youth athletes. These interventions focus on developing present-​
moment awareness and acceptance rather than specific psychological skills. Research 
by Bernier et al. (2009) evaluated a mindfulness-​based intervention for young elite 
golfers, finding improvements in flow experiences and performance following the 
intervention. Their program involved weekly sessions over eight weeks, with each 
session including mindfulness meditation practices and discussions of how mindful-
ness could be applied in golf. The effectiveness of mindfulness-​based interventions 
appears to be enhanced when they include both formal meditation practices and 
discussions of how mindfulness can be applied in specific sporting contexts.

Coach-​delivered psychological development interventions represent a further 
approach to enhancing psychological development in youth athletes. These inter-



205

ventions involve training coaches to integrate psychological development into their 
regular coaching activities, potentially enhancing the transfer of psychological skills 
to performance contexts and creating a more consistent developmental environment. 
Research by Harwood and Swain (2002) evaluated a coach-​delivered intervention 
aimed at enhancing achievement goal orientations in young tennis players, finding 
improvements in task orientation and performance following the intervention. Their 
program involved training coaches to create a mastery-​oriented motivational climate 
through their feedback, instruction, and organisation of training activities. The ef-
fectiveness of coach-​delivered interventions appears to be enhanced when coaches 
receive ongoing support and supervision, and when the intervention is aligned with 
the broader coaching philosophy and approach.

Peer-​based interventions represent another approach to psychological development 
in youth athletes. These interventions leverage the significant influence of peers 
on psychological development and functioning, particularly during adolescence. 
Research by Holt et al. (2008) explored the role of peer interactions in youth sport, 
highlighting the potential for peers to influence various aspects of psychological 
development, including motivation, confidence, and emotional regulation. Peer-​based 
interventions may involve structured activities designed to enhance positive peer 
interactions, peer mentoring programs, or team-​building activities aimed at creating 
a supportive peer environment. The effectiveness of peer-​based interventions appears 
to be enhanced when they are integrated into the broader social environment of the 
sport, and when they are tailored to the specific social dynamics and developmental 
stage of the athletes involved.

CONCLUSION

The exploration of psychological factors in talent identification and development 
for youth athletes reveals a complex, multifaceted landscape that continues to evolve 
as our understanding of human development and performance advances. This chapter 
has examined various dimensions of this landscape, from theoretical foundations to 
practical frameworks, providing a comprehensive overview of current knowledge 
and practice in this important area of sports pedagogy.

The journey through psychological approaches to talent identification begins with 
recognition that our understanding of talent itself has evolved significantly over recent 
decades. Moving beyond early conceptions focused primarily on physical attributes 
and current performance, contemporary approaches recognise talent as a dynamic, 
multidimensional construct that emerges through the complex interplay of various 
factors over time. Within this evolving understanding, psychological characteristics 
have gained increasing recognition as crucial components of talent, influencing not 
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only current performance but also, perhaps more importantly, an athlete’s capacity 
to navigate the challenging developmental journey from novice to expert.

The psychological factors that contribute to talent development span various do-
mains, including cognitive abilities such as decision-​making and game intelligence; 
motivational orientations that drive sustained engagement with deliberate practice; 
emotional regulation capabilities that enable effective functioning under pressure; 
personality traits that support consistent, disciplined approach to development; psy-
chological readiness for advanced training; and growth mindset that fosters adaptive 
responses to challenges and setbacks. These psychological factors do not operate 
in isolation but interact with physical, technical, and tactical attributes to shape an 
athlete’s developmental trajectory.

Throughout this exploration of psychological factors in talent identification and 
development, several key themes have emerged:

• 	 Talent development is a complex, dynamic process influenced by the inter-
play of various factors over time, with psychological characteristics playing a 
crucial role in this process

• 	 Effective talent identification requires a multidimensional approach that con-
siders psychological factors alongside physical, technical, and tactical attri-
butes, recognising that different combinations of these factors may lead to 
successful development

• 	 Psychological development is a central component of talent development, 
requiring deliberate, systematic approaches tailored to the specific needs and 
characteristics of each athlete

• 	 Ethical considerations must be at the forefront of psychological approaches 
to talent identification and development, ensuring that these approaches sup-
port not only performance development but also psychological well-​being 
and holistic development

As the field continues to evolve, several directions for future development emerge:

• 	 There is a need for more longitudinal research examining the developmental 
trajectories of psychological characteristics and their relationship with long-​
term performance outcomes

• 	 There is a need for more integrated approaches to talent identification and 
development that effectively combine psychological, physical, technical, and 
tactical dimensions

• 	 There is a need for more culturally sensitive and inclusive approaches to psy-
chological talent identification that recognise and value diversity in how psy-
chological characteristics may manifest across different populations
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• 	 There is a need for more technology-​enhanced approaches to psychologi-
cal assessment and development that influence advances in digital platforms, 
mobile applications, and data analytics

Psychological factors play a crucial role in talent identification and development 
for youth athletes, influencing both current performance and long-​term development 
potential. By adopting evidence-​based, developmentally appropriate, and ethically 
sound approaches to psychological talent identification and development, sporting 
organisations can enhance their ability to identify and nurture the next generation 
of athletic talent while supporting the holistic development and well-​being of all 
young athletes involved in their programs.

In conclusion, while the increasing emphasis on psychological factors in talent 
identification and development marks a significant progression from purely physical-​
centric models, a truly robust and ethical approach necessitates continuous critical 
reflection. The journey towards a holistic understanding of talent is far from com-
plete, and several unresolved questions demand further scrutiny. How can we more 
accurately and equitably assess dynamic psychological attributes in diverse youth 
populations, particularly those from underrepresented backgrounds, without imposing 
Western-​centric constructs? What are the long-​term psychological consequences of 
early talent identification and the pressures associated with it, even within seemingly 
supportive environments? How can talent development systems genuinely prioritize 
the holistic well-​being of young athletes over performance outcomes, especially 
when faced with commercial pressures and the imperative for competitive success? 
Moving forward, the field must move beyond mere recognition of psychological 
factors to actively challenge existing paradigms, foster genuinely athlete-​centered 
approaches, and commit to rigorous, longitudinal research that not only identifies 
talent but also safeguards the psychological health and long-​term engagement of all 
young individuals in sport. This requires a shift from a predictive, selection-​oriented 
mindset to one that embraces the inherent unpredictability of human development, 
valuing adaptability, resilience, and personal growth as much as, if not more than, 
early performance indicators.
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