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Although the impontance of sport psychology
and specifically individual mental skills training
is now widely acknowledged in football, littie
attention has been given to the psychology of
the team and the group dynamics that surmound
the interaction of the players within the
coaching environment. One important aspect of
this environment is the role, task; or 'job’ that
the player perceives they have within the team
Players “roles” or role states are constructs that
compxise an important area of psychology
knawn as role theary. Although these concepts
have been important features of group
dynamics for decades, predominantly within
organisations in industry seeking to improve the
performance of business teams, very little
investigation has taken place in sport. Drawing
upon the existing literature and the findings of
our recent studies, this article will introduce role
states, outhine what we know about their
influence on performance, illustrate how they
affect players in a football context, and

how this understanding can be used to enhance
the effectiveness of teams in a practical
coaching environment.

Role States in Sport

Role states in sport are suggested to comprise
three areas, role clarity, role acceptance and
role performance. Role clarity refers to the
degree to which players understand the role
assigned to them, role acceptance is the extent
to which players are satisfied with their role in
the team and role performance refers to the
behavior exhibited by individuals that is
consistent with their role expectations (Carron
& Hausenblaus, 1998; p 163). An additional
related construct is role ambiguity, which refers
to alack of clear information associated wath a
particular role or task (Beauchamp, Bray, Eys,

& Carron, 2002). Our recent programme of
research into the impact of role states on the
function and effectiveness of football teams was
based on samples from F.A. Academies here in
the U K. and college football programmes in
the United States. Our investigations produced
anumber of interesting findings concerning the
development and influence of role states in
football, Specifically, we looked at the sources
of role clarity and acceptance and the
subsequent effects upon the psychology of the
team and the individual.

Sources of Role Clarity

In our research we found that the
development of role clarity in players was
influenced by four main categories. explicit
and implicit learning environments, ambiguity
concemning role performance and potential
conflict over arole. Primarily, role clasity was
found to develop in explicit learning
environments, which were characterised by
regular, highly structured, technical or tactical
team sessions directed by a member of the
coaching staff. Second, we found that players
can learn their specific roles implicitly through
unstructured playing experiences, or by
madeling the behaviour of role models they
watch live or in televised games. For
example, a young player may learn how,
when and where to dribble by trial and error
with friends and by watching and learning
(modeling) the technique and application of
the skill by one of their favourite players on
television. Third, we found that ambiguity
concerning how a role s to be performed
affects the clanty of understanding of an
individual. Specifically, ambiguity may arise
with an inciividual as to when different facets
of the role should be performed and against
whiat criteria the performance will be
evaluated. The final category found to affect
role clarity was the presence of a conflict of
roles due to incongruent demants made of
the player. Various sources of conflict were
identified including, inter-role, intra-sender,
and inter-sender conflict. ‘Inter-rale’ refersto
the conflicts a player may experience
between their roles in the team or other
aspects of life such as player, team-mate,
friend or husband. ‘Intra-sender’ conflict may
occur if the player is receiving conflicting,
demands from the same coach. For example,
a player might be asked to play very
aggressively by the coach but also to try and
avoid giving away any free kicks. ‘Inter-
sender’ conflict may arise if there is a clash
between the behaviour expected of an
individual by two or more coaches or
teammates, An example here might be if a
goalkeeper has been told by the coach to be
patient when releasing the ball, but a
teammate is demanding a quick, but risky
pass in order to launch a possible
counterattack,
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Sources of Role Acceptance

Role acceptance was found to be influenced by
a combination of three sources, the player's
perceptions of the coach, the perceptions of the
role itself and a fundamental belief by the player
in the team philosophy. For a player to clearly
accept their role in ateam a fundamental factor
was the need to have a respect for the ability of
the coaching staff and an appreciation of their
coaching style. Role acceptance was also found
to be affected by the degree to which the role is
perceived as important by the individual to the
success of the team, whether it uses the
player's best attributes and whether they are
successful within that role. If a player feels that
in some way the role does not suit them they
can suffer what is termed “person-role’ conflict
Coaches will not always be able to maximize
each of these factors to reduce such conflict but
an understanding of them may enable us to
strike a balance. For example, a very quick
player that enjoyed getting forward to deliver
crosses as a winger will have experienced a
degree of conflict if selected as a full-back. This
confiict will have developed because the player
perceives that they are not being allowed to use
their best attributes, which could ultimately lead
to a lack of role acceptance. In order to
maintain the player's role acceptance, and avoid
person-role conflict, it should subsequently be
emphasised to the player that their new role is
extremely important to the success of the team,
Afinal factor in the development of role
acceptance is an individual's belief in the team
philosophy, which leads players to simply
‘buy-into’ whatever role is presented to them
An example here would be feverous team ethic
displayed by the Korean and Japanese teams

in the World Cup, indicative of the highly
collective nature of those societies. This
mentality is a very desirable team characteristic
in many competitive situations, but in a saciety
where more independent thinking is
encouraged, coaches may be required to more
actively promote its development

Animportant point to highlight at this stage is
that while the different forms of role conflict are
potential obstacles to developing desirable
states of role clarity and role acceptance, which
we associate with enhanced performance,
conflict can be used positively by the coaching
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