
ULRR

A narrative review of the role of psychological
skills and characteristics in navigating

the pathway to professional rugby union

Item Type Article

Authors McAuliffe, Julieanne;Lavallee, David;Campbell, Mark J.

Citation International Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology;

Publisher Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group

Download date 2026-07-14 09:28:46

Item License https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/1.0/

Link to Item https://hdl.handle.net/10344/10860

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/1.0/
https://hdl.handle.net/10344/10860


Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rijs20

International Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rijs20

A narrative review of the role of psychological
skills and characteristics in navigating the pathway
to professional rugby union

Julieanne McAuliffe, David Lavallee & Mark J. Campbell

To cite this article: Julieanne McAuliffe, David Lavallee & Mark J. Campbell (2021): A
narrative review of the role of psychological skills and characteristics in navigating the pathway
to professional rugby union, International Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology, DOI:
10.1080/1612197X.2021.2010231

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/1612197X.2021.2010231

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

Published online: 10 Dec 2021.

Submit your article to this journal 

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rijs20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rijs20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/1612197X.2021.2010231
https://doi.org/10.1080/1612197X.2021.2010231
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rijs20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rijs20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/1612197X.2021.2010231
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/1612197X.2021.2010231
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/1612197X.2021.2010231&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-12-10
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/1612197X.2021.2010231&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-12-10


REVIEW

A narrative review of the role of psychological skills and
characteristics in navigating the pathway to professional
rugby union
Julieanne McAuliffe a, David Lavallee a,c and Mark J. Campbell a,b

aPhysical Education and Sport Sciences Department, University of Limerick, Limerick, Ireland; bHealth
Research Institute, University of Limerick, Limerick, Ireland; cSchool of Applied Sciences, Abertay University,
Dundee, Scotland

ABSTRACT
To overcome the challenges associated with navigating the talent
development pathway to professional rugby, players must
possess certain psychological skills and characteristics (PSCs), e.g.,
motivation, confidence, and coping skills. It is essential to
understand the PSCs that assist players in successfully
transitioning through a talent development pathway and at the
professional level, as that knowledge could be applied to
enhancing psychological support. The goal of this narrative
review was to synthesise research examining the PSCs that
contribute to rugby players overcoming challenges to optimise
their performance. To ensure objectivity within this review, a
systematic approach was taken to the literature search and
selection process of papers. Four databases were searched, and
the key search terms used were “rugby” “psych*” “mental” and
various combinations of these terms. From this process, ten
relevant papers were identified. The review revealed that players
need to possess a range of PSCs, notably motivation,
commitment, coping skills, confidence, focus and self-regulation
to navigate the talent development pathway in rugby
successfully. It is suggested that players should be taught a wide
range of psychological skills so they can develop the skills and
characteristics to enable them to deal with the challenges they
face and to optimise their performance. Future research should
examine whether a training programme based on the PSCs
identified would have positive effects on players navigating the
talent development pathway to professional rugby.
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Rugby Union (hereafter referred to as rugby) is a physically demanding contact sport. It is
one of the world’s most popular sports with 9.2 million men, women and children regis-
tered as players worldwide as well as a fanbase of 344 million (World Rugby, 2019). Fur-
thermore, the Rugby World Cup is now the world’s third-largest sporting event after the
Olympic Games and the FIFA World Cup (Corrado et al., 2014). Rugby is a game
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characterised by players engaging in frequent bouts of high-intensity activity (e.g., sprint-
ing and tackling), separated by short bouts of low-intensity activity (e.g., jogging)
(Corrado et al., 2014). In a rugby match, there are 15 players on the field from each
team, and each team has eight substitutes. A match at senior level is usually 80 min in
duration (Quarrie et al., 2001) which is split into two halves with no time outs and a
short half-time period of fifteen minutes (Hodge et al., 2014). There is a range of
different playing positions, each with its own set of demands. Overall, numbers one to
eight are forwards, and nine to fifteen are backs. Due to different positional demands,
there are significant differences between the physical profiles of forwards and backs.
The primary role of forwards is to gain and retain possession, whereas backs are the
main points scorers (Casserly et al., 2019). Positional demands require forwards to have
a greater body mass and for backs to have greater levels of aerobic fitness (Casserly
et al., 2019)

Competitive rugby is played at all ages and levels, including school, community, club
professional and international (Ranson et al., 2018). According to World Rugby annual
review reports, in the last 10 years rugby participation numbers have increased by
almost six million world-wide (World Rugby, 2021). Due to the rise in popularity, there
is also an increase in competitiveness, particularly at the professional level. This competi-
tiveness exists not just between teams to win but also between players as they compete
to be selected for teams, talent development programmes and for professional contracts.
Therefore, to be competitive, professional rugby teams and organisations worldwide
must identify talented players. However, to ensure that these players fulfil their potential,
they must also provide development programmes that will ensure these players reach
that potential (Mann et al., 2017).

Talent development programmes for rugby union players can vary between countries.
For example, in England, which has the highest participation than any other nation, there
is a youth system referred to as an age grade structure in which players participate accord-
ing to annual age categories (e.g., under 13 [U13] or under 18 [U18] years of age) The
Rugby Football Union (RFU) governs this stage in terms of participation and talent identifi-
cation and development (TID) (Roberts & Fairclough, 2012). TID programmes are delivered
through fourteen Regional Academies that are typically aligned to professional rugby
union clubs. From about 15 years of age players are identified from community or
school rugby and invited to train within one of these Regional Academies (Read et al.,
2018). At 18 years of age, a player then potentially signs a professional contract with
the club and remains within the academy programme until their early twenties (Till
et al., 2020). In contrast, in Ireland, the development of players is facilitated by the Irish
Rugby Football Union (IRFU) through their Long-Term Player Development Programme
(Wood et al., 2018). There are provincial academies aligned to the four professional
teams (Baker et al., 2013). To progress to the academy players are initially selected to
regional development squads. From there they progress to age-grade squads (e.g., U18
Clubs, U18 Schools, U19s, U20s). At around 18 years of age a player can be chosen for
a sub academy programme which is a year player complete before being selected to
an academy. Players typically remain in the academy programme for three years,
subject to review, after which, if selected, they sign a professional contract with the
senior team. Players engaged in these talent development programmes can face numer-
ous challenges. To deal with these challenges, players must possess appropriate
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psychological skills and characteristics (PSCs). Therefore, developing players must be pro-
vided with effective psychological training and support within their talent development
pathway.

Challenges of rugby union pathway

Since becoming professional the nature of the demands and challenges facing rugby
players at each stage of the talent development pathway, from age grade to professional,
have changed (Nicholls et al., 2006).

Physical challenges

From a playing perspective, the game has become more physically demanding, and as a
result, the expectations of players’ physical abilities increased. At professional level, from
1995 to 2020, the percentage of time the ball is in play during a match increased almost
50% from 27 min to 39 min which would suggest that players need to be fitter and remain
focused for longer (World Rugby, 2020). Also at professional level, player mass has
increased significantly from 1991 to 2019, the median mass of forwards in 2019 was
113 kg as compared to 103 kg in 1991, in backs the increase was from 83 kg in 1991–
92 kg in 2019 (Tucker et al., 2021). Body size has become vastly important for success
in rugby with Sedeaud et al. (2012) revealing that body size discriminated between suc-
cessful and unsuccessful teams in the 1987 and 2007 Rugby World Cups.

Physical attributes such as body size have also become linked to progression within
rugby. Jones et al. (2018) compared the height, body mass, strength, and speed of
school U18 and academy players. Their results revealed that academy players were
taller, heavier, stronger, and faster than their school counterparts. These findings taken
together would suggest that young players aspiring to reach professional level are
faced with the challenge of becoming bigger, stronger and faster (Till et al., 2016). It
could be argued that because players are now stronger and faster that there are more
injuries as players are being tackled at a faster rate by a stronger force. For example,
the match injury incidence rate for players in an English rugby U18 academy across
three seasons was 47/1000 h (Palmer-Green et al., 2015) while the rate for U18 elite
schoolboy players was 77/1000. While a study of Welsh professional players over four
seasons revealed a match injury incidence rate of 99.1/1000 h (Bitchell et al., 2020).
These challenges can lead to the “dark side” of rugby (McKenna & Thomas, 2007) in
which age grade and academy players are under considerable pressure to cut corners
to achieve the expected physical attributes to be successful. Evidence for the effect of
these challenges on players were revealed by Didymus and Backhouse (2020) as they
reported that rugby players that compete at national one level or above in the UK,
dope to cope with stressors such as injury, pressure to perform, selection and weight
and size expectations.

Psychological challenges and stressors

Players from age grade to professional also experience a range of psychological chal-
lenges and stressors. Players at each level, must try to meet various in game demands
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such as fulfilling the requirements of their positional role, executing the team game plan
and switching between attack and defence (Hodge et al., 2008). To achieve this effectively
players need to possess the necessary psychological skills (Hodge et al., 2008). Outside of
games, players must also meet an evolving array of demands to be successful in a talent
development or professional environment.

Players between 15 and 18 years of age train and compete within multiple rugby pro-
grammes (e.g., school, club, regional academy) and multiple sports. Challenges associated
with this stage include meeting the demands of multiple training and competitive
environments as well as multiple coaching systems (Till et al., 2020). Also at this time,
players face the challenge of balancing school and rugby commitments (Till et al.,
2020). Furthermore, age grade and academy level players have to deal with the transitions
such as from junior to senior or academy to the first-team (Finn & McKenna, 2010). Pre-
vious research has highlighted various challenges facing academy players such as
coping with the academy to first-team transitions (Finn & McKenna, 2010) and why
players with high potential often do not make it to professional level (Taylor & Collins,
2019). Finn and McKenna (2010) revealed a comprehensive list of challenges faced by
players during the academy to the first-team transition. They identified the following
playing-related challenges: (i) increases in the physical challenges of a first team training
and playing schedule; (ii) a need for players to continually train and work hard to prove
their value to the team; (iii) the strain of developing new relationships with new coaches;
(iv) the pressure of performing at the highest domestic levels of their sports and the chal-
lenges of earning respect from their more established yet still unfamiliar peers. Further
lifestyle challenges include (v) social strains of significant others to engage in distracting
social activities; (vi) pressure from agents; (vii) financial pressure and unhelpful behaviours
such as high levels of alcohol consumption and poor diets (Finn & McKenna, 2010). At pro-
fessional level players need to deal with further challenges such as being seen as a com-
modity and securing contracts.

Research examining the stressors experienced by rugby players has mainly focused on
professional-level. Nicholls et al. (2006) reported on the stressors professional rugby
players experienced during matches and training. The most cited stressors during this
time were injury, mental error, and physical error. Furthermore, professional players ident-
ified the number of matches played and the recovery period, diet, sleep, and travel as
factors that they believed contributed to their experience of stress and negative
affective states when overtraining during the preseason. Acknowledging the limitation
of just examining competitive stressors Nicholls et al. (2009) explored the lifestyle stres-
sors of professional rugby players. This study indicated that players rated diet, climate,
sleep, and health as worse than normal on training days. In contrast, home-life, friends,
and recreation were rated as significantly better than normal on rest days, highlighting
the challenge of balancing rugby and life stressors. Similarly, research examining the
stressors experienced by U18 players revealed that the most frequently-cited stressors
were making a physical error, receiving coach/parental criticism, making a mental error,
injury, and observing an opponent play well (Nicholls et al., 2006).

Table 1 provides a list of previous research examining challenges and stressors experi-
enced by rugby players according to playing level.

The purpose of this narrative review is to overview the research examining PSCs that
contribute to rugby players overcoming challenges to reach their optimal performance.
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Table 1. Articles examining challenges and stressors experienced by rugby players according to playing level.

Year Author(s) Title Playing level
Sample
size Gender

Average
age Method Challenges/ Stressors

(2007) Nicholls &
Polman

Stressors, Coping, and Coping
Effectiveness Among Players from
the England Under-18 Rugby Union
Team

Under 18
Internationals

11 Male 17.9 Diary Observing an opponent perform better than
themselves, Playing badly due to poor
weather/course conditions, Being
distracted by spectators, Receiving a wrong
call from an official, Observing an opponent
cheat, Not being selected, Tiredness, Nerves
at the start of the match, Given
responsibility within team, lack of time
during the match, Didn’t want to let
teammates down Having to take control,
Improve skill level, Singing national
anthem, Being played out of position,
Kicking practice, Impress in first game,
Observing video of themselves, Gym
session, Low motivation, Had wrong kit.

(2011) Hill &
Appleton

The predictive ability of the frequency
of perfectionistic cognitions, self-
oriented perfectionism, and socially
prescribed perfectionism in relation
to symptoms of burnout in youth
rugby players

U19 Youth 202 Male 18.8 Questionnaires Perfectionistic cognitions frequency is
positively related to all symptoms of athlete
burnout

(2008) Hodge,
Lonsdale &
Ng

Burnout in elite rugby: Relationships
with basic psychological needs
fulfilment

Academy 133 Male 19.7 Questionnaires overcoming the concentration problems,
mood swings, poor performance and
potential to dropout from rugby associated
with burnout

(2019) Taylor &
Collins

Shoulda, Coulda, Didnae – Why Don’t
High-Potential Players Make it?

Academy
Coaches

10 Rugby
Coaches

Male 37.8 Semi structured
interviews

Lack of opportunity, physical characteristics,
lack social skills, lack of support and
maladaptive family input

(2010) Finn &
McKenna

Coping with Academy-to-First-Team
Transitions in Elite English Male
Team Sports: The Coaches’
Perspective

Academy Elite
Development
Coaches

7 Male 45.47 Interviews Physical challenges of a first-team training
and playing schedule; The need to
continually train and work hard to prove
their value to the team; The strain of
developing new relationships with new
coaches; The pressure of performing at the
highest domestic levels of their sports; He
challenges of earning respect from their
more established peers; Pressures from

(Continued )
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Table 1. Continued.

Year Author(s) Title Playing level
Sample
size Gender

Average
age Method Challenges/ Stressors

girlfriends and parents; Agents; the
financial worries of not having other skills
or qualifications to fall back on if they
sustained a career-ending injury; university
cultures which promoted behaviours which
were perceived to be unhelpful for
professional athletes, such as high levels of
alcohol consumption and poor diets.

(2015) Hill et al Psychobehaviorally Based Features of
Effective Talent Development in
Rugby Union: A Coach’s Perspective.

Acadmey
directors and
head coaches

15 Male 38.9 Semi structured
interviews

Mental health issues as having an impact on
their developmental processes and dealing
with these issues resulted in players being
away from the talent development
environment and a reduction in effective
interaction with the environment when the
issue was present.

(2018) Gouttebarge
et al

A 12-month prospective cohort study
of symptoms of common mental
disorders among professional rugby
players

Professional 595 Male 26 Questionnaires Players that reported stressors, such as recent
adverse life events or career dissatisfaction
were likely to report symptoms of CMD
(distress, anxiety, sleep disturbance, eating
disorders and adverse alcohol use)

(2009) Nicholls et al Stressors and affective states among
professional rugby union players

Professional 16 Male 19.3 Questionnaires Diet Home-life Work, Friends, Sport training
Climate, Sleep Recreation Health,

(2009) Nicholls et al Acute sport-related stressors, coping,
and emotion among professional
rugby union players during training
and matches

Professional 5 Male 27.2 Diaries Physical errors, Mental errors, Injury, Coach
criticism, Opponent cheating, Receiving
wrong call from official, Weather, Opponent
playing well, Crowd, Confused by drills

(2011) Nicholls et al Overtraining During Preseason: Stress
and Negative Affective States
Among Professional Rugby Union
Players

Professional 12 Male 19 Interviews Training (structure and volume), the number
of matches played and the recovery period,
diet, sleep, and travel

(2006) Nicholls et al Stressors, Coping, and Coping
Effectiveness Among Professional
Rugby Union Players

Professional 8 Male 24.6 Diary Injury,Mental error, Physical error, Performance/
outcome, Training, Coach/player criticism,
Weather, Fatigue, Off-field stressors, Official,
Opponent cheat, Team tactics, Opponent play
well, Crowd, Negative team atmosphere,
Being late/unprepared for start of match after
pre-match warm up, Team selection, Letting
family down, Being substituted, Poor
communication, Having to work on a
Saturday, Team mistakes, Thoughts of match
press conference, Letting teammates down.
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The aims of this review are to (i) provide an overview of the research on PSCs that con-
tribute to the development and performance of rugby players at age grade, academy,
and professional level (ii) provide a rugby and pathway stage specific list of PSCs that
could inform the psychological training and support provided to rugby players at the
different stages of their development pathway and (iii) highlight any limitations in the
existing literature.

PSCs and talent development

A common reason given for athletes with high potential not being successful is, despite
having many of the prerequisite physical skills for elite sport, they do not have sufficient
psychological resources (Holt & Mitchell, 2006; Taylor & Collins, 2019). The argument that
potentially crucial PSCs are often overlooked within talent development environments
has existed within the research for several years (Abbott & Collins, 2004; Gledhill &
Harwood, 2015). Even recently, it has been suggested that the provision of sport psychol-
ogy consultancy services in rugby is not commonplace (Mellalieu, 2017). Therefore,
suggesting that even though it is a challenging time for players, there is a lack of focus
on PSCs throughout talent development pathways in rugby.

Players must possess a range of psychological characteristics to manage the challenges
and stressors they may face. Furthermore, although players should be provided support
and training for the challenges they face as they negotiate the talent development
pathway, they must also be prepared for the challenges they will face in the transition
to professional level. To develop these characteristics, they should be taught and assisted
in developing a range of psychological skills. Dohme et al. (2019) highlighted a range of
PSCs that are facilitative of youth development across a range of sports. Furthermore, the
Psychological Characteristics of Developing Excellence (Macnamara et al., 2010a, 2010b)
are a range of PSCs that have been suggested as relevant for young athletes negotiating
development pathways (Collins et al., 2019). However, Collins et al. (2019) indicated that
this is a broad range of PSCs and a list of PSCs for specific contexts may be needed. Con-
versely, Taylor and Collins (2019) reported that a full set of psychological skills should be
taught as part of a curriculum in a development setting such as an academy. To effectively
teach a curriculum of psychological skills, it must be structured in line with the demands
and characteristics of the targeted sport (Holland et al., 2010). Hence, to provide effective
support to players during their talent development pathway, we must identify the rel-
evant PSCs that players need to possess to progress successfully in their specific sport.

Research on talent development in rugby is limited (Dohme et al., 2019; Drew et al.,
2019). For example, from the studies identified in a recent review of qualitative research
in junior to senior transitions, soccer was the type of sport most researched at 37% in com-
parison to the next highest, which was track and field at 11%. Rugby, on the other hand,
was only examined as part of one multi-sport study (Drew et al., 2019). Research on PSCs
needed for talent development in rugby is even more limited. In their recent review of the
PSCS facilitative of youth athletes’ development, Dohme et al. (2019) identified 25 papers
which comprised of a total population of 4,021 athletes. Of these athletes, 80.58% played
soccer and only 1.34% played rugby. Although the research on rugby is limited, there
seems to be a focus on PSCs such as commitment, coping skills and self-regulation
(Taylor & Collins, 2019; Hill et al., 2015). Therefore, as PSCs needed for development
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should be context and sport-specific (Larsen et al., 2012), more research is needed within
rugby.

Method

This paper is a narrative review of the contribution of PSCs in dealing with the challenges
and stressors faced by rugby players. To avoid confusion and ambiguity, this review will
use the following terms when discussing the psychological aspect of talent development:
psychological characteristics and psychological skills. The term psychological characteristics
will refer to “qualities of the mind” (Dohme et al., 2016, p. 19) which are innate predisposi-
tions or traits. Psychological characteristics are relatively stable but can be enhanced or
strengthened through systematic development (Dohme et al., 2016). The term psycho-
logical skills, however, will refer to “skills of the mind” (Dohme et al., 2016, p. 20),
which is an individual’s ability to use learned strategies to achieve a specific result. There-
fore, psychological skills can enhance or develop psychological characteristics (Dohme
et al., 2016).

A narrative review was considered to be a more appropriate method than a systematic
review given the small number of studies in the area (Steidl-Müller et al., 2019). However,
as narrative reviews can be thought of as less objective than systematic reviews (Hudson
et al., 2016), the search strategy and selection process will be outlined.

Four databases were searched, including SportDiscus, PsycArticles, PsychINFO and
Scopus. The key search terms used were “rugby” “psych*” “mental” and various combi-
nations of these terms. Inclusion criteria were as follows: (1) electronically-accessible
English language publication, (2) Full-text academic journal, (3) original research rather
than reviews (4) publications focusing on rugby union rather than rugby league, (5) pub-
lications that focused on talented populations such as youth or underage teams of pro-
fessional teams, academies and professional teams.

A flow diagram describing the detailed search strategy, exclusion criteria and article
selection process is shown in Figure 1.

Psychological skills and characteristics that contribute to success in a
rugby

The PSCs identified in this review were classified as either psychological characteristics or
psychological skills using the definitions outlined in the framework established by Dohme
et al. (2016). Using the framework, psychological skills were defined as an athlete’s “ability
to use learned strategies to accomplish specific results” (Dohme et al., 2016, p. 157).
Psychological characteristics were defined as “trait-like dispositions that can, despite
being fairly stable and enduring across different situations, be enhanced or strengthened
through systematic development and training” (Dohme et al., 2016, p. 157).

Ten studies examining the PSCs of talented rugby players were identified for this
review (Table 2). Four of these studies were exploratory studies that aimed to identify
the PSCs of rugby players of different levels. The other six studies focused on how one
or more PSCs impact a particular aspect of development or performance in rugby, e.g.,
injury rehabilitation or burnout. The research has suggested that a lack of a range of
PSCs can negatively impact on talent development such as lack of commitment and
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lack of developmental awareness (Hill et al., 2015). Taylor and Collins (2019) further
emphasised this idea as they stated that a lack of sufficient psychological resources
could have an impact on talent development in rugby including lack of motivation, com-
mitment, confidence, focus and self-regulation. This argument is supported by previous
research which has repeatedly reported these characteristics as being crucial for facilitat-
ing talent development in rugby (e.g., Hill et al., 2015; Holland et al., 2010; Woodcock et al.,
2011).

Holland et al. (2010) conducted focus groups with 43 male rugby players to reveal
the psychological characteristics they perceived to facilitate their development,

Figure 1. Flow diagram representing the process of inclusion and exclusion of papers.
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Table 2. Articles identified examining psychological skills and characteristics in rugby union.

Year Author(s) Title
Sample
size Average age Level of participants Method Psychological skills and characteristics

(2010) Holland,
Woodcock
& Cumming

Mental Qualities
and Employed Mental Techniques
of Young Elite Team Sport Athletes

43 15.9 U-16 Regional
development teams

Research groups Enjoyment, responsibility, adaptability,
squad spirit, self-aware learner,
determination, confidence, optimal
performance state, game sense,
attentional focus, and mental
toughness.
Compartmentalization, Goal posting and
striving, Process orientation, Relaxation,
Routines, Self-talk, Visualisation,
reflection on action, taking advantage of
a supportive climate.

(2011) Woodcock
et al

Psychological Qualities of Elite
Adolescent Rugby Players: Parents,
Coaches, and Sport Administration
Staff
Perceptions and Supporting Roles

26 N/A U-16 Regional
development
teams – parents,
coaches, and sport
administration staff

Focus groups Enjoyment, responsibility, adaptability,
squad spirit, self-aware learner,
determination, confidence, optimal
performance state, game sense,
attentional focus, and mental
toughness. Personal performance
strategies, reflection on action, taking
advantage of a supportive climate, and
team-based strategies.

(2011) Hill &
Appleton

The predictive ability of the
frequency of perfectionistic
cognitions, self-oriented
perfectionism, and socially
prescribed perfectionism in relation
to symptoms of burnout in youth
rugby players

202 18.8 Youth teams of
professional and
semi-professional
rugby union clubs

Questionnaires Perfectionism

(2008) Hodge,
Lonsdale &
Ng

Burnout in elite rugby: Relationships
with basic psychological needs
fulfilment

133 19.7 Academy Questionnaires Autonomy, Competence

(2019) Taylor &
Collins

Shoulda, Coulda, Didnae –Why Don’t
High-Potential Players Make it?

10 37.8 Academy Coaches Interviews Motivation, commitment, coping skills,
confidence, focus, self-regulation, social
skills

(2015) Hill,
McNamara
& Collins

Psychobehaviorally Based Features of
Effective Talent Development in
Rugby Union: A Coach’s
Perspective

15 38.9 Academy Directors
and Coaches

Interview Cognitive Ability, Competitiveness,
Confidence & Self-Belief, Consistency,
Courage, Cultural Identity,
Developmental Awareness, Driving
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Group Standards, Effective
Communication, Emotional Intelligence,
Flexibility & Adaptability, Game
Understanding, Grit, Growth Mindset,
Honesty, Leadership,
Manage Transitions Successfully,
Maturity (nonphysical), Commitment,
Coping with Pressure, Focus &
Distraction Control, Goal Setting,
Planning & Self-Organization, Quality
Practice, Realistic Performance
Evaluation, Resilience, Self-Awareness,
Process Orientated, Self-Regulation.

(2006) Wilson, Hardy
& Harwood

Investigating the Relationship
Between Achievement Goals and
Process Goals in Rugby Union
Players

150 24.31 Club to National level Questionnaires Self-Directed Task
Self-Directed Ego
Social Approval Task

(2017) Carson &
Polman

Self-determined motivation in
rehabilitating professional rugby
union players

5 between 18
and 27

Professional Interviews,
Diaries,
Questionnaires

Autonomy,
Competence
and
Relatedness

(2014) Corrado,
Murgia &
Freda
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included in their results are attentional focus, self-aware learner and confidence which
are closely linked to the psychological resources outlined by Taylor and Collins (2019).
However, they also reported further characteristics which included enjoyment, respon-
sibility, adaptability, squad spirit, determination, optimal performance state, game
sense, and mental toughness. These characteristics were further confirmed when the
perceptions of the parents, coaches and sport administration staff of the players that
participated in the study were examined by Holland et al. (2010). They revealed the
same psychological characteristics as identified by the players as being essential for
their development (Woodcock et al., 2011). Commitment, attentional focus and atten-
tion to detail were also identified as crucial for success in rugby (Corrado et al., 2014;
Hill et al., 2015).

Characteristics related to motivation, focus and confidence are commonly discussed
within the talent development literature. However, other characteristics that may have
a significant impact on the development and performance of rugby players have also
been identified, such as squad spirit (Holland et al., 2010). It has also been suggested
that transitioning to higher levels in sport is facilitated by passion (Hill et al., 2015;
Sheard & Golby, 2009) as it assists players in preserving in the less enjoyable activities
of their development.

So far, the psychological characteristics discussed were revealed in exploratory studies.
However, some studies have attempted to examine how psychological characteristics
help players deal with specific challenges. Researchers have examined how basic psycho-
logical needs fulfilment can identify burnout in elite rugby (Hodge et al., 2008) and assist
players when rehabilitating from injury (Carson & Polman, 2017). Perceived basic needs
fulfilment in particular autonomy and competence are predictors of burnout in junior
elite rugby players. Furthermore, it has been suggested that by developing autonomy,
competence and relatedness while players are rehabilitating it can facilitate the
effective return to competition (Carson & Polman, 2017). It is imperative that players
have the psychological characteristics or are taught the psychological skills to develop
the characteristics to deal with these challenges as they are common challenges within
rugby. Not being able to deal with these challenges would impede players development
and performance in rugby.

Characteristics that can have a negative impact on the development of players have
also been identified in the literature. Hill et al. (2015) revealed a range of characteristics
that can negatively impact effective talent development in rugby including complacency,
disorganisation, failure to overcome challenges, lack of awareness, lack of commitment
and loss of focus. Furthermore, it has been highlighted that those players with perfectio-
nistic cognitions can suffer from burnout (Hill & Appleton, 2011).

Although a wide range of psychological characteristics were identified in this review,
less attention has been given to psychological skills, except for those that are related
to self-regulated learning processes such as goal setting, planning & self-organisation
and realistic performance evaluation (Hill et al., 2015) as well as key psychological skills
for young rugby players, including personal performance strategies (e.g., relaxation, rou-
tines, self-talk, visualisation), reflection on action and taking advantage of a supportive
climate (Holland et al., 2010; Woodcock et al., 2011). Coping skills were also identified
as being important for development in rugby in two studies (Hill et al., 2015; Taylor &
Collins, 2019). As most of the PSCs identified in this review come from exploratory
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studies, the lack of psychological skills identified may suggest that players were either not
being taught, or they were not employing psychological skills.

Practical implications

Rugby specific list of PSCs

One of the aims of this review was to provide a rugby specific list of PSCs that can
be taught to players and developed throughout their talent development pathway
(Table 3). As well as categorising PSCs into psychological characteristics and psychological
skills, PSCs in which various terms were synonyms or closely related were grouped
together (Dohme et al., 2016) e.g., terms confidence and self-belief are grouped together
as confidence. The PSCs highlighted in this review would help players deal with the range
of challenges and stressors they face. Learning a range of psychological skills can help
players develop the psychological characteristics needed to negotiate these challenges
and stressors. By implementing these skills and possessing the necessary characteristics,
players can deal with the various challenges they face. PSCs do not have one isolated
function; rather, they can be applied to various situations and challenges. For example,
motivation is crucial for any athlete that wishes to seek excellence in their sport
(Gagné, 2010). It can assist the player in dealing with playing challenges such as executing
the team game plan, completing college work and proving value to the team. Motivation
can be defined as “the investigation of the energization and direction of behaviour”
(Roberts & Treasure, 2012, p. 6). Intrinsic motivation is particularly important as individuals
take part in an activity out of interest for the activity itself rather than external reward. To
increase intrinsic motivation, three basic psychological needs must be met: competence,
autonomy and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2008). Whereby, autonomy refers to the experi-
ence of volition and having control; competence refers to a sense of effectiveness in an
environment; and relatedness refers to a sense of belonging and connection with
others in a given social context (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Therefore, motivation can be

Table 3. Rugby specific list of psychological characteristics and skills of rugby.
Psychological characteristics Psychological skills

Motivation
Coping
Confidence
Concentration
Self-regulation
Autonomy
Competence
Relatedness
Flexibility & adaptability
Mental toughness
Passion
Facilitative Perfectionism
Commitment
Resilience
Self-Awareness
Emotional Intelligence
Game Understanding

Process orientation
Relaxation
Routines
Self-talk
Stress avoidance
Vicarious experience
Visualisation
Goal setting
Planning
Self-organisation
Realistic performance evaluation
Coping Skills
Reflection
Communication
Compartmentalization
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increased through the implementation of psychological skills such as planning, goal-
setting, communication, process orientation.

Similarly, a confident player can more effectively deal with challenges such as impress-
ing in their first game, performing under pressure, and recovering after a mistake. Confi-
dence can be developed using self-talk, visualisation, reflection, and routines.
Furthermore, players must learn to cope with many challenges to their goals of reaching
the highest level of their sport including; pressure to perform, expectations from both
themselves and family (Beckford et al., 2016), the physical challenge of first-team training,
having to work hard to prove themselves and forming new relationships with new team-
mates and coaches (Finn & McKenna, 2010). Psychological skills such as concentration,
goal setting, peaking under pressure and freedom from worry can help players to
better cope with these challenges.

Additionally, the ability to be flexible and adaptable was deemed to be a key feature
of resilience for high performing athletes. Resilience can be defined as “the role of
mental processes and behaviour in promoting personal assets and protecting an indi-
vidual from the potential negative effect of stressors” (Fletcher & Sarkar, 2012, p. 675).
Although differences exist between the two concepts (Gucciardi et al., 2008; Sheard,
2012), similarities exist between resilience and mental toughness, such as both deal
with effectively overcoming and dealing with pressure, challenges and stressors
(Cowden et al., 2016). Mental toughness is “a personal capacity to produce consistently
high levels of subjective or objective performance despite everyday challenges and
stressors as well as significant adversities” (Gucciardi et al., 2015, p. 28). Resilience
and mental toughness are associated with concepts. Therefore, psychological skills
such as being able to compartmentalise, organise, plan and cope could help players
become more resilient and mentally tough.

Stage related challenges and PSCs

PSCs that are important for success in a talent development environment are sport and
context-specific. This research identified a list of PSCs specific to rugby. As players encoun-
ter many challenges throughout their time in a rugby talent development environment, a
curriculum of PSCs should be deliberately taught to players at the various stages of the
talent development pathway to deal with the challenges and reach their potential.
PSCs should be developed early so players can implement them as they need them in
the future.

Table 4 illustrates the challenges of rugby pathway stages, i.e., age grade and regional
academies, etc., professional academy and professional level, the table outlines the
psychological characteristics needed at each stage and the psychological skills that can
develop these characteristics. All PSCs needed for development in rugby cannot be
taught at any one stage and therefore should be taught over time and across the
stages. The information outlined in this table will help sport psychologists and coaches
to prioritise which PSCs should be taught and enhanced at each stage. Although new
PSCs are taught in later stages, those PSCs taught in earlier stages should be continued
to be developed to ensure that the player continues to possess the necessary PSCs for
any challenges they may encounter.
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Table 4. Psychological skills and characteristics needed for the 15–18 years to professional stages of
the rugby development pathway.
Athlete
age
(Approx)

Rugby development
pathway stages Challenges of stage

Psychological
characteristics Psychological skills

15–18
years

UK: Age grade, School,
club, Regional
Academies

Ireland: Regional
development
squads, Age grade,
Sub Academy

Pressure to become
bigger, stronger and
faster

High injury incidence rate
Meeting requirements of
their role

Executing their game plan
Switching between attack
and defence

Competing in multiple
rugby programmes

Competing in multiple
sports

Dealing with multiple
coaching systems

Balance rugby and
education

Burnout

Confidence
Flexibility &
Adaptability

Focus
Self-regulation
Motivation
Social Skills

Compartmentalization
Goal setting
Process orientation
Relaxation
Routines
Self-talk
Visualisation
Reflection on action
Taking advantage of a
supportive climate

18–22
years

Professional Academy Pressure to become
bigger, stronger and
faster

High injury incidence rate
Selection
Balance rugby and
education

Meeting requirements of
their role

Executing their game plan
Switching between attack
and defence

Transition to Academy
Increases in the physical
challenges of a first-
team training and
playing schedule

A need to continually
train and work hard to
prove their value to the
team

The strain of developing
new relationships with
new coaches

The pressure of
performing at the
highest domestic levels
of their sports

The challenges of earning
respect from their more
established yet
unfamiliar peers.

Social strains of significant
others to engage in
distracting social
activities

Pressure from agents
Financial pressure
High levels of alcohol
consumption and poor

Continue to develop
characteristics
introduced at
previous stage

Coping
Commitment
Resilience
Emotional Intelligence
Facilitative
perfectionism

Self-awareness
Autonomy
Competence
Leadership
Task Orientation
Ego Orientation

Continue to develop skills
introduced at previous
stage

Coping Skills
Distraction Control
Planning & Self
Organisation

Realistic Performance
Evaluation

(Continued )
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Limitations of the current literature and future research

Overall, the literature examining the PSCs important for development and performance in
rugby is limited (e.g., Dohme et al., 2019; Drew et al., 2019). There is a lack of studies that
have examined the PSCs of players over time. Furthermore, there is a lack of focus on the
PSCs of professional rugby players with the focus on youth teams to academy level within
the research. To provide effective psychological support along the talent development

Table 4. Continued.
Athlete
age
(Approx)

Rugby development
pathway stages Challenges of stage

Psychological
characteristics Psychological skills

diets
Lack of opportunity
Lack of physical
characteristics

Lack social skills
Lack of support and
maladaptive family
input

23+ years Professional Level Increased ball in play time
Pressure to increase Body
mass increase

High injury incidence rate
Meeting requirements of
their role

Executing their game plan
Switching between attack
and defence

Commodity and securing
contracts

Rehabilitating from Injury
Mental error
Physical error
Performance/outcome
Training
Coach/player criticism
Weather
Fatigue
Off-field stressors
Official
Opponent cheat
Team tactics
Opponent play well
Crowd
Negative team
atmosphere

Being late/unprepared for
start of match after pre-
match warm up

Team selection
Letting family down
Being substituted
Poor communication
Having to work on a
Saturday

Team mistake
Thoughts of match press
conference

Letting teammates down

Continue to develop
characteristics
introduced at
previous stage

Relatedness
Passion

Continue to develop skills
introduced at previous
stages

16 J. MCAULIFFE ET AL.



pathway, it is crucial to understand these aspects of the professional level to prepare
players with the skills to be successful at that level. Therefore, future research should
explore professional samples. Of the four exploratory studies identified in this review,
only one focused on the players’ perceptions of their PSCs (Holland et al., 2010). Therefore,
although it is suggested that a curriculum of psychological skills should be taught to
rugby players across the talent development pathway (Taylor & Collins, 2019), more
player-focused research is needed to identify the PSCs important across the participation
levels.

With 10 papers included and identified in this review, it would suggest that there is still
an absence of evidence in this area. Therefore, an opportunity exists for future research to
strengthen the evidence for psychological training and support in rugby. Although the
impact of psychological training and support can be examined for many potential chal-
lenges and stressors, maybe the most relevant one currently is the psychological
impact of Covid-19 restrictions on players. Research needs to examine the psychological
impact on players of new challenges such as health concerns, social distancing, limited
training and game time and lack of crowd attendance at games. Also, research needs
to be conducted to examine potential ways to assist players in dealing with these
challenges.

Furthermore, research examining psychological support in rugby has several limit-
ations that need to be addressed. Firstly, even though our aim was to highlight PSCs
that have been specifically identified with rugby populations (Larsen et al., 2012); some
studies examined a variety of sports (e.g., Finn & McKenna, 2010; Taylor & Collins,
2019). This focus on multiple sports highlights that rugby specific research is limited,
and future research should take this into consideration. Furthermore, previous research
has been characterised by a preponderance of studies examining the retrospective per-
ceptions of coaches (e.g., Hill et al., 2015; Taylor & Collins, 2019; Woodcock et al., 2011).
The use of retrospective methods is a potential limitation as what individuals recall
may be inaccurate. Retrospective interviews are dependent on the memories of partici-
pants and can, therefore, lack objectivity (Taylor et al., 2017). Therefore, research must
gather information from prospective methods such as measuring athletes’ psychological
characteristics over a period of time.

Longitudinal studies would be very advantageous here and would provide a complete
view of the challenges that players face and the PSCs that contribute to success across the
talent development pathway (Abbott & Collins, 2004; Collins et al., 2016; Vaeyens et al.,
2009; Vaeyens et al., 2008) and to the professional level. A further pressing issue that
needs to be addressed is how PSCs can help players negotiate through the academy
and transition to professional level as these are critical stages in development (Mills
et al., 2012). Even though previous research, (e.g., Finn & McKenna, 2010) has highlighted
this period as a potentially difficult one, it has received very little attention in the litera-
ture. The research identified in this review that studied the academy period was not
solely focused on rugby and examined the perceptions of coaches rather than players.

Although this review has identified a wide range of psychological characteristics that
are important for development and performance in rugby, more attention needs to be
given to the psychological skills that can enhance or develop these characteristics
(Dohme et al., 2016). Furthermore, future research should examine whether an edu-
cational and training programme based on the PSCs identified in this review would
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have positive effects on players navigating the talent development pathway to pro-
fessional rugby.

The current review also has several limitations that we must consider. Conducting a
narrative review instead of a systematic review could be considered as a limitation as
narrative reviews are viewed as less objective than a systematic review. As mentioned
in the method section to ensure objectivity the search and inclusion/exclusion strat-
egies were outlined. Although systematic reviews are currently viewed as superior to
narrative reviews, Greenhalgh et al. (2018) have suggested that systematic reviews
are not superior but rather systematic and narrative reviews have different purposes
and should be seen as complementary. The number of papers also reviewed may be
viewed as a limitation. However, this highlights the lack of research in this area. The
focus on one sport could also be considered a limitation in terms of its generalisability
to other sports. However, multisport reviews have been previously conducted and the
aim of the review was to examine the PSCs needed for development specifically in
rugby as it is a sport that has been less researched but one in which players encounter
many challenges. Furthermore, the reason for conducting the review on one sport is
based on the notion that PSCs needed for development are context and sport
specific (Larsen et al., 2012).

Conclusion

A wide range of PSCs that contribute to the development and performance of rugby
players at age grade, academy, and professional level were identified in this review. Fur-
thermore, this review provided a rugby and pathway stage specific list of PSCs that could
inform the psychological training and support provided to rugby players at the different
stages of their development pathway. As players progress through their talent develop-
ment pathway they encounter many challenges. A curriculum of PSCs should be deliber-
ately taught to players at the various stages of the talent development pathway to deal
with these challenges and assist players in reaching their potential. A rugby specific list of
PSCs were identified in this review which can inform the psychological skills training and
support of players. Furthermore, the challenges of rugby pathway stages, the psychologi-
cal characteristics needed at each stage and the psychological skills that can develop
these characteristics were identified. Players need to possess a range of PSCs including
motivation, commitment, coping skills, confidence, focus and self-regulation to navigate
their talent development pathway in rugby successfully. Therefore, rugby players need to
be exposed to and taught a wide range of psychological skills so they can develop the
skills and characteristics to be able to deal with the challenges they face and reach
their potential.

Overall, the existing literature examining the PSCs important for development and per-
formance in rugby is limited. Therefore, an opportunity exists for future research to
strengthen the evidence for psychological training and support in rugby. Specifically,
there is a lack of studies that have examined the PSCs of players over time. Also, there
is a lack of focus on the PSCs of professional rugby players with the focus on youth
teams to academy level within the research. Therefore, future research should explore
professional samples. Previous research has focused on the perceptions of coaches.
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Therefore, more player-focused research is needed to identify the PSCs important across
the participation levels.
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