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Problem & Aim
The Australian Football 

League

ÅWide ranging support for player 
ΨƻŦŦ-ŦƛŜƭŘ ƭƛŦŜΩ ϧ Řǳŀƭ ŎŀǊŜŜǊ 
development via the AFLPA.

Å Enthusiasm for the support of 
player dual career development 
and off-field life varies from club 
to club (Chambers et al, 2013; Hickey & Kelly, 
2008)

Å Any relationships may add an 
ΨŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ 
for clubs to be supportive

Overarching Aim:
To investigate the relationship 
ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ !C[ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΩ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ 
off-field activities and athlete 
engagement

How?
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Measuring performance

ÅQuantification and comparability in a team context

ÅMeasured over the rhythms and phases of a year (pre-
season ςfinals)

ÅRelative and absolute

Å/ƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ  ΨŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎƘƛǇΩ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎ

ÅUse of Champion data (57 individual statistics 
categories player rankings on 13 actions and two 
composite scores/rankings ςsupercoachand 
dreamteam)

Initial decision ςcoach ratings + organisational citizenship



Other evidence?
Contemporary  workplace 

literature

ÅEmployees work more 
efficiently where 
ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǿƘƻƭŜ 
ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩ ƛǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ 

(Attridge, 2009; Grawtich, Gottschalk, & Munz, 2006; Watson Wyatt, 2002)

Attridge (2009) review paper
ÅWorkplace engagement
ïhigher productivity 
ï lower absenteeism

Å Antecedents of workplace 
engagement
ïCulture of support and 

openness
ïSupport for work/life balance
ïSupport for wellness
ïOpportunities for career 

growth*

(
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Athlete engagement
Where the workplace & sport 
psychology literature have met!

Athlete engagement:
ά! ǇŜǊǎƛǎǘŜƴǘΣ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜΣ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ-
affective experience in sport that is 
characterised by confidence, 
ŘŜŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǾƛƎƻǳǊέ όǇΦпспΣ 
Lonsdale et al., 2007)

Athlete Engagement 
Questionnaire (AEQ):
ï Identified a 4th sub-scale 

(enthusiasm)

ï16 items 

ïGlobal engagement 
ïconfidence, dedication, 

enthusiasm & vigour 

ïDV of interest
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Conceptualisation:

Informed by literature review

Methods:

Exploratory-integrative case 

study 

Analysis:

Deductive-inductive content 

analysis

Inferences:

-Club culture & off-

field activity 

-Activity type & quality

-Relevant personal &                                         

environmental variables

-Off-field activity and     

athletie engagement

Conceptualisation:

Instrument selection

Item development

Refine research questions

Methods:

Pilot testing

Data collection

Analysis:

Data exploration

Inferences:

Associations between person, 

environment, off-field activity 

and athlete engagement

Qualitative Quantitative

Meta-inferences

ñAre players off-field activities associated 

with Athlete engagement?

How is this influenced by personal and 

environmental variables?

Å Qualitative strand 
then quantitative

Å Qual informs Quant 
conceptualisation

Å Separate inferences

Å /ƻƳōƛƴŜŘ άƳŜǘŀ-
ƛƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎέ

Research Design

Sequential Mixed design
(Teddlie&Tashakkori, 2009)



Qualitative phase
Aims: 
1. Investigate a club culture identified as 

supportive of player off-field activities 
while maintaining on-field success 

2. Identify relevant personal and 
environmental variables for the 
ongoing investigation.

3. Investigate the players and their 
experiences as AFL footballers.

4. Explore the off-field activities AFL 
players participate in, the purpose of 
these activities, and what constitutes a 
quality off-field activity.
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Design: 
Explorative integrative case study (Maaloe, 
2009)

ά! ŎȅŎƭƛŎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƻŦ Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳƻǳǎ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜ 
between pre-chosen theories, generated data, 
our interpretation, feedback from our 
informants, which hopefully will lead us to 
more inclusive theory building or even 
understanding" (p. 3)



How can we find this out?

What variables define a 
quality engagement in 
an off-field activity?

What cultural variables 
of the club support/do 
not support off-field 
engagements?

How can we measure 
match performance?

What personal variables 
do we need to 
consider?



Methods

Club selection: 

ïIdentified by AFLPA & AFLCA as 
a successful example of support 
for player off-field development 
& activity

ïSuccessful on-field record over 
the last ten years 

ïHigh proportion of players 
engaged in dual career 
development
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Methods
Data collection
Å ¢ǿƻ ǿŜŜƪǎΩ ƛƳƳŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ŏƭǳō 

environment observing the player 
development department

Å 15 semi-structured participant 
interviews  

ω   9ƭŜǾŜƴ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŦƻƻǘōŀƭƭŜǊǎ όŦƻǳǊ 
early, four mid, three late career)

ω   CƻǳǊ Ŧƻƻǘōŀƭƭ ǎǘŀŦŦ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ

ÅPlayer Development 
Manager (PDM)

ÅFootball Manager

ÅOn-field Development 
Coach

ÅExecutive Member of 
Football Staff

Data analysis

Å Deductive-inductive coding of data.

Å Exploration of club culture using 
{ŎƘŜƛƴΩǎ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ όнлмлύ

Å Analysis communicated back to the 
club (via presentation)
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Findings (the players)

άL ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘ Ŧƻƻǘȅ ŜǾŜǊȅ ŘŀȅΦ 9ǾŜǊȅ 
ǘƛƳŜ L Řƻ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ LΩƳ ŀ Ŧƻƻǘȅ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΦ LŦ 
LΩƳ ƎƻƛƴƎ Řƻǿƴ ŦƻǊ ŀ ŎƻŦŦŜŜ Řƻǿƴ ǘƘŜ 
ǎǘǊŜŜǘ LΩƳ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘΣ ΨLΩƳ ŀ Ŧƻƻǘȅ 
ǇƭŀȅŜǊΣέ

άL ŀƳ ŀ Ŧƻƻǘȅ ƘŜŀŘ ΧōǳǘΣ ȅƻǳ ƴŜŜŘ 
something different, need to think about 
ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƛǾŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴȅ 
footballers because I can go home and 
ǘŀƭƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ Χ 

ǿƘŀǘ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ŀǘ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎέ
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ά.Ŝǎǘ Ƨƻō ȅƻǳ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜΦ I did a few 
apprenticeship trials. I did a plumbing and a 
building trial and they were pretty tough 
jobs so it makes this seem a lot easier. LΩŘ 
rather be here than digging trenches and 
ŘƛƎƎƛƴƎ ƘƻƭŜǎέ

ά{ƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ 
ŀǘ мм ƻΩŎƭƻŎƪ ƻƴ ŀ ¢ǳŜǎŘŀȅ ƳƻǊƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 
ǘƘŜȅ ƎƻΣ ΨƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜƳΣ ǿƘŀǘ ŀ 
ƎǊŜŀǘ ƭƛŦŜΩΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ŀƭƭ ǿŜŜƪŜƴŘ 
for everyone to come and watch them play 
ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘΦέ

ά¸ƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǘƛƳŜǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ 
rules and stuff like that and you miss out 
ƻƴ ƎƻƻŘ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎΩ ǘǿŜƴǘȅ-firsts and stuff 

like that. And then you think, oh, why am I 
ŜǾŜƴ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎΚέά²Ŝƭƭ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǾŀǊƛŜŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƭƛƪŜ 

the rest of the population their interests 
differ, what they like and what turns 
ǘƘŜƳ ƻƴ ŘƛŦŦŜǊǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ǘƻ ǇƭŀȅŜǊέ

The players

ÅMost had relocated

ÅΨCƻƻǘōŀƭƭŜǊ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΩ 
prominent
ïVariation amongst players

ÅAll reflected on 
importance of life outside 
of football

ÅVariety of interests & 
Abilities beyond football

Life as an AFL footballer

ÅAppreciation of the role

ÅSacrifices

ÅBeing a role model 

ÅFull time but not a typical 9 
to 5 



Findings (career stage)

άL ǘƘƛƴƪ ςthey call it first year-itisΣ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǎƻ ǘƛǊŜŘ 
ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ ǿƻǊƪƭƻŀŘ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ƎƻǘΦ  {ƻ 

I think in the first year ςΩŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ȅŜŀǊ ȅƻǳ Řƻ ȅƻǳǊ 
ŀǇǇǊŜƴǘƛŎŜǎƘƛǇΣ ōǳǘ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ L ŎƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ŘƻƴŜ 
ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜΣ ŀǎ L ǎŀƛŘΣ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ 
your way, figuring out how to go as a footballer and at 

ƴƛƎƘǘǎ ȅƻǳ Ƨǳǎǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǎƭŜŜǇέ

ά¢ƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘ L ǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǿŀǎ ǿƘŜƴ L ǿŀǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ 
quite wellŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ Χ ŀǎ ŀ  ǘŜŀƳ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ 
going well and I was forcing my way into the team 
and since then, last year, I only played one game 
and ǘƘƛǎ ȅŜŀǊ L ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ŀƴȅΦBut it is a bit of 
a scary phase because personally I guess I have 
already started thinking a lot about life after 
Ŧƻƻǘȅέ

άL ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ǎŜǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ 
ƭŜǎǎ ǘƛƳŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ςthe end is a lot nearer 

than you want it to be.L ǘƘƛƴƪ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ǊŜŀŎƘŜŘ ŀ 
certain point and it dawns upon you that times 

passing by pretty quick.  But I think then you value it 
a lot more, you try and make the most of it as much 

ŀǎ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΦέ
άLǘΩǎ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƘŀǊŘŜǊ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ŎŀǎŜ ǘƻ ǿŀƭƪ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ŎŀǊŜŜǊ 
that you want to do at 28, ΩŎŀǳǎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƘŀǾŜ 
got a 10 year head start on youΦ  {ƻ LΩǾŜ Ƨǳǎǘ 
tried to upskillƳȅǎŜƭŦ ŀǎ ƳǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜέ
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Å Early career (0-4 years)

ïEager to impress

ïConstantly tired

ïHost families

ïGradually explored life outside 
of football

Å Middle career (>4-8 years)

ï.ŜŎŀƳŜ ŀ ΨŎƭǳō ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩ

ïConsolidation or capitulation

ïDeveloping socially, 
vocationally, financially more 
common

Å Late career (8+ years)

ïRealise closer to the end

ïMost doing some preparation 
for retirement

ïDŜǘ ǘƘŜ ΨƳƻǎǘΩ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ Ŧƻƻǘōŀƭƭ

ïΨbƻƴ-footballers get a head 
ǎǘŀǊǘΩ

ïLess to do with PDM as 
ΨŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘΩ



Club culture
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Artefacts

Playerdevelopmentinfrastructure

Å Dedicatedplayerdevelopmentareas

Å PlayerdevelopmentΨǇƛƴǳǇΩboard

Å Playerlounge

Player-PDMcommunication

Å Informalplayer-PDMcommunicationin the clubfacilities

Å Casualandformalappointmentswith the PDM

Provision for player non-sport time

Å Player schedule allowing spare time

Å Player development courses onsite

Espoused values

Support is for the whole person 

A work/life balance is important

Individual differences need to be recognised 

Å Players are not forced to develop a dual career but are encouraged to. 

Å First year players require a focus on adjusting to elite football. 

Activities need to be viable

Å The quality of engagement is the most important aspect 

Å It is important for players to sample different activities.

Basic assumptions

Å Balancing sport and off-ŦƛŜƭŘ ƭƛŦŜ ŜƴǎǳǊŜǎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΩ ǿŜƭƭ-being and 

facilitates on-field performance. 

Å The club has an ethical responsibility to support  holistic player 

development.

Å Players should be encouraged to find personal meanings in their 

dual career activity.

Å Dual career development is important however football comes 

first.

Reported in:

Pink, Saunders & Stynes 
(2015) Reconciling the 
maintenance of on-field 
success with off-field player 
development: A case study 
of a club culture within the 
Australian Football League 
Psychology of Sport and 
Exercise. 21: 98-108



Off-field Activity Type and Quality Aspects

Types:
ïAlternative career 

development

ïRecreation/Hobbies

ïSocial life/going out

ïAppearances/community

ïDeveloping life skills

Quality aspects:
ïDistraction from football

ïHaving enough time

ï Identifying with purpose

ïSocial connection*
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The survey
Demographics
ïAge

ïLiving arrangements

ïRelocation status

ïSenior games played

Individual characteristics*
ïAthletic identity (Aims-7)

Å /ǊƻƴōŀŎƘΩǎ=h.70 (present study)

ïSelf-concept (SDQ-III- Summary items; 

aŀǊǎƘ ϧ hΩbŜƛƭƭΣ мфусύ

ÅAccuracy and importance self-
ratings 
ï physical, intellectual, social, &  

moral/spiritual domains

ÅSmaller version of original 136 
item questionnaire

ïCareer stage (early, middle late)
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The survey

Club environment

Å 11 items developed from 
qualitative findings

Å Exploratory factor analysis

ïTwo items performed poorly

ï¢ǿƻ ΨŦŀŎǘƻǊǎΩ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ

Club 

support 

Quality 

of free 

time

Communality

(initial)

The player development/welfare department is 

respected by other departments at the club

.823 .730

I feel comfortable to be honest with the player 

development/welfare manager about my off-

field activities

.725 .475

The club is interested in me as a person as well 

as a player

.686 .551

The club makes it easy to keep a balanced life .570 -.332 .718

I am free to make decisions about my off-field 

life

.552 .379

There is enough space for me to have interests 

outside of football

-.815 .674

I have enough free time each week outside of 

work

-.785 .676

I am able to spend enough time with my 

friends/family

-.765 .557

I am able to switch off from being a footballer 

in my free time

-.484 .246

Items extracted to investigate players experiences of off-field life. 
Factor loadings and communalities based on principal axis factoring 
with direct obliminrotation (N = 427)

Note. Factor loadings < .32 are suppressed. 
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Other measures
Alternative career development (time & type)

Free time:

Å Recreational activities

Å Social life/going out

Å Time with ext. family

Alternative career development 
experience

Å 12 items developed from qualitative 
findings

ïFive items performed poorly

ïhƴŜ ŦŀŎǘƻǊ Ψ!/5 ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ǾŀƭǳŜΩ
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Athlete engagement:
AEQ ( =h .86, present study)



Sample characteristics
N = 430 Professional AFL 
footballers

Age: M = 22.93 years

Senior games: M = 54.44 

Representative sample?

ïEntire sample:
(M = 23.52 years; 56 games; AFL 
Record, 2013)

Early career (N = 211, 49%)

Middle career (N = 145, 34%)

Late career (N= 74, 17%)

Relocation:
ï60.7% of the sample relocated 

interstate to play football

ï81.4% if including regional 
relocation
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Athletic Identity & Broader Self-concept

Athletic identity and self-concept

AIMS-7

M = 37.92/49

SD = 5.20

Other samples?

= 45th percentile, norm scores 
(Brewer & Cornelius, 2001)

Olympic athletes

M = 37.00/49 (SD = 4.98)
(Poczwardowskiet al., 2013)

AIMS-7 Declined with career stage:

One way Anova:
(Welch's F(2,178.03) = 6.035, p < .01)

Matches previous research
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AI and Broader Self-concept

Low correlations!

ïSport/physical ability an exception

ïPlayers on average perceived high 
levels of importance in other 
domains

ïSimilar SDQ-III profile to amateur 
elite NACE athletes (Fraser, 2012)

ïAbsence of negative correlations

Dimension N Total AI

Sporting/physical ability 430 .361**

Physically attractive/good looking 430 .146**

Interactions/relationships  with 

same sex

430 .188**

Interactions/relationships with 

opposite sex

430 .087

Interactions with parents 383 .044

Emotional stability 430 .141**

Verbal skills/reasoning ability 430 .117*

Academic ability 430 .069

Maths skills/reasoning ability 430 .053

Problem solving/creative thinking 430 .065

Honest/reliability/trustworthiness 430 .214**

Spirituality/religiosity 430 .032

** Significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).  
* Significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
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Alternative Career Development

74.8% engaged in ACD

M = 4.40 hrs/wk (SD = 2.75 hrs)

Player characteristics and off-field activity
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Activity type

Athletic Identity and ACD

Engagers vs. Non-engagers

[ŜǾŜƴŜΩǎ

test

Mean 

difference

t df Sig. 

(two-

tailed)

Social identity .938 .741 2.753 428 .006

Exclusivity .000 .0472 .201 167 .847

Negative 

affectivity .839
.203 .740 428 .460

Total .571 .991 1.707 428 .088

9ŦŦŜŎǘ ǎƛȊŜ Ґ лΦол ό/ƻƘŜƴΩǎ d) suggesting a small-moderate 
effect of group membership and differences in AI. 

Two way ANOVA: No interaction effect 
with career stage
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Player characteristics & off-field activity

Intellectual Self-concept and ACD

engagers vs. non-engagers

Dimension ACD activity value

Verbal skills .244**

Maths skills .208**

Academic skills .276**

Creativity/problem solving skills .201**

Intellectual SC & Perceived 
activity value

[ŜǾŜƴŜΩǎ 

test

Mean 

difference

t df Sig. 

(two-

tailed)

Verbal ability .487 1.704 .981 428 .327

Maths ability .101 2.77 1.412 428 .159

Academic 

ability
.355 3.67 1.920 428 .056

Creativity/pro

blem solving
.431 4.38 2.413 428 .016*

Mean difference significant at the 0.05 level (2-ǘŀƛƭŜŘύΣ ό/ƻƘŜƴΩǎ d, 
0.27)

.

** Correlation is significant at the P< 0.01 level.

Two way ANOVA: No interaction effect 
with career stage 
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Player characteristics & off-field activity

Free time

Å No significant correlations 
between AI & free time activities

Self-concept & free time

Å Unrelated

24

ά¸ƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ LΩƳ 
in to other 
things too!

άwŜŀƭƭȅΣ ƳŜ ǘƻƻΗέ



Club environment & off-field activity

25

Activity ΨŎƭǳō ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦƻǊ ƻŦŦ-

ŦƛŜƭŘ ƭƛŦŜΩ

Social 

life/going out

.192**

Recreational -.023

Volunteer -.051

Ext. family -.044

ACD value .279**

** Correlation is significant at 
the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Activity Quality of free time

Social life/going 

out

.282**

Recreational .161**

Ext. family .106*

Volunteerwork -.083

ACD hours per 

week

.000

Small to moderate 
correlations



Player characteristics, club environment, off-field 
activity & athlete engagement.

AEQ: Descriptive statistics
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Dimension Early

M (SD)

Middle Late Total sample

Global AE 16.97 (1.87) 16.04 (2.13) 16.44 (2.58) 16.57 (2.13)

Confidence 16.56(2.21) 15.80 (2.43) 16.69 (2.61) 16.33  (2.38)

Dedication 17.99 (1.88) 17.17(2.31) 17.58(2.60) 17.64 (2.19)

Enthusiasm 16.91(2.56) 15.52(2.96) 15.48(3.61) 16.12 (2.98)

Vigour 16.43 (2.29) 15.67 (2.28) 16.01(2.93) 16.11 (2.43)



Player characteristics, club, environment, off-
field activity & athlete engagement.

Dimension M (SD) Global AE Confidence Dedication Enthusiasm Vigour

Club support for off-

field life (/35)

25.42 (5.11) .424** .300** .345** .427** .345**

Quality of free time 

(/28)

16.10 (4.89) .263** .176** .124** .317** .249**

Social life/goingout 4.89 (3.74) .115* .070 .029 .147** .130**

Recreation 4.66 (3.71) .025 .017 -.027 .031 .057

Ext.Family 3.45 (3.49) -.004 -.019 -.034 -.020 .058

Athletic identity 

(/49)

37.92  (5.20) .279** .168** .407** .197** .208**

Career stage * -.137** -.029 -.109* -.212** .096*
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Note: Activity estimates in hrs p/week ** P = < 0.01 level; * P = < 0.05 Level



Player characteristics, club, environment, off-
field activity & athlete engagement.

28

Club support for off-field 
life

Club support for off-field 
life &

Quality of free time

Global AE

R2ҟ Ґ Φллт 

Total model: (R2= .186, F(2,427) = 48.89, P= <.005)

=̡ .424*** , R2 = .18 


