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Abstract

Background: Little is known about well-being and burnout in female professional soccer. Aims and Objectives: This
study aimed to delineate and predict these outcomes in female players in the Netherlands. Study design/setting: A
cross-sectional study using validated self-report instruments assessed the basic emotional needs, work-life balance,
coaching support and wellbeing/burnout in female professional football players. Materials and Methods: 67 players
from across all nine Dutch Eredivisie league clubs completed a range of self-report measures. These assessed perceived
coach autonomy support, work-life conflict, basic needs (for autonomy, competence and relatedness), subjective
vitality and burnout on scales specific to elite athletes. Statistics/Results: These suggested that the environment in
terms of coaching is broadly supportive for most individuals and is not leading to burnout and poor wellbeing across the
sample. A minority of players were nevertheless identified to have significantly poor wellbeing and high levels of
burnout. Conclusion: Consistent with basic need theory, poor wellbeing was predicted by several unmet needs, while
burnout was predicted by both work-life conflict and unmet needs. There are clear implications that female
professionals frequently experience high levels of work-life conflict.
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INTRODUCTION

UEFA’s women's football development programme (WFDP) has supported the game for nearly a decade
on behalf of the UEFA member national associations. The programme provides guidance, expertise, advice
and resources so as to give UEFA and its national FAs each of which has different circumstances and
needs. Supporting the professional development of the female game is one key objective of WFDP, and
the well-being of players in an increasingly professionalised game has been identified as one element of
this. At the same time there is potentially awareness of a decline in the wellbeing of players —several high
profile untimely deaths of female professionals in both the UK and Germany in the past five years have
perhaps served to highlight the stresses in the lives of those in the game. Kelly Smith, the all-time leading
scorer in English women's football history, revealed upon retirement in 2017 that she considered ending
her own life when injury threatened her playing career. The current study took place in the Netherlands
where women’s football is gaining huge momentum, and has had a professional league since 2007.
Participation and fan support is widely increasing, particularly following success in the European
Championship in 2017. The current Eredivisie professional league has nine clubs participating.

Player well-being in women’s professional football

How best to nurture and support professionals in sport, and women in football in particular? To support
these objectives, there is a clear need for a strong evidence base for practitioners to draw upon, and such
evidence needs to be directly relevant to the gender and sport involved. There is a widely held notion that
the type of sport played may influence the developmental trajectory of an athlete [1, suggesting that
findings from one sport are unlikely to be directly applicable to another. Practitioners require a
contextually and culturally specific [2 evidence-base to inform their practice in order to best meet the
needs of their clients, with particular attention needed within marginalised research populations 3 4. This
is of note in women’s soccer as the general trend in sport psychology research is that females are
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demands and characteristics (e.g. > ©l), the consideration afforded to
psychosocial factors associated with talent and career development in
talented and elite women’s football remains behind other aspects of
sport science: furthering the female soccer-specific evidence-base is a
central consideration for the continued growth and development of
female soccer.

Dual career demands during the investment years 7] appear to be a
threat to holistic player development, can impact on junior-to senior
career transitions, and impact negatively on player wellbeing 8. A rare
study of seven professional female players in Sweden [ highlighted
that the dual career concept ‘needs further reflection and adjustment’
because of its demands. Overall, it is important to understand the
experiences of talented and elite female players as they tackle various
career transitions so as to better inform professional practice in this
area. Ultimately, this will support national and international bodies in
football in their objective of increasing the chances that talented
female soccer players will be able to experience a more fulsome and
productive career in the sport. A wide range of psychological and social
factors, at the individual, situational, and environmental level positively
and negatively influence well-being in elite female players.

Well-being is a potentially very broad psychological construct with a
wealth of definitions. In the context of sport, players might be
considered fully functioning when reporting a heightened sense of
positive energy, and likewise lacking well-being when reporting a
perceived loss of energy, or feeling emotionally and physically
exhausted. A common measure used in athletes is that of subjective
vitality 191, The converse of well-being -‘burnout’ - is a maladaptive
psychological outcome that can result from the pressures of elite sport.
Consequently, preventing, or at least minimizing, the occurrence of
burnout has been viewed as an important issue in the sport psychology
literature. The current consensus undoubtedly is in support of
Raedeke’s [11] definition of athlete burnout as a syndrome characterized
by: (i) emotional and physical exhaustion; (ii) sport devaluation; and
(iii) a reduced sense of accomplishment. This symptom-based
definition provides a means by which the potential causes and
consequences of burnout, such as illness, injury, dropout, has
frequently been examined using the Athlete Burnout Questionnaire [12],

A related area is that of work-life balance (or its converse, work-life
conflict). Several authors have advanced notions that a conflict
between a professional role and one’s personal life are important
determinants of health and well-being, and that a balance, whereby
these can be coordinated or mutually supportive of one another, is
healthier. The consequences of a lack of balance have been extensively
studied both for the individual personally, and for the work context.
These can include lower family satisfaction, relationship stress,
negative affect and drug/alcohol use. In the workplace, job
dissatisfaction, work stress, absenteeism and ‘presenteeism’ may result
and organizational commitment may suffer. In a team context these
may translate as poorer performance, team cohesion and so forth. The
gender perspective is particularly relevant to work-life balance 131, If
women are to ‘have it all’ — a high commitment career, and family or
partnered lifestyle, how is this best achieved? The global picture is that
persistent gendered cultural norms and assumptions underpin the
work—family articulation [14; women remain under-represented in
many areas of the economy and society in most countries [1], at least
partly because high demand jobs are difficult to combine with family
responsibilities. This is even the case in the most gender equal
countries as outlined by Seierstad and Kirton 13! in the Scandinavian
context.

Basic needs theory in the player context

Basic Needs Theory [16], a more limited version of self-determination
theory 117], is a conceptual framework useful for understanding the
implications of the perceived social environment on player well-being.

In detail, the theory outlines that we possess three given psychological
needs which, when met, allow for personal growth and positive self-
development. The first of these needs, autonomy, occurs when people
feel a sense of volition regarding their choices and decision-making in
the context at hand. The need for competence is satisfied when
individuals perceive the capacity to assert influence, and master tasks
within their social or occupational environment. Finally, the need for
relatedness is met when humans feel a sense of belongingness to a
social group, or team.

Applied to footballers, satisfaction of players’ needs for autonomy,
competence, and relatedness via their team environment should lead
to higher levels of well-being. The concept of need satisfaction allows
researchers to identify the environmental conditions under which
these can be satisfied and so, in turn, promote well-being. One
important social environmental factor assumed to nurture the
fundamental needs is the motivational climate created by the coach 18
191, Coaches may set activities and targets, give recognition, evaluate
performance, share their authority and shape the environment. Ideally
this creates a motivational climate based on task mastery, learning,
effort exertion and improvement (a task involving climate that can lead
to increased perceived competence as an end in its own right). This is
sometimes termed ‘autonomy support’. In contrast, the less helpful
ego-involving climate is characterized by interpersonal competition,
social comparison and public evaluation, with potentially well-being
harming consequences.

Overall, Basic Needs Theory suggests that optimal functioning is
promoted by satisfaction of the three basic needs via interactions with
the social environment such as other players, staff and coaches 21, In
contrast, frustration of one or all of these needs is postulated to
undermine well-being and can lead to the deterioration of
psychological and even physical health 171, Expressed quantitatively,
Basic Needs Theory outlines how the three psychological needs act to
mediate the links between facets of the perceived football
environment (such as the team and its coach) and player well-being.
Though the majority of studies have explored male or predominantly
male samples, both Reinboth and colleagues 191 and Adie et al. 122
demonstrated reasonably similar relationships regardless of gender
between perceptions of coaching support, basic need satisfaction and
indices of well-being among young adult sport participants.

Aims and hypotheses

We aimed to measure players’ perceived autonomy, intrinsic
motivation, and team relatedness (their ‘basic needs’); their positive
and negative well-being; aspects of work-life conflict; alongside their
perceptions of both coach and team climate. We hypothesized that
greater perceived unmet needs and a poorer environment (perceived
team/coach, work-life balance, uncertainty about the future as a
professional football player, and performance pressure) are associated
with lower well-being and greater burnout. Further mediation analysis
aimed to test whether unmet needs mediates the relationship
between the environment and well-being/ burnout.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

All nine Eredivisie Clubs were invited to take part via a weblink to an
online survey. The survey was hosted by Qualtrics (Provo, Utah, United
States), a flexible software platform that enables secure and
confidential online data collection, automatically adapted to the
computer, tablet or smartphone used. We estimated around 200
eligible adult players to have been invited by clubs. 67 individuals
accessed the weblink and all completed the online survey.

After completing several demographic questions about age, education,
and vyears playing professional football, players completed the
following self-report measures.



Basic needs Drawing from a previous study of needs satisfaction in
team sport athletes [23] ten items were used to tap into autonomy (e.g.
“I feel | can give a lot of inputs to deciding how the practice/training is
being carried out”). Need for competence has previously been assessed
in a sport context using the perceived ability sub-scale of the Intrinsic
Motivation Inventory 24 adapted to suit football (e.g. “I am pretty
skilled at football”). The competence subscale of the IMI has
demonstrated acceptable reliability with young British athletes [23I,
Satisfaction of the need for relatedness has previously been measured
with the five-item Acceptance subscale of the Need for Relatedness
Scale 5], which has been adapted to the context of team sport 201, All
three basic needs questionnaires was translated into Dutch by the
authors, and back translated for accuracy checks.

Perceived coach autonomy support. Seven items from the Health Care
Climate Questionnaire (HCCQ [26]) have been adapted to tap the degree
to which players perceived their head coach to be autonomy
supportive. Participants responded to the stem, “On this football
team...” Example items are “I feel that my coach provides me with
choices and options”, and “My coach listens to how | would like to do
things”. The responses were anchored on a scale of 1 (strongly
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Previous research has supported the
internal reliability and predictive validity of the adapted seven-item
version of the HCCQ (e.g. [*9]). This questionnaire was translated into
Dutch by collaborators at KNVB, and back translated for accuracy
checks.

Work-Life balance/ conflict. This was measured by three items taken
from Copenhagen Psychosocial Questionnaire (COPSOQ Ill, Dutch
version). These are answered on a four point Likert scale.

Well-being. The six-item Subjective Vitality Scale (SVS [10]) aims to

capture the extent to which players felt alive and energetic in their
football participation (e.g., “I feel alive and full of energy”). Responses

Table 1: Descriptives on self-report measures.

are given on a seven-point scale. Sport research has supported the
predictive validity as well as the internal reliability of this scale (e.g.
(19]), This questionnaire was translated into Dutch by collaborators at
KNVB, and back translated for accuracy checks.

Burnout. the Athlete Burnout Questionnaire (ABQ [12)) has sub-scales of
emotional and physical exhaustion; sport devaluation; and a reduced
sense of accomplishment. Participants answered the Dutch language
version on a five-point Likert scale. Previous research has provided
evidence for the construct validity and internal reliability of this
measure (e.g., [11.12]),

Research Ethics

The study was approved by the Health and Medical Sciences Faculty
Ethics Committee at the University of Surrey, United Kingdom. All data
was collected anonymously and with informed consent from all
participants.

The spread of time spent playing professional football is given in the
table 1 below.

RESULTS

Descriptives. The majority (64%) were aged between 18 and 21; 17%
were aged between 22 and 25; and just 7% were aged between 26 and
30. In terms of educational attainment, 3 were at University level, 7 at
HBO; 19 at MBO; 13 at VWO; 17 at HAVO; 8 at VMBO. The majority live
alone (72%), 27% cohabit, and one person was married/registered
partner. 63% are students, 30% are in employment whether as a
professional footballer or in another capacity, 3% are housewives, and
4.5% are currently not employed. Length of professional playing career
varied from one to over five years with 50% of the sample having
played for between two and four years.

Range | Minimum | Maximum | Mean | Std. Dev.

Perceptions of Coach Autonomy Support 39 10 49 34.19 | 8.91
Work-Life Conflict 11 4 15 11.14 | 2.88
Need for Acceptance 20 25 18.85 | 3.94
Need for Autonomy 12 13 25 19.13 | 2.90
Need for Competence 30 5 35 27.86 | 4.17
Subjective Vitality Scale 11 7 18 13.03 | 2.69
Physical/Emotional Exhaustion (ABQ 1) 3.60 1 4.60 2.38 .86

Reduced sense of Accomplishment (ABQ 2) | 4.00 1 5.00 2.45 .66

Sport Devaluation (ABQ 3) 3.20 1 4.20 2.19 .73

Athletic Burnout Questionnaire Total 9.40 3.2 12.6 7.03 1.84

The results of all self-report measures are given in table 1. On average,
ratings of coach autonomy support were quite high with a mean of
34.19. However, the same was also true of work-life conflict (11.14 out
of a total of 15). Scores on the Athletic Burnout Questionnaire were
similar to those seen in other sport samples such as a recent study of
how the measure performed in 257 young Swiss Olympic sport class
attenders [27],

Stepwise linear regression was used to predict burnout and reduced
wellbeing. First, all demographic factors were investigated but none

predicted these outcomes. From inspection of the correlations with
ABQ scores, work-life conflict and all basic needs measures were
entered in stepwise regressions for both ABQ and subjective vitality.
The final solution suggested that 48% of the variance in ABQ scores
could be explained by a model with three predictor variables: Work-life
conflict, need for acceptance and need for competence. This model is
shown in table 2.

30



Table 2: Regression predicting ABQ Total

Unstandardized Coefficients | Standardized | t Sig.
B Std. Error Beta
(Constant) 16.294 1.275 12.779 | .000
Work-Life Conflict -.285 .058 -.447 -4.902 .000
Need for Competence | -.136 .045 -.308 -3.013 | .004
Need for Acceptance -.123 .047 -.263 -2.586 | .012

Further analysis of each of the ABQ subscales also identified the same
factors as predictive. Physical/Emotional Exhaustion was predicted by
Work-life Conflict and Need for Acceptance. Sport Devaluation was
predicted by Work-life Conflict and Need for Acceptance. Reduced
sense of accomplishment was predicted by Need for Acceptance and
Need for Competence.

Table 3: Regression predicting Subjective Vitality/Wellbeing

Subjective Vitality/Wellbeing was also investigated using stepwise
regression. Perhaps because this is less specifically related to football
than the ABQ a lower proportion of variance was explained by the final
model (20%) which included Need for Autonomy and Need for
Acceptance (see table 3 below).

Unstandardized Coefficients | Standardized | t Sig.
B Std. Error Beta
(Constant) 4.619 2.117 2.182 | .033
Need for Autonomy .259 113 279 2.301 | .025
Need for Acceptance | .183 .083 .268 2.207 | .031

Checks were performed to investigate whether basic needs might play
a role in mediating the effect of work-life conflict on wellbeing or
burnout. However, the necessary relationship between these variables
required for mediation was lacking, suggesting that all the above
effects are direct or are mediated/moderated by factors not measured
in the current study.

Although coach support did not correlate significantly with any
outcomes, it did correlate significantly with two basic needs (need for
acceptance r=.25, p<.05; need for autonomy r=.35, p<.05). Thus, while
a lack of coach support did not itself lead to burnout, it does predict
some areas of basic needs not being met.

DISCUSSION

While coaching support has previously sometimes been found to be
related to burnout, this was not the case here. However, the levels of
coach autonomy support (which rates the overall support from a coach
and team) were reasonably high which may have mitigated against its
effects. Nevertheless coach support did modestly predict several
unmet needs reflecting some findings elsewhere. In one study of male
Mexican footballers (15-24 years old), players perceived a more
‘authoritarian style’ to coaching than ‘autonomy supportive’ and this
strongly predicted frustration of basic psychological needs [28]. It may
be that the relative absence of authoritarian coaching styles in the
present context mitigated this effect, however there were significant
differences in how autonomy supportive coaches were.

However, the relatively supportive coaching context does not imply
that all had positive wellbeing in the sample. Levels of work-life conflict
in particular, and for some, professional burnout were high, and quite
strongly related to each other. This was true regardless of work status
(most were either students or in employment), age, years playing
football, or weekly hours spent playing, working or studying. Though
the study is cross-sectional the results suggest that work-life conflict is
a major contributor to burnout in this context.

The other main, and largely independent, contributors to both burnout
and low wellbeing were relative deficiencies in all three basic needs -
for autonomy, competence and acceptance. These are consistent with
Basic Needs Theory, and in tune a wide range of earlier research, as
outlined in the introduction. While levels of burnout were broadly
consistent with other young elite athletes such as Olympic class
attenders [27], some scores fell at or near the ceiling for these measures
which should clearly be concerning for those involved in supporting the
sport. Though the current data is cross-sectional it is consistent with
longitudinal data supporting the direction of effects of ‘frustration of
basic needs’ as causal of burnout (eg. 29).

Turning to the relevance of gender, a key difference between studies
such as Aguirre et al. 1281, Trépanier et al. [2°] and others to the present
is its exclusively female focus. Those few studies of elite females in
sport highlight significant role conflict, even in relatively egalitarian
societies such as the Nordic countries °l. The source of work-life
conflict is probably highly varied in the present context as it spanned
those in live-in relationships and those not, those in work and those in
education, new professionals and established. The source of work-life
conflict was not the topic of this study, but other work has highlighted
the challenges of a high commitment career for women against the
illusion of a ‘have it all’ lifestyle, that may leave some struggling with
the burden 1131,

The study currently the only investigation of well-being and burnout in
the professional women’s game. Although the uptake by invited
participants was creditable (about a third), this necessarily resulted in a
small sample with all the limitations to the conclusions that can be
drawn that this implies. It is not possible to generalize in any detail to
the wider context of female professional football given the different
local conditions at club and national level. A further limitation is that
the exact nature of work-life conflict in the lives of participants was not
specified in the present study. Whether they interpreted football as
their work, or other paid or unpaid work roles, was not clear. Given the
multiple demands of family life, education, employment and football it
is however unsurprising perhaps that this indicator appeared
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paramount. A further limitation is that the study is cross-sectional and
causal relationships cannot be vouchsafed by its results.

Practical Applications and future Research

The results highlight the need to attend to basic unmet needs on the
part of a significant proportion of professionals. These have negative
consequences, particularly in the context of high work-life conflict.
Clubs and coaches, as well as the national association, should remain
vigilant to these factors, and the associated burnout and harm to well-
being that they are associated with.
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