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Supporting parents of male academy footballers: An action 
research study

Rachael A. Newporta,b , Camilla J. Knighta,c , and Thomas D. Lovea 

aSwansea University; bDisability Sport Wales; cUniversity of Agder 

ABSTRACT 
The purpose of this study was to develop, implement, and evaluate 
a support program for parents of male youth academy footballers. 
Drawing on an action research methodology, underpinned by an 
interpretivist philosophical approach, this study comprised two 
action research cycles conducted over a 3-year period. The first 
action research cycle was the development, delivery, and evaluation 
of a six-session parent support program, along with three cultural 
changes. Following evaluation and reflection, the parent support 
program was modified to comprise a “Being a Football Parent” book-
let, a 90-minute support session, and three further cultural changes. 
Overall, the results highlight the benefits of providing support to 
parents within youth academy football through a variety of modes 
and particularly targeting actions at the culture in which parents are 
situated. This study also demonstrates the value of using action 
research and having a practitioner-researcher embedded within 
organizations to facilitate such change. However, there were several 
challenges when implementing this parent support program and 
frustrations when creating change within the culture. Guidance for 
future parent support programs and further research are detailed.  
Lay summary: Two parent-support programs, comprising parent work-
shops and/or booklet alongside culture changes, were implemented and 
evaluated within a youth football academy. The program of support was 
positively received by parents and seen as beneficial. However, several 
challenges were encountered, particularly with implementing the cul-
tural changes. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE

� Parent support programs will be enhanced through providing 
parents with information alongside targeted cultural changes.

� Creating an environment that encourages parents to support 
each other enhances the effectiveness of workshops.

� Topics covered within sessions should be directed toward help-
ing parents to manage their demands, build effective relation-
ships with coaches, help parents to understand and meet their 
sons’ before, during, and after match needs, be aware of and 
learn to manage their emotions during a match, and adapt their 
support to their sons’ development
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Parents1 are a vital part of youth sport, no more so than within male2 academy football, 
where players often dedicate their childhood from eight to 18 years to football. Despite 
their dedication, the success rate of academy players becoming professional footballers 
is 0.012% (Calvin, 2018). Nevertheless, even with this very small success rate, young 
people who are chosen to be part of a football academy commit to daily training ses-
sions, as well as weekly matches throughout the season. The demands and commitments 
that arise because of their involvement in academy football can be substantial both for 
players (Champ et al., 2020; Clarke et al., 2018; Mills et al., 2012) and their parents 
(Harwood et al., 2010). In addition, parents also experience their own demands and sac-
rifices (Clarke & Harwood, 2014). For instance, several studies have found that when 
supporting their child in sport, parents experience a plethora of stressors and challenges 
relating to competitive, organizational, and developmental concerns (e.g., Elliott et al., 
2018; Harwood & Knight, 2009; Harwood et al., 2019; Lienhart et al., 2019) and sup-
porting children involved in sport can have some negative influences on parents’ mental 
health (Sutcliffe et al., 2021).

While they attempt to manage these stressors and challenges, parents must execute 
various tasks and actions within their children’s sporting lives ranging from providing 
emotional and tangible support, to developing relationships with others and displaying 
emotional control on the sidelines (Harwood & Knight, 2015; Holt & Dunn, 2004). The 
extent to which parents “appropriately” carry out these tasks can influence whether chil-
dren achieve their sporting potential, have a positive psychosocial experience, and 
experience positive developmental outcomes (Harwood & Knight, 2015). Given their 
influence, providing parents with knowledge, guidance, and support to optimize their 
involvement in their children’s sporting lives is important (Knight, 2019).

Recognizing the importance of parents accessing support and guidance, in recent years 
several parent education programs have been developed and evaluated within the scien-
tific literature (see Burke et al., 2021 for review). These parent education programs have 
included, among others, in-person programs delivered to gymnastics (Richards & Winter, 
2013) and tennis parents in the UK (Thrower et al., 2017) as well as soccer parents in the 
US (Vincent & Christensen, 2015) and Canada (Azimi & Tamminen, 2020). Further, a 
combined in-person education session and a guide has been delivered to US soccer 
parents (Dorsch et al., 2017), and online programs delivered to tennis parents in the UK 
(Thrower et al., 2019) and hockey parents in Canada (Tamminen et al., 2020). Taken 
together, these programs have demonstrated that parent education programs can be bene-
ficial for enhancing parents’ knowledge, perceived parenting competence, relationships 
with others, and their interactions with their children (Burke et al., 2021).

However, there are several limitations within the current parent-education evidence 
base. First, there has been little consideration of parents’ specific support needs within 
these programs (Knight, 2019). That is, many programs have been based on the scien-
tific evidence regarding positive parental involvement (e.g., Azimi & Tamminen, 2020; 
Dorsch et al., 2017; Tamminen et al., 2020), but, except for the work by Thrower et al. 
(2017, 2019), they have not been explicitly tailored to parents’ experiences or support 
requirements within a particular sporting context. To maximize the benefit of programs 
to parents, and subsequently children, ensuring parents receive the information, guid-
ance, and support that is most pertinent to them is necessary.
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Secondly, to-date, programs have been broadly positioned as education programs that 
are designed to teach or inform parents how to better support their children or develop 
skills to display more desirable behaviors in relation to their children’s sport. However, 
this approach often emphasizes that parents are the problem (Pankhurst & Collins, 
2013) and the demands experienced by parents are often disregarded. Simply teaching 
parents how to change their behavior may be ineffective in the face of such demands. 
Rather, adopting an approach which recognizes parents as valuable members of their 
children’s broader support team (e.g., Harwood et al., 2019) and seeks to provide 
parents with support rather than education, may empower parents to reflect upon and 
subsequently change their own behavior.

Finally, the education approach, which focuses on “changing or improving” parents 
does not take into consideration the impact organizational culture may have on parents’ 
involvement and their experiences (Knight, 2019; Knight & Newport, 2020). In the sim-
plest terms, culture is the overarching “way we do things around here” (Cruickshank 
et al., 2013, p. 323) or a set of shared assumptions that define appropriate behavior for 
various situations (Henriksen et al., 2017). Thus, culture includes the behaviors that 
people display, the relationships they have with each other, organizational policies, the 
structure of the organization, as well as the conflicts and harmony within the group. 
When children enter sport or transition between clubs, parents are socialized into the 
specific organizational culture of that setting, relying on accepted norms and expecta-
tions to guide their behavior (Clarke & Harwood, 2014; Dorsch et al., 2009). As a result 
of this socialization process, parents may play the part of the “athlete parent” as 
expected by the organizational culture (McMahon & Penney, 2015). Consequently, 
when seeking to provide support to parents, understanding how organizational culture 
is impacting their behaviors and support needs, as well as addressing issues within the 
organizational culture that may affect parents’ involvement, is needed.

Recognizing the benefits of parent support programs, while also acknowledging the limi-
tations of existing ones, the aim of the current study was to develop, implement, and evalu-
ate a program of support for parents of male academy footballers. To address this aim, a 
two-cycle action research study was carried out within a category one football academy in 
the UK. Within the UK, football academies were set up to recruit young males from eight 
years of age, with the aim of supporting development to enable those with sufficient skill to 
become professional football players. The system is divided into four categories, with cat-
egory one being the highest. Category one academies typically have the highest number of 
players and access to better quality and more training facilities, more resources (i.e., staff), 
more financial income and support from their associated football club, better quality coach-
ing, better education provision for players, and a higher level of welfare provision (including 
sport science, psychology, and nutrition; Premier League, 2023).

Method

Methodology and philosophical underpinnings

Action research was selected for this study. Action research is carried out in a cycle 
comprising an ongoing process of observations, reflections, actions, evaluations, and 
modifications, followed by changes to move in a new direction (Koshy et al., 2011; 
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McNiff & Whitehead, 2011). Action research is used by practitioners to evaluate 
their action to identify whether they had an impact and if it has benefited those for 
whom it was intended (McNiff & Whitehead, 2011). The overall purpose is to create 
new practices through carrying out and reflecting on action (McNiff & Whitehead, 
2006).

Action research was chosen for this study as it provided the opportunity to imple-
ment and evaluate a support program as a sport and exercise psychology practitioner, 
while also creating new research evidence. Action research is undertaken by practi-
tioners who regard themselves as researchers (McNiff & Whitehead, 2006). Research 
that is carried out by practitioners is considered as living research, where the story of 
practice and learnings could create theories and knowledge that was relatable to prac-
tical application (Reason & Bradbury, 2008). This aligned with the lead researcher’s 
practitioner-researcher approach to produce research to inform practice and carryout 
practice to inform research. Action research also aligned with the ontological (relativist) 
and epistemological (constructionist) underpinnings of the research team.

Researcher positionality

The lead researcher (who delivered and evaluated the support program) is a white 
woman, educated with an undergraduate and postgraduate degree in sport and exercise 
psychology. At the time of starting the first action research cycle, she was a trainee 
sport and exercise psychologist and was not a parent. She also had with little football 
experience, having come from an equestrian and athletics sporting background. As 
such, when she entered the youth male football academy, she was naïve to football cul-
ture, the ways of football academies, the experiences of parents, and some of the nuan-
ces of family life in the region. Nevertheless, it presented an opportunity for her to 
immerse herself in the football parent experience, with limited prior knowledge or 
assumptions.

Over the course of the study, the lead researcher became a parent for the first time 
(having a daughter at the end of the second action phase) and by the completion of the 
study had achieved accreditation as a sport and exercise psychologist and was pregnant 
with her second child. Becoming a parent, albeit not one whose child was playing foot-
ball, provided first-hand insight into the bond that exists between parents and children 
and the overwhelming emotions parents can experience in relation to their children. It 
also enhanced her understanding of the logistical and practical constraints parents 
experience. As such, the ways in which she engaged with parents shifted to more of a 
knowing insider. Moreover, it enhanced her desire for the intervention to work and 
increased disappointment when challenges were encountered, particularly related to the 
lack of engagement from parents.

The second and third authors are both white English academics. The second author 
is a woman, with extensive experience in the fields of youth sport parenting and qualita-
tive research. She was not a parent at the start of this study, but had spent considerable 
time working with parents, coaches, clubs, and organizations to provide support to 
parents as a researcher and sport psychology consultant. The third author is a man, 
with experience as a sport science researcher and practitioner, much within elite 
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football. Both authors became parents during this study, which, like the first author, 
stimulated their desire for the intervention to “work” and thus encouraged substantial 
problem solving to try and overcome some of the challenges associated with the inter-
vention. However, it also facilitated consideration of the various reasons why parents 
may not be engaging.

Action research cycle implementation

Prior to starting this study, a relationship between the football academy and second 
author, had been established. Specifically, the academy manager had indicated that he, 
other staff, and players were encountering several challenges that they perceived to arise 
from inappropriate involvement of parents and as such he was keen to improve how 
parents were involved at the academy. Additionally, there was a desire to increase the 
overall sport psychology provision within the academy. Knowing the background of the 
second author it was suggested that a bespoke parent support program could be created 
specifically for the academy and be delivered by a sport psychologist alongside broader 
work with players. Subsequently, funding for the research project was sought by the 
second author. Ethical approval was also obtained at this point.

To develop this program, the lead author was embedded as a practitioner-researcher 
within the football academy for three years delivering parent support and sport psych-
ology support to players, coaches, and support staff (with a period of 9 months mater-
nity leave after the second year). Specifically, she was responsible for developing, 
implementing, and evaluating an evidence-based parent education program (as is 
detailed in the current study), but was also embedded in the academy as a sport psych-
ologist (in training) to deliver 1–1 and group support to players and coaches. In her 
role as a practitioner-researcher, she drew upon the practitioner-researcher model devel-
oped by Shapiro (1967).

Over the three years, two extended action research cycles were implemented. The 
action-research cycles for this research were adapted based upon O’Leary’s (2017) mul-
tiple cycles of action-research. In the simplest terms, this model suggests that the first 
phase is to carry out observations. Specifically, the researcher uses a variety of data col-
lection methods within a particular case to gain an understanding of participants’ 
behaviors and experiences in their natural setting. The second phase comprises reflec-
tion on these experiences to guide the subsequent change process. The third phase 
involves planning the anticipated action. During this phase the researcher answers crit-
ical questions and makes choices about the action phase, such as what their research 
question is and how they will go about carrying out the action. The fourth phase is 
then to carry out the action and afterwards reflect collaboratively with the participants 
to observe and identify transformations, plus recognize improvements for future action 
(Reason & Bradbury, 2008). While this model was followed throughout the study, given 
the need to ensure experiential knowledge from parents, coaches, and practitioners 
underpinned the planning of action (Koshy et al., 2011; McNiff & Whitehead, 2006), 
the observation phase of the first cycle was considerably extended (see Figure 1).
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Action research cycle 1

Phase one—exploration
A case study of the youth football parent experience was conducted and a series of rec-
ommendations for providing support were co-created over a period of eight months. 
This has been published (Newport et al., 2021)  and thus, the focus of the current paper 
is from the reflection phase of action cycle one to the end of cycle two.

Phase two—reflection
This phase comprised a process of personal reflection by the lead author as well as 
engagement in collaborative reflection with parents, coaches, support staff, and the 
research team regarding the parent support recommendations produced during the 

Figure 1. Action research cycles as applied in this study.
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exploration phase. Reflections were carried out through informal conversations, focus 
groups, research group meetings, and a research feedback meeting with coaches. Having 
developed an initial understanding of parents’ experiences and avenues through which 
to provide support, this reflection process focused on creating action through a parent 
support program. Reflections were carried out within the lead researcher’s reflexive 
diary, drawing on Gibbs (1988) reflective cycle.

Phase three—planning action
The football off-season and pre-season were spent planning the support that could be 
provided to parents. This planning occurred as a research team and in collaboration 
with parents, coaches, and support staff. Plans were influenced by the findings of phase 
one and two and previous studies (e.g., Dorsch et al., 2017; Thrower et al., 2017).

Phase four—action
Support sessions for parents and cultural changes were implemented over a period of 
two months. The program comprised six support sessions for parents aligned to the 
postulates of sport parenting expertise (Harwood & Knight, 2015), which were delivered 
by the lead author, plus three cultural changes which are detailed in the results (see 
Figure 2). Specifically, through phases one and two, it had become apparent that the 
organizational culture was one which tolerated parents but did not embrace them. As a 
result, it was perceived that a full support program would require an emphasis on 
changing this culture to a more parent positive environment.

Over the course of this action, approximately 130 parents (based on the assumption 
that each player was represented by one parent) were invited to take part in the parent 
support sessions. Fifty-two parents attended at least one session and ten attended all six. 
On average, sessions were attended by 16 parents. All parents were exposed to the cul-
ture changes.

Figure 2. Timeline of action research cycles.
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Phase five—evaluation and reflection
The evaluation and reflection phase was used to identify elements within the program 
that were successful and unsuccessful, and what improvements were needed. This evalu-
ation considered the delivery style (discussion-based sessions) and mode, content, 
engagement, and apparent outcome and impact on parents and the culture (Koshy 
et al., 2011). The evaluation began as soon as the action started and continued for two 
months after its completion. Evaluation occurred through observations, informal con-
versations, researcher reflections, parent reflections, survey data, and interviews.

Specifically, the lead author carried out 980 h of observations of the coaches, support 
staff, and the broader academy environment. She observed multi-disciplinary meetings, 
evening and weekend training sessions, pre-match team talks, away trips, match ana-
lysis, and informal social occasions such as mealtimes. Through informal conversations, 
she gained insights from parents, players, coaches, and support staff, regarding how 
they believed the action should be delivered and their reflections on the delivery of the 
action. The lead author also completed reflections following each support session. 
Specifically, she documented an outline of the discussions that occurred within the ses-
sions, feedback from parents, information relating to the content of the sessions, obser-
vations of parents’ engagement, and details of any organizational cultural changes that 
have occurred. Changes for subsequent sessions were noted.

Through their attendance at the support sessions, all 52 parents contributed to the 
evaluation by sharing their thoughts and reflections during sessions. Additionally, all 
academy parents (whether they had attended sessions or not) were invited to share their 
reflections on the program (comprising the sessions and cultural changes) through an 
online survey. A total of 37 parents completed the survey, which included 23 parents 
who attended at least one session and 14 who did not. Eight participants (three mothers 
and five fathers) also took part in interviews pre and post the parent support sessions. 
The interviews ranged in length from 22 min to 200 min pre-support sessions 
(M¼ 60 min, SD¼ 58 min) and from 20 min to 72 min post-support sessions 
(M¼ 41 min, SD¼ 19 min). All evaluation data was combined and analyzed following 
the recommendations of Miles et al. (2014).

The first stage of analysis was to organize the transcripts, collect the online reflective 
survey data, and organize the reflexive diary notes, observations, and fieldnotes. Next, 
the lead author spent substantial time immersed within the data, reading and re-reading 
transcripts and notes to gain an understanding of the experiences of parents within 
youth academy football and the impact of the program. Subsequently, based upon the 
questions asked within the interviews and the structure of the online reflective survey 
data, deductive categories were created to aid the organization of the data and explore 
where change occurred. These categories were: “overall benefit,” “content evaluation,” 
and “improvements needed.” Subsequently, raw data were allocated within the pre- 
defined categories.

The fourth stage of analysis was to develop inductive codes. This process was guided 
by Miles and colleagues’ (2014) effects matrix to illustrate the change that occurred 
because of the parent support sessions and the parent supportive culture. The develop-
ment of effects matrix provided a visual representation of any change that occurred fol-
lowing the program and provided conceptual clarity through a structured approach. 
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The fifth stage of analysis was the interpretation and refinement of data by collapsing 
and compressing categories into a reduced number of codes. For example, three codes 
were refined from “Different perspective,” “Reflection and discuss with other parents,” 
and “Helping others,” to “Opportunity for reflection on own and others’ behavior.” The 
sixth stage was to revisit the raw data and check the interpretation provided an appro-
priate representation of the raw data. Finally, the data were written up.

Action research cycle two

Phase six—reflection and modification
As soon as the evaluation from action cycle one was completed, phase six (the first 
phase of action cycle two) began. This was a further process of collaborative reflection 
using Gibbs (1988) reflective cycle to identify areas for improvement within the pro-
gram. The planning of action for the second cycle then began. Specifically, in a change 
from cycle one, planning the delivery for the second action cycle included designing 
and printing a booklet that would be delivered alongside a condensed parent support 
session and further cultural changes.

Phase seven and eight—action and evaluation
This revised parent support program included a support session, supported by a book-
let, and three cultural changes (detailed below). In total, 21 parents took part in the 
support session (three of whom had previously attended the six-session program). 
Again, evaluation started from the delivery of the support session until three months 
following the delivery. Having encountered issues recruiting parents for interviews in 
cycle one and learning that it put parents off the program, these were removed in cycle 
two. Rather, parents were only asked to share feedback immediately after the session 
with the lead author and then through a survey. Despite numerous reminders, only six 
parents (three female and three male) completed the survey. This data was supple-
mented with 800 h of observations, informal conversations with parents, coaches, and 
support staff, fieldnotes and the lead authors reflections reflexive diary. Data were again 
analyzed in line with the guidance of Miles et al. (2014).

Phase nine: reflection and future guidance
After completion of the second parent support program, the lead author remained 
embedded in the academy engaging with parents, coaches, and players, carrying out 
observations, and fieldwork in the form of sport psychology support to parents, coaches, 
and players. This period allowed for continued observation and reflection on the 
ongoing cultural changes, as well as an opportunity to develop ideas and recommenda-
tions for future programs.

Methodological rigour

This study was carried out in accordance with the 12 criteria specified by Evans et al. 
(2000) for action research studies. Evans and colleagues criteria ranged from the 
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commitment to a real-life problem and seeking to create change, through to 
engagement with participants, a systematic approach, and including participants in the 
process. An overview of the steps taken to align with these criteria are provided as 
supplementary materials. In addition, due to the lead author being embedded within 
the organization as a practitioner-researcher, she was able to gain substantial insider 
perspectives regarding the organizational culture and related changes, which substan-
tially enhanced the quality of the study.

Results

In the following sections each phase of the action research cycles is described detailing 
pertinent findings, with a particular emphasis on the evaluation of each action.3

Phase 2—reflection

Drawing on the results of phase 1 (Newport et al., 2021) , overall, it was recognized 
that parents’ experience is challenging and complex. As such, it was perceived that 
parents would benefit from support sessions tailored to the individual phases of their 
journey and that are flexible to allow for the demands they experience. Further it was 
clear the support program should also comprise a series of cultural changes within the 
environment to create a parent supportive culture.

Phase 3—planning action

Based on the reflections in phase two, as well as preexisting literature, a support pro-
gram, “Being a Football Parent,” which comprise six parent support sessions combined 
with the implementation of a series of targeted cultural changes, was planned. The sup-
port sessions aimed to cover the six-postulates identified by Harwood and Knight 
(2015) as the key competencies for optimal sport parenting and aligned with findings 
from the exploration phase of this research (Newport et al., 2021). The six sessions 
were: Tackling the football parenting game (managing organizational demands and pro-
viding tangible support), Communicating with the team (enhancing their relationship 
with the coaches and other parents), Being a football parent (adopting an autonomy 
supportive parenting style), Supporting your child (providing support to their son and 
how this evolved), The ups and downs of matches (the emotions of matches and how to 
manage them), and Bumps in the road (future challenges and considering how parents 
may manage them) (see Table 1).

Recognizing that parents at different stages have different experiences, each session 
was delivered multiple times targeted at different ages groups (U9/10, U11/12, U13/14, 
U15/16). This enabled content to be adapted and aligned with their specific needs. For 
example, for U9 and 10 parent sessions focused on transitioning into the academy, 
whereas the same session with U15/16 parents focused on scholarship decisions, sup-
porting their son to be more independent, and their sons’ current education demands.

The parent supportive culture focused on the creation of an environment that consid-
ered parents as a key part of youth football development and an organizational culture 

10 R. A. NEWPORT ET AL.

https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200.2024.2329547


Ta
bl

e 
1.

 C
on

te
nt

 o
f 

th
e 

pa
re

nt
 s

up
po

rt
 s

es
si

on
s.

Se
ss

io
n

Ai
m

s
Co

nt
en

t
Ev

id
en

ce
 f

ro
m

 E
xp

lo
ra

tio
n 

an
d 

Re
fle

ct
io

n 
Ph

as
e

U
nd

er
pi

nn
in

g 
re

se
ar

ch

Ta
ck

lin
g 

th
e 

fo
ot

ba
ll 

pa
re

nt
in

g 
ga

m
e 

(P
os

tu
la

te
 5
�

)

M
an

ag
e 

th
e 

de
m

an
ds

 o
f 

be
in

g 
a 

fo
ot

ba
ll 

pa
re

nt
Pr

ov
id

e 
pa

re
nt

s 
w

ith
 a

n 
ov

er
vi

ew
 o

f 
th

e 
ac

ad
em

y 
en

vi
ro

nm
en

t. 
D

is
cu

ss
 c

ur
re

nt
 s

tr
es

so
rs

 a
nd

 
de

m
an

ds
. E

xp
lo

ra
tio

n 
of

 w
ay

s 
to

 e
ffe

ct
iv

el
y 

m
an

ag
e 

th
ei

r 
de

m
an

ds
 a

nd
 s

tr
es

so
rs

.

Pa
re

nt
s 

ex
pe

rie
nc

e 
or

ga
ni

za
tio

na
l 

an
d 

de
ve

lo
pm

en
ta

l d
em

an
ds

 
th

ro
ug

ho
ut

 t
he

ir 
jo

ur
ne

y.
 

Po
te

nt
ia

lly
 t

ak
es

 f
ou

r 
ye

ar
s 

fo
r 

pa
re

nt
s 

to
 d

ev
el

op
 c

op
in

g 
st

ra
te

gi
es

.

H
ar

w
oo

d 
an

d 
Kn

ig
ht

 
(2

00
9,

 2
00

9)
 

H
ar

w
oo

d 
et

 a
l. 

(2
01

0)
 

Bu
rg

es
s 

et
 a

l. 
(2

01
6)

Co
m

m
un

ic
at

in
g 

w
ith

 
th

e 
te

am
 

(P
os

tu
la

te
 4
�

)

D
ev

el
op

 b
et

te
r 

re
la

tio
ns

hi
ps

 a
nd

 
ef

fe
ct

iv
e 

co
m

m
un

ic
at

io
n 

w
ith

 
co

ac
he

s,
 s

up
po

rt
 s

ta
ff,

 t
he

ir 
fa

m
ili

es
, a

nd
 o

th
er

 p
ar

en
ts

Fo
cu

s 
on

 h
ow

 t
o 

ga
in

 s
oc

ia
l s

up
po

rt
 f

ro
m

 o
th

er
 

pa
re

nt
s.

 P
ar

en
ts

 t
o 

in
tr

od
uc

e 
th

em
se

lv
es

 a
nd

 
ne

tw
or

k 
w

ith
 o

th
er

s.
 I

nf
or

m
 p

ar
en

ts
 o

f 
th

e 
co

m
m

un
ic

at
io

n 
pr

oc
es

s 
w

ith
in

 t
he

 a
ca

de
m

y.
 

D
is

cu
ss

 s
ce

na
rio

s 
in

 r
el

at
io

n 
to

 c
oa

ch
-p

ar
en

t-
so

n 
re

la
tio

ns
hi

ps
.

Fr
us

tr
at

io
ns

 w
ith

 t
he

 
co

m
m

un
ic

at
io

n 
fr

om
 t

he
 

ac
ad

em
y.

 D
es

ire
 f

or
 e

nh
an

ce
d 

re
la

tio
ns

hi
ps

 w
ith

 c
oa

ch
es

. U
se

 
ot

he
r 

pa
re

nt
s 

fo
r 

so
ci

al
 s

up
po

rt
.

Bu
rg

es
s 

et
 a

l. 
(2

01
6)

 
Sm

ol
l e

t 
al

. (
20

11
)

Be
in

g 
a 

fo
ot

ba
ll 

pa
re

nt
 

(P
os

tu
la

te
 2
�

)

U
nd

er
st

an
d 

ho
w

 t
o 

cr
ea

te
 a

 h
ea

lth
y 

em
ot

io
na

l c
lim

at
e 

an
d 

w
ha

t 
th

ei
r 

cu
rr

en
t 

pa
re

nt
in

g 
st

yl
e 

in
vo

lv
es

O
ffe

r 
pa

re
nt

s 
in

fo
rm

at
io

n 
on

 c
re

at
in

g 
an

 
au

to
no

m
y-

su
pp

or
tiv

e 
en

vi
ro

nm
en

t 
in

 t
he

 h
om

e 
an

d 
in

 f
oo

tb
al

l. 
Pr

ov
id

e 
sc

en
ar

io
s 

to
 in

iti
at

e 
di

sc
us

si
on

 o
n 

th
e 

pa
re

nt
in

g 
st

yl
e 

an
d 

ap
pr

oa
ch

 
pa

re
nt

s 
w

ou
ld

 t
ak

e 
in

 d
iff

er
en

t 
fo

ot
ba

ll 
si

tu
at

io
ns

.

Ba
la

nc
in

g 
th

e 
pr

es
su

re
, 

en
co

ur
ag

em
en

t, 
an

d 
su

pp
or

t 
th

at
 

pa
re

nt
s 

pr
ov

id
e 

fo
r 

op
tim

al
 c

hi
ld

 
de

ve
lo

pm
en

t 
w

as
 a

 c
on

ce
rn

.

D
ar

lin
g 

&
 S

te
in

be
rg

 
(2

01
7)

 
G

ro
ln

ic
k 

(2
00

2)
 

H
ol

t 
et

 a
l. 

( 2
00

9)

Su
pp

or
tin

g 
yo

ur
 c

hi
ld

 
(P

os
tu

la
te

 1
�

)
Ex

pl
or

at
io

n 
of

 t
he

 s
up

po
rt

 t
ha

t 
pa

re
nt

s 
pr

ov
id

e 
to

 t
he

ir 
so

n 
an

d 
op

tim
iz

e 
th

ei
r 

so
n’

s 
en

jo
ym

en
t 

of
 

fo
ot

ba
ll.

D
is

cu
ss

 p
os

iti
ve

s 
an

d 
ne

ga
tiv

es
 o

f 
sa

m
pl

in
g 

sp
or

t 
an

d 
ea

rly
 s

pe
ci

al
iz

at
io

n 
in

 f
oo

tb
al

l. 
Ex

pl
or

at
io

n 
of

 t
he

 s
up

po
rt

 (
ta

ng
ib

le
, i

nf
or

m
at

io
na

l, 
an

d 
em

ot
io

na
l) 

re
qu

ire
d 

w
he

n 
sa

m
pl

in
g,

 s
pe

ci
al

iz
in

g,
 

an
d 

in
ve

st
in

g 
in

 s
po

rt
.

Pa
re

nt
s 

un
su

re
 o

f 
ho

w
 b

es
t 

to
 

pr
ov

id
e 

in
fo

rm
at

io
na

l a
nd

 
em

ot
io

na
l s

up
po

rt
 t

o 
th

ei
r 

ch
ild

.

Cô
t� e

 e
t 

al
. (

20
09

) 
Cô
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that respected and valued parents. The cultural changes were planned to occur through 
the lead author being embedded within the football academy environment, actively chal-
lenging individuals within the academy regarding their approach to parents, role model-
ing positive behavior toward parents, and supporting the development of more effective 
parent-coach relationships. Specific changes that were targeted included, facilitating eas-
ier access to the parents’ lounge, providing parents with access to refreshments, the dis-
tribution of schedules earlier, and more notice of schedule changes being provided. In 
addition, coaches were encouraged to consult parents on changes to training schedules, 
actively seek feedback from parents, introduce a parents’ voice forum, and use videos 
within player performance reviews to provide parents with greater insight in their child-
ren’s development.

Phase 4—action: implementing the “being a football parent” support program

The parent support sessions were advertised to parents through an email one month 
prior to delivery starting, followed by a reminder a week before each session. They were 
also advertised through word of mouth during informal conversations with parents.

Support session delivery
The support sessions were delivered over an 8-week period (a change from the planned 
six weeks due to unavoidable clashes with academy commitments). Sessions were deliv-
ered in football academy classrooms, at the same time as training sessions, with a light 
buffet of refreshments provided. The sessions were delivered in an interactive and sup-
portive manner to create an environment where parents felt welcomed, respected, and a 
valued part of the organizational culture.

Implementing cultural changes
The focus on cultural changes began two months prior to the support sessions and con-
tinued until the end of the sessions. The implementation of these were carried out using 
the Three Perspective Approach (Martin, 2002). The Three Perspective Approach con-
sidered the complexities of the academy culture, provided guidance on how the cultural 
changes could be made, and highlighted where there may be conflict and resistance to 
change. For instance, the different age groups and departments within the academy cre-
ated subcultures, while the varying backgrounds of the coaches and support staff created 
individual identities. These subcultures and identities created further complexities and 
impacted coaches’ engagement with the cultural changes.

Phase 5—evaluation of the “being a football parent” support program

Overall, the parents who attended the sessions and were impacted by the cultural 
changes indicated that they benefited from and enjoyed them. One parent wrote on the 
online survey that, “I thought the course was very good and informative.” Another 
parent added that the sessions provided, “an opportunity to understand the academy 
environment.” Nevertheless, there were some challenges identified relating to the desired 
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cultural changes, as well as attendance and scheduling issues. The specific benefits and 
challenges associated with the overall program are provided in Table 2.

Perceptions of support session topics
From the interviews, survey, informal conversations, and the lead author’s reflexive 
diary it appeared that parents engaged well with the chosen content. One parent said, 
“the course content was very informative and very well presented.” One under-14 
mother also said, “all topics were really helpful.” However, some issues with the topics 
were also identified. For example, it was noted in the lead author’s reflexive diary, 
“today it was challenging to get parents to engage in the topic as they were preoccupied 
by their frustrations with the academy communication.” Table 3 provides an overview 
of participants’ views of the topics.

Positioning, delivery, and structure of support sessions
Prior to delivering the sessions, substantial consideration was given to how the sessions 
were structured and delivered to attract parents and encourage their engagement. The 
method of delivery and structure of the sessions appeared to be particularly important 
for parents. Specific feedback pertaining to positioning, delivery, and structure of ses-
sions is provided in Table 4.

Evaluation of cultural changes
Overall, implementation of the cultural changes, demonstrated through specific actions, 
had varying success. The evaluation of the cultural changes aligned with attempts to 
create a more welcoming and inclusive environment for parents, increasing respect for 
parents created through enhanced relationships, and valuing parents’ role within their 
son’s development (see Table 5).

Future recommendations
Following the delivery of the program, parents were asked to indicate improvements 
that could be made to the program. Parents detailed several recommendations, which 
are detailed in Table 6.

Phase 6: reflection and modification

Overall, evaluation of the initial program indicated that the parents benefited from the 
support program. Despite these benefits, caution was used when making conclusions 
regarding the efficacy of the program due to the number of parents attending the ses-
sions, as well as the limited number of parents who engaged in the formal evaluation 
process. Issues with parents attending such programs is not unique to this intervention 
(see e.g., Thrower et al., 2017; Vincent & Christensen, 2015). Nevertheless, it was 
deemed that an alternative method of delivery was needed going forwards. Additionally, 
several challenges were encountered regarding creating a more parent supportive cul-
ture. Such challenges were anticipated because culture change takes considerable time. 
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However, it was clear a continued focus upon cultural changes was needed to enhance 
the program.

Phase 7: planning and action: developing a revised parent support program

Based on the evaluation of the previous action, a revised program was developed. This 
comprised the delivery of a 90-minute support session, a “Being a Football Parent” 
booklet, and further cultural changes. The inclusion of an in-person support session 
was deemed appropriate because the initial program evaluation showed that parents 
found the opportunity to engage with their parent peers and interact with the lead 
researcher useful. The decision to reduce the number of sessions and include a booklet, 
was made in an attempt to increase attendance numbers by reducing time demands on 
parents. The topics included in the support session and the booklet were the same as 
those delivered in the first intervention. Although not all the topics were perceived to 
be as beneficial as others within the initial intervention, given that the overall content 
of the sessions was found to be useful, the decision was made to retain these.

Table 6. Recommendations for future programs.
Evaluation point Explanation Example from data

Transition into  
the academy

Parents identified that those who would benefit 
the most from the program were those just 
entering the academy system because they had 
worked it out by the later ages. Parents also 
recognized that they found being the parent of 
an academy footballer was hardest during the 
younger age groups, so this was where they 
believed the support would be most beneficial. 
In addition, parents felt that providing 
information to parents when they first joined 
the academy would be useful as it may help 
new parents adjust to the environment and the 
demands placed upon them and their son in 
the academy.

“At under nines, tens, maybe elevens, and twelves 
how do you support your child to build mental 
resilience because I found that quite a 
challenging period … when they’re like eleven 
and twelve years of age, how do you support 
them, how do you help them through the 
transition between primary and comp and cope 
with being in an academy environment” (U14 
parent).

Provide parents  
with a voice

Parents wanted to see the opinions and 
recommendations they had shared during the 
sessions taken to the academy management 
team and responses being provided on the 
actions that the academy management team 
were going to take. This would create avenue 
to feedback, offer opinions, and input into 
decision making within the academy may 
potentially allow for parents to feel listened to 
and offer them a greater level of respect for 
their commitment.

“Give us results, show us change within the 
parent role, give parents the respect we 
deserve for our commitment and hard work” 
(Survey response).

Increase  
attendance

Parents suggested that greater attendance was 
needed at the sessions to maximize the 
benefits to all parents. One way to potentially 
improve attendance was making the support 
sessions mandatory or it was suggested that if 
parents do not want to attend, they could be 
provided with a guide instead of attending a 
in-person session. Parents requested that 
coaches were more involved with the support 
programme to enhance the parent-coach 
relationship further and encourage more 
parents to attend.

“I think perhaps there should be more of an 
emphasis on all parents attending to ensure 
each session has as much participation as 
possible” (Survey response). 

“I think it should be almost mandatory” (U11 
parent). 

“Give parents some guides as to what they should 
do under certain situations because the kids 
are very young” (U14 parent)
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The booklet structure comprised a very brief explanation of each topic, followed by 
an activity to encourage discussion or reflection and one take home message. The book-
let was designed to offer parents a self-paced curriculum (Dorsch et al., 2017), with the 
recognition that each parent is an expert on their own experience and their child. The 
booklet was A5 size and contained 100-200 words per page. In combination with the 
booklet and support session, targeted actions to enhance the culture of the academy 
continued. From the evaluation and reflection phase (phase 5), it was decided that the 
cultural changes should focus on providing parents with a voice, increasing the number 
of meetings with parents to create more open communication, and introducing a parent 
open evening.

Phase 8: evaluation

Overall, parents said that they, “found it good” and the booklet was “a supportive tool” 
that was “very well set out.” Similarly, the lead author recorded within her reflexive 
diary that the parents appeared to benefit from the support session as, “the parents 
were able to speak freely and ask about any concerns, they could talk to other parents, 
and understand the experience a bit more.” Parents detailed, and the lead author 
observed, that the support session and booklet was useful because they helped parents 
to apply previous learning and increase their knowledge, while also being able to reflect 
on their current journey. Additionally, it was found to provide “some useful info on 
who to contact and the process ahead,” plus it “made me feel part of the experience” 
and “all information given to us is useful and helps us make better decisions/understand 
things.”

Furthermore, the cultural changes also had a positive impact on parents’ experience 
within the academy. For example, through the online survey one parent simply stated, 
“thank you as a club for your support.” Another parent, during an informal conversa-
tion, recognized the value in changing the season dates for the academy to fall in line 
with the school holidays, allowing them to have a summer holiday away from school 
and the academy, “I’m glad that the boys and us parents have had a longer summer 
break this year.” Further details on the overall program evaluation are provided in 
Table 7.

Session and booklet evaluation
Overall, parents indicated that the booklet and the session was useful in helping them 
to develop as parents for a variety of reasons. However, they also reported some frustra-
tions and issues (see Table 8).

Evaluation of cultural changes
During this program, the focus was on introducing parent feedback meetings, obtaining 
end of season parent feedback, and introducing coach-led parent information evenings 
and open training sessions. The improved communication between academy staff and 
parents helped parents to keep up-to-date with the changes that were occurring within 
the academy and manage their organizational demands. The cultural changes were 
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perceived to increase how welcomed, respected, and valued parents felt. Overall, the 
changes appeared to help parents and support them to enjoy their experience at the 
football academy. Particularly, the culture changes demonstrated that the delivery of the 
parent support program helped parents beyond those who engaged with the booklet 
and support session. However, some challenges were again encountered when attempt-
ing to make these changes (see Table 9).

Phase 9: reflections—challenges and suggestions for improvements

To further improve the parent support program, parents were asked through a survey 
and informal conversations to provide feedback regarding how the program could be 
enhanced to further meet their needs and benefit other parents. Alongside the recom-
mendations from parents, the research team also identified several suggestions for 
improvement. These are noted throughout the discussion section below.

Reflections and discussion

The current study provides insights into the process of developing, implementing, and 
evaluating two action research cycles, with the aim of providing support to parents of 
youth academy footballers. Overall, the results demonstrate numerous benefits associ-
ated with the implementation of parent support programs, particularly when they com-
bine an informational component with cultural changes. As the first program which has 
attempted to do this, the results also provide highlight some of the challenges with such 
an approach. Further, the results shed light on the variety of modes through which 

Table 7. Overall evaluation of the second program.
Evaluation point Explanation Example from data

Application of learning  
and increased  
knowledge

Parents found the support session and booklet 
useful for reinforcing and condensing the 
knowledge gained from the previous support 
programme if they attended. For those who 
had not attended the previous sessions, the 
booklet was beneficial for increasing their 
knowledge and understanding the 
mechanisms they could use to help them 
along the academy journey.

“It helped pull together many of the 
learnings from the session I had attended 
previously” (Survey response) 

“I was delighted to hear how the 
information and knowledge that she had 
gained from the booklet and support 
session had helped her feel empowered 
to support her son when supporting him 
to make a decision about his education in 
preparation for scholarship decisions” 
(Reflexive diary entry).

Reflection on  
the journey

The group discussions and reflective tasks 
appeared to be beneficial for parents to 
encourage consideration of their child’s 
whole journey, creating a more balanced 
approach to academy football, and reflecting 
on the knowledge they had gained. The 
booklet and support session, particularly the 
Bumps in the road topic were found to be 
useful because they helped parents to carry 
out reflection on their journey and where 
they may still have to go on. As well as 
reflecting alone, parents enjoyed being able 
to share experiences with others and learn 
from their journey.

“It [the programme] helped me to sit back 
and look at the whole picture” (Survey 
response). 

“We discussed and reflected on some of the 
challenges that they may face going 
forward. The parents talked about how 
they may face challenges in relation to 
the pressures that the children may 
experience going forward and decisions 
around whether their child attends day 
release. The parents also felt that a 
challenge may also be the reviews and 
receiving critical feedback from the 
coaches.” (Observation)
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information and support can be provided and the types of content that may be useful 
to share with parents. Moreover, the current study demonstrates the benefit of utilizing 
an action research approach and having a researcher-practitioner embedded within an 
organization to facilitate change. However, consistent with previous literature, the paper 
also highlights the challenges of engaging parents and the difficulties of obtaining evalu-
ation data (Burke et al., 2021).

Reflecting on these two action cycles there are several findings that should be consid-
ered when seeking to support parents in the future. First, delivering support to parents 
within academy football is challenging and complex. Consistent with previous literature 
(Burke et al., 2021), parents’ attendance was low in both actions, despite relationships 
being built, the program being embedded within an academy, and adaptations being 
made to make it as convenient as possible. This low attendance is potentially the result 
of parents experiencing too many demands within their role as an academy football par-
ent (Harwood et al., 2010), combined with the demands of everyday family life and/or 
work commitments (Harwood et al., 2019). Consequently, working with parents from 
the outset to create a program that works for them in terms of mode of delivery, day of 
delivery, timings is required to maximize attendance (Dorsch et al., 2019; Kwon et al., 
2020; Thrower et al., 2019).

Moreover, further consideration of appropriate theories, such as those related to 
behavior change and enhancing intrinsic motivation, may be beneficial to increase 
attendance. For instance, as proposed within self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 
2017), by providing the opportunity for parents to satisfy their basic psychological needs 
during sessions, they may perceive their action to attend sessions as more internalized 
and self-determined resulting in increased engagement. There are several means through 
which the parents’ basic needs could be met. For instance, competence could be 
increased by creating more opportunity for parents to feel successful as a parent. 
Autonomy could be created by parents being more involved in the development of the 
parent support program and consequently feel they are in control of the support to 
which they are exposed. Finally, parents enjoyed being able to share experiences so 
making it clear that this is a feature of the program when advertising it may increase 
attractiveness.

However, it’s also important to recognize that the low levels of engagement might 
simply be reaffirming that there cannot be a “one size fits all approach” to parent sup-
port (Dorsch et al., 2021, p.549) and that different modalities may be favored by differ-
ent parents. As such, focusing on cultural changes that will influence all parents is a 
valuable alternative focus. Within this study, there were some successful cultural 
changes which impacted the overall environment and consequently all parents’ experi-
ences. For instance, parents having access to selected training sessions, having access to 
facilities during training, and being invited to information meetings with coaches all 
helped to create a more welcoming environment for parents—whether they attended 
the parent support sessions or not. However, gaining buy-in from the coaching staff 
was challenging. As such, to move this work forwards, ensuring practitioners are 
embedded within environments for extended periods of time is necessary. Moreover, 
gaining support for initiatives from the key influencers (e.g., managers, head of coach-
ing) is needed to help to enforce cultural changes.
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It should be noted that on completion of the two action research cycles, the program 
was transitioned to the club, specifically the head of coaching and the academy man-
ager. Feedback from this program was shared with these individuals (in addition to that 
which had been shared throughout the process) and the specific materials and recom-
mendations for future programs were shared. Unfortunately, not long after this, the 
academy manager changed, and some of the coaching staff left. Consequently, the pro-
gram lost momentum, and, to our knowledge, there are no longer specific sessions 
delivered to parents as part of a program. However, the second author continues to be 
involved in the academy and it is apparent that organizational cultural approach to 
parents, which began to shift during this program, has continued and parents are more 
welcome within the environment. Specifically, a parents’ forum was set up and parents 
are invited to more training sessions. Furthermore, some of the coaching staff who were 
present during the delivery of this program have continued to host more regular meet-
ings with parents and encourage others to do so as well.

In both programs detailed in this paper, parents benefited from the support sessions 
being provided face-to-face. Parents enjoyed being able to share their experiences, learn 
from other parents, reflect as a group, and gain support from other parents, which sup-
ports the findings of other sessions delivered to parents (Thrower et al., 2017; Vincent 
& Christensen, 2015). This support from engaging directly with other parents helped 
parents to normalize their experiences and develop more coping mechanisms, which 
has previously been identified as useful for parents given the demands experienced 
within youth sport (Burgess et al., 2016; Lienhart et al., 2020). Although the six support 
sessions in the first cycle provided multiple opportunities for parents to gain support 
from each other, the one-off support session within the second cycle seemed just as use-
ful for facilitating group reflections and support among parents. Therefore, although 
parents enjoy engaging with each other and gaining support from one another, when 
their time is limited, reducing but not eliminating in-person support sessions is 
important.

When delivering in-person sessions, however, the program facilitator needed to have 
appropriate strategies to ensure that parents stayed on topic and that personal com-
plaints did not derail conversations. Within this study, and previous studies (e.g., 
Vincent & Christensen, 2015), managing group dynamics was not always easy. But it is 
particularly important because parents may be put off attending future sessions if the 
discussions are not managed appropriately. One suggestion to manage group dynamics 
from group therapy is for the practitioner to create group-based decision-making guide-
lines to help practitioners know how far to allow discussions to deviate, while allowing 
flexibility within the discussion (Wendt & Gone, 2018). Drawing on this suggestion, 
prior to future delivery it may be useful to create such guidelines to facilitate meaning-
ful discussions within the sessions. In addition, developing a process to ensure that 
parents’ personal issues are still voiced and heard by the academy is necessary to pre-
vent further frustrations occurring.

The sessions and booklet within the two parent support programs covered the same 
six topics based upon Harwood and Knight (2015) postulates of sport parenting expert-
ise. However, parents’ engagement with these topics varied based on the specific con-
tent, their emotional response to the information, and how confident the facilitator felt 
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delivering the content. The topics parents best engaged with were those that initiated a 
positive emotional response, potentially due to an association with positive memories, a 
general feeling of enjoyment, or providing clear strategies to help them. The positive 
emotional response that was elicited also appeared to enhance learning, likely due to an 
increased interest and excitement for the topics and subsequently motivation to learn 
(Rowe et al., 2015). For instance, the “Tackling the football parenting game” was found 
to be useful for parents to consider their coping mechanisms for managing demands, 
“The ups and downs of matches” reminded them of how much they enjoyed watching 
their son play football, and “Bumps in the Road” was a useful session for parents as 
they were able to hear about and plan for the journey ahead of them. Given these find-
ings, when creating programs in the future it may be useful for parent support sessions 
to focus on topics that stimulate positive emotions or are clearly practically useful.

In contrast, “Communicating with the team” was not as well received and generated 
many negative reactions. Although progress was being made to enhance the communi-
cation between the academy and parents, this topic elicited feelings of anger and frus-
tration due to parents perceiving substantial communication issues at the academy. 
Previous evidence has suggested that creating feelings of anger within a learning envir-
onment can enhance learning (Rowe & Fitness, 2018). However, in this situation, this 
was not the case. Rather, parents’ anger and frustration were a distraction from the 
learning outcomes of the topic and parents began simply offloading and sharing their 
frustrations. Consequently, it may be more useful for academies or youth sports clubs/ 
organizations to target changes in communication directly, rather than it being 
addressed in sessions with parents.

Applied implications: suggestions for future parent programs and youth sport 
action research

The final part of action research is to provide recommendations for future actions. 
Based on the reflections from this study, numerous suggestions to optimize future par-
ent programs are apparent. First, it is important that programs are provided at the start 
of the academy journey (either when players join at under-9 or later on if they join 
through a trial process) to maximize parents’ engagement from the outset. Second, 
ensuring sessions are delivered by a sport psychologist or sport scientist with an under-
standing of the parent experience and strategies to manage potentially emotive and chal-
lenging conversations is beneficial given the sensitive nature of some discussions. 
Moreover, sessions should focus on providing information and creating an environment 
that encourages parents to support each other. These sessions should be delivered in a 
discussion-based format that encourages reflection, is family-friendly, and includes 
refreshments to create a welcoming environment.

Third, the topics covered within sessions should be directed toward helping parents 
to manage their demands, build effective relationships with coaches, help parents to 
understand and meet their sons’ before, during, and after match needs, be aware of and 
learn to manage their emotions during a match, and adapt their support to their sons’ 
development. Parents found these topics useful and beneficial, but the content within 
the topics should be adapted appropriately to children’s and parents’ journey. Given 
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time challenges associated with the longer program, but also the difficulties of condens-
ing all the material into one session, a support program of three sessions may be most 
useful. This would enable parents to have in-depth discussion, something that was 
highly valued in the programs, without requiring an extensive commitment from 
parents.

Fourth, given the limited numbers of parents who attended sessions and the often- 
cited timing issues, it may be useful to supplement formal workshops with flexible 
drop-in sessions or short “catch-up” opportunities. Alternatively, given the desire for, 
and benefits associated with, in-person discussions, it may be useful evaluating the 
impact of a blended learning approach, whereby person support is combined with 
online information and activities. Moreover, using an online platform, especially if it 
can be accessed on a phone or tablet, means that information is always available.

Fifth, alongside the delivery of support sessions, clubs, academies, and organizations 
should seek to create a parent supportive culture. Although delivering this complete 
program of support (i.e., one that includes support sessions as well as targeting environ-
mental/cultural changes) may seem onerous, this does not have to be the case. 
Academies and organizations can see great benefit from focusing on relatively simple 
changes that produce a more welcoming environment for parents. For instance, a space 
where parents can purchase refreshments and work may alleviate demands parents 
experience and make them feel like they want to spend time in the space. Such changes 
do not require considerable time or effort but may overcome frustrations that parents 
experience and subsequently lead to more positive parent-coach and parent-player 
interactions.

For researchers or practitioners seeking to integrate an action research approach or 
deliver a support program with other stakeholders within youth sport settings, there are 
also several recommendations. The first is to ensure that you have buy-in from the key 
individuals within the setting. These may not necessarily be those in the managerial 
positions but should be those who have the greatest influence over others in the setting. 
It may take some time to identify this person but will be beneficial in the long run. 
Once this person or persons is identified, ensuring they are kept informed regularly 
regarding the research and the ongoing impact is extremely valuable. Building this into 
the reflective process is useful.

Secondly, committing extensive time to the initial observation stage of the action 
research process is useful to gain a full picture of the required action. However, one 
must also recognize that rapid and unexpected changes and adaptations may be 
required throughout the program of work. Thus, being open to change and having a 
flexible approach is necessary. But that is not always easy, as the research program can 
be come all consuming as attempts to recognize, reflect upon, and continually change 
in response to participant needs occurs. Thus, taking care of oneself through this pro-
cess is important. Utilizing a team to support reflections, stepping away from the pro-
gram and identifying where things have worked, as well as where things have gone 
wrong, will help researchers to successfully navigate the inevitable ups and downs of 
such applied research.

Finally, clarity regarding the evaluation process, specifically, understanding the cap-
acity of the organization to engage in evaluation is required. Within the current study, 
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formal (i.e., interviews and surveys to explore the outcomes of the intervention) and 
informal evaluation (i.e., informal conversations with participants to understand engage-
ment with the intervention) was embedded in the work as well as clear timelines and 
approaches to engaging in evaluation were stipulated from the outset. Moreover, as this 
program was set-up as a specific project, to be conducted by a particular individual, 
time was allocated to evaluation. However, it was apparent that the organization’s cap-
acity to engage in formal evaluation of much of its ongoing work, as well as the expect-
ation for such evaluation, was relatively limited. Not least because such evaluation was 
not typically viewed as part of the requirements of activities. To enhance and improve 
programs for their participants in the future, ensuring evaluation approaches, timelines, 
and responsibilities are highlighted from the outset is key.

Limitations and future research directions

This research was carried out in one academy and may not apply to all parents in other 
football academies or sport settings. There may be cultural variations, for example the 
extent of travel demands and ethnicity of the parents within a club. The family struc-
tures of participants are unknown and as such may not be representative of all family 
arrangements. Future research would benefit from exploring parent experiences within 
and beyond academy football across family structures and cultures.

The action research cycles were evaluated in relation to the impact on parents alone. 
Understanding whether parents transferred the information they learnt into their inter-
actions with their sons would be useful. Additionally, understanding the impact of these 
programs on the wider family, particularly if it is positive, may provide more evidence 
to support the development and implementation of such programs. Thus, future 
research which includes siblings, partners, and grandparents in the evaluation might be 
useful. Additionally, this study did not explore the impact of the actions on the coaches 
and support staff. This is important when considering implementing cultural changes, 
because without an understanding of how these changes are influencing all those within 
the culture (see Dorsch et al., 2022), the overall effectiveness of such changes remains 
unknown.

Finally, formal evaluation/feedback from parents was rather limited. Future studies 
may benefit from using more explicit implementation tools (e.g., Intervention Mapping 
Protocol; Kok et al., 2004) and/or evaluation frameworks, such as Kirkpatrick and 
Kirkpatrick (2016) Comprehensive Evaluation Model or the RE-AIM framework (see 
Bengtsson et al., in press; Thrower et al., 2023) to enhance the focus and efficacy of 
their evaluation. Using implementation and/or evaluation frameworks from the outset 
of interventions provides clear guidance and a structure to target evaluation efforts and 
hopefully enhance efficacy of programs. Moreover, embedding program evaluation 
within the typical day-to-day business of the setting (particularly their regular evaluation 
processes) may be useful – for instance during regular review processes or meetings.

Additionally, consideration should be given to the logistics of data collection to 
ensure that it is as easy as possible for parents to complete. For example, the informal 
conversations and observations worked well as data collection due to the limited impact 
on parents’ time and commitments. Linked to this, both the action research cycles were 
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delivered and evaluated by the lead author. As a result, participants may have given 
socially desirable responses during the evaluation process, particularly the informal 
conversations.

Conclusion

The findings from two action research cycles have shown that it is beneficial for parents 
of academy football players to be provided with support sessions, take home resources, 
and cultural changes that create a parent supportive environment. Specifically, it high-
lights the benefit of focusing on supporting parents to optimize their involvement in 
their child’s sporting lives, rather than simply educating them on how they can be bet-
ter. Nevertheless, they also highlight several areas for future consideration and improve-
ment, including refining the program proposed through focusing future sessions on 
parents transitioning into the academy, developing an electronic form of the booklet, 
expanding cultural changes, and evaluating the impact of the program on players and 
coaches, as well as parents.

Notes
1. The term ‘parents’ is used to refer to all who fulfil a parental role, including guardians, 

carers, and step-parents.
2. Throughout this manuscript, we have referred to players by sex terms (i.e., male) rather than 

gender to align with the categorization within academy football. However, we recognize the 
difference between sex and gender and that gender is of great importance given the gendered 
norms within sport.

3. Given the qualitative nature of the data and consequently the potential for participants to be 
identified, the data is not openly available.
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