
Over the last few years, the role of Psychology in Professional Soccer coaching has risen in importance. The appointment of Bill Beswick as Psychologist to Derby County FC in the English Premier League has not only opened doors but also has shown how this can help understand and improve player performance.
Sports Psychology is playing an ever-increasing role in influencing soccer performance. At Ajax football club in Holland, their selection policy of 18-year-old players depends 80% of the time on the intelligence and personality of the footballer! A Sports Psychologist can identify weaknesses in the psychological make-up of a player and can provide the necessary counselling so that the player can continually play at his optimal level of performance. Beswick himself mentions that players and coaches must look beyond physical and technical evaluation to assess underlying mental, emotional and even lifestyle issues. 
Testing the personality of the player may prove beneficial. The coach can have an idea of the differences in personality between players and thus learn how to better handle this issue. Tests have shown that successful footballers possess superior mental and emotional health (less anger, tension and more vigour) than others who may need psychological support/counselling.
Sports Psychologists can also measure motivational and attention levels. Studies on Australian football have shown that top teams scored highly in tests on factors such as drive, determination, leadership and mental toughness. Similarly, a player's performance can depend on his arousal levels that refer to the level of awake ness, attention and alertness. As arousal levels increase so does the level of performance although there are optimal levels that should not be passed. Again a Sports Psychologist can help find and maintain a player mentally at these optimal levels.
Once a Sports Psychologist has discovered the personality, motivational and attentional styles of a group of players then improvements can be undertaken. Areas such as relaxation and mental imagery (where players picture themselves performing particular skills and actions during a game) can be used. Imagery self-hypnosis has been found to be useful as it allows players to narrow their attention and remove distractions. Goal setting, concentration and self-confidence sessions can also be implemented.

Keeping the team motivated and preventing players from becoming disheartened, feeling failure and losing self-esteem is vital. Good interesting coaching solutions can help as well, such as achievement through goal setting, sensation (through stimulating and exciting sessions) and affiliation (feeling of belonging to the club). Any good coach will tell you that team spirit is vital for success.
Studies have also focused on the coach-player relationship. Interestingly, Belgium trainers were found not to have sufficient understanding and a bad perception of the soccer player's personality. This could be due to the lack of effort to the psychological aspect of football in Belgium. Coaches have also been subject of studies measuring their stress levels. There is a close relationship between the game (greater heart rates at important moments) and high stress levels at certain moments in the season. Coaches like players must learn to evaluate and manage stress in order to ward off health problems.
Davey who has worked with many Professional Australian Footballers lists what he feels makes a good player psychologically...
1/ Slightly extroverted personally, slightly anxious
2/ His motivation is high to win, confidence, coachability, conscientiousness and determination
3/ Incentive to achieve excellence & success, likes stressful situations, is aggressive and affiliative
4/ Mood profile is less tense, depressed, angry, fatigued & confused and shows more mental vigour
5/ He can process information, not overloaded and has high self-esteem
6/ He sets goals, practices relaxation, imagery and self hypnosis before a game.

A soccer coach or player should never feel any shame in calling in the services of a qualified Sports Psychologist. The line between success and failure is very thin and players who are mentally strong and have the will to win stand a greater chance of tasting success than those simply believing in their physical and technical ability.

In soccer, nothing can affect performance as dramatically as a sudden loss of motivation. Without the motivation to succeed a player cannot survive the challenges soccer can throw up. If the team or player is going through a bad patch then motivating your players becomes especially important. However, an overly motivated player may be nervous and take risks. This article attempts to look at motivation and suggest ways to help improve the motivational capacities of players.

The Motivational Process

In general we distinguish between, personal self-motivation (intrinsic) and motivation from the outside (extrinsic) by the coach, teammates, friends etc. By looking at the process of motivation, we can see how this influences performance. Human beings are motivated to do sport for several reasons; 
A need to move & to play: To be active, expend excess energy & aggression, for self-fulfilment, to take risks, to satisfy curiosity, make use of the hunting and adventurous spirit... 
Ambition & Recognition: Various motives are ambition (win competitions), outside recognition (from fans, family, team-mates...), playing in front of an audience, sociability and social standing...

Overall, the motives and needs of players are guided by two basic factors, the hope of success and fear of failure with experience generally showing that the former plays the major role in motivating players.
Every player has a dream in soccer and some players pursue their dreams and expect to achieve them through renewed hard work and dedication. Obstacles are seen as a challenge and each setback as a call for more effort to improve and overcome these problems. This type of player is intrinsically self-motivated as their desire to succeed comes from within themselves. 
However, many players, often technically and physically good enough to succeed, fall by the wayside due to a lack of self-belief to fulfil their dreams or the willingness to spend the necessary time on the pitch or in the gym.
Generally, it is easier to work with highly motivated players, as they only need decent objectives, the environment and ability to concentrate as well as good technical, tactical and physical coaching. However, these players still need to be looked after as they may become frustrated and bored if they do not meet their goals or keep their performances up to expected standards.
For players who are under motivated, the coach needs firstly to convince and motivate these athletes to believe they can succeed and secondly that only hard work will lead to success.
Motivating the Team and Players

There is no perfect method for motivating players as this changes from individual to individual and can depend on the current situation, such as the team's position in the league. The following points suggest various ways to help motivate and sustain motivation in your players:
Balanced & interesting training: A disorganised and unbalanced training session can demotivate players from giving their best. Plan well ahead and cater for the individual groups' and team's needs. Remember variety is the spice of life! Training should be both mentally and physically stimulating. For players who are often substitutes, keeping them motivated is difficult. Try for example to have a weekly game in which the head coach works solely with the substitutes and an assistant coach works with the first-team but don't at any time put distance between the players.

Setting objectives (Goal setting): Is useful as it allows players to have something to aim at through a pre-defined plan to compare their progress at different steps over a period of time. However, the effects of motivation depend on how attractive the goal is. Also objectives that are too easy will lead to players being both overconfident and careless or if too difficult, players will approach them with low confidence and hesitancy. Try developing a goal setting plan with daily, medium and long-term goals. 
Be enthusiastic, positive, honest and supportive: Your enthusiasm and positivity will rub off on players. Mention the positive actions rather than the negative actions as often as possible. Be honest about performance and be firm when making a point about areas that need improvement. Offer suggestions on how to improve. Do not embarrass your players but do tell them what you think!
Encouragement: Encourage fun and hard work in the training or competition. Always encourage players when they are successful and unsuccessful and avoid complacency.
Be supportive, confident and respective: Remind them that they win as a team and lose as a team. Always be ready to listen to your players’ worries and questions. Accept them for who they are and for what they give to the team. Respect your players and they will respect you. Give credit where it is due focusing mainly on the team as a whole and accept some responsibility for a loss. Remind them that we all make mistakes and will learn from them. 
Get to know your players and speak to them individually on a regular basis. Compliment them on aspects of their game and mentioning areas they need to work in can help to further motivate them. 
Change of face: Players can get bored of the same old faces! Try bringing in new coaches with fresh and different ideas, perhaps even on a short-term basis. 
Imagery & Motivation: Players can use imagery to mentally rehearse a variety of aspects, like focusing on overcoming a technical weakness or mentally preparing for a match. Relaxation helps, as players are more motivated when they realise that they can control stress and anxiety.
