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Ice hockey is one of the fastest sports in the world. It requires a lot from the athlete 
physically mentally and sport spesifically. Ice hockey coaching has taken more and 
more holistic approach in players development. Individual development and practice 
of own strengths and weaknesses is common feature in practising. However, child and 
youth players don’t always understand the mental prinsiples of practising.  
 
This thesis concentrates on development of ice hockey players character. In Finnish ice 
hockey community the importance  of players character has been put on the pedestal. 
There are lots of physically and sport specifically talented players in Finland but their 
mental strengths often slow down their entry to elite level.  
 
The objectives of this thesis is to create a model how to develop ice hockey players 
character in different age groups. The aim is to produce instrinsically motivated, 
autonomus and passionate players. To support the model a handbook for coaches was 
created. The handbook introduces the characteristics of each age group and methods 
to handle the players. 
 
The handbook is intended to help coaches. It presents developmental phases of players 
in different age groups, preparedness of ice hockey players mental characteristics and 
ways to affect them. Lastly it brings out a model to develop players characteristics. The 
handbook is ment to help coaches that are at the beginning of their coaching career 
but it also helps to update the knowledge of more experienced coaches.  
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1 Introduction 

Ice hockey has become one of the fastest sport in the world. The demands to be a 

professional ice hockey player are huge and althletes are required to develop 

themselves physically and mentally and sport has to be a lifestyle. Coaching in 

professional levels have taken a holistic approach but young developing athletes and 

especially their mental qualities hasn’t been taken into concideration (Holland, 

Woodcock, Cumming & Duda 2010, 19). 

 

The purpose of this thesis is to create a development model and instructions to 

develop characteristics of an ice hockey player. Characteristics and personality are the 

foundation of development as an athlete. Attitude, own values and intrinsic motivation 

are crusial for growing as a human. Developing personality and characteristics have a 

huge impact also on athletic development. The earlier athlete and coach understand the 

importance of mental side of sports the better chances players have to become elite 

athletes and team players.  

 

Other objective for this thesis was to provide clear tools for coaches to enhance 

players’ mental strengths. For this purpose a handbook for coaches was created. The 

handbook consists characteristics of human growth in different age groups, examples 

how to enhance player’s motivation and responsibility and a model to support the 

development of ice hockey player’s character. The data for the thesis was collected 

primarily from sport literature. The literature review of this thesis works as a 

backround research for the handbook for coaches 

 

Motivation and player’s responsibility are a vital for the development of player’s 

character. The goal in junior ice hockey coaching is to produce players that are 

intrinsically motivated and interested in their own development. When the background 

work is done well and player’s character is reinforced player has better possibilities to 

perform well in adult levels. Player’s own responsibility and self-determination are 

factors that reinforce intrinsic motivation. 
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The thesis covers the most common talent develoment and sport participation models 

Such as Long Term Athlete Development model and Athlete Talent Develompent 

Environment model. These models include physiological and psychological aspects of 

development as a player as well as schools knowledge and strategies supporting 

development.  The thesis covers also psychological reguirements and coaching 

environment crusial in order to become successful ice hockey player. In order to have 

an effect on players coach has to understand and recognize the growth phase kids are 

and know how to handle kids properly. Also coache’s own behaviour has an effect on 

players. High amount of interaction, letting player’s to participate in planning and 

implementing practicing and getting players engaged in long term goals regardless of 

failure are the signs of a good and athlete centered coach.  

 

Often coaches know what kind of physical and sport spesific practising is needed to 

become a succesful ice hockey player but developing mental qualities and players 

characteristics is forgotten. In the end if the athlete isn’t mentally ready, practising isn’t 

as effective as it could be and a chance of drop out is increasing. The role of mental 

qualities as important components of development is evident and the challenge is to 

incorporate these in development processes (Bailey,Collins, Ford, MacNamara, Toms 

& Pearce 2010, 64). 
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2 Athlete pathway models 

There are four most influential models of sport participation and talent development. 

They are Istvan Balyi’s Long term athlete development model (LTAD), Jean Côté’s 

Developmental Model of Sport Participation, Abbott et al’s Psychological Characteris-

tics of Developing Excellence and Bailey and Morley’s Model of Talent Development 

in Physical Education. (Bailey et al. 2010, 19.) 

 

These programs are created first and foremost for coaches to develop the athletes and 

making their dreams to be a professional athletes true (Bailey et al. 2010, 12). Wall and 

Côté’s (2007, 77-87) study on drop out show that junior sport programs that focus on 

deliberate play, sport specific activities, fun and enjoyment has smaller dropout rates 

than early specialization programs.  On the other point of view as Fraser-Thomas, 

Côté and Deakin (2005, 19) stated “youth sport programs actively work to assure posi-

tive outcomes through developmentally appropriate designs and supportive child–adult 

relationships.” As a conclusion these programs are not only for developing top athletes 

but to help coaches to develop their knowledge.  

 

2.1 Istvan Balyi’s long term athlete development model 

Istvan Balyi’s long term athlete development model focuses more on physical and bio-

logical side of athlete development (Bailey et al. 2010, 24). The model is created to en-

sure a long term development path throughout athlete’s career (Balyi 2001, 1). It also 

provides coaches guidelines to plan their athletes practise in long term. Table 1 pre-

sents all the stages and their objectives. 

 

The model divides sports to two categories: early and late specialisation sports. The 

stages vary a little between early and late specialization sports (Table 2). For example 

figure skating and gymnastics require early sport-specific specialisation in training. 

Sports such as cycling, track and field and all team sports are included in late specialisa-

tion sports. In these sports the emphasis of training in the beginning of the sport is in 

general motor skills and technical-tactical skills. (Balyi, Hamilton 2010, 16.) 
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Table 1. LTAD stages and objectives (Balyi, Hamilton 2010) 

 

Stage Age Objective 

FUNdamental Males 6 - 9 / Fe-

males 6 - 8 years 

Learn all fundamental movement skills 

(build overall motor skills) 

Learning to train Males 9-12/ Fe-

males 8-11 

Learn all fundamental sport skills 

(Build overall sport skills) 

Training to train Males 12-16/ Fe-

males 11-15 

Build the aerobic base, 

build strength towards the end of 

the phase and further develop sports-

pecific 

skills (build the "engine" and 

consolidate sport specific skills) 

Training to 

compete  

Males 1 6 - 1 8 / 

Females 15–17 

years 

Optimize fitness 

preparation and sport, individual and 

position- specific skills as well as 

performance (optimize "engine", skills 

and performance). 

Training to win Males 1 8 years and 

older / 

Females 1 7 years 

and older 

Maximize fitness 

preparation and sport, individual 

and position specific skills as well 

as performance (maximize "engine", 

skills and performance) 

Retaining  Retain athletes for 
coaching, administration, officials, etc. 
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Table 2. LTAD stages (Bailey et al. 2010) 

 

Early Specialisation  Late Specialisation  

FUNdamental  FUNdamental  

Training to Train  Learning to Train  

Training to Compete  Training to Train  

Training to Win  Training to Compete  

Retaining  Training to Win  

                                                                           Retaining   

 

 

2.2 Abbott et al’s Psychological Characteristics of Developing Excellence 

Angela Abbot’s and colleagues’ model of psychological characteristics of developing 

excellence differs from the other formal development models. It doesn´t provide 

straight description on psychological and physical assets that are important for individ-

ual to develop as an athlete. This model concentrates on psychological factors between 

developmental stages throughout athlete’s pathway (Bailey et al. 2010, 26). Abbot’s and 

Collin’s article (2004, 395-408) highlight the importance of psychology in the ability of 

individuals to fulfil their sporting potential. 

 

According to Abbot and Collins (2004, 396-397) the nature of talent development is 

multidimensional and dynamic. Factors that allow children to become successful and 

mature performers has to be highlighted. Abbot and Collins state that athletes’ person-

alities have very little effect on athlete being an elite performer. The factors that differ 

medal and non-medal winners are psychological assets such as goal setting, realistic 

performance evaluation and commitment. These attributes can be trained and devel-

oped unlike personality traits (Abbot & Collins 2004, 397).  

 

2.3 Bailey and Morley’s Model of Talent Development in Physical Education 

Bailey and Morley concentrated in their studies on talent development on school phys-

ical education. The aim for them was to find out what kind of strategies schools had 

for students and what were the perceptions of students and teachers on a point of view 
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of talent identification and development. The model has three main hypotheses that 

are important for adequate talent development. (Bailey et al. 2010, 27.) 

 

The first conclusion based on the hypotheses was that current performance isn’t the 

best way to evaluate athletes’ talent and giftedness. Performance is affected for exam-

ple by training, support, parental investment and societal values and therefore true tal-

ent and performance may not necessarily correlate. (Bailey et al. 2010, 27.) 

 

Second conclusion was that development is multidimensional. Success in sports and in 

physical education is more than physical prowess. Understanding Physical, in-

trapersonal, interpersonal, cognitive and creative abilities can make athletes more suc-

cessful. (Bailey et al. 2010, 27.) 

 

Third conclusion was the importance of practicing. Ericsson, Krampe and Tesch-

Römer concluded in their study that elite performance is a product of a high amount 

of deliberate practice. High amount of practice is needed to become a successful ath-

lete but quality of the practising can’t be ignored. (Ericsson, Krampe and Tesch-Römer 

1993, 400.) 

 

2.4 Jean Côté’s Developmental Model of Sport Participation 

Jean Côté´s Development model of sport participation is concentrated more on psy-

chological side of athlete development. It represents three major stages of develop-

ment: Sampling phase, specialising phase and investment phase (Bailey et al. 2010, 24). 

The main idea in the model is how early or late specialization and the role of deliberate 

play and deliberate practise affect athlete’s chances becoming elite athlete or not (Côté, 

Baker, Abernathy. 2007, 191).  

 

Another important point in Côté´s model is between deliberate play and deliberate 

practise (Bailey et al. 2010, 25). Table 3 presents characteristics of deliberate play and 

deliberate practice. Ericsson, Krampe and Tesch-Römer (1993) defined deliberate 

practise as an activity that have been specially designed to improve the current level of 

performance. In deliberate practise there are no external prizes or rewards. In deliber-
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ate practise athletes are motivated because practise improves athletic performance. Be-

cause engagement in deliberate practice is not inherently motivating it requires in-

volved commitment from the performers (Côté 1999, 398).  

 

Deliberate play is defined as physical activities that are enjoyable, intrinsically motivat-

ing and lots of fun (Côté et al. 2007, 185-186). Backyard hockey or basketball games 

are good examples of deliberate play that encourages children to improvise and devel-

op their game sense and anticipation. Deliberate play should have bigger role in early 

years of sport participation and the older the player becomes the more deliberate prac-

tice should occur (Figure 1). 

 

 

Figure 1. The relationship between deliberate play and deliberate practice and Côté’s 

levels of sport participation. (Bailey et al. 2010) 

 

Deliberate Play  Deliberate Practice  

Done for its own sake  Done to achieve a future goal  

Enjoyable  Not the most enjoyable  

Pretend quality  Carried out seriously  

Interest on the behaviour  Interest in outcome of the behaviour  

Flexibility  Explicit rules  

Adult involvement not required  Adult involvement often required  

Occurs in various settings  Occurs in specialised facilities  

 

Table 3. Differences between deliberate play and deliberate practice (Côté, Baker and 

Abernathy, 2007) 
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In sampling phase (ages 6-12) the main goal is to get children excited in sport (Côté 

1999, 401). Bailey et al. (2010, 24) added that during sampling years children develop a 

foundation of fundamental movement skills and experience sport as a source of fun 

and excitement. The main idea in this phase is that activities are intrinsically motivat-

ing, satisfying and enjoyable. These activities highlight deliberate play activities. From 

here athletes can proceed to recreational sport participation that highlights still deliber-

ate play and internal interests. If the athlete is more interested in performance oriented 

path he proceeds to specialization phase. (Côté et al 2007, 196.) 

 

In sampling years kids are supposed to try out a range of sports. After sampling child 

starts to narrow down the number of sports and sport-specific practising becomes an 

important characteristic of sport engagement. (Bailey 2010, 24.) This phase is called 

specialisation (ages 13-15). Even though sport becomes more serious, fun and ex-

citement must be a vital part of sport experience (Côté 1999, 404). Deliberate play and 

practise both are vital parts of specialisation phase. Quantity of deliberate practise in-

creases but it is not the only form of practising. (Côté et al. 2007, 196.)  

 

In Investment phase (ages 16 and older) athletes commit to only one sport (Fraser-

Thomas & Côté 2005, 27). Bailey et al. (2010, 24) suggest when athlete becomes com-

mitted to achieve elite level in certain sport, concentrating on strategic, competitive, 

and skill development must be the characteristics highlighted. High amount of deliber-

ate practise is engaged in this phase and deliberate play occurs rarely during investment 

years (Côté et al. 2007, 196). 
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Figure 2. Development model of sport participation (Côté et al 2007 p. 197) 

 

The issue of early and late specialization is discussed in Côté and colleagues study. 

Even though there have been studied evidence that practise quality and quantity sepa-

rates future elite performers and non-elite performers there is also evidence that shows 

that these differences occur later in development, between ages 13-20. Côte and col-

leagues point out that for some sports, such as figure skating, early specialization is a 

working solution. However, it can cause reduced enjoyment and increase the chance of 

drop out. Figure 2 shows the possible athlete pathways in Côté’s, model. Deliberate 

practice is needed in order to reach elite level regardless of the sport but the amount of 

it in early stages of sport participation should be quite small. Figure 3 show that the 

amount of deliberate practice should increase along age and intensity of performance. 

(Côté et al. 2007, 192-197.)  
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Figure 3. Proposed role of diversified early involvement in the development of sport 

expertise. (Côté et al. 2007, p. 193) 

 

2.5 Athlete talent development environment and environment success factor 

models 

Athlete talent development environment (ATDE) model is a product, based on Hen-

riksen, Stambulova and Roessler’s studies (2010, 122-132; 2011, 341-362). The view in 

this model is broader since it doesn’t concentrate only on athlete’s actions but also the 

developing environment in team or club. The model has holistic ecological approach to 

talent in sports. (Henriksen et al. 2010, 122; Henriksen et al. 2011, 341.) ATDE (Figure 

4) is consisting of micro- and macro-levels, athletic and non-athletic domain, related 

cultural contexts and a time frame (Henriksen et al. 2010, p. 122).  

 

Athlete’s immediate surroundings are comprised at the micro-level. Athletic and per-

sonal development happen also on that level. Macro-level is a larger context where the 

immediate surroundings and their interrelations are embedded. Organizational culture 

of the sport club or team is a combining factor of the model. Together these help 
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young talented athletes to develop themselves elite athletes. (Henriksen et al. 2011, 

343.) In this model young athlete is in the centre of the model and micro and macro 

levels and their relations create the environment for the athlete. 

 

Figure 4. Athlete talent development environment model (Henriksen et al. 2010, 123). 

 

Environment success factors model (ESF) provides factors that are helping talented 

athletes to move on to senior elite athlete in their sport. The factors include conditions, 

such as human, material and financial; the processes, for example practices, camps and 

tournaments; organizational culture, including artefacts and basic assumptions, and the 

individual and team development and achievements (figure 5). ATDE and ESF models 

complement each other so that ATDE provides a framework to describe the environ-

ment and ESF helps to summarize factors influencing its effectiveness. Henriksen et al. 

2010, p 122 
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Figure 5. Environment success factors model (Henriksen et al. 2010, 123). 
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3 Psychological and social requirements of  ice hockey in 

different age groups 

Ice hockey isn’t just being physically better and tougher than the opponent. In order to 

win a game and being a professional you have to be strong mentally.  The players aren’t 

just competing against other team, they are also competing against own team mates, 

who has certain role and who get to play the most. According to Bailey et al. (2010, 64) 

Goal setting, realistic performance evaluations, imagery, planning and organisational 

skills, commitment, focus and distraction control, coping with pressure and self-

awareness are the key factors for successful sport performance and developing excel-

lence.  It is also important to know in which phase of growth kids and young athletes 

are. In the following chapters psychological and social requirements and mental skills, 

qualities and techniques are reviewed applying sampling, specializing and investment 

years from Jean Côté’s model of sport participation.    

 

 

3.1 Psychological requirements 

3.1.1 Ages 6-12 

Kids between ages 6-12 are becoming more responsible and interested in own life. 

Children’s personality is bright and they want to learn a lot. Imagination plays a vital 

role for kids. Kids feel joy for being a part of group. Rules of being a part of the group 

can be unclear since the situation is new. In general this age group is good time to learn 

to work in group. Children think mostly what happens at the moment, not what hap-

pened yesterday or what will happen tomorrow. Kids at this age are quite obedient 

which shows as higher level of learning motivation. The main developmental task for 

kids aged 6-12 is feeling of capability and prowess among adults and particularly with 

peers. If the child feels repeatedly that he cannot do something well that can cause re-

duction of self-esteem and inferiority. That’s why kids need lots of praise and encour-

agement. It is important that the child can develop himself and feels that he is listened 
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and taken seriously. Children in this age group search actively new information and are 

eager to ask lots of questions. Adults should be straightforward and honest to children. 

Kids are also enjoying physical plays and they want to do physical activities for instance 

run, jump, climb, ski and skate. (Vasarainen & Hara 2005, 33-36; Hakkarainen, Jaakko-

la, Kalaja, Lämsä, Nikander & Riski 2009, 114-119.) 

 

3.1.2 Ages 13-15 

This age group is extremely challenging. Puberty starts for all children at this age and 

youngsters’ thoughts change a lot and become more mature. This occur as rebellious-

ness towards parents and authorities. The main developmental task for children aged 

13-15 is to find their own identity. Youngsters try to learn who they are and what they 

want. Learning and trying own boundaries is essential for kids in puberty. They also 

strive to define what’s right and what’s wrong. Coach has to handle his athlete in pu-

berty as an individual that needs help and acceptance to find himself. (Vasarainen & 

Hara 2005, 38-39; Hakkarainen et al. 2009, 120-122.) 

 

3.1.3 Ages 16 and older 

In this age group young athlete is forming his identity and emotions are getting steadi-

er. End of puberty is really challenging time for young individual since they are ex-

pected to behave like adults but are treated like children. In this phase open relation-

ships form easier. Youth in this age group can be categorised to two groups concerning 

their behaviour. Individuals that like to be at home are usually the most eager in prac-

tises and are committed to team’s common goals.  Individuals that want to hang out 

with friends are often absent and more passive than other athletes. Individuals become 

more and more responsible and independent. (Vasarainen & Hara 2005, 40-41; 

Hakkarainen et al. 2009, 120-122.) 

 

3.2 Social requirements 

Kids are starting their social life between ages 6-12 within own age individuals. Practi-

cally it means that kids start going to school and attending to sport club activities. Usu-

ally kids need active interaction and discussions with adults and especially activity of 
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parents has an impact on children starting and continuing sport hobby. As children 

aged 6-12 start to learn cooperation skills, role of friends and social relationships in-

creases. In Puberty (ages 13-15) youngsters are prone to effects of group of friends as 

the social relationships are taking a bigger role in child’s life. Adolescent can break 

rules if they experience that the rules are unfair. At the age of 16 and older independ-

ence plays a huge role in adolescents’ life. Youngsters create their own opinions and 

open social relationships with adults and other adolescents. Interest in other sex in-

creases and sometimes it has an effect on sport. Dating relationships become more 

common which is a clear sign of social maturation. (Vasarainen & Hara 2005, 38-41.) 

 

3.3 Mental qualities, mental skills and mental techniques 

Achievements in sports need more than good physical and technical and tactical skills. 

Results from studies show that psychological and mental attributes are key factors for 

sport performance, especially in elite level (MacNamara, Button & Collins 2010, 52). 

Psychological aspect is always involved in coaching whether the coach is thinking it or 

not.  

 

Mental skills, qualities and techniques are factors that define the psychological charac-

teristics of the sport. Mental qualities are psychological characteristics that facilitate 

athlete’s performance (Holland, Woodcock, Cumming & Duda 2010, 20). Vealey de-

fined (1988, 326) skills as qualities that athletes acquire and with techniques athletes 

remain the attained skills. Important mental skills and techniques can differ between 

sports.  For example Holland et al. showed, in their study (2010, 19) psychological 

qualities, including enjoyment, responsibility, adaptability, squad spirit, self-aware 

learner, determination, confidence, optimal performance state, game sense, attentional 

focus, and mental toughness and mental techniques such as personal performance 

strategies, reflection on action, taking advantage of a supportive climate, and team-

based strategies, to be important for male youth rugby players. Whereas Barbour and 

Orlick characterised commitment, belief, full focus, positive images, mental readiness, 

distraction control, constructive evaluation, and ability to embrace fun and enjoyment 

key mental skills for elite NHL players (Barbour & Orlick 1999, 33). 
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Ryan Gelinas & Krista Munroe-Chandler listed important mental skills for ice hockey 

goaltenders in their study. These skills are concentration, arousal control, imagery and 

self-talk. These skills can be highlighted also for other players. Motivation is also a big 

factor for successful sport performance. (Gelinas & Munroe-Chandler 2006, 65-69.) 

 

3.3.1 Motivation  

 Motivation represents one of the most important variables in sports. Internal and ex-

ternal forces that affect direction and intensity of athlete’s performance is called moti-

vation (Vallerand 2004, 428). Athlete is motivated when he gets satisfaction on what he 

is doing. For example a child wants to play ice hockey because it’s fun. Different peo-

ple are motivated in different things and from different reasons. For example former 

experiences define what makes individuals motivated. Social environment can also 

shape motivation by creating environment where everyone feel important and mean-

ingful. (Närhi & Frantsi 1998, 55; Vasarainen & Hara 2005, 86) 

 

Motivation can appear two ways: intrinsically and extrinsically. Intrinsically motivated 

athlete engages in activity because of internal interest. Athlete finds activity interesting 

and satisfying. Individual development and task mastery satisfies and drives the athlete 

to better performances. Extrinsically motivated athlete doesn’t engage activities to get 

the satisfaction from the performance but is motivated by rewards or other separable 

outcomes. The rewards can simply be money from parents for children or fame, for-

tune and gold medal for elite athletes. Avoiding punishments by performing well 

enough is also extrinsic motivation. Therefore external motivation can come from pos-

itive and negative reinforcements. (Vallerand 2004, 428-430; Deci & Ryan 2000a, 54-

56.) 

 

3.3.2 Goal setting 

Setting specific and difficult goals lead to better sport performance than easy goals. 

They also have an effect on sport performance by affecting effort and persistence. 

(Locke & Latham 1985, 205.)  From these two things we can conclude that goal setting 
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can have a vital and positive effect on sport performance. It is an effective mental 

technique to improve skill and confidence of athletes.  

 

Locke and Latham (1985, 206-209) listed following concepts from psychological re-

search literature as key points of goal setting: 

1. Specific goals direct activity more effectively and reliably than vague or general 

goals 

2. Difficult or challenging goals produce better performance than moderate or 

easy goals; the higher the goal, the higher the performance 

3. Short-term goals can be used as a means of attaining long-range goals  

4. Goal setting only works if there is timely feedback showing performance or 

progress in relation to the goal  

5. Goals must be accepted in order to be effective 

6. Goal attainment is facilitated by a plan of action or strategy  

7. Competition, a key element in sports, can be viewed as a form of goal setting 

 

3.3.3 Arousal and anxiety 

Arousal is a mix of psychological and physiological activity in person. Arousal is in-

volved in every athlete’s sport activities. Every athlete have optimal level of arousal 

which facilitates achieving peak performance. Too high or too low level of arousal af-

fects oppositely to performance. The optimal level of arousal is individual and can 

change between athletes greatly.  In order to reach right arousal level and peak perfor-

mance individuals need to identify the mental and emotional states important to reach 

that level. (Gelinas & Munroe-Chandler 2006, 66.) 

 

Anxiety is negative emotional side of arousal. It consists mental, physical and behav-

ioural components. Anxiety occurs as nervousness and worry that may have an influ-

ence on arousal of the body. The better athletes can control anxiety the better they can 

perform in sport. Athletes need to learn to control feelings like fear of failure, negative 

social evaluation, injury or physical danger, and the unknown to reduce anxiety. Useful 

methods to reduce anxiety are relaxation and breathe control. (Gelinas & Munroe-

Chandler 2006, 66-67.) 
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3.3.4 Concentration 

Concentration means that athlete has an ability to pay attention and focus on present 

task despite distractions. Concentration is rather multidimensional psychological skill 

and different sports situations require different attention. Concentration can be divided 

to two dimensions: width and direction. Width aspect of concentration can be yet di-

vided to broad and narrow attention. Broad attention means that athlete need to con-

centrate on perceiving on several procedures at the same time. A well concentrated 

athlete is able to do that. This kind of situations can be for example odd man rushes in 

ice hockey. On the other hand athlete has to pay attention only on one or two cues in 

narrow attention. External concentration directs focus only to object such as puck or 

ball and internal concentration directs attention to feelings and thoughts. Due to mul-

tidimensional nature of concentration many athletes have difficulties to stay concen-

trated on the task at the moment. Concentration is also quite dependant on the ath-

lete’s motivation to maintain it. (Gelinas & Munroe-Chandler 2006, 65-66.) 

 

3.3.5 Imagery and self-talk 

Imagery is a skill where athlete creates or recreates an experience such as game situa-

tion or successful performance. It fits for every athlete in every age and skill group 

from young to old and novice to expert. Imagery needs to be practised or the effec-

tiveness of the skill suffers. (Gelinas & Munroe-Chandler 2006, 67.) Munroe, Giacobbi, 

Hall and Weinberg found out in their study that even though athletes use imagery 

more in competition and to enhance performance, it can also be useful tool in practis-

es. Imagery is present particularly in pre-competition situations. It helps athletes to 

prepare to competition, raises their self-confidence and helps to control arousal and 

anxiety. (Munroe, Giacobbi, Hall & Weinberg 2000, 131-132.)  

 

Motivational and instructional covert or overt statements that are addressed to self are 

called self-talk. In general self-talk should concentrate more on achievement than abil-
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ity. Self-talk should emphasize constructive criticisms and positive emotions and expe-

riences rather than negative. Self–talk works quite the same than imagery. Purpose is to 

enhance performance positively, increase self-confidence and concentration and is 

used as a pre-game and inter-game routine. Negative statements should occur as less as 

possible. Effective self-talk can enhance athletes concentration and performance great-

ly. (Gelinas & Munroe-Chandler 2006, 68-69.) 
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4 Environment supporting development 

Närhi and Frantsi (1998, 55) stated that athlete is motivated when he gets satisfaction 

on what he is doing. Experiences in the past are defining what motivates athlete. These 

are things why it is extremely important for coaches to create an environment that 

supports the development of the athlete.  

 

4.1 Motivational climate 

Motivational climate means coaching climate on a point of view of developing motiva-

tion. Motivational climate is implemented for example on how athletes are assessed or 

how coaches give feedback and it is particularly important in athletes learning. It can be 

divided in two categories: task or ego oriented climate. Task oriented climate is defined 

as a climate that supports athlete and promotes learning. It is also an atmosphere 

where effort is important for improvement. In task oriented climate athlete is support-

ed to do the best in every situation without the fear of failure. On the contrary, ego 

oriented climate highlights competition and comparison of athletes. Pointing mistakes 

and unequal recognition occurs often and experiencing inferiority is quite usual feeling. 

(Hallgeir, Knut & Tor 2011, 80; Hakkarainen et al. 2009, 355.) 

 

Several studies (Hallgeir et al. 2011, 79-104; Hassan & Morgan 2015, 487-503; Chec-

chini J.A, Fernandes-Rio, Mendez-Gimenez, Checchini C & Martins 2014, 1325-1340; 

Curran, Hill, Hall, & Jowett 2015, 193-198) consider task oriented climate more posi-

tive and supportive for the athlete. It creates more enjoyment, satisfaction and positive 

attitude. In mastery climate athlete adopts more efficient behavioural models. Athlete 

isn’t discouraged after failed performance but encouraged to try again harder and try to 

learn from the mistake. When coach can create task oriented climate athlete feels him-

self as an important part of the team. (Hakkarainen et al. 2009, 355.) 

 

As ego oriented climate highlights athlete’s comparison to others, athlete usually mir-

rors own performance to other athletes’ performances and skills. In this kind of mind 

set athlete can sometimes feel himself failed since everyone cannot be the best or the 
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winner every time. (Närhi & Frantsi, 1998, 58.) If the athlete isn’t ready to social com-

parison failure is a common feeling in competitive situations. Ego oriented climate is 

very harmful for this kind of athletes. Athlete sees competition situations as a threat 

and chooses too easy tasks where he performs well or too hard tasks so that explana-

tion for failure is secured. (Närhi & Frantsi 1998, 58; Hakkarainen et al. 2009, 355.) 

 

Coaches have a huge responsibility to create, effect and develop motivational climate 

constantly (Närhi & Frantsi 1998, 57). TARGET model provides tools for coaches to 

create task oriented motivational climate. The acronym TARGET comes from words 

task, authority, recognition, grouping, evaluation and time. (Checchini et al. 2014, 

1326.) Checchini et al’s study on TARGET framework and motivational climate 

proved that coaching climate can be manipulated by the coaches using TARGET 

model as a tool Same study proved that task oriented climate produced positive effect 

on athletes’ cooperative learning, improvement and decision, in their basic psychologi-

cal needs such as social relations, competence and autonomy, their self-determined 

motivation, as well as several consequences such as persistence, effort and boredom. 

(Checchini et al. 2014, 1337.)  

 

Versatile and constantly changing tasks that take individual’s needs in consideration 

promote mastery climate. The diversity of the tasks between athletes reduces need to 

compare each other. Giving authority and possibility to have an influence on decision 

making adds athlete’s motivation. When athlete can decide the most interesting and the 

most useful task for himself, practising is more efficient. Individual recognition moti-

vates athlete more than public recognition which involves social comparison.  Individ-

ual feedback also adds satisfaction to own performance. When grouping, coaches 

should think how athletes are recognized the best. Creating small groups supports ath-

letes’ equal recognition and offers more successful emotions, possibilities to affect and 

repetitions. The foundation of evaluation should be learning which motivates athletes 

to evaluate themselves task oriented. This also reduces comparison to other athletes. 

By creating learning schedules or in other words setting goals athletes can determine 

the time used in practising. This way athletes get enough instructions and support. 

(Hakkarainen et al. 2009, 355-356.) 
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4.2 Self-determination theory 

Most athletes have desire to direct their effort to their own skills and interests. They 

have will to search optimal challenges for themselves at the same time trying to control 

new experiences. (Hakkarainen et al. 2009, 356.) This kind of thinking is called Self-

determination theory (SDT). The theory is an approach that highlights motivation and 

personality. Theory concentrates on athletes inner resources for personality develop-

ment and behavioral self-regulation. Outcome of successful use of SDT should be in-

trinsically motivated, autonomous and positively thinking athlete. (Ryan & Deci 2000, 

68.)  

 

SDT suggests that human beings have three essential psychological needs: autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness. These psychological needs are considered sort of psycho-

logical nutriments, important for constant psychological growth, social development, 

integrity and wellbeing. (Ryan & Deci 2000b, 68; Silva, Marques, & Teixeira 2014, 172.) 

Autonomous athlete is eager to start working on his own and being the origin of one’s 

own behaviors. Competent athlete is feeling effective and concrete results are reinforc-

ing competent feeling. Relatedness is appearing as athletes feeling being understood 

and cared by others. (Hakkarainen et al. 2009, 356-357; Silva et al. 2014, 172.) 

 

Key issue in SDT is the quality of motivation rather than quantity of motivation (Fig-

ure 6). Edward Deci and Richard Ryan consider intrinsic motivation as the most im-

portant form of motivation in terms of learning new skills and perform well in compe-

tition. Intrinsic motivation needs a climate that enhances motivation and it can be easi-

ly disrupted by non-supportive conditions. (Deci & Ryan 2000b, 70.) Extrinsically mo-

tivated athlete does the performance only to get for example a prize that is extrinsically 

interesting. Extrinsic motivation can also implement different ways. Deci and Ryan 

give an example of two students who don’t do their homework for their satisfaction. 

Other student does them to please his parents and other because it grasps its value for 

his chosen career. Both are extrinsically motivated but other student has chosen to do 

the homework to enhance his abilities in the future. Amotivation is a state where ath-

lete is just on the scene but do not act or acts without an intent. Amotivation is a result 
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from not valuing an activity, not feeling competent to do it, or not expecting it to cre-

ate a desired outcome. (Deci & Ryan 2000b, 71-72.) 

 

 

Figure 6. The Self-Determination Continuum Showing Types of Motivation With 

Their Regulatory Styles, Loci of Causality, and Corresponding Processes (Ryan & Deci 

2000b, 72). 

 

Supporting athlete’s autonomy offers the athlete a possibility to make different deci-

sions without high pressure. This encourages athlete to be initiative. Coach can con-

tribute autonomy of his athletes by listening athletes’ needs and offering them oppor-

tunities to make their own choice to match the needs. (Hakkarainen et al. 2009, 358.) 

 

4.3 Interaction 

 

Interaction is defined as a two-way communication that tries to have an effect on other 

person. Interaction occurs always between two human beings by talking to other per-

son and listening to other person. Interaction can also occur as non-verbal communi-

cation. Fascial expressions, movement of eyes, body positions, gestures, body move-

ment, distance between two persons, volume and rhythm of voice and form of expres-

sion are considered as non-verbal communication. (Vasarainen & Hara 2005, 53-55.) 
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Key to successful interaction is authentic interest to other person (Närhi & Frantsi 

1998, 40). 

 

According to Olympiou, Jowett and Duda (2008, 424) coach’s leadership behaviors 

have an effect on athlete’s satisfaction, performance, self-esteem, confidence and anxi-

ety. That’s why it is important for coaches to think about their behavior in practices 

and games. Coach that interacts strongly with his athletes, listens what athletes have to 

say and tries to get athletes involved in decision making cares for his athletes and is 

interested in individual development. This enhances development since everyone learn 

from each other. (Närhi & Frantsi 1998, 40.) 

 

Coaches’ and athletes’ interaction should lead to athletes’ involvement in coaching 

process. Both parties can bring out their own thoughts considering practicing and de-

velopment. This way coach –athlete relationship is most effective. When interaction 

works well between coach and athlete problems concerning athlete’s performance can 

be discussed effectively. (Hakkarainen et al. 2009, 158.) 

 

4.4 Grit mindset 

 

Grit is defined by Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews and Kelly (2007, 1088) as “perse-

verance and passion for long term goals”. Idea in grit is to overcome challenges and 

failures and maintaining interest over the years. Duckworth et al. (2007, 1088) compare 

gritty individual to a marathon runner: his strength is stamina. Grit is held as a stable 

quality that doesn’t require immediate positive feedback (Ali & Rahman 2012, 33). Dis-

appointment and boredom can make athlete to quit or move to other interests but grit-

ty athlete stays on course.  

 

Duckworth et al. proved in their study (2007, 1090-1093) that grittier individuals can 

reach higher level of education within the same age. Other interesting finding was that 

individual get grittier during their life span (Duckwort et al. 2007, 1098). Justy Reed 

from Chicago state university examined correlation between grit and exercise behavior 

and found out positive and significant connection between grit, conscientiousness, in-
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dustriousness and exercise score (Reed 2014, 397). These findings show that grittier 

athletes have better possibilities to develop themselves more efficiently. 
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5 Project planning 

The purpose of this thesis was to create structured plan to develop ice hockey players’ 

character. After reviewing literature and finding the key components considering psy-

chological development in ice hockey, a handbook for coaches was created. The hand-

book is intended to help coaches to develop players’ psychological character. The 

handbook helps to pay attention to players’ character throughout their whole career. 

The objective in creating the model and handbook was to give coaches every day tips 

and tools to support own behaviors and mindset considering development of players’ 

character. Other objective was to create guidelines to handle the player. 

 

Idea for this kind of project woke up in my mind during my work placement year, sea-

son 2014-2015. My main responsibility during my work placement was to coach 

KooKoo D-02 juniors. I found out surprising features during the season in my players. 

They were quite motivated to attend the practices but they didn’t understand entirely 

the requirements of ice hockey, especially mental requirements. I wanted to learn to 

reinforce my players understanding on why they come to practices every day, how they 

have to perform in order to develop themselves and teach them the requirements to be 

professional and live like one. In the end these are the factors that separate two physi-

cally and sport specifically equal players, regardless their level of performance. In the 

beginning of the project the purpose was to create an athlete pathway model for ice 

hockey player but due to large scope of that kind of project the model was limited to 

development of psychological character.  

 

The thesis process has lasted almost a year since the idea emerged in my mind in No-

vember 2014. At the same time I contacted my supervisor and together we started the 

planning process. After the first meetings I started to review literature and find the key 

components important to develop player’s mental strengths. Even though there was 

lots of time for me to figure what to include in the work I struggled to delimit the use-

less information. It took me couple months to figure out what to include to my work 

but after I started to create table of contents I found out how to structure the work 
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and what to include in it. Writing process started during summer and first chapter was 

quite easy to write. When starting the next chapters I struggled to find proper sources 

but a meeting with my supervisor and the help of local library in Kouvola and student 

library in Vierumäki helped with the problem. After finding proper sources the writing 

process was quite fluent and it didn’t took much time to finish the report. 

 

Theoretical part of the thesis presents common and widely known athlete pathway 

models as the cornerstones of the development. Each model represents a certain view 

in athlete and talent development. They concern physical and mental sides of sport 

development as well as schools’ strategies and environmental aspects of talent devel-

opment. Second part of the report processes children’s psychological and social devel-

opment phases in different ages it also covers important mental skills, qualities and 

techniques for ice hockey player. Aim here was to go through how children behave and 

what are their needs. Knowing how children behave and what are their needs in differ-

ent ages help coaches to handle them. The last chapter of theoretical part covers theo-

ries and examples, useful in developing motivation, autonomy and long term develop-

ment of psychological skills. Theoretical part and literature review work as a back-

ground research and source to handbook for coaches.  



 

 

28 

 

6 Implementation 

One of  the objectives of  my theses was to create a development model and 

instructions to coaches to develop players’ mental features. The theses product turned 

out to be a handbook for coaches. With the handbook my aim is to present my 

findings from the literature review and give practical examples to everyday coaching 

work.  

 

The handbook is divided in three major chapters. The first part is covering 

psychological and social developmental phases of  children. Developmental phases are 

divided to three categories according to age. These age groups are 6-12 year old kids, 

13-15 year old kids and 16 year and older kids. This part offers coaches basic 

knowledge how kids in different age groups behave and how to operate with them. 

Second part goes through preparedness of  ice hockey players mental characteristics 

and provides examples to affect to them. This section covers issues such as self-

determination motivation and interaction. One objective in this part is to make the 

coach to understand how big impact he have in players’ development. It also gives 

examples how to create more independent players and how to enhance positive 

atmosphere inside the team and between players.  Lastly the handbook brings out a 

model to develop ice hockey players character. The model highlights the importance of  

quality of  motivation. When players are intrinsically motivated they are easier to handle 

and they will develop themselves more efficiently. The model covers almost the whole 

life span and indicates what kind of  practice and skills should be highlighted.  

 

The handbook has been assessed by local junior ice hockey organization’s Pohjois-

Kymen Liikunta ry (Pokli) head of  juniors and skills coach. The feedback that I got 

from the club was positive. The handbook was held comprehensive and well-structured 

basic guide that has value in practice and where the coach can pick up the things 

concerning his players’ age group. I tried to make the handbook’s appearance as 

interesting as possible using tables and figures to highlight the important parts of  the 

product. 
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7 Discussion 

The objective of this work was to learn to develop ice hockey players’ character. As a 

result I created a handbook for coaches on the subject. The handbook is supposed to 

provide information on player’s character and its development. It also provides guid-

ance how to practically develop ice hockey player’s character. The project idea was 

born from my own interest to learn from the subject and will to improve my own play-

ers’ understanding on what it demands mentally to be a professional ice hockey player.  

 

If two players are equal concerning physical skills and sport specific skills mental side is 

the one that separates these two players. As Holland et al. (2010, 19) point out mental 

side of coaching, especially with young athletes, hasn’t had as much attention as it 

should and this side of talent development should be studied more and taken more 

into consideration. This is one reason why I took the challenge to work with psycho-

logical side of coaching. I have been coaching now couple of years and the emphasis in 

local sport clubs and general sport culture have focused more on physical and sport 

specific traits. I have found it important that I must be able to affect my players’ un-

derstanding in order them to become successful ice hockey players. I have to be able to 

assure them a possibility to become professional athletes. 

 

High level of motivation is crucial to good athletic performance and pursuit of profes-

sionalism. That is the reason why my theses highlights motivation and its meaning. 

There are different ways to enhance the quality of motivation and I think that I man-

aged to gather the most efficient methods to affect them. However, the effects of the 

methods may suffer if the practicing and everyday work isn’t structured. I studied dif-

ferent athlete pathway models and found that Jean Côté’s development model of sport 

participation offers a great framework to develop players’ character. The model con-

cerns and gives examples on how to inspire players in different age groups.  

 

I think that the handbook I created provides useful and practical information for 

coaches that are interested in their players’ mental character and developing it. As men-
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tioned before in the report, mental side of coaching has been taken into consideration 

in oldest junior teams and elite levels of coaching but not in junior levels. I think that 

the handbook is useful particularly to those coaches who are coaching smaller juniors 

and are involved in coaching mostly because their own child plays. These coaches can 

easily check the key points of character development from the handbook. If their ac-

tions are not in line with the model and suggestions in handbook they should think if 

they could act in some other way. The handbook isn’t of course planned only to 

coaches that are involved in ice hockey coaching because of their own children. More 

experienced coaches can also reflect their actions and update their knowledge with it. 

Holistic and individual approach in coaching is nowadays the foundation of success in 

sports. I think that every coach, regardless of the level of coaching, is responsible to 

ensure the best possibilities for the players to develop and pursue their dreams. For 

some athletes they are more modest whereas other dream to make their living out of 

sports.  

 

Next step in developing athletes’ character could be enhancing coaches’ education and 

monitoring their coaching behaviors. For coaches that feel they need more guidance 

there could be held educations that supports the ideas and methods presented in my 

thesis. The report and guidebook could work as educational material for lectures or 

other forms of education held. This way the knowledge would reach those coaches that 

feel they want to learn more on mental side of coaching. Other development form 

could be monitoring coach’s actions regarding the themes, theories and methods con-

cerning player’s character development. Video recordings of coach’s behavior from 

games and practices could be a vital part of this kind of assessment. Also some kind of 

mentoring and coach assessment tools could be procedures in developing effective 

talent development regarding player’s character.  

 

The theses project has been a good challenge for me. I had never planned and imple-

mented written project that is this extensive. The motives for selecting this theme and 

topic came from own lack of knowledge. The working process of the theses has been 

difficult but rewarding and it has required full concentration and proper time manage-

ment. The projects final form has changed during the project phases. At first the idea 
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was to create a whole athlete pathway model for ice hockey player but then narrowed 

to development of player’s character. This decision was good since the subject was 

extremely interesting in my opinion and I wanted to learn more about it.  

 

 Due to this project I have expanded my knowledge on psychological coaching and I 

believe that my coaching has now a more holistic approach. I have coached only two 

and a half years and I learn something new every day. This project was a challenge but 

also a great possibility to learn to handle my players better. I hope that the handbook I 

created could help other coaches as much as it helps me. I have learned important the-

oretical and practical ways to enhance both my players’ character and my own behav-

iors when developing them. I have become more confident during the process and I’m 

sure this will drive me to be a better coach for my players.  
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