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Abstract 

Ice hockey is an established site for talent identification and development in Finland. In this 

ethnographic study, I examine the discourses that top gatekeepers of Finnish elite junior 

hockey construct and favour with respect to the human capital potentiality of ice hockey 

players. Building upon Foucauldian discourse analysis, the study identified two competing 

discourses within the Finnish ice hockey domain. The dominant one considers a player to be 

a capital investment, and the aim is symbolic and economic success; the lesser discourse 

looks at a player as an individual with potential that can be nurtured with the right attitudes 

and conditions. Together, these discourses create a social space in which up-and-coming 

hockey players’ talents are identified and decisions are made about their possible future 

athletic careers. These conflicting discourses create tensions for coaches—that is, whether 

they must obey commercial logic despite their own motivation for working with junior 

athletes. 
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Introduction 

Professional team sports form markets in which a team’s vitality depends on the competitive 

balance of the whole league. Spectators desire success for their own team, but if that success 

is guaranteed, the sport loses its attractiveness (Gratton and Taylor 2000, 193–197). 

Therefore, every professional team aims at victory in fair, tense matches, and many leagues 

restrict the over-dominance of big-revenue teams with internal regulatory mechanisms, such 

as player market restrictions (Gratton and Taylor 2000, 197). These restrictions of the player 

labour market also increase the importance of and speculation around up-and-coming talent. 

Seasonal and long-run outcomes cannot be ensured by buying reliable but expensive players; 

teams must also think about future talent and its development. Predictions on the potential of 

young players belong to the field of talent identification, which is at the centre of high-

performance sports coaching, research and administration (Baker et al. 2017). These 

speculations and predictions are also the focus of the present study. 

Ice hockey scouts, coaches and sports managers are key persons in identifying and 

developing talent in the transition phase of junior and professional sports. In addition to 

‘recognizing participants with the potential to excel in [a] particular sport’ and ‘providing the 

most appropriate learning environment to realize this potential’ (Vaeyens et al. 2008, 703), 

hockey professionals working at the nexus of sports, media and markets must also pay 

attention to the qualities needed to perform and to sell well, both individually and as a team 

outside the ice (Kelly and Hickey 2009). However, when these gatekeepers work with junior 

athletes, they are also attached to expectations related to positive youth development 
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(Coakley 2011; Holt and Sehn 2008). In addition to improved motor skills, sports is 

considered to enhance the psychosocial development and physical health of the participants 

(Côté, Strachan and Fraser-Thomas 2008), which, again, are not necessarily the first priorities 

of professional sport as a business. Talent identification and player management are risk 

management for professional teams, and every player has to demonstrate his value and be 

willing to undertake the demands of the professional logic (Kelly and Hickey 2009). 

Although talent identification and development are much studied (cf. e.g. Simonton 

1999; MacNamara and Collins 2014), previous studies are centred upon physical factors, and 

they often neglect the processes of talent identification (Baker et al. 2017). The present study 

contributes to research on the talent identification process by investigating the intersection 

between youth sports and business. The interplay of these two different priorities—talent 

development for commercial elite sports and positive youth development—from which 

professionals may construct their discourses (Foucault 1972, 51) provides a rationale for 

studying the discourses around talent identification and development in elite (male) junior 

hockey, asking the following question:  

What kinds of discourses do gatekeepers of professional ice hockey construct and 

favour with respect to the talent identification of young ice hockey players?  

A high-performance junior hockey team operates at the nexus of developing talent for elite 

commercial sports markets and positive youth development, offering an apt framework for 

this study’s examination. After introducing the theoretical background, context and methods 

of the study, I will discuss the findings, which indicate that the discourses around player 

potentiality form a social reality in which capitalism is both nurtured and sidelined in the day-

to-day practices of Finnish ice hockey player development. 

State of the art 

The ice hockey system context 
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Previous studies on talent identification and selection have made it clear that predicting talent 

is not easy (Lund and Söderström 2017; Cushion and Jones 2006). Some important qualities 

for top athlete performance in adulthood may appear in late adolescence or young adulthood, 

and talent conceptualization may neglect potentially talented athletes (Simonton 1999; 

Abbott and Collins 2002; MacNamara and Collins 2014). By its nature, talent development is 

non-linear (Gulbin et al. 2013). Furthermore, athletes must face and cope with a range of 

demands, stressors and transitions during their careers; this means that they need skills and 

capacities beyond physical sporting skills in order to be successful (Fletcher and Sarkar 2012; 

Stambulova et al. 2015). For example, on the brink of their professional careers, young 

hockey players must cope with high training loads, along with other stressors and demands, 

such as schoolwork and peer and romantic relationships (Ojala 2018).  

All these complicate the decision-making processes of player recruitments, which led 

me to treat talent in sports as human capital (Schuller and Field 1998; Feher 2009). On the 

one hand, this allows for the consideration of professional sports athletes as members of the 

entertainment industry’s labour force; in such a labour market, excelling at sports is an 

essential quality-defining talent, but it is not the only one. On the other hand, this 

characterization allows for the acknowledgment of day-to-day athletic career management 

skills at the transition phase of junior and professional sports (Ojala 2018), which may be 

crucial in achieving professional careers. 

In Finland, ice hockey is the most popular spectator team sport (e.g. Purhonen et al. 

2014) and one of the most popular sports hobbies amongst Finnish boys (Blomqvist et al. 

2019). The popularity of the sport is also reflected in the professional markets. The national 

hockey league, Liiga, is the only fully professional sports league in Finland (Laine 2017). In 

a country of just 5.5 million inhabitants, hockey is therefore the most likely sport in which to 

make a profitable, sports-related career and the most lucrative sports market for talent 
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identification and development. However, this popularity also sets ethical responsibilities, 

requiring that hockey representatives consider junior careers from the perspective of positive 

youth development. All potential junior players do not reach the professional level, and yet a 

whole team of motivated and disciplined minds and bodies is needed to produce a few lucky 

professionals (Ojala 2018). Thus, nurturing the aspirations and the ideology of positive 

development is as crucial for the high performance of sports clubs as it is for the efficient 

talent development and identification of clubs operating at the interface of profit and non-

profit sports. 

Unlike junior teams, professional teams do not have positive youth development on 

their agendas. Recruitment is always a financial risk for sports clubs (Kelly and Hickey 

2009). The teams in the professional hockey leagues in Finland and abroad have significant 

financial investments at stake in every player, match and season. The payroll for team 

salaries in National Hockey League (NHL) teams in North America in the 2018–2019 season 

ranged from around US$66.5 million to US$82 million, including performance bonus 

cushions (The Nation Network 2018). In the same season, the budgets of Finnish league 

teams varied from US$3.9 million to US$8.7 million, of which about one third was 

earmarked for player salaries (Jääkiekkolehti 7/2017, 8).  

Young players are rarely ready to take on a big role in the professional rinks. 

However, the fact that they are cheap and will take over in the future means that efficient 

junior sports curricula, especially at the under-20 (U20) team level, are in the interest of 

professional teams.  

U20 teams operate at the intersection of junior and professional sports. Some of the 

players in Finland play with professional or semi-professional contracts, whereas other 

players pay a small amount of money in order to play on the teams.  

Theory 
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I consider discourses to be strategic fields that allow certain power relations to take place and 

become apparent and that allow certain resources, which are either available or out of reach, 

to be utilized (Foucault 1977). The discourses on talent identification in ice hockey are 

materialized, for example, in the categorizations at junior hockey player tryouts or in game 

lineups, as well as in the everyday observations, conversations and interventions of sports 

coaches, scouts and sports managers about which prospective candidates have enough 

potential talent to warrant investment (Foucault 2006). Controlling a discourse of talent is a 

form of domination, as it construes knowledge and contributes to the production of a 

particular world order (Jørgensen and Phillips 2002). The notions of talent and potentiality 

are and become ‘practices that systematically form the objects of which they speak’ (Foucault 

1972, 49). They create what Michel Foucault would call truth (Lorenzini 2015)—a way of 

rationalizing the world in which future hockey careers and players’ self-perceptions are built.  

Control, in the case of coaches, sports managers and scouts—or authorities of 

delimitation (Foucault 1972)—becomes possible because these actors are the gatekeepers of 

valuable player resources. These gatekeepers are important actors in the power network, 

which is ‘responsible both for creating our social world and for the particular ways in which 

the world is formed and can be talked about, ruling out alternative ways of being and talking’ 

(Jørgensen and Phillips 2002, 14). They conduct the organized everyday talent development, 

as well as control access to it and to the desired hockey careers. Their roles as coaches, sports 

managers and scouts give them different vantage points from which to experience and speak 

about hockey and related resources (Foucault 1972).  

To discuss the findings on the discourses that professional ice hockey gatekeepers 

construct and favour, I utilized Gerd Gigerenzer’s (2014) and Barry Schwartz’s (2005) 

theories on decision making. As I explicate in the findings section, these theories allow 

specific player qualities to be treated as decision-making strategies, especially with respect to 
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commercially oriented discourse. In other words, these theories and previous studies (e.g. 

Ericsson, Krampe, and Tesch-Römer 1993; Abbott and Collins 2002; Baker et al. 2017) 

helped me understand the discursive context in which these qualities come to be defined and 

the domains in which the discursive practices become present (Foucault 1972). Similarly, I 

utilized studies on junior sports in Finland (e.g. Itkonen 2003; Aarresola 2016) to 

contextualize the findings on the discourse related to positive youth development.  

Materials and methods 

Understanding discourses requires a situated exploration of the everyday conditions and 

contexts in which talent identification takes place, which is why ethnography was an 

appropriate method for the present study (Heller, Pietikäinen, and Pujolar 2018). I observed 

the work of coaches, a sports manager and NHL scouts as representatives of the gatekeeper 

group, which has access to and control over the discourses related to the skill and potentiality 

of ice hockey players in Finnish high-performance junior hockey. The sampling followed the 

typical snowball method (Patton 2002, 237). The sports manager provided crucial access to 

the field (Amis 2005) by recommending coaches and scouts for the study, who, in turn, 

recommended other coaches and scouts who might have knowledge about hockey careers and 

the potentiality of 18- to 20-year-old players in Finnish high-performance hockey. Each 

gatekeeper had a connection to one or two U20 teams, which I studied ethnographically 

between January 2017 and December 2017. They were either current or former coaches of 

the teams or had coached many of the players at some point of their player careers, or scouts 

who followed the teams in tournaments in 2017.  

I conducted semi-structured interviews altogether with six of the current or former 

coaches, two NHL scouts and one sports manager. Three of these were coaches for U20 

teams, two for elite-level men’s teams and one for both. Of the six coaches, I observed the 

work of three at practices, games and game trips, including their communication with one 
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another and the players at the arena; I also talked to them before and after practices and 

games and participated in their communication on the bus on two away-game trips. The 

sports manager I interviewed and observed had worked with many of these coaches and with 

both teams. Finally, I observed five scouts during tournaments and games as they scouted 

two U20 junior teams in the autumn of 2017 and interviewed two of them. 

The semi-structured interviews dealt with two themes: (1) the roles of the coaches, 

sports managers and scouts in player development and in the hockey markets and (2) talent 

identification and development. The latter was examined particularly with questions on the 

qualities that the scouts and coaches are looking from players, the qualities which they 

consider to predict success, and the terms the organizations set for player recruitments. The 

observations generated follow-up questions on the two themes and brought up insights into 

how coaches find their roles related to the talent identification of hockey business and the 

talent development of junior sport. The fieldwork also generated trust on which to build the 

interviews.  

The 564 minutes of recorded interviews were mostly transcribed, although some 

irrelevant parts were ignored. I transcribed 279 pages of fieldnotes, completing each 

observation day’s transcription within 24 hours of the event. The data were collected in 

Finnish, and I translated excerpts into English for this paper. The data collection approach, 

themes, theories, and ethical guidelines and concerns were discussed in monthly meetings 

with ethnography colleagues who were working on similar topics and methods. These 

meetings guided and deepened my focus and prepared me to investigate the field with 

focused questions in mind (Silk 2005).  

Discourses often become apparent in situations in which a person feels pressure or an 

obligation to submit or to modify his/her actions, approaches or speech (Foucault 1981). 

These pressures and obligations often became apparent in the person’s first-hand reactions to 
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the actions taking place in the field. Thus, informal talks with the study participants and 

observations of their actions and reactions outside the recorded interviews were as important 

for this study as the recorded interviews were. In particular, I conducted informal talks with 

the participants during game trips, which encouraged them to reflect on their views and 

actions concerning talent identification and development and related investments. The 

recorded interviews also revealed experiences and expressions of obligation and pressure, of 

which perceptions of being taken for granted were extreme examples.  

I coded the data exploratively by going through the interview transcriptions and 

fieldnotes to determine how the informants spoke about a player’s potentiality from the point 

of view of their own work. I looked for the different classifications they composed on a 

player’s qualities and how they rationalized these classifications. To verify and strengthen my 

interpretation of the two emerging discourses, I looked at how the informants position their 

roles as talent developers and identificators in relation to these classifications.   

I primarily utilized Foucauldian theories on discourses (e.g. Foucault 1972, 1981; 

Jørgensen and Phillips 2002) when identifying the main discourses circulating around player 

potentiality. One of the techniques I used at this stage to classify the coded data under 

different discourses involved post-it notes, which I used to record the most important 

findings, test different divisions of constraining systems of thinking and acting and consider 

how they were linked to the exercise of power (Foucault 1981). After this, I utilized theories 

on decision making and previous studies on talent development and identification (e.g. 

Gigerenzer 2014; Schwartz 2005; Ericsson, Krampe, and Tesch-Römer 1993) to understand 

the findings and deepen my interpretations.  
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Results: Nurturing and sidelining capitalism with discourses on athletic potentiality 

In discourse studies, what is considered truth is truth only in a particular discourse or a set of 

discourses (Jørgensen and Phillips 2002, 13–14). I noticed a significant difference in how the 

potentiality of a player was considered in two discourses. In one discourse, a player is a form 

of capital that should primarily benefit the team, whereas in the other discourse, the same 

player is an individual with potential that, given the right attitudes and conditions, could be 

nurtured and further developed for his own sake. These discourses are discussed in the 

following sections.  

The discourse of meeting the expectations of capitalism 

The cultural and material context is important for understanding circulating discourses 

(Grodal and Kahl 2017). Sports is like other branches of capitalism where money is made and 

risks are avoided by predicting and speculating on value increases and decreases (Fulcher 

2004), and player recruitment is a critical part of budget management. A career in 

professional ice hockey demands the constant demonstration of usefulness and absolute 

commitment from the player. This became evident in my interviews with NHL scouts and 

Finnish coaches.  

A Finnish Liiga coach explained the expectation that players will demonstrate their 

usefulness to the team and their prowess in this most prestigious league largely because of the 

commercial logic of it:  

In a U20 team, if you fail in a game, then you fail. If you fail in another game, you can still fix 

it. But if you fail in the Liiga, where the game is already being played for money, in a way, 

the ruthlessness of the results shows up rather fast, so if you screw up, you don’t necessarily 

get onto the ice during the game or [get to] play in the next game at all. (Interview September 

2017) 
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The NHL scouts referred to similar requirements in the NHL, except that players are also 

expected to sacrifice their health for the hockey business, as one scout pointed out: ‘Once you 

get into the NHL, if your foot is not totally broken, you’ll play because it’s the NHL’ 

(Interview October 2017). As these informants explained, in the context of the professional 

leagues in North America and Finland, the competitiveness between teams and players and 

their successes are closely linked to resources, such as money, position and prestige. 

Therefore, in this discourse, the aims for player development included performance and 

success, which is why I called it the discourse of meeting the expectations of capitalism. A 

coach or scout does not feel much responsibility towards the players in terms of their skill 

development, but in order to be accepted, players must have the necessary potential and skills 

to benefit the team in its success-seeking and money-making.  

According to Barry Schwartz (2005), most good decisions follow six steps: 

identifying the goals, evaluating their importance, considering the options, evaluating how 

each option would probably meet the goals, picking the winning option and using the 

consequences of the choice to modify the goals. For an NHL team, the goals are always to 

win games and have lucrative seasons, and evaluating the options to meet these goals with 

up-and-coming players means evaluating players’ potential to help the team win in the future. 

The goal-oriented approach translates into investments in players, and scouts are they key 

persons in the investment decisions. However, as one scout observed, his work is to ‘evaluate 

people, which one cannot evaluate, because the intangibles will always beat the tangibles in 

this work’ (Interview October 2017). Thus, as in Christensen’s (2009) study on soccer 

coaches’ talent identification, scouts, sports managers and coaches use their common sense to 

identify potential players. Gigerenzer (2014), who studies risks and decision making, also 

addresses intuition in business, suggesting that good hunches, which are called categories in 

this study, reduce uncertainty in decisions that cannot be solved with probability theories. In 
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my analysis, I found that hockey scouts rely on the categories of size, exceptionality, youth 

and recognition given by others when evaluating players for the commercial hockey markets. 

These categories make sense, especially when considered under the commercial discourse, 

because they are structures that materialize the commercial logic. The coaches and scouts 

reflect their decisions related to the categories, which show their aspect of moral order 

(Bergmann 1998). These categories are so widely recognized by sport managers, coaches and 

scouts that they obligate gatekeepers in talent identification and development. 

Size 

Hockey is a very physical sport in which body checking is allowed, and there is a significant 

risk of injuries (Tuominen 2017). Therefore, in this discourse, size is an advantage for a 

player; NHL scouts look for players who can play tough and get back at someone if needed, 

which often became apparent during observations. As one scout said, ‘a player less than 180 

centimetres tall is tiny; 185 is common, but if a player is around 190 centimetres or more, 

scouts might turn a blind eye to his poorer qualities’ (Interview October 2017). In particular, 

goaltenders, who are expected to cover the maximum amount of the goal front, need to be 

big. This was recognized and followed by one of the coaches of junior teams when 

considering which goaltenders to pick for the team:  

A significant predicting factor for a goalie’s elite sports career is size, so we once had two 

173-centimetre goalies born in the same year [. . .] and then we had 190 and 185 coming from 

down [smaller juniors]. And the NHL goalie’s average height may be between 185 and 190. 

And the joint stock company thinks about business, that can we get some money out of these 

fellows at some point by selling them somewhere, so it’s more likely you’ll get the 190-

centimetre goalie sold to the big leagues than the 173. (Interview April 2017)  

In other words, when 17- to 18-year-old goalies were chosen for the U20 team one year, their 

size and future exchange value were considered a part of their human capital potential. This 

example shows how the Finnish professional hockey league adopted the category of size 
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from the NHL, which espouses the extremes of the commercial and goal-oriented logic of 

hockey. This logic trickled down to the lives of the junior players because of the moral order 

experienced and obeyed by the coaches.   

However, as is common in critical discourse studies, acknowledging that knowledge 

taken for granted is only one version of social reality is important. On 15 January 2018, I 

reviewed the goalie rankings (based on save percentage = shots on goal minus goals divided 

by shots on goal) of the highest hockey leagues of Finland, Sweden and Russia and of the 

Finnish U20 league. Amongst the top 10 goalies in these four leagues, only two of the first 

three were more than 185 centimetres tall (altogether, there were 12 goalies with heights from 

176 to 200 cm), and the average height of the other seven was 187.5 centimetres (altogether, 

there were 28 goalies with a height between 178 and 200 cm, with 15 being over 185 cm). 

Thus, being tall can be an advantage for a goalie because of the discourse, but it is not 

necessarily crucial for performing well in the sport. The experience of a goalie coach of a 

U20 team perhaps best expresses this phenomenon:  

I think this is a skill sport and not a size sport. I think size is overrated in a way [. . .] But what 

I’ve understood over the years is that, although size is not an absolute factor [in] why one 

becomes a professional and another doesn’t, it’s so valued among a certain group of people 

that this group, in a way, makes it into a factor that decides if someone will be something. 

(Interview December 2017) 

Not all alternatives, probabilities and consequences are known when player potentialities are 

considered and investment decisions are made. Coaches, therefore, seem to contribute to 

what Da Silva and Pietikäinen (2018) call business for the game by considering what would 

sell in the professional markets, and these professional markets value players who at least 

have a clear enough quality upon which to build. If a big goalie has a poor day and does not 

catch well, at least he covers a great deal of territory. Thus, in terms of this category, the aim 

is to choose ‘the alternative that avoids the worst outcome’ (Gigerenzer 2014, 129)—losing 
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games because of a bad goalie. When big goalies get contracts and are brought on well, they 

are certainly more likely to end up having successful careers compared with smaller goalies.  

Exceptionality 

Exceptionality is something that can be required from a player in a league that skims through 

all the players in the world and selects the ones who seem to have the greatest potential for 

ensuring the success of the team. This requirement was often expressed during the 

observations with the scouts. A description of this category was put into words in an 

interview: 

Researcher: Are there any qualities which you could say you are looking for in a player?  

Nikolas: Well, to me it’s the instinct [. . .] that particularly the boy does things that one can’t 

teach [. . .] In the moment, he makes a solution and just goes in a way that wows. It’s the 

biggest thing [. . .] And another thing that catches my eye is that it looks natural. The pass 

comes naturally, and he skates, [demonstrating] that the understanding with the puck when he 

skates is natural and not pushed. Cos sometimes you just see that someone has trained so 

much that he’s better than the rest, but he’s 18, and I would need him to be the best when he’s 

20 or 22. (Interview October 2017) 

The player is expected to perform exceptionally well for his age group; the performance 

should come naturally and show that the player has an innate potentiality for hockey. 

Although NHL hockey scouts do not discount the necessity of years of deliberate practice, 

shown to be essential in sports expertise by several scholars (e.g. Ericsson, Krampe and 

Tesch-Römer 1993), they value the kind of environmental and genetic interaction that refines 

players’ skills to look natural instead of well trained. According to current sports studies, 

genetically influenced abilities and traits affect learning and provide an advantage in 

particular surroundings (Simonton 2017). NHL scouts aim to find those players whose bodies 

look likely to give the maximum effort possible in a career in hockey. This is a part of the 
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trend of identifying talented young athletes in order to place them in optimal environments 

(Baker et al. 2017) where they will benefit commercial teams with their rising yield curve. 

Youth 

In this discourse, potentiality is always considered through the lens of utility, focusing on two 

questions: (1) What can be done with the player as human capital over the next few years? (2) 

How profitable will it be to direct resources to this player? Each player consumes the team’s 

money after signing his contract, which is also why being young is a category that helps 

scouts, sports managers and coaches make decisions. Each summer, a new age group—

comprising those who will turn 19 before the coming September 15th—is eligible for NHL 

drafting; this group is of particular interest to scouts, as one scout explained in an interview: 

Those boys who go to the draft or are newly eligible [. . .] that’s the biggest target group. But, 

in principle, all eligible players are [. . .] well, you have to follow them because they are the 

target group [. . .] but every time when it’s later than newly eligible, for the bosses, there is 

always the question of why wasn’t he good at that age, and then again, of course, it takes up a 

lot of his development. He has again one year less for developing. (Interview October 2017) 

As this example shows, age is also a factor in this discourse, absorbing or  

detracting from other qualities if the players are not developed to a high level early enough. 

NHL team managers expect scouts to find young talents. Younger players are considered all 

the time; if their physical prowess exceeds the level expected of their age—and they can 

show this to national team representatives or scouts—then these young players become more 

highly valued than older players are. Previous studies (e.g. Abbott and Collins 2002) show 

that trying to identify talented athletes at a young age and guarantee ‘effective financial 

investment by focusing available resources on the development of a smaller number of 

athletes’ (Vaeyens et al. 2008, 704) is a common but incalculable trend in talent identification 

and development. It also appears that by concentrating on younger players, scouts can reduce 

the constantly increasing options; considering all these options and all the relevant 
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information is impossible for someone looking for the best possible decisions and 

investments (Schwartz 2005).  

Despite the value placed on being young, it is not assumed that a player’s skills will 

always be on display during the junior period; some players can mature and show their 

potential suddenly, as one scout explained: 

They can advance significantly in a year at this point if they are just willing to make progress 

and work hard, and some have grown fast and look a bit lanky but start to get muscles, and 

then thy start to look totally different. (Interview October 2017) 

This uncertainty with growing bodies and the threat of injuries call for good intuition on 

which to base investments and consideration. For this reason, scouts use a maximizing 

strategy (Schwartz 2005) and gather all possible information for their decisions first-hand. 

They meet the player’s parents, ask about the player’s grandparents and review medical 

documents on the player’s health before deciding whether to invite the player to the testing 

camps and the NHL’s test event, which was called ‘the cattle market’ by one scout (Interview 

October 2017) because of how the selectors evaluate the lightly dressed players, who try to 

do their best in physical, medical and social tests.  

Recognition given by others 

The fourth category in this discourse, recognition given by others, helps scouts and coaches 

reduce the number of potential players by trusting the choices of other respected coaches. 

This trust means that if a player has been accepted to represent a national team of his age 

group or the men’s league or first division teams at an early age, he is considered to have 

potential. This category was widely recognized by the representatives of U20, Liiga and 

NHL. The next example, from a scout interview, reflects this practice: 

It’s true that whenever a boy gets to that [national team], he’s always looked at differently. 

‘He was in the national team. He used to be in the national team’. That’s unfair but natural [. . 

.] I know some examples in which without someone who liked them being there, and [helped 
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them so that] they got into the national team, they wouldn’t be playing in the Liiga now. 

Would they get that far without someone liking them just when they were say 17? I doubt it. 

But that’s just how it is. (Interview October 2017) 

Trust in a player from a national or league team coach produces hype around the player that 

smooths the way ahead for him. National teams gather many potential players for 

international games to test their potential in a demanding context, which again puts pressure 

on the local team to recognize talent in the local context. This mechanism does not claim that 

there are no other potential players outside the national teams. It just gives opportunities and 

coverage to some players within this discourse and makes the number of options more 

manageable for the scouts (cf. Schwartz 2005). National team membership, then, becomes 

one part of the truth on which to build in the uncertain market of player development and 

investment. Moreover, the recognition given by others creates pressure for scouts to 

concentrate on specific players, as well as for hockey organizations to sign contracts with 

these promising players so that they stay in the organization despite the hype around them.  

The discourse of sidelining capitalism 

The second discourse becomes clear when examining the specific conditions under which it 

is constructed and maintained. The hockey context studied here is the one in Finland, where 

junior sports and sports clubs have always been closely related to civic education (Aarresola 

2016, 13–14). Competitive and goal-oriented aims reached the Finnish sports movement in 

the early 20th century; over the decades, the different sports gradually diverged. In the late 

20th century, most sports clubs focused on developing just one sport, such as ice hockey, and 

its practitioners in their career paths (Itkonen 2003). Despite this development, sports clubs 

have remained non-profit organizations, ensuring that sports are available to all children and 

young people. The Finnish sports system has been strongly attached to the idea of positive 

youth development. This is also the ethos of the Finnish education system, which 
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traditionally emphasizes equal opportunities for every child and social mobility through 

education (Ahonen 2003). 

The coaches in the present study were all employees of a high-performance club. 

Unlike other junior teams in Finland, the U20 elite-level hockey teams belong to the joint 

stock companies of the men’s hockey league organizations. Three of the coaches had 

master’s degrees in sports pedagogy, one had a master’s degree in sports sciences and two 

had degrees in coaching from universities specializing in applied sciences. In other words, 

they were highly educated, with strong pedagogical mindsets. All the coaches had 

internalized the goal-oriented high-performance sports discourse. This was apparent during 

the data collection phase; for example, the coaches required players to push themselves to 

their limits in most of the practices, and they used stress and recovery analysis in player 

development.  

The junior team coaches, however, mostly contributed to a discourse which I call the 

discourse of sidelining capitalism. It constructed a discursive reality in which every junior 

was emboldened to try his own limits as a player without being afraid of causing defeat for 

his team or being labelled a poor player; he should live in the moment, without considering 

his future playing career. The coaches emphasized that the key aspect of potentiality was the 

stamina to push oneself to the limit over and over again and use the opportunities given for 

learning, which gives greater hope and motivation for training than an emphasis on innate 

talent. All other categories besides motivation were avoided because rankings were 

unnecessary during the season, especially if the team succeeded. A goalie coach of the U20 

team, who had had a master’s degree in sports pedagogy, talked to me about his views on 

potential goalies and their coaching: 

I like to talk a lot about how a goalie plays well, instead of someone being a good goalie. It 

sort of, it’s another conversation you could talk about for hours, but if you talk about identity, 
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that somebody is something permanently, instead of that someone’s playing well or poorly [. . 

.] I try to react to the weaker games like [I do] to anything else, that they aren’t less normal 

than others or scarier. That you kind of make it acceptable that we’re human and everybody 

fails sometimes [. . .] If you fear that the goalie will fail with his stick, for example, it 

suppresses a lot of learning. (Interview December 2017) 

Unlike in the discourse of meeting the expectations of capitalism, in this discourse, the player 

is considered an individual and has permission to try and to err. This gives the individual 

players—both those who may never be professionals and those who are on the brink of a 

breakthrough—a pressure-free space for talent development. It also produces a space in 

which the player does not have to think about how his performance will affect his future 

career or the economic or symbolic success of the team; instead, he can try to determine his 

own limits and do his best. Therefore, this discourse of sidelining capitalism constructs a 

space in which ‘will’ and ‘skill’ are valued and nurtured, whereas the economic and symbolic 

‘profit’ familiar in professional hockey (da Silva and Pietikäinen 2018) is muted. 

During the course of this study, I had several discussions with different junior team 

coaches, such as on buses during game trips, in which the coaches said that their roles and 

attitudes were different from those of scouts and sports managers. They considered players to 

be individuals who could reach their peaks with the right kind of support and nurturing. This 

discourse resists emphasizing a view in which potentiality is intertwined with the kind of 

talent that only a few possess or that a player must make a profit for someone. 

However, the junior coaches also recognized when a player was exceptionally 

talented. For example, I spoke with one coach in a hockey arena after he introduced a boy 

who was walking by us. After this discussion, I wrote the following observation in my 

fieldnotes:  
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Peter explained how some other players play [along] the lines he had outlined earlier on a 

tactics board, but this guy gets the idea that they are, after all, playing against another team, 

and each player needs to make his own decisions. (Fieldnotes February 2017) 

In this conversation, as in many others with the coaches, we discussed some of the qualities 

that make a player exceptional. However, fostering a discourse of sidelining capitalism was 

so strong amongst these coaches that ideas of exceptionality were not stressed as much as 

motivation for training or a bold playing style were. One Liiga team coach recognized the 

power of this discourse in an interview in which he described his first experience as an 

observer at a Liiga team’s practice when he was still a U20 team coach:  

I still remember what a shock it was after the practice when I stayed talking with the coaches, 

and the response was that it’s useless to try to develop anything here, that you just have to get 

the guys fit, and then play and win with what you have, that you don’t develop anything 

anymore. Let’s say that I still haven’t solved that question in the end, but if I gave up and 

thought I couldn’t develop a 20-year-old player in the Liiga, I wouldn’t want to work there, it 

would take the point out of my work. But the requirements and pressure, where and how, and 

with what cost—that’s hard. (Interview September 2017) 

As this example shows, a discourse is always constructed in a social world with a material 

aspect (Grodal and Kahl 2017), and resources, such as money and time, which are allocated 

to certain activities, strengthen some discourses in the struggle to define the truth. Despite the 

discursive space constructed in the actions and speech of the junior team coaches, there was 

limited space for this discourse. Every spring, each U20 team is reorganized; the players with 

the most potential are allowed to continue in the highest team or are moved up to the men’s 

first division or Liiga teams, whereas the rest are relocated to the local farm teams. In other 

words, despite the presence of this discourse, the available resources do not allow everyone 

to make a career in professional sports. Therefore, the coaches of high-performance teams 
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must concentrate on talent identification even though talent development would be more 

interesting to them.  

 

Discussion 

Professional ice hockey teams invest considerable resources in talent identification 

and show great interest in talent development at the junior level because good decision 

making based on a player’s human capital is crucial for sporting and financial success. 

However, they do not know which qualities will bring the best outcome for the team, so 

sports managers, coaches and, in particular, scouts use certain criteria—which I call 

categories in the present study—to gather first-hand information on which to base their 

investments, reduce the amount of information they need to digest, narrow down the 

available options (cf. Schwartz 2005) and focus their resources on the development of certain 

athletes to guarantee effective financial investments (Vaeyens et al. 2008). They therefore 

seem to unconsciously follow certain rules of thumb, what Gigerenzer (2014) proposes as a 

rational method for decision making in a world of uncertainties.  

However, following the findings of Christensen (2009) on soccer coaches as arbiters 

of taste and the previously mentioned observations about goalie size, categories that aim at 

good decisions in player recruitment may construct truths that are very much discursively 

constructed. Furthermore, Lund and Sörenström (2017, 252) state that through their practical 

sense, ‘coaches have developed a specific taste for which social, mental and physical 

characteristics can determine whether young players are talented’. The tendency of 

professional teams to prefer alternatives that avoid the worst outcomes (Gigerenzer 2014, 

129) trickles down to junior teams, which must also respect the discourse of meeting the 

expectations of capitalism and are therefore also focused on what will sell later. Hence, the 

process of identifying talented future hockey players and their relevant qualities—which is 
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often a controversial task (e.g. Vaeyens et al. 2008)—turns into a process of evaluating the 

exchange value of a young athlete.  

The second discourse, the discourse of sidelining capitalism, was especially valued 

amongst junior coaches. It is strongly influenced by the traditional ethos of the Finnish 

education and sports systems, which emphasize equal opportunities and everyone’s right to 

participate. Furthermore, this discourse acknowledges that talent development, by its nature, 

is not necessarily linear (Gulbin et al. 2013) and that some players may be late bloomers. It 

also allows everyone involved to try their best in terms of development and success seeking 

without putting special emphasis on the most promising players. This space may decrease the 

pressure caused by a heavy training load and a precarious career. In this discourse, each 

season, a player’s potential is considered in the context of his own development, so there is 

no need for the categories used in the other discourse. However, talent development resources 

are not infinite, and every season ends with trials in which coaches decide who can continue 

in the team. Thus, although both discourses exist side by side, the discourse of sidelining 

capitalism is, in the end, very much the subordinate one. However, as Jørgensen and Phillips 

(2002, 142) note, some people have better access to certain discourses than others are, and 

overall, coaches have great influence on young players’ careers (Cushion and Jones 2006), as 

well as on the discourses cherished by the teams. Hence, junior coaches have at least some 

power to tame capitalism and keep alive a discourse that values individual talent development 

in the threshold phase to professional sports. 

The present study showcases that talent identification and development, which many 

previous studies (e.g. Simonton 1999; Abbott and Collins 2002; MacNamara and Collins 

2014; Gulbin et al. 2013; Lund and Sörenström 2017) have examined, are strongly related to 

discursive practices. The discourses behind talent development and identification explain the 

organization of junior sports. Talent selection processes may be and have been presented and 
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legitimized differently in a different time and space (Kilger 2019). Studies on the discourses 

related to talent identification and development can deepen our understanding of the 

environmental constraints that influence young athletes’ experiences and enjoyment of their 

sporting careers.  

As this study on discourses shows, the coaches of team sports often need to obey 

commercial logic in day-to-day talent development despite their own motivations for 

coaching. Commercial and goal-oriented team sports organizations manage the resources and 

discourses of high-performance junior sports, which may cause moral dilemmas for the 

coaches. Therefore, important tasks for future studies include examining whether this 

mismatch results in the dropouts of officials in junior sports.  
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