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Contributions to Applied Sport Psychology 

Value-Oriented Sports Injury Management 
in an Elite Youth Football (Soccer) Academy 
of the German Bundesliga 
An Adaptable Model for Practitioners 

Moritz Hirmke1,2 and Abigail Looi2 

1Department of Educational Psychology, University of Bamberg, Germany 
2(formerly) 1. FSV Mainz 05 e.V., Germany 

Abstract: We present a new concept in sports injury management (SIM) transformation. The central innovation of the 
concept is a way of thinking about SIM with the understanding that overarching values largely guide SIM processes 
(SIMPs). Accordingly, the concept aims to manifest SIMPs that are oriented by predefined values, so-called value-
oriented SIMPs. New approaches are necessary because, despite substantial investments in physical measures, 
sports injuries still depict unimproved, omnipresent, and extensive risks to elite youth footballers. However, 85 % of 
current injury-related time-loss could be avoided (Klein et al., 2020). SIM ineffectiveness may result from inconsistent 
concepts. Specifically, interventions are limited by SIMPs implicitly led by values of a “materializing ideology”: focus on 
short-term success, expert-centeredness, and objectification. Consequently, we developed a consistent procedure to 
implement opposing values of sustainability, athlete-centeredness, and holism. These values guide the transforma-
tion of SIMPs at a German elite football academy. In evaluating this concept, athletes and staff members reported 
promising effects. 
Keywords: athlete-centered care, integrated model of response to sport injury, dynamic systems theory, sustainable 
talent development, elite youth sports culture 

Wertorientiertes Sportverletzungsmanagement in der Fußballakademie eines deutschen Bundesligisten. Ein an-
passbares Rahmenmodell für die Praxis 
Zusammenfassung: Wir präsentieren ein neues Konzept der Sportverletzungsmanagement (SVM)-Transformation. Die 
zentrale Innovation des Konzepts ist eine neue Denkart über SVM, die besagt, dass SVM-Prozesse (SVMPs) maßgeb-
lich durch übergeordnete Werte geleitet werden. Dementsprechend beabsichtigt dieses Konzept, SVMPs zu etablie-
ren, welche von vordefinierten Werten geleitet werden – sogenannte wertorientierte SVMPs. Neue Ansätze sind not-
wendig, da trotz substanzieller Investitionen in körperfokussierte Maßnahmen Sportverletzungen ein zuletzt in ihrer 
Häufigkeit unverändertes, omnipräsentes und weitreichendes Risiko für Nachwuchsleistungsfußballer darstellen. 
Dabei könnten derzeit schätzungsweise 85 % der verletzungsbedingten Zeitverluste vermieden werden (Klein et al., 
2020). Die Ineffektivität bisheriger SVM-Konzepte könnte aus inkonsistenten Vorgehensweisen resultieren. Denn SVM-
Interventionen werden häufig durch SVMPs limitiert, die implizit von Werten einer „Ideologie der Materialisierung“ 
geleitet werden: Fokus auf kurzfristigen Erfolg, Expertenzentrierung und Objektifizierung. Infolgedessen entwickelten 
wir ein konsistentes Verfahren zur Implementierung der entgegengesetzten Werte Nachhaltigkeit, Athletenzentrierung 
und Ganzheitlichkeit. Diese Werte leiten die Transformation von  SVMPs in einer  Fußballakademie eines deutschen 
Bundesligisten. In Prozessevaluationen berichteten Athleten und Staff-Mitglieder vielversprechende Effekte. 
Schlüsselwörter: Athletenzentrierte Versorgung, integriertes Sportverletzungsmodell, Dynamische Systemtheorie, 
nachhaltige Talententwicklung, Nachwuchsleistungssportkultur 
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From 2021 to 2022, we implemented a novel concept for 
the transformation of sports injury management (SIM) 
and sports injury management processes (SIMPs)1 in the 
German Bundesliga academy of Mainz 05. In our opinion, 
applying this concept to establish what we labelled as 
value-oriented SIMPs can have far-reaching conse-
quences for the prevention and rehabilitation of sports 
injuries and, therefore, has several advantages for elite 
youth football. Here, we describe our concept and its first 
implementation in the respective academy. We give 
academy stakeholders a first impression of the possibili-
ties of implementation, while pointing out likely difficul-
ties in implementation. To aid other sport psychology 
practitioners, we will provide convincing arguments for 
initiating SIM transformations and a model to derive 
individual solutions of how to transform the SIMPs within 
your organization. We concluded that a typical article 
format does not lend itself to support the purpose of the 
current article. Therefore, this article does not fit the 
usual structure and standards of an empirical article. This 
article also does not deliver any copy-and-paste action 
protocols. Presenting a stiff action protocol would falsely 
suggest the existence of universal solutions for SIM and 
tempt practitioners to copy them directly, with the risk of 
failing due to the context-specific nature of sports injuries 
(Tee et al., 2020). Therefore, we will present our practical 
application only briefly, to make our concepts more 
comprehensible and instead focus on describing the 
underlying principles of our concept in detail. 

The Acceptance Problem 

At the beginning of our project, we had to overcome a 
challenge in the perception of sports injuries: Due to their 
omnipresence, high sports injury rates are widely accept-
ed as a regular and immanent phenomenon of academy 
football by SIM stakeholders and athletes (see Table 1 for 
group definitions of different SIM stakeholders; Mayer & 
Thiel, 2011). The sports injury acceptance inhibits the 
motivation to reevaluate current SIMPs and invest in new 
evidence-based approaches to SIM. Therefore, we provide 
two arguments that helped us and may assist you as a 
practitioner to deal with the acceptance problem and may 
motivate academy executives to invest in new approaches 
to SIM. The arguments constitute (I) a summary of the 
current sports injury rates in German football academies 
as well as (II) a list of costs and possible benefits of more 
effective SIMPs. 

Argument I: Current Sports Injury Rates 
In total, academy athletes sustain on average 32 days of 
sports injury per season (Le Gall et al., 2006). Recent data 
from male U12–U19 athletes from a German first division 
football academy (Jaber et al., 2022) are consistent with 
international incidences (e. g., Hall et al., 2020; Le Gall et 
al., 2006; Price, 2004): 55.1 % of athletes sustained at 
least one sports injury with an average time-loss of 23 
days per sports injury with possibly several additional 
partial days lost during rehabilitation (Veith et al., 2022). 
Every fifth of those sports injuries (19 %) was classified as 
severe. These data underpin the observation that, despite 
the investment of substantial resources in physical mea-

Table 1. Definition and systemic overview of groups within individual athletesʹ SIMPs 

Group Group members 

Medical personnel Physicians, physiotherapists, rehab trainers 

Coaches Head coach, assistant coach, goalkeeper coach 

Staff members Coaches, medical personnel, athletic trainers, analysts, sport psychologists, team support managers 

Academy executives Academy manager, sports director, department heads 

Academy personnel Staff members, academy executives 

Teammates Fellow athletes within the same football team 

Private social system members Family, friends, school, etc. 

Social system members Academy personnel, teammates, private social system 

SIM stakeholders Athlete, social system members 

Note. See Electronic Supplementary Material 1 for a depiction of the systemic structure of SIM stakeholders. 

Sports Injury Management (SIM) = overarching structures and organization of sports injury prevention and rehabilitation. 
Sports Injury Management Processes (SIMPs) = part of SIM, which entails the approaches, concrete actions, and interactions throughout 
sports injury prevention and rehabilitation. 
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sures (Droste et al., 2021), sports injuries depict an 
unimproved, omnipresent, and extensive risk to elite 
youth football athletes apparent in recent years (Pfirr-
mann et al., 2016). Elite youth footballers are at special 
risk when compared with their non-elite peers (Inklaar et 
al., 1996; Matos et al., 2011) due to age-related factors (Le 
Gall et al., 2007), football-specific characteristics of ath-
letic performance (Steffen & Engebretsen, 2010), and the 
socioecological idiosyncrasies of the academy setting. 

Argument II: Consequences of Sports Injury 
Management (In‐)Effectiveness 
In this section, we subdivide seven central reasons to 
invest in improving the effectiveness of SIM: We first list 
four costs of less effective SIM followed by three benefits 
of improved SIM. Firstly, the financial costs of sports 
injuries are immense (Ekstrand, 2013; Hickey et al., 
2014). German professional football could avoid up to 
85 % of sports injury-related time-loss with financial 
savings of about 2.3 million euros per season (Klein et al., 
2020). The second and third reasons are that sports 
injuries negatively affect athletes’ performance in the 
short term (Drew et al., 2017; Hägglund et al., 2013) and 
talent development in the long term (Haugaasen & Jordet, 
2012; Larruskain et al., 2022). Fourthly, the response to 
sports injuries portrays short- and long-term physical and 
mental health risks (Gabbe et al., 2010; Gledhill, 2021; 
Gouttebarge et al., 2016; Putukian, 2016), which may 
result in impairments in performance (Höner & Fe-
ichtinger, 2016; Lochbaum et al., 2021) or in drop-out 
and career-ending (Butcher et al., 2002; Drawer & Fuller, 
2002; Quested et al., 2013; Vella et al., 2015). Beyond 
minimizing negative consequences, improving SIM pro-
duces additional benefits. The fifth reason to invest into 
effective SIM is that it fosters athletes’ well-being (Mayer 
& Thiel, 2014; Schwab Reese et al., 2012), which in itself 
is ethically desirable but is also an important foundation 
for many other academy-relevant outcomes such as short-
term performance (Jones et al., 2009; Lundqvist & Kent-
tä, 2010). The sixth reason constitutes benefits in an 
athlete’s personal development such as increased re-
silience from effectively dealing with the adversity of 
sports injuries (Galli & Vealey, 2008; Sarkar et al., 2015). 
The seventh reason is that more effective SIM will directly 
improve long-term talent development (Ivarsson et al., 
2017). Specifically, athletes then reside within an environ-
ment that fosters their development of athletic and 
personal competencies more effectively. For instance, 
such environments may preventively promote athletes’ 
decision-making skills on and off the pitch. 

The extensive range of the relative injury burden 
between clubs in German professional football, from only 
3.1 to a numerous 52.1 days of time-loss per match played 

Journal of Applied Sport and Exercise Psychology (2025), 32(2), 64–83 

(Klein et al., 2020), shows that high incidences of sports 
injuries are not an unchangeable characteristic of elite 
sports. It suggests that there is a massive potential in how 
SIM is practiced. This discrepancy reveals the need for a 
closer examination of current SIM practices. 

The Reason for Ineffective Interventions 

Based on previous work (Aoyagi & Poczwardowski, 2012; 
Poczwardowski et al., 2004; Prochaska & Norcross, 
2018), Hess and colleagues (2019) developed a classifica-
tion system to categorize scholarly work and practice 
regarding sports injuries on three levels based upon the 
degree of philosophical abstraction from thinking to 
doing. In this context, abstracting in a philosophical 
manner means to reduce complex phenomena to their 
latent underlying major structures and principles. An 
overview of the classification system can be found in 
Electronic Supplementary Material 2. The highest (i. e., 
broadest) level of abstraction represents theoretical para-
digms and overarching models like the biopsychosocial 
paradigm that guide the way of thinking, or conceptual-
izations, about sports injuries and SIM. The medium level 
of abstraction comprises approaches and frameworks that 
guide how SIM practice is executed (modalities). To ex-
pand the categorization, we include the transformation 
regarding how SIM is practiced and the aspired outcomes 
of transformation (goals) on the medium level. Within 
modalities, we differentiate modalities of transformation 
from modalities of implementation. Modalities of trans-
formation describe how processes of SIM transformation 
within a system are initiated and sustained. Modalities of 
implementation describe how practitioners execute spe-
cific SIM interventions. The low (i. e., most specific) level 
of abstraction represents what concrete interventions 
(actions) are taken. According to Hess and colleagues 
(2019), the reason for ineffective sports injury outcomes is 
that scholarly concepts on the medium level that could 
inform sports injury practice are missing. Expanding on 
this, we argue that the limited SIM success of previous 
measures results from missing consistent concepts in 
scholarly work and practice on high, medium, and low 
levels of abstraction. As for every task within talent 
development in sports, each level should inform the 
following level for ideal (SIM) outcomes. To date, aca-
demies mostly implement only action-oriented interven-
tions (low level, what) to improve their SIM with inconsis-
tent concepts on a high and medium level, resulting in 
limited SIM success. The existing socioecological envi-
ronment, system, and culture already incorporate more or 
less explicit concepts on a high and medium level such as 
ways of thinking about sports injuries and approaches of 

© 2025 The Author(s). Distributed as a Hogrefe OpenMind article 
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how SIM is applied that may oppose the intervention. For 
instance, an intervention to enhance athletes’ body 
awareness (low level) may be inhibited by SIM approach-
es with passive athletes (medium level) which are guided 
by conceptualizations that define sports injuries as exclu-
sively biomedical phenomena (high level). Especially for 
sports injuries, inconsistent concepts limit interventions 
because in reality sports injuries are not segregated 
physical phenomena. When athletes experience sports 
injuries, they report the outcome of a process that is 
determined by the dynamic interaction between the 
internal perception of physical damage and the external 
socioecological context such as cultural narratives about 
the desirability to continue playing while being hurt 
(Bolling, Delfino Barboza, et al., 2019; Vella et al., 2022). 
In this case, as long as these cultural narratives that guide 
SIM practices on a medium level and, on a high level, the 
reasons why they exist (e. g., present organizational val-
ues) are not modified, they limit the effectiveness of SIM 
interventions on a low level. Consequently, we started our 
SIM transformation by analyzing the current socioecolog-
ical environment of elite football academies and their SIM 
to gain an impression of initial conditions that could 
potentially influence our interventions and SIM effective-
ness. 

Analysis of Current Sports Injury 
Management Values 

We descriptively analyzed the current SIM-relevant so-
cioecological idiosyncrasies of German football academ-
ies from literature using the classification system as a 
model of analysis. While Hess and colleagues (2019) used 
their classification system mainly to analyze scholarly 
advancements, we applied it to inspect SIM practices. 
Hence, on a high level of abstraction, it was crucial to 
include the organizational values that guide the people 
who execute the SIM practices (Aoyagi & Poczwardowski, 
2012). We define “values” not in the sense of an economic 
value but rather according to existential psychology, in 
which they serve as transsituationally stable overarching 
and fundamental guiding principles (Hitlin & Piliavin, 
2004). Values guide all our actions and therefore shape 
the organizational culture and system. Despite their ex-
tensive impact, values can be implicit or explicit, and they 
can, but not necessarily, be chosen intentionally by an 
individual or organization. In contrast to goals, even 
intentionally chosen values as ideals cannot be fulfilled 
completely. They only show the direction. Being located 
on the highest level of abstraction, values hierarchically 
influence all subsequent levels of abstraction. Therefore, 
we were able to deduce three underlying values on a high 

© 2025 The Author(s). Distributed as a Hogrefe OpenMind article 
under the license CC BY 4.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0) 

level of abstraction as a central outcome of our analysis 
through examining the actions, modalities, and goals of 
the current academy system. The three values are focus on 
short-term success, expert-centeredness, and objectification of 
athletes, which in their interaction can be described as a 
materializing ideology. The values are typically incorporat-
ed by academies and, in our opinion, play a leading role 
for sports injury problems since they guide deficient 
SIMPs, produce high sports injury rates, and limit the 
effectiveness of SIM interventions (see below). We argue 
that these values are informal and somewhat implicitly 
guide SIM practices. Therefore, it was important to gain 
awareness about these values by identifying them in order 
to enable a transformation of these SIM dysfunctional 
values. 

Focus on Short-Term Success 
Focus on short-term success manifests in the pressure for 
the primacy of performance and success in the present 
(Nesti et al., 2012), which is a main source of the culture 
of risk in academies (Mayer & Thiel, 2011) and, therefore, 
high sports injury rates (Wiese-Bjornstal, 2010). While 
short-term success itself does not have to be detrimental 
to SIM, having a sole focus on it brings several disadvan-
tages. Led by this value, elite youth football is character-
ized by a high pressure, competitive, and results-oriented 
climate experienced by all stakeholders (Güllich, 2014; 
Harttgen & Milles, 2004; Mills et al., 2014a; Olusoga et 
al., 2009). Also interaction with athletes is aimed primar-
ily at promoting immediate success. Sports injuries are 
exclusively perceived as a substantial threat to academies’ 
short-term goals. As a consequence of the focus on short-
term success, athletes are confronted with conflicting 
expectations of how they shall treat their pain and sports 
injuries, the so-called risk–pain–injury paradox (Mayer & 
Thiel, 2011; Nixon, 1994). On the one hand, they are 
supposed to intensively take care of their body. On the 
other hand, they are expected to ignore signs of a 
heightened sports injury risk and perform while being 
hurt. Being part of the system and expected to accelerate 
return-to-play processes under social and time pressure 
(Courson et al., 2014; Johnson, 2004), medical personnel 
too are led to reproduce patterns of communication that 
foster the existing culture of risk (Mayer & Thiel, 2011). 

Expert-Centeredness 
Expert-centeredness is depicted by the phenomenon that 
throughout SIMPs, physical experts are substantially more 
active and possess more decisional authority than ath-
letes. Athletes report that important decisions are often 
paternalistically made about them instead of with them 
and that their academies lack understanding for athletes 
(Mills et al., 2014a; Testoni et al., 2013). The opinions of 
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experts have a higher significance than the subjective 
reality of athletes. Within expert-centered SIM, the ath-
lete is placed at the perimeter of action (Zanin, 2018). 
Being forced into a passive role in SIM (Harttgen et al., 
2010; Mayer & Thiel, 2011), the manifestation of athlete-
immanent potential is limited (Bartholomew et al., 2009). 
Athletes subsequently internalize this framework of role 
and task distribution (Bolling et al., 2020; S. Vella et al., 
2022). Additionally, enforcement of cultural norms of 
conformity (Manley et al., 2016) combined with high 
levels of interdependency and ambivalence of academy 
relationships (A. Adams & Carr, 2019; Harttgen et al., 
2010; Milles et al., 2011; Testoni et al., 2013) limit 
athletes’ options to maneuver themselves toward the 
center of authority (Bartholomew et al., 2009; Nixon, 
1992). SIM with low athlete autonomy is connected to 
worse sports injury outcomes (Goddard et al., 2021; 
Podlog & Eklund, 2007; Truong et al., 2020), for exam-
ple, because with low autonomy, the gap between ath-
letes’ initial intention and the actual behavior widens for 
sports injury-relevant health behavior such as adherence 
to rehabilitation (Chatzisarantis et al., 2007, 2008). 

Objectification 
Objectification of athletes means that throughout SIMPs, 
athletes are treated like passive physical objects. Little 
attention is paid to athletes’ holistic individuality and 
subjectivity, which incorporates, besides physical, also 
psychological, social, and contextual factors. SIMPs in 
elite football academies focus solely on the physical factor 
and struggle to match the multifaceted nature of sports 
injuries resulting in less effective prevention and rehabil-
itation of sports injuries (Hirmke & Kuhlmann, 2022; 
Truong et al., 2020, 2021). For instance, non-physical 
factors are oftentimes underrepresented in concussion 
protocols (Van Ierssel et al., 2022). Furthermore, SIMPs 
are typically executed exclusively by physiological experts 
such as physiotherapists and do not incorporate interdis-
ciplinary cooperation where psychosocial factors are giv-
en weight in decisions (Arvinen-Barrow & Clement, 2015, 
2017; Hess et al., 2019). These experts follow their 
assignments and work only within their designated scope 
of expertise (Dijkstra et al., 2014; Hess et al., 2019; 
Malcolm, 2006). Consequently, psychosocial factors are 
underrepresented in the interactions between athletes 
and medical personnel (Arvinen-Barrow et al., 2014). 
Instead, the sole ownership of all non-physical aspects of 
SIM is left to the individual athlete (Truong et al., 2021). 

The “Materializing” Ideology 
Together, these three values form the materializing ideol-
ogy in academy football. In its extreme form, the materi-
alizing ideology dehumanizes athletes by reducing the 
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individual athlete to physical material that is to be opti-
mized for organizational short-term economic interests 
(Zanin, 2018). Medical support services are then only a 
means to bring back athletes to work as soon as possible 
to avoid economic damage (Mayer & Thiel, 2011). Factors 
that are presumed to have no direct impact on short-term 
performance, such as well-being and long-term health, 
are excluded from the scope of medical treatment and are 
instead the responsibility of the athletes themselves (Borg 
et al., 2021; Drawer & Fuller, 2002). These socioecolog-
ical circumstances may make athletes more susceptible to 
adopting norms of a culture of risk (Mayer & Thiel, 2011; 
Nixon, 1993) and promote SIM-relevant maladaptive 
athlete behavior and coping strategies such as pain med-
ication abuse (Read et al., 2023; Trinks et al., 2021), 
playing hurt (Kerr et al., 2014; Mayer & Thiel, 2018; 
Schnell et al., 2014), or low levels of rehabilitation adher-
ence. Taken together, a materializing ideology constrains 
effective sports injury prevention and rehabilitation (Chan 
& Hagger, 2012; Forsdyke et al., 2016; Ivarsson et al., 
2017; Truong et al., 2020). 

Practical Application 

A New Concept: Developing Value-Oriented 
Sports Injury Management Processes 

It is important to emphasize two insights from the previ-
ous sections. First, there is a need for consistent SIM on 
different levels of abstraction. Previous attempts to en-
hance SIM via interventions failed due to missing con-
cepts on a medium level and existing conflicting values of 
a materializing ideology on a high level of abstraction. 
Second, due to the hierarchical relation of different levels 
of abstraction in practice, SIM-deficient values of a mate-
rializing ideology influence subsequent levels resulting in 
ineffective SIM structures, processes, and actions. Both 
aspects suggest that the main obstacle in increasing the 
effectiveness of SIM seems to lie within academies’ 
(implicit) values of a materializing ideology. From these 
findings, we developed a new comprehensive concept for 
the transformation of SIM practices toward more effective 
SIM that focuses on academies’ values. The concept 
contains a new way of thinking about SIM, a purpose, a 
strategy, and systematic procedures of planning and 
implementation. Resulting from the above presented 
findings, the concept is based on a new way of thinking 
about SIM: Organizational values are crucial to successful 
SIM. Consequently, every attempt to improve SIM out-
comes in practice must consider these values. This way of 
thinking expands previous conceptualizations that as-
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sumed that the sole addition of physical interventions will 
solve the sports injury problem. At its core, our new 
concept contains a specific purpose of the transformation 
to establish value-oriented SIMPs. This means that aca-
demies intentionally define explicit, authentic, and SIM-
beneficial values that guide all SIMPs. These values serve 
two main functions in SIMPs. First, throughout systematic 
planning processes, SIMPs are constructed according to 
the predefined values on all levels of abstraction. Second, 
values serve as overarching standards upon which practi-
tioners can evaluate and adapt their SIMPs throughout 
their execution (Hitlin & Piliavin, 2004). The concept’s 
strategy is oriented from the hierarchical structure of the 
three levels of abstraction. Therefore, the strategy sug-
gests starting the conceptual part of the transformation by 
selecting and defining values at the high level. Then, the 
subsequent levels are carefully planned successively ac-
cording to the respective higher levels to guarantee 
consistent transformational forces. Consequently, the 
concept’s procedure of planning applies this strategy to 
the respective academy. A summary of the entire planning 
procedure is provided in Electronic Supplementary Mate-
rial 3. 

We developed and initiated a project at the German 
first division football academy of Mainz 05 where we 
applied this concept. Our planning procedure started with 
the value selection. We considered three aspects within 
the value selection process. First, we looked for alterna-
tives in the respective area influenced by this specific 
materializing ideology value. For instance, for the value of 
expert-centeredness we searched for an alternative in the 
area of role distribution of different SIM stakeholders 
within SIM systems. Second, we looked for (SIM-benefi-
cial) values that are supported by scientific evidence to 
improve SIM effectiveness. Third, we looked for values 
that would, in our opinion, fit our organization in a way 
that they can be embodied authentically. The chosen 
values were sustainability, athlete-centeredness, and holism. 
These new values start at the same level and therefore 
serve as SIM-beneficial alternatives to the values of a 
materializing ideology (see Figure 1). After explicitly 
defining values, our next steps of the planning procedure 
were to identify concrete goals, modalities of transforma-
tion, and modalities of implementation on the medium 
level. These steps are followed by the development of 
action-plans on the low level. As a part of our actions, an 
evaluation of our approach with athletes and staff mem-
bers will initiate feedback loops to all previous stages. As a 
result, the whole concept will be evolving continuously. 
We provide details on the respective steps in the following 
sections and a summary in Electronic Supplementary 
Material 3. We continue with defining and describing the 
three chosen values in detail. 

© 2025 The Author(s). Distributed as a Hogrefe OpenMind article 
under the license CC BY 4.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0) 

Sustainability to Oppose Focus on 
Short-Term Success 
Naturally, besides short-term goals, academies and their 
athletes also possess long-term interests; they are simply 
underprioritized currently. With sustainability in SIM, we 
prioritize overarching long-term goals over short-term 
goals for three reasons: sports injuries, personal compe-
tencies, and talent development. Our first priority is sports 
injuries. A focus beyond junior short-term in-game per-
formances toward the long-term health and well-being of 
athletes promotes that athletes are treated in a way that 
prevents sports injuries and re-injuries. For example, a 
long-term health focus will reduce the pressure of short-
term outcome goals for athletes and make them feel safer 
to report sports injuries (Chrisman et al., 2013; Kroshus et 
al., 2014). More importantly, sustainability incorporates 
the notion that the rehabilitation process is continued 
until athletes return at least to their previous level of 
performance to reduce the risk of re-injury rather than 
merely being able to play again. An athlete may be 
approved physically to be able to play again, whereas 
mentally, he may not be ready to perform, for example, 
due to distrust in the previously injured body part which 
may highten the risk of re-injury. The second and third 
priorities of sustainability are the development of often 
neglected personal competencies and talent development 
(Barker et al., 2014). With a sustainable focus, every 
sports injury constitutes a challenging opportunity to 
develop personalities, skills, and personal competencies, 
such as resilience, and therefore also performance and 
talent development in the long run (Hammer et al., 2021; 
Nesti et al., 2012; Roy-Davis et al., 2017). SIM is then not 
only a concern of medical departments, but also a crucial 
part of general personal and talent development. Sustain-
ability is thus important for two central motives. Since 
only a minority of athletes will reach professional level 
(Dugdale et al., 2021; Grossmann & Lames, 2015), these 
lifelong personal competencies will be of higher relevance 
in the long term for most athletes (Haslam et al., 2021). 
Furthermore, effective talent development aims to in-
crease the probability for every single athlete to reach and 
consistently remain on the professional level in his adult-
hood. For this purpose, sustainable development and SIM, 
which lays the foundation of adult performance, is more 
important than juvenile short-term success (Barth et al., 
2022; Güllich & Emrich, 2014; Miller & Kerr, 2002; Rees 
et al., 2016). 

Athlete-Centeredness to Oppose 
Expert-Centeredness 
Athlete-centeredness aims for athletes as central, active 
(taking initiative), autonomous, and responsible protago-
nists of SIM systems and processes. (Clement & Arvinen-
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Figure 1. Compass toward value-oriented SIMPs. In the upper half of the figure are three targeted values of our value-oriented SIMPs. In the lower 
half of the figure are three current values of a materializing ideology. Pairs of opposing values are shown opposite each other with the same colors 
of different transparency. The compass needle depicts consecutive abstraction levels of transformation showing how SIM-practices develop 
toward football academies’ values. 

Barrow, 2013; Emrich et al., 2006; Hess et al., 2019; Kerr 
& Stirling, 2008; Miller & Kerr, 2002). Within athlete-
centered SIMPs, athletes are actively involved and given 
responsibility to support their inherent striving for self-
actualization and willingness to take responsibility (Rog-
ers, 1995). Empowerment of athletes is a pivotal part of 
athlete-centeredness for several reasons. For instance, it 
is impossible for SIM stakeholders to control their ath-
letes’ sports injuries completely from an external stand-
point. The reason is that sports injuries and factors 
influencing them vary intra- and inter-individually (Kell-

mann et al., 2018), are subjective (Vella et al., 2022), and 
comprise major psychosocial facets (Werner et al., 2023; 
Wiese-Bjornstal et al., 1998). Consequently, athletes need 
to be responsible for and active in sharing their perspec-
tive. They also need to be empowered to be able to 
precisely introspect and express their perceptions. SIM 
stakeholders who incorporate athlete-centeredness are 
confident that athletes possess the necessary resources to 
be responsible agents. For staff members, it is then a 
major task to develop their own psychosocial competen-
cies to empower athletes. The incorporation of athlete-
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Table 2. Three goals toward value-oriented SIMPs 

Goal 1: Athlete appraisal goal 

The athlete himself adapts the cognitive appraisal of his role within SIM. The athlete’s new role is to be an active, responsible, holistically self-
competent and autonomously thinking, feeling, and acting agent along his career path before, during and after a sports injury. As a part of his new 
role appraisal, the athlete pursues an appreciative cooperation with social system members in order to make the valuable resources unfold of 
which the athlete is provided by the surrounding social system. 
Goal 2: Athlete empowerment goal 
The athlete is sustainably empowered to fulfill the intended role by means of the promotion of his personal competencies. The athlete is then 
capable of taking the initiative to position himself at the center of his SIM system to take ownership as the protagonist of his SIMPs. Within an 
autonomy-supportive and athlete-centered environment, the athlete develops competencies and receives opportunities to sustainably support his 
inherent striving for self-actualization and willingness to take responsibility. 
Goal 3: Social system members appraisal goal 
Social system members adapt the cognitive appraisal of their roles within SIM. Their new role is to be supportive allies alongside the individual 
athlete’s career path before, during, and after a sports injury. This new appraisal entails sustainably empowering athletes as active, self-compe-
tent, autonomous, and responsible holistic subjects to make informed decisions and to position themselves at the center of their SIMPs by means 
of social system members’ disciplinary and psychosocial expertise. 

centeredness involves staff member–athlete relationships 
being partnerships with shared responsibility and deci-
sion-making processes (Ardern et al., 2016; Makoul & 
Clayman, 2006; S. Vella et al., 2022) within an autonomy-
supportive climate. In the context of relationships, trans-
disciplinary styles of cooperation, where physical, non-
physical, and private social system members share re-
sponsibility for multiple interrelated tasks throughout the 
SIMPs (Hess et al., 2019), are highly supportive of athlete-
centered and holistic values. 

Holism to Oppose Objectification 
Holism involves that SIM stakeholders perceive athletes as 
multifaceted subjects whose realities are defined by 
unique and individual physical, psychological, social, and 
contextual factors (Bolling, Mellette et al., 2019; Henrik-
sen et al., 2010; Hulme & Finch, 2015). The value of 
holism is in line with evidence-based holistic sports injury 
frameworks such as the integrated model of response to 
sport injury (Wiese-Bjornstal et al., 1998). These models 
consider the multifaceted nature of sports injuries as 
processes, not single incidents (Vella et al., 2022). Specif-
ically, holistic models involve a broad system of factors 
that dynamically interact internally and externally of the 
athlete in the emergence of, response to, and recovery of 
sports injuries. When athletes and their sports injuries are 
perceived holistically, their well-being and holistic per-
sonal development gain relevance, since these are pre-
requisites for effective preventive and rehabilitative 
SIMPs (Bonell Monsonís et al., 2021; Chatzisarantis et 
al., 2008; Goddard et al., 2021; Sniehotta et al., 2005). 
Consequently, the acquisition of personal competencies 
such as introspection, self-knowledge, self-leadership, 
social competencies (Martindale et al., 2005; Miller & 
Kerr, 2002), and health locus of control (Lu & Hsu, 2013; 
te Wierike et al., 2013) is relevant for sports injuries. A 

© 2025 The Author(s). Distributed as a Hogrefe OpenMind article 
under the license CC BY 4.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0) 

holistic perspective on athletes and their sports injuries 
also incorporates considering social areas of life outside 
the academy including school, friends, and family. Par-
ents in particular usually embody important social re-
sources within SIM (Baker et al., 2003; Harttgen & Milles, 
2004; Yang et al., 2010). 

Three Systemic Goals 

After selecting and defining values, the second step in the 
procedure of our concept was to deduce three main goals 
of transformation on a medium level of abstraction (see 
Table 2). It was important to define these goals, since the 
purpose of our concept was to establish SIMPs that are 
generally oriented by explicitly defined values. These 
goals serve as concrete, aspired outcomes of transforma-
tion that help us to measure and evaluate whether we 
made significant advances within SIMPs toward the cho-
sen values that are specific to our project (Austin & 
Vancouver, 1996). Being at the beginning of this project, 
the goals do not claim a complete transformation of all 
SIMPs. They sustainably serve as the first important 
milestones on which further advancements can be built 
upon. Stemming from a systemic and holistic perspective, 
the three interrelated goals target the athlete, his sur-
rounding social system members, and their relationship to 
each other. Being led by the value of athlete-centeredness, 
the goals mainly prioritize the athlete’s advancements 
and his perspective. 

A Bottom-Up Approach to Transformation 

Subsequent to selecting and defining goals, we tried to 
find optimal pathways specifically for our organization 
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through which the intended transformation can occur. To 
us, a bottom-up approach as a modality of transformation 
was most suitable. Bottom-up means that transformations 
are initiated at the bottom of the hierarchy of the academy 
system from which those transformations spread toward 
the top by means of systemic principles. We chose this 
approach instead of a top-down approach for several 
reasons. First, it is individuals and not written concepts 
alone that need transformation in order for an organiza-
tion to be transformed (Gilley et al., 2009). Within 
hierarchical structures, more individuals can be reached 
directly by focusing on the interaction with those people 
at the basis. Second, consistent with concepts of partici-
patory processes in organizational management, the in-
clusion of organization members in decision-making is 
linked to successful organizational transformation (Sch-
weiger et al., 2018). Third, a bottom-up approach also 
allowed us to be more agile while planning and imple-
menting our project. This is important because we aimed 
at immediately initiating the athletes’ and the academy’s 
transformation and adapted it simultaneously to the 
ongoing actions with the help of a continual process 
evaluation. We wanted to avoid a long top-down concep-
tualization phase, which does not affect the athletes’ 
current situation. Fourth, considering the hierarchical 
structure of football academies, top-down approaches of 
transformation may seem most effective (Daley et al., 
2020). Transformation from top to bottom, however, 
often takes a lot of time, faces difficulties to include sub-
cultural dynamics within organizations (Ogbonna & Har-
ris, 2014), and may lose drive through the confrontation 
with unproductive resistance (Thomas & Hardy, 2011) 
from key gatekeepers or followers (Heyden et al., 2017; 
Thompson et al., 2021). Still, a bottom-up approach to 
transformation does not exclude top levels from this 
project. It was important to discuss and collectively agree 
with academy executives upon this modality and the 
resulting interventions. 

Accordingly, we started our interventions at the basis 
with athletes and staff members. We include ourselves as 
academy psychologists at the bottom level of the hierar-
chy as well. First, we targeted the athlete appraisal and 
empowerment goals because within dynamic–systemic 
frameworks, modifications on an intraindividual level 
within the athlete’s inner system will drive changes in 
the interrelated surrounding social system through feed-
back loops, and vice versa (Cohen & Sherman, 2014; Pol 
et al., 2020). Consequently, empowered athletes who are 
responsible and act competently serve as catalysts to 
propel the targeted system transformation bottom-up. 
Fueled by their inherent drive to take agency (Zanin, 
2018), empowered athletes will pave their way into the 
center of their surrounding social system and SIMPs. 

Journal of Applied Sport and Exercise Psychology (2025), 32(2), 64–83 

Following both athlete goals, we targeted the social system 
appraisal goal. Social system interventions were also 
guided by the bottom-up approach focusing on social 
system members with whom athletes interact on a daily 
basis, for example, staff members, coaches, teammates, 
and parents. A supportive social system at the basis shall 
additionally empower athletes to take their first steps at 
the center of their SIMPs. Besides the hierarchical orien-
tation regarding SIMPs, the bottom-up approach also 
included starting on the less formalized and therefore 
more accessible prevention of sports injuries (e. g., educa-
tion of recovery habits). From there, we aimed for spill-
over effects into the more formalized processes of sports 
injury rehabilitation. 

Interestingly, our concept’s strategy led us to start our 
initial planning procedure at the hierarchically higher 
levels of abstraction. By contrast, we designed bottom-up 
transformational forces in a way such that they flow in the 
opposite direction. We expect that the initiation of trans-
formational forces on the lower levels with interventions 
and modalities of implementation will successively pro-
mote the incorporation of the predefined values by the 
academy on a high level. In our opinion, this flow will be 
significantly supported by the consistent construction of 
different levels. Consequently, the sequence of imple-
mentation followed the logic of the flow of transforma-
tional forces. Actions (interventions) at the low (bottom) 
level are the starting point of implementation. This is 
necessary since one cannot implement values directly. 
Values must be “embodied” by the members of an 
organization, and therefore, members need to act and 
interact accordingly. Finally, when the transformation is 
finished and value-oriented SIMPs are established, we 
expect a flow of forces from top to bottom, starting from 
SIM-beneficial values to improved processes and out-
comes of sports injury prevention and rehabilitation. In 
Electronic Supplementary Material 2, we provide an 
overview of all processes and their respective flow direc-
tion. 

To achieve our three goals of transformation, we 
implemented recipient-specific interventions on multiple 
academy levels (see Vella, 2019), specifically targeting (A) 
athletes and (B) members of their social system. Since the 
modalities of implementation and actions are reciprocally 
connected, we will present them in the same sections with 
central modalities in italics. We provide a summary of all 
modalities and actions in Electronic Supplementary Ma-
terial 3. 

A) Athlete-Targeted Interventions 
The first important modality was to work with an appro-
priate target group. We identified the U15 and U16 groups 
to be especially appropriate because of their level of 

© 2025 The Author(s). Distributed as a Hogrefe OpenMind article 
under the license CC BY 4.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0) 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0


 h
ttp

s:
//e

co
nt

en
t.h

og
re

fe
.c

om
/d

oi
/p

df
/1

0.
10

26
/2

94
1-

75
97

/a
00

00
35

 - 
W

ed
ne

sd
ay

, N
ov

em
be

r 2
6,

 2
02

5 
4:

56
:5

7 
A

M
 - 

U
ni

ve
rs

itä
ts

bi
bl

io
th

ek
 B

am
be

rg
 IP

 A
dd

re
ss

:2
00

1:
63

8:
a0

6:
11

21
:8

00
0:

:8
 

73 M. Hirmke and A. Looi, Value-Oriented Sports Injury Management in Football 

maturity (Mann et al., 1989; Weil et al., 2013), phase of 
ontogenetic psychological development with the increas-
ing ability to act responsibly (Emery et al., 2006; Nemeth 
et al., 2013; Solmi et al., 2022; Steinberg, 2005), severe 
sports injury risk (Read et al., 2017; Ruf et al., 2022; Wik, 
2022), preventive potential prior to sports injury and re-
injury risk peaks (Ekstrand et al., 2011; Jaber et al., 2022; 
Klein et al., 2020), and reasons of academy-specific talent 
development. 

Since both athlete-targeted goals involve the acquisi-
tion of complex and context-specific competencies with 
elements from cognitive, emotional, volitional, motiva-
tional, and social domains (Klieme & Hartig, 2008; 
Weinert, 2014), the learning-approach of experiential 
learning (Schenck & Cruickshank, 2015) seemed the most 
promising. As a consequence, we mainly focused on the 
modalities of implementation of our interventions, since 
the modalities are crucial in creating effective concrete 
learning experiences for athletes (Bonell Monsonís et al., 
2021; Martindale et al., 2005). In order to empower 
athletes, it is essential to not only convey knowledge, for 
example about recovery, but also to teach concrete skills 
about how to apply this knowledge (Adams, 2015; Butler 
et al., 2008; Naderi et al., 2020). Therefore, within our 
interventions, athletes actively practiced competencies 
such as self-management, collectively reflected on their 
respective experiences, and later applied those competen-
cies on a daily basis. For instance, athletes were encour-
aged to reflect on their current sleep hygiene, adapt it 
according to tips they learned within our interventions, 
and put it in relation to their sleep quality, which they 
tracked using a sleep protocol. 

Consistency with constant learning experiences and 
encounters between the academy psychologist and ath-
letes was key to sustainable learning. Therefore, we 
initiated a series of six preventive workshops for skills 
development in recovery management with U15 and U16 
athletes over the course of one season. We addressed the 
topics of recovery basics in elite football, sleep, mental 
relaxation and activation, and habits. With regular short 
follow-ups, we increased the consistency of encounters. 
For example, we regularly used short periods of just five 
to 10 minutes before practice in the locker room to debrief 
about past or prepare for future workshops with athletes. 
To increase the consistency of learning experiences, each 
topic included additional self-directed learning material 
that athletes worked on autonomously and gathered in a 
special learning folder. 

Communication was another important modality. The 
investment of these many resources (workshops, follow-
ups, learning folders) to educate athletes modeled an 
athlete-centered value orientation and conveyed a state-
ment to both athletes and all other SIM stakeholders 

about the necessity of empowering athletes for effective 
SIMPs. In this way we nurtured awareness of our SIM 
values in athletes. 

To further promote effective learning, we utilized 
developmentally appropriate education methods (Martindale 
et al., 2005). For instance, we designed a superhero 
mascot wearing club colors who accompanied the work-
shop series and summarized the take-home messages. 
Moreover, we tried to choose the developmentally appro-
priate level of complexity and volume of the educational 
content and generally kept the proportion of oral lectures 
low. Instead, we created space for interaction and exper-
imentation. For example, at the beginning of the work-
shop series, athletes discussed and gathered their favorite 
recovery habits in small groups. In another workshop, we 
practiced and reflected on different relaxation techniques. 
To promote the transfer into athletes’ daily lives, we left 
the classroom as often as possible and conducted many 
workshops on the football pitch. Self-directed learning 
materials additionally stimulated the active practicing of 
workshop content at home. 

Creating autonomy-supportive and psychological safety-
supportive environments during workshops were further 
crucial interventional modalities. Therefore, we promoted 
an environment of inclusion, connection, and trustworthi-
ness both within the athletes’ teams as well as between 
athletes and psychologists representing the academy. The 
role of trust between athletes and staff members as well 
as academy executives will be further described in Section 
B and Final Reflections. To make athletes feel safe, we 
practiced appreciative and non-judgmental interactions. 
For instance, instead of judging the heterogeneity of 
individual starting points as deficient within athletes’ 
learning-processes, we focused on strengthening individ-
ual resources and recognized individual developments. 
To promote the feeling of autonomy, we tried to show 
them that they are the central agents and experts of their 
SIMPs who are able to and must make individual deci-
sions. As a specific example, athletes were encouraged to 
set and pursue their own individual recovery habit goals 
applying workshop content. There are numerous reasons 
for creating such environments for effective SIM. One 
motive to create a psychological safety-supportive envi-
ronment was to enable the individual athlete to feel safe, 
allowing him to accept and present himself with all his 
strengths and weaknesses (Kahn, 1990), which is crucial 
to the reflective part of experiential learning. Feeling safe 
further encourages an athlete to leave his comfort zone in 
order to take responsibility for his own SIMPs and embark 
on new, uncertain, and possibly daunting pathways (Kwon 
et al., 2020). This is also crucial to the experimentation 
part of experiential learning because it helps athletes try 
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out new practices such as a new sleep routine (Edmond-
son & Lei, 2014). 

Athletes’ appraisal of psychological services in SIMPs and 
their sports injury plays a critical role in supporting the 
transformation toward the athlete appraisal goal (Fors-
dyke et al., 2016; Walker et al., 2007). While validating 
athletes’ suffering from sports injuries, we framed sports 
injuries and psychological SIM services as a valuable 
resource for athletes’ personal growth to enhance perfor-
mance and mental health sustainably (Hammer et al., 
2021; Roy-Davis et al., 2017). For example, with the help 
of role models like Cristiano Ronaldo and Tom Brady, 
athletes learned how advanced recovery habits together 
with the mindset of a professional athlete are crucial in 
determining success in their own football careers. We 
anticipated that this framing would help athletes and 
academy personnel to buy into the program, nurture 
approach-oriented motivation, and lead to better sports 
injury outcomes (Forsdyke et al., 2016). 

At the end of the season, we evaluated the workshop 
series with a short online survey. The online survey 
contained qualitative and quantitative questions about 
the perceived modalities (e. g., “During workshops I felt 
secure and could speak freely”), content (e. g., “I use 
techniques to calm down in everyday life more often”), 
and sports injury outcomes (e. g., “I sustained fewer sports 
injuries during the last season”). Besides gaining feed-
back, the evaluation acted as an intervention. The evalu-
ation was supposed to increase athletes’ self-confidence 
through the gesture of being asked for feedback (Brooks 
et al., 2015). Furthermore, the academy proactively asking 
for their feedback showed appreciation and inevitable 
importance of their feedback for future academy im-
provements and therefore demonstrated athlete-cen-
teredness. 

Additionally, athletes received the opportunity to work 
individually with the academy psychologist. For instance, 
some injured athletes approached the sport psychologist 
to take advantage of their break from regular training to 
improve their mental skills. Injured athletes also had the 
chance of individualized computer-based training to im-
prove executive functions. With this individual training 
we wanted to recognize their individual challenges and 
enhance feelings of competence and relatedness in a 
possibly isolating and identity-threatening situation (Ar-
dern et al., 2013; Podlog et al., 2011). 

B) Social System-Targeted Interventions 
Ways of communication to spread and nurture awareness 
for the new value orientation are an important modality 
for the social system as well. First, we transparently 
communicated to all parties the intended interventions 
and the values, which informed those interventions. We 
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also paid close attention to what our actions communicate 
nonverbally and to use this channel actively. For instance, 
by investing resources on psychosocially focused work-
shops with athletes, we communicated the values to social 
system members that psychosocial factors (holism) and 
athletes’ actions (athlete-centeredness) significantly de-
termine the sustainable effectiveness of SIMPs. Also, 
academy personnel invested valuable resources, such as 
football training time, to successfully incorporate these 
workshops. This investment of resources to empower 
athletes in SIMPs indirectly communicated the tangible 
commitment of academy personnel and the new value 
orientation of the academy system, which helped acade-
my personnel embody the targeted value orientation. 

Through the interprofessional integration, for example, 
of rehab trainers, in planning, conducting, and evaluating 
workshops, staff members experienced the benefits of 
transdisciplinary cooperation with shared ownership. Pro-
moting a transdisciplinary cooperation also served as a 
means for fulfillment of staff members’ needs (Ekstrand 
et al., 2018, 2019) and peer learning in a naturalistic 
context. In this sense, we hoped to generate bottom-up 
the first advocates of the new value orientation (Hess et 
al., 2019). Specifically, we invited staff members to every 
workshop with active responsibilities. For example, they 
spoke about their perspective on different recovery topics 
within workshops. After each session, we added non-
confidential workshop material to accompanying learning 
folders that we handed to coaches, rehab trainers and 
physiotherapists. In the case of their absence, staff mem-
bers received individual updates to guarantee that they 
were able to talk with athletes about the latest workshop 
content. By integrating staff members outside of their 
usual – often ambivalent (Harttgen et al., 2010) – roles, we 
facilitated new and trustful channels of interaction be-
tween athletes and staff members. Additionally, leading 
these workshops, we also had the chance to shape the 
environment within workshops. We hoped that the trust-
ful environment that we actively promoted would posi-
tively influence interactions between athletes and staff 
members. Through staff members’ integration, we also 
tried to increase their awareness about the inevitable 
importance of psychosocial factors for their function and 
indirectly tried to educate them. In this way, we aimed to 
help them feel more secure and competent implementing 
psychosocial know-how into their everyday work. As a 
result, the content conveyed to the athletes did not only 
exist within the borders of our workshops but was applied 
and naturally became part of the daily encounters of staff 
members and athletes, which also increased the consis-
tency of workshop content (see Section A). For example, 
physiotherapists should feel empowered to ask athletes 
about their sleeping habits and refer to the workshop 
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content, since they were aware that this content was 
covered in the workshops. Additionally, there was always 
an updated learning folder in the physiotherapy treatment 
rooms to aid these conversations. 

Also with staff members, consistency in the encounters 
was important. Besides existing interdisciplinary SIM 
meetings and regular formal and informal exchanges 
between the sport psychologist and staff members, indi-
vidual psychological counseling was offered to every staff 
member. Additionally, we organized interprofessional 
education workshops, for example, on the psychology of 
pain conducted by an expert from the local university. 
Both the offer for individual psychological counseling as 
well as the education workshops served to increase their 
confidence in their psychosocial competencies and 
demonstrated the importance of their involvement and 
development for the project’s success. 

To promote an integrative approach to SIM, it was 
essential to incorporate athletes’ parents as important 
resources of support outside the academy. Consequently, 
we proactively informed them about the workshop series 
with flyers. With the flyers, we first wanted to attract them 
as social system partners, who would sustainably encour-
age their children to take agency within SIMPs. Secondly, 
we wanted to express a commitment of our targeted value 
orientation to them. For example, we informed them 
about the role of psychology within sports injuries as well 
as the aims, steps, and content of the planned workshop 
series. Additionally, we gave them tips how to support 
their child’s learning process during the workshop series. 

After the workshop series, we administered individual 
interviews with head coaches, assistant coaches, physio-
therapists, and rehab trainers from our U15 and U16 
teams. The interviews consisted of two main parts to 
evaluate the impact on the individual staff member (e. g., 
“How did the workshops change your interaction with 
athletes?”) and their perception of the impact on athletes 
(e. g., “How would you describe the atmosphere during 
workshops?”). First, we evaluated qualitatively and then 
quantitatively (e. g., “The sport psychologist addressed 
the athletes as individuals”) with ratings from one to six. 
Individual interviews with staff members not only helped 
us gain valuable information, but also acted as an inter-
vention. The interviews helped to increase staff members’ 
feelings of competence in providing valuable feedback on 
psychosocial topics, even to the designated expert in this 
domain, which may enhance their confidence in applying 
psychosocial know-how (Brooks et al., 2015). Morever, the 
experience of feedback processes across professional 
domains also aimed to strengthen their acceptance to-
wards transdisciplinary cooperation. 

Final Reflections 

Evaluation of Our Interventions 

Evaluating our project more generally, it can be stated 
that many aspects are in line with expert football and non-
football coaches’ recommendations as well as athletes’ 
perceptions (Gangsø et al., 2021; M. Klein & Herber, 
2022) and scientific perceptions (Gledhill et al., 2017; 
Martindale et al., 2005) for optimal talent development 
environments (Mills et al., 2014b; Vallée & Bloom, 2005). 
Our specific evaluation was practically oriented to gain 
subjective impressions and concrete feedback. It does not 
suffice standards for scientific examinations. Therefore, 
we can only present single tendencies. In sum, the 
qualitative feedback suggests promising effects congruent 
with our intentions and progress toward our goals and 
values. Athletes reportedly implemented new recovery 
habits into their daily lives with good subjective effects: 
“The topic of recovery was helpful, because if you try to 
put it into practice in a sensible way, it has a positive 
effect, and you are fresher the next day.” Furthermore, 
athletes recognized the intended nonverbal messages 
through our commitment: “The sport psychologist was 
very committed and motivated. It was noticeable that it is 
important to him.” Additionally to the originally intended 
effects, they experienced cross-adaptive effects in school 
life and performance: “I learned how to relax and to focus 
better in football and school.” Staff members reported 
multiple times that through their integration, they felt 
more psychosocially competent. One physiotherapist stat-
ed: “Through the workshops my repertoire expanded of 
how I can give athletes useful guidelines.” Also, several 
staff member reports indicated that athletes seemed to 
gain awareness and competence within the topic of 
recovery: “We had a more serious injury in the U16 where 
I was impressed by how autonomously and responsibly 
the player approached the injury and his rehabilitation.” 

According to our subjective impression and qualitative 
feedback, the implementation of our interventions 
worked well. We perceived that the bottom-up approach 
limited the emergence of resistance to the transformation 
and facilitated the implementation of our interventions. 
However, we wish to further discuss three aspects of 
implementation in detail. First, the factor that was most 
limiting was time. The time frame to work with athletes 
was limited to actual practice time, such that practices 
had to be restructured for workshops, which was naturally 
an aspect of discussion with coaches. Also, staff members 
had only limited capacities to take part in workshops and 
in planning meetings. This was particularly true for staff 
members who were employed part-time at the academy. 
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Specifically, since transdisciplinary cooperation has not 
yet been institutionalized, this new approach came on top 
of previously practiced, parallel processes. Consequently, 
the transdisciplinary cooperation brought additional 
workload to staff members. Second, since we as sport 
psychologists identified the need for transformation and 
initiated the project, the initial responsibility to run the 
project was on us. Our goal is that finally the project 
would run independent of us via empowered athletes and 
academy members. So far, we are still in a transitional 
period where our support is needed to further drive the 
project. The last aspect concerns our chosen values. The 
design of this program does not allow us to evaluate 
whether our method to choose values was effective or 
whether we chose the right values. However, we see 
reason in the chosen values, since they matched our 
organizational idiosyncrasies, are supported by scientific 
evidence to be SIM-beneficial, and were derived as 
authentic alternatives to the current values of a material-
izing ideology. We argue that it is more important to 
intentionally choose explicit values that orientate SIM 
than the specific content of single values. 

Limitations of Our Interventions 

For most academies, value-oriented SIMPs pose a para-
digm shift and require large-scale changes within the 
structure of the academy’s system. Several challenges 
accompany the intended transformation, which may re-
sult in resistance. First, for staff members, the intended 
system transformation is associated with uncertainty, 
since previous strategies may not work with the new role 
distribution. Moreover, until a sufficient level of adapta-
tion is accomplished, previous strategies may temporarily 
lead to interpersonal conflict or worse sports injury out-
comes, for example, longer return-to-play, which is con-
nected to fear of negative individual consequences such 
as job prospects (Testoni et al., 2013). Secondly, due to 
athletes’ socialization, athlete-centered SIM is a new and 
uncommon approach for athletes. Athletes so far possess 
limited competencies to fulfil this new role, which may 
then lead to a situation where the demands of the new 
situation exceed the athletes’ present capabilities. Thirdly, 
the prior system functioning brings advantages for ath-
letes: Being located in a passive role of limited responsi-
bility, decisional insecurity is “outsourced”, and failure 
can be attributed externally. Thus, athletes may be tempt-
ed to stick with the strategy of denying responsibility 
(Aycan et al., 1999; Gosling et al., 2006; Montada, 2002). 

Journal of Applied Sport and Exercise Psychology (2025), 32(2), 64–83 

Future Directions at the Mainz 05 Academy 

After the described initiation of the project, our next steps 
are prioritized in accordance with the results of our 
evaluation. A general examination of our concept and its 
application with specific evaluation studies that follow 
scientific standards would help to further determine the 
effectiveness of single measures. After initiating transfor-
mations bottom-up, we subsequently intend to trigger 
complementary top-down transformation processes. This 
will then allow us to implement our value orientation into 
formal processes of SIM. Furthermore, it seems promising 
to increasingly integrate parents into SIMPs with the help 
of a “parent supportive culture” instead of solely educat-
ing parents (Harwood et al., 2019; Knight, 2019; Newport 
et al., 2021). Moreover, we plan to increasingly empower 
staff members directly to fulfill their new role, for exam-
ple, via psychologically moderated peer consulting. Sub-
sequently, we want to limit our own actions and leave the 
stage of value-oriented SIMPs to empowered athletes and 
staff members making the project less dependent on sport 
psychologists. Furthermore, in initiating the top-down 
phase, we plan to integrate academy executives not only 
on a conceptual level but also on a personal level. 
Facilitating additional trustful relationships between ath-
letes and academy executives is crucial since executives 
make important decisions over athletes’ careers. 

Conclusion 

Our initial analysis suggests that limited SIM outcomes, 
despite substantial physical investments, are the conse-
quence of inconsistent concepts and dysfunctional values 
of a materializing ideology. To seize these potentials, we 
derived a new concept with the purpose of developing 
value-oriented SIMPs to increase SIM effectiveness. Since 
the derivation, approaches, and contents of our concept 
are based on scholarly work, the concept bridges the gap 
from theory to practice. Additionally, prioritizing modal-
ities of implementation over actions, we target a remain-
ing gap in the practical application of SIM evidence 
mainly regarding the aspect of how SIMPs are approached 
(Hess et al., 2019). Therefore, our concept provides 
practitioners with a useful structural framework, which 
has been absent from scientific literature to date, for the 
transformation of their individual SIM practices. Allowing 
room for adaptations to unique contexts and goals is a 
conscious feature of our concept. However, the descrip-
tion of modalities and actions of how we applied the value 
orientation can help others to understand how these 
abstract concepts can be transferred into practice and 
serve as first impulses. As recommended by Tee and 
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colleagues (2020), our approach delivers a starting point 
and guide to find individual solutions from which con-
crete SIM actions can be derived. Needless to say, the 
implementation of value-oriented SIMPs would require 
resources such as time, psychological competence, and 
financial commitment. However, with our concept we 
provide a way of thinking and strategy, which are essen-
tially cost-efficient tools. Additionally, explicit SIM values 
are not only useful to the context of SIM but can facilitate 
coherent processes within the general talent development 
strategy. Our evaluation further supports the impression 
that we delivered a promising concept. Additional ideas to 
expand our concept exist, but first it has to withstand 
other practical applications and scientific evaluations. 

Electronic Supplementary Material 

The electronic supplementary material is available with the 
online version of the article at https://doi.org/10.1026/ 
2941-7597/a000035 
ESM 1. Graphical illustration. This file contains a graphical 
illustration of the sport injury management stakeholder 
system. 
ESM 2. Graphical illustration. This file contains an overview 
of four consecutive processes in our project and their 
respective flow direction regarding different levels of abs-
traction. 
ESM 3. Graphical illustration. This file contains a summary 
of our planning procedure to implement value-oriented sport 
injury management processes at the academy Mainz 05. 
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