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ABSTRACT
Selecting players for a team is one of the most important and 
recurring decisions sport coaches make. Despite this, rela-
tively little is known about the information coaches use to 
make team selection decisions. In response to this, the fol-
lowing scoping review aims to (1) present literature that can 
offer insight into the information coaches use to make team 
selection decisions and (2) provide a platform from which 
researchers, practitioners and coaches can explore this often 
taken-for-granted decision. The systematic literature search 
was conducted following guidelines set out by PRISMA. 
Given the small number of studies found (N = 16), the extant 
literature fails to fully answer the question of why players are 
selected. Results are discussed in light of key theoretical 
approaches to decision-making (i.e. information processing, 
naturalistic decision-making and ecological psychology) to 
demonstrate the value of adopting each in specific instances 
to further our understanding of coaches’ team selection 
decisions.
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Introduction

Selecting players for an upcoming game is one of the most important and 
recurring decisions team sport coaches must make (Côté, Young, North & 
Duffy, 2007; Couturier, 2009; Johansson & Fahlén, 2017), playing a key role 
in a team’s success (Sampaio, Ibáñez, Lorenzo & Gómez, 2006) and athletes’ 
and coaches’ careers (Johansson & Fahlén, 2017). From the players’ per-
spective, participating in sport is associated with improved psychosocial 
functioning, emotional wellbeing, vitality, enjoyment, life satisfaction, 
reduced stress and distres and a sense of community (Eime, Young, 
Harvey, Charity & Payne, 2013). Furthermore, being repeatedly selected 
during a season can maintain and improve players’ physical and skill 
performances (Caterisano, Patrick, Edenfield & Batson, 1997; Gonzalez 
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et al., 2013; Gonzalez, Hoffman, Scallin-Perez, Stout & Fragala, 2012; 
Scanlan, Tucker & Dalbo, 2015), which can lead some players into a talent 
development pathway (Côté, Young, North & Duffy, 2007) and (depending 
on the sport) a senior, professional team (Güllich, 2014). On the other hand, 
players who do not get selected during a season can experience detraining 
(Caterisano, Patrick, Edenfield & Batson, 1997), stress (Woods & Thatcher, 
2009), a loss of identity (Neely, McHugh, Dunn & Holt, 2017), a crisis 
(Bollnow, 1987) of one’s lifeworld (Ronkainen, Aggerholm, Ryba & Allen- 
Collinson, 2020) and may become perceived as redundant by coaches and 
teammates (Wang, Callaghan & Goldfine, 2001). Yet despite the well- 
documented effects of coaches’ team selection decisions on teams and 
individual players, as a topic this process is rarely discussed. For example, 
in several recently published sports coaching textbooks (e.g. Cope & 
Partington, 2020; Thelwell & Dicks, 2019) team selection is offered only 
a passing mention. The limited discussion of this vital and frequently made 
decision is somewhat surprising given the aforementioned consequences.

It is worth noting at this point that what is being discussed here (i.e. 
coaches’ team selection decisions) does not include decisions made during 
talent identification (TI). Those engaging in TI, defined as “recognising and 
selecting players who show potential to excel at a more advanced level of 
competition” (Cobley, Schorer & Baker, 2012, p. 4), are in some ways 
engaging in a similar decision task to that of coaches who are selecting for 
an upcoming game, yet there are distinct differences. In both decision tasks, 
for instance, those involved are attempting to predict future performances. 
However, those involved in TI are predicting how players might perform 
after a long period (possibly years) of targeted development, whereas coa-
ches’ selecting for an upcoming game are making predictions on perfor-
mances that typically occur every week (possibly even every few days). The 
key distinctions here are the temporal aspects of each decision task and the 
consequences for both players (e.g. failure is seen as a learning opportunity 
within talent development contexts, whereas it can lead to non- or de- 
selection from an upcoming game) and coaches (e.g. judgements of success 
in talent development contexts are measured on the attainment of multi-
faceted goals rather than a heavy focus on winning and/or participation for 
team selection decisions, depending on the coaching domain) (Please note, 
we have presented this admittedly dichotomous judgement of success for 
the sake of argument as in reality they are relevant in both contexts at 
different times).

Despite the lack of attention paid to coaches’ team selection decisions, we 
are able to draw upon wider judgement and decision-making literature in 
order to build a foundational picture of how and why they are made. 
Defined in the current study as “the process of making a choice from a set 
of options, with the consequences of that choice being crucial” (Bar-Eli & 
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Raab, 2011, p. 6), decision-making in sport is relatively under researched 
(Williams & Jackson, 2019). However, there is important work in this area 
that has emerged. For example, recent reviews (e.g. Ashford, Abraham & 
Poolton, 2021; Raab, Bar-Eli, Plessner & Araújo, 2019) provide an overview 
of and highlight the similarities among the dominant approaches to deci-
sion-making in sport, providing researchers with a platform to investigate 
the same decisions from different theoretical perspectives, which drives 
theoretical progress (Raab, Bar-Eli, Plessner & Araújo, 2019). One of the 
key similarities across information processing, naturalistic decision- 
making and ecological psychology approaches is the significant role the 
perception of information plays (Ashford, Abraham & Poolton, 2021). As 
such several decision-making theories (e.g. decision field theory, social 
judgement theories and ecological dynamics) state that individuals seek, 
collect, or accumulate information in order to make decisions (Araújo, 
Davids & Hristovski, 2006; Araújo, Hristovski, Seifert, Carvalho & Davids, 
2019; Brunswik, 1955; Busemeyer & Townsend, 1993; Hammond, 1996; 
Hammond, Stewart, Brehmer & Steinmann, 1975). Across all three theore-
tical concepts, therefore, the perception of information is identified as the 
link between the decision-maker (coach) and their environment, enabling 
them to make sense of the world. To this end, there is value at this formative 
stage in the sense making of team selection in synthesising an understanding 
from research that has focussed on the information coaches use to inform 
their selection decisions. Importantly, though it is beyond the scope of this 
review to precisely define “information” in the context of coaches’ decision- 
making, for clarity the study embraces work from perception literature 
suggesting it is “any sensory information that gives rise to a sensory esti-
mate” (Ernst & Bülthoff, 2004, p. 163).

Increasing our knowledge of coaches’ team selection decisions has 
a further practical advantage in (at least) two ways. Firstly, the choices we 
make can be seen as reflections upon our own beliefs, values, biases, or 
forms of life (Manktelow, 2012; Renshaw, Davids, Newcombe & Roberts, 
2019; Tversky & Kahneman, 1974). Reflection-on-action (Schön, 1987) is 
a recognised aspect of coach learning and development (Downham & 
Cushion, 2020) and key (though often uncritically accepted) for coaches 
to develop into effective practitioners (Cushion, 2018). It is therefore essen-
tial for coaches to make sense of the selection decisions they make (among 
other aspects of their practice), questioning how and why they made them 
and the impact they might have had (Cropley, Miles & Knowles, 2019), in 
order to develop a skill that is said to be the defining feature of coaching 
expertise (Lyle & Vergeer, 2013). Secondly, providing an insight into coa-
ches’ decision-making can be emancipatory for the very focus of a number 
of these decisions, the players (Kidman & Lombardo, 2010), bringing them 
into the decision-making process and providing transparency, rationales 
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and a beneficial sense of autonomy (Kavussanu & Hodge, 2019). With this 
in mind, the aims of this scoping review are to (1) present literature that can 
offer insight into the information coaches use to make team selection 
decisions and (2) provide a platform from which researchers, practitioners 
and coaches can explore this crucial but often taken-for-granted decision.

Method

A scoping review is a way of synthesising relevant research evidence, whilst 
also identifying gaps in the literature, to convey the breadth and depth of 
a particular topic (Levac, Colquhoun & O’Brien, 2010). As an approach, it 
has been utilised to critically review literature within the field of sports 
coaching (e.g. Olusoga, Bentzen & Kentta, 2019) and is said to be useful 
when the aims of a study are broad (Armstrong, Hall, Doyle & Waters, 
2011).

Search strategy

To protect data from bias and in the interest of transparency, guidelines set 
out by PRISMA (Liberati et al., 2009) were followed (see Figure 1). The 
electronic databases used for the literature search were SPORTDiscus and 
Web of Science (we acknowledge that some databases were not used in the 
literature search, such as PubMed and Scopus, meaning this is a limitation 
of the current study worth noting). Further searches were made by review-
ing article reference lists of the studies included in the review. A list of 
keyword terms, which were used in both searches (see below), was then 
created by examining relevant literature, including: team (player) selection, 
team formation, team (player) selection process, team formation process, 
selection (deselection) decisions, coach selections (deselections), deselec-
tion, sport, team (multi-player, individual, youth) sport, player and athlete.

Inclusion/exclusion criteria

In the initial search (February 2017), as part of the first author’s PhD, studies 
were included in this review if they provided quantitative and/or qualitative 
data on the information used in team selection decisions as outlined by 
coaches (inclusion criteria one). Studies were to be excluded if they were not 
full articles, not published in peer-reviewed journals, or were not in English. 
However, this original search produced no results. The first author then 
made the decision to broaden the inclusion criteria to include studies that 
provided quantitative and/or qualitative data on the characteristics that 
discriminated between selected and non-selected players for a game or 
competition after selection had occurred (inclusion criteria two). This 
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Studies excluded

N = 15,828

Studies excluded

N = 94

Studies excluded

N = 41

Reasons for exclusions included: 

did not investigate team selection, 

investigated selection into talent 

development squads, and 

examined differences between 

Studies included in scoping review

Studies from electronic databases: 

N = 11

Studies from searching reference lists: 

N = 5

Id
en

ti
fi

ca
ti

on
Sc

re
en

in
g

E
lig

ib
ili

ty
In

cl
ud

ed

Studies identified through electronic 

database searching

N = 27,894

Studies after duplicates removed

N = 15,974

Studies after title reviewed

N = 146

Studies after abstract reviewed

N = 52

Studies after full text reviewed

N = 11

Figure 1. PRISMA flowchart showing the identification and selection of literature (adopting 
inclusion criteria one and two).
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decision was made to try and capture studies that might have retrospectively 
(but likely unintentionally) explored coaches’ team selection decisions by 
investigating measurable differences between selected and non-selected 
players, which might offer insight into the information the coaches used 
to make their decisions and/or provide a platform for further discussion. 
A second search, using the same search strategy above, was carried out in 
January 2018, using both inclusion criteria, to capture any research pub-
lished after the original search date (i.e. February 2017).

Procedure

The keywords were used in both electronic databases, which generated an 
initial list of studies. Information about each study was extracted into 
a Microsoft Excel© spreadsheet to make data analysis more manageable. 
Once any duplicates were removed, studies were first reviewed by title, then 
abstract, and then by full text, with those not meeting the inclusion/exclu-
sion criteria being removed at each stage. Further searches of study refer-
ence lists were also completed. Data extracted (but not analysed) were 
author(s), year of publication, sample size and participants’ demographic 
information (i.e. participant sex and age). Data extracted and analysed were 
contextual information (i.e. participants’ stated coaching domain and 
sport), key findings that related to the review aims (i.e. information used 
in selection decisions as outlined by coaches and differences in selected and 
non-selected players) and information pertaining to research design for 
studies that investigated coaches’ selection decisions.

Results

A total of 16 studies were included in this review, with one study (i.e. 
Johansson & Fahlén, 2017) meeting inclusion criteria one (i.e. the informa-
tion used in team selection decisions as outlined by coaches). Coaches from 
this study reported 47 pieces of information in total (see Table 1). It is worth 
noting that the results from this study were based on “selections to a team/ 
squad for a season and selections to specific games or competitions” 
(p. 473). As the authors did not distinguish between these two types of 
selection decisions in their study, all information has been reported. 
Consequently, these results (and the subsequent discussion) should be 
interpreted with this in mind.

The remaining 15 studies met inclusion criteria two (i.e. studies that 
examined characteristics that discriminated between selected and non- 
selected players for a game or competition after selection had occurred). 
Ten characteristics that related to athletes’ demographics, anthropometric 
measurements, physical and technical performances and experience were 
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found to separate selected and non-selected players (see Table 2). One study 
(Hoffman et al., 2009), however, found no differences between selected and 
non-selected players. Taken together, these findings demonstrate that some 
of the characteristics that differentiated selected from non-selected players 
were also information reportedly used by coaches (i.e. age, experience and 
skills) from Johansson and Fahlén (2017) study.

Discussion

It is important to make clear from the outset that only one study was found 
that explicitly investigated the information used in team selection decisions 
as outlined by coaches (inclusion criteria one). Given that coaching is 
fundamentally a decision-making process (Abraham, Collins & 
Martindale, 2006), it seems counterintuitive that the decision-maker (i.e. 
the coach) does not feature prominently in the literature. Still, the results of 
this study are critically analysed and evaluated before moving on to the 
results that investigated the characteristics that discriminated between 
selected and non-selected players after selection occurred (inclusion criteria 
two). During both discussions, we draw upon dominant theoretical 
approaches to decision-making (Ashford, Abraham & Poolton, 2021) to 
critically unpick and help make sense of the studies and to also use as 
frameworks for future study recommendations.

Inclusion criteria 1: Johansson and Fahlén (2017) study

The importance of Johansson and Fahlén (2017) study cannot be stressed 
enough because coaching requires descriptive research to accumulate 
knowledge and develop an understanding of what coaches actually do 
(Gilbert & Trudel, 2004; Potrac, Jones & Cushion, 2007) as it is still 
a developing field (Cushion, Harvey, Muir & Nelson, 2012). Therefore, the 
contribution of this study is to provide something for academics to develop, 
build on, challenge and refute, especially as the results reported encompass 
a broad overview of the selection process (i.e. selection decision goals, 
criteria, processes, and outcomes and consequences). The authors chose to 
utilise interviews, allowing for the gathering of rich and insightful data 
(Bryman, 2016). Regarding the information used for selection decisions, 
coaches reported drawing upon information related to the players (e.g. 
skills, behaviour, injuries), themselves (e.g. knowledge about athletes, 
game plan, intuition), other sources (e.g. assistant coaches, team goals, 
other players) and the situation (e.g. positional demands, opponents, 
rules). Some of this information has been discussed elsewhere (e.g. coaches’ 
intuition; Nash & Collins, 2006) or could be thought of as obvious for 
practical reasons (e.g. injuries; Podlog & Eklund, 2007); however, some of 
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the information reveals the inherent complexity in coaches’ perceptions of 
team selection decisions. For example, there is a temporal aspect to team 
selection decisions that extends beyond the recognisable purpose of the 
decision (i.e. an upcoming game or competition) exemplified with coaches 
stating that the career impact on an athlete is taken into consideration 
during selection decisions. Furthermore, the number of stakeholders poten-
tially influencing coaches’ team selection decisions ranges from those close 
to the coach (e.g. other players, coaches, parents, agents, clubs) through to 
wider political, economic, social and cultural agents (e.g. federations, spon-
sors, the media, the general public). These results remind us that coaches’ 
team selection decisions (and decision-making more broadly) should not 
only be studied from a cognitive perspective, instead adopting a social view 
too (Lyle & Muir, 2020). Insightful as these results are, they are bound by the 
authors interviewing football and alpine skiing coaches (see below for 
a detailed discussion of the contextual limitations) and so there is a need 
to broaden our research attention to include a diverse mixture of coaches 
operating within different sports and contexts.

Whilst not explicitly discussed in this study, asking coaches about, for 
example, the information used in their selection decisions seems to draw 
upon an information processing perspective because of the implied con-
scious element to the decision-making process (Busemeyer & Townsend, 
1993). If selection decisions are made over a lengthy period of time in which 
coaches consciously seek information, adopting a theoretical framework 
that is synonymous with a System 2 view of decision-making (i.e. 
a consciously monitored and deliberately controlled process; Kahneman, 
2003; Stanovich & West, 2000) is appropriate. However, often selection 
decisions are made during training or games (Fiander, 2019), contexts in 
which coaches make decisions under time pressure. Therefore, there is 
a need for researchers to apply a System 1 view (i.e. fast, automatic and 
implicit view of decision-making; Kahneman, 2003; Stanovich & West, 
2000) or naturalistic decision-making (Harvey, Lyle & Muir, 2015) or 
ecological psychology (Araújo, Davids & Hristovski, 2006) approach 
because they consider decision-making from a person-environment lens 
in time sensitive contexts. These approaches show how the coach could be 
both an active (i.e. coaches moving position in training to seek information) 
and passive (e.g. information in games emerges and dissolves because of 
player movements in the environment) part of the selection process. 
Coaches may not be fully aware of the specific facets of the selection process 
(e.g. intuitive pattern matching; Klein, 1989) meaning they cannot articulate 
it, but these approaches give researchers a window into these hidden 
features.

Interestingly, when reporting the information coaches claim to use when 
making selection decisions, Johansson and Fahlén (2017) seem to have 
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made the assumption that when coaches use the same terminology the 
meaning associated with these terms is also the same. “Language in its 
abstract sense is a socially shared tool allowing its users to create and 
exchange meaning,” though the use of language does not necessarily “guar-
antee complete and mutual understanding” (Holtgraves & Kashima, 2008, 
p. 74). If coaches communicate, through language, the information they use 
to select their players but the interpretation of another coach, player or 
researcher is not the same as what was intended then our practical and 
theoretical understanding of team selection decisions is limited at best. To 
address this, researchers might adopt a social cognitive perspective (Bar-Eli 
& Raab, 2011) to investigate whether the meaning behind the language used 
to describe the information utilised is shared (or not) across different 
coaches, contexts and domains. For example, Fiander (2019) reported that 
coaches often selected the “best players” (p. 116). It is not clear, however, 
what being the “best” actually means to each coach, whether this meaning is 
shared or what information or experiences led to the use of this language. 
We know the importance and impact of language in sport coaching (e.g. 
Gearity & Metzger, 2017); however, it is less clear how language and its use 
shapes and impacts upon team selection decisions.

There is however a further limitation with Johansson and Fahlén (2017) 
study, namely the different sports and contexts the coaches operated in. 
Whilst the authors addressed this issue in relation to the representativeness 
of their sample, the notion that coaching is an endeavour that is bound by 
domain-specific context (Lyle & Cushion, 2017) is somewhat overlooked. 
For example, participants in this study were alpine skiing coaches, an 
individual sport, and football coaches, a team sport. Together, these two 
sets of coaches reported that winning was the intended outcome of their 
team selection decisions. However, an alpine skier’s performance is mea-
sured on an individual level (i.e. a single alpine skier outperforming any 
other alpine skier), whereas a football team’s performance is measured at 
a group level (Rylander, 2016). This means that, with regard to the informa-
tion used to select athletes, alpine skiing coaches would likely concentrate 
on information about the individual athletes (e.g. previous results), whereas 
football coaches also need to consider information on, for example, an 
interpersonal level (e.g. athlete–athlete relationships). Though the goal is 
the same for both sets of coaches (i.e. winning), the information used can 
differ as a result of the context. Moving forward, researchers adopting any 
theoretical perspective on decision-making need to outline the context their 
participants (coaches) are working in and how this may have shaped the 
results found (Sparkes & Smith, 2014) to avoid implying coaching is 
a unidimensional, generalisable and homogenous construct (Lyle & 
Cushion, 2017).
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Inclusion criteria 2: differences between selected and non-selected players

It is worth noting that this section should be read and interpreted with 
caution for the very limitation we highlighted earlier in our discussion, 
namely the influence of context. We are aware that we have seemingly fallen 
into the same trap that we suggested Johansson and Fahlén (2017) fell into, 
but as we also suggested there are some shared characteristics across coach-
ing contexts, which allow us to speculate about selection information being 
utilised by coaches working in different contexts (or recognisability; 
Delmar, 2010). Rugby union coaches working in a professional context, 
for example, will have access to player performance data and be able to use 
these in their selection decisions (Calder & Durbach, 2015), whereas those 
in the amateur context may not have the resources required to have access to 
this information. So, suggesting all rugby union coaches use player perfor-
mance data to select their teams would be inappropriate. However, the rules 
of rugby union are consistent across both contexts. This means that we are 
able to speculate that information that is, for instance, linked to the rules of 
the game, such as height for (usually lock) forwards because they are 
required to jump in the line out (Lombard, Durandt, Masimla, Green & 
Lambert, 2015), may be used by all rugby union coaches.

We also acknowledge that the discussion we have presented below has 
made the assumption that if selected and non-selected players were sepa-
rated by characteristics(from different sports and contexts), this information 
might have been used by coaches during their selection decisions. However, 
this is done to offer insights into coaches’ selection decisions in an abstract 
sense, not to be taken as a literal proposition. Where appropriate these 
statements can be made; however, what we hope to have done is to stimulate 
debate and provide a platform for researchers, practitioners and coaches to 
develop, build on, challenge and refute our ideas about the information 
coaches use to make team selection decisions.

Age and playing experience
Results from two studies found that selected players were consistently older 
than those not selected. Athletes from the same selection year can vary in 
age by up to 12 months, leading to significant cognitive, physical and 
emotional differences between those born early and late in the year 
(Wattie, Schorer & Baker, 2015). This phenomenon, called the relative age 
effect (RAE), is more likely to occur in physically demanding sports (Baxter- 
Jones, 1995), such as those included in the above studies (i.e. rugby league 
and Australian rules football; Cobley & Till, 2017; Coutts, Kempton & 
Vaeyens, 2014), and has been reported at both youth and adult levels 
(although there is evidence that in some cases RAEs do not exist in sport; 
Andronikos, Elumaro, Westbury & Martindale, 2016). However, it is 
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difficult to state that RAEs occurred in these studies because the partici-
pants’ month of birth was not available.

Age being used as selection information is supported by coaches stating 
that they select players for this reason (although it was not clear whether 
coaches selected younger or older athletes; Johansson & Fahlén, 2017). 
Older players being selected may have, however, been linked to playing 
experience. Four studies found that selected players had more playing 
experience than non-selected players, and as Baker (2017) stated, older 
players tend to have more playing experience. This suggests coaches may 
perceive older players to have more playing experience. Coaches have also 
stated that they select players based on their age and experience (Johansson 
& Fahlén, 2017), suggesting that coaches do intentionally select older and 
more experienced players.

These results might also highlight more fundamental aspects of the 
decision-making process, namely the aggregation of information into pat-
terns and associative learning and memory retrieval of different informa-
tion. The former, based on the recognition-primed decision (RPD) model 
(Klein, 1989), may occur when team selection decisions are made under 
conditions of limited time, uncertainty and instability, such as during 
training or a game. The latter could happen after the associated memory 
forms between the perception of information regarding a player’s age (e.g. 
skin texture and appearance; Rhodes, 2009) and playing experience 
(Wasserman & Miller, 1997), meaning a player’s perceived age might 
bring with its inferences about playing experience (possibly without any 
direct information about a player’s experience) during the decision-making 
process. Future studies might attempt to map the patterns coaches draw 
upon when making their selection decisions, as this could reveal the most 
relevant information in the coaches’ environments, and the associations 
coaches have made between information. This would allow coaches to 
critically assess the relationship between this information and the desired 
outcome of their decisions (such as the success, however it is defined, of the 
players they selected based on this information).

Skills
Selected players had greater skill levels than non-selected players. Coaches 
could conceivably place importance on the execution and display of sport- 
specific skills when making selection decisions because coaches often adopt 
technique-focused coaching styles that advocate the rehearsal of movement 
templates (Rothwell, Stone, Davids & Wright, 2017). Although there has 
been a call to move away from these traditional, linear coaching pedagogies 
towards more holistic, non-linear approaches (e.g. Potrac, Brewer, Jones, 
Armour & Hoff, 2000), it is commonly reported that coaches still use 
traditional approaches to coaching that emphasise the display of sport- 
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specific skills (Vinson, Brady, Moreland & Judge, 2016). It is, therefore, 
understandable to assume that selected players would display higher levels 
of skills than non-selected players especially as the coach, who is making the 
team selection decisions, may believe that a set of favourable sport-specific 
skills are a prerequisite for selection (Oorschot, Chiwaridzo & Smits- 
Engelsman, 2017). It should be considered, however, that the targeting of 
any particular skill, and indeed any perceptions on competence thereabouts, 
are likely to be determined socio-culturally rather than objectively 
(Cushion, 2011). To this end, coaches may be creating idiosyncratic, famil-
iar training environments that accentuate previously embedded perception- 
action couplings (i.e. decisions regarding selections). Ecological psychology 
provides a lens to explore this likely occurring circumstance, providing 
a language from which to reflect upon the coach-created structure of train-
ing environments and any subsequent effect this may have on the informa-
tion received by coaches regarding players’ skills (e.g. action fidelity; Araújo, 
Davids & Passos, 2007). However, if these coach-created training environ-
ments are consistently homogeneous then in reality they could be unin-
tentionally creating the conditions for some players, who offer the “right” 
selection information under these conditions, to be repeatedly selected, 
creating a never-ending cycle of reaffirming selection decisions and limiting 
the opportunities for those players who offer the “wrong” selection informa-
tion. Certainly, it has been shown by Johansson and Fahlén (2017) that 
coaches do consider technical skills as a prerequisite for selection. In their 
study, coaches described how players would be selected if they had the 
necessary skills (or abilities) which aligned to the demands of different 
strategic positions and/or the intended game plan. As such, how training 
is structured by coaches needs to be questioned as the actual purpose might 
be more (unintentionally) self-serving than altruistic.

Physical characteristics
Most of the characteristics that discriminated between selected and non- 
selected players related to physical appearance (height and weight) and the 
performance of physical tasks (strength, speed, agility, aerobic fitness and 
flexibility). This finding is not surprising given the high physical demands 
required to play the sports included in these studies (e.g. rugby league; Till, 
Darrall-Jones, Weakley, Roe & Jones, 2017). Though this finding might also 
lend support to research in other areas, which have found that coaches 
inappropriately rely on assessments of players’ physical attributes to aid 
selection decisions (in this instance, talent selection decision: Wattie, 
Schorer & Baker, 2015). Interestingly, the RAE phenomenon that occurs 
in talent identification in sport might inform our understanding of the 
above finding. Coaches might be selecting players for an upcoming game 
based on (perceived) information relating to superior physical attributes 
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and performances, which are simply the result of an advanced level of 
growth and maturation.

Players’ strength was also found to distinguish between selected and non- 
selected players. Despite this, questions remain as to whether coaches 
actually select players based on their strength. Given that muscle size is 
a major determinant of muscle strength (Akagi et al., 2011), and that 
coaches do rely on “sight” when judging and making selection decisions 
(Fiander, Jones & Parker, 2013; Johansson & Fahlén, 2017), coaches may 
base their selection decisions (or part of their selection decisions) on players’ 
size rather than strength. When coaches from Johansson and Fahlén’s study 
(2017) were asked, however, they did not state that they used any physical 
characteristics to select their teams. If coaches are not stating that they base 
their selection decisions on physical characteristics, but selected players are 
taller, heavier, stronger, faster, more agile, fitter and more flexible than non- 
selected players, then there is the possibility that information related to these 
characteristics is unintentionally influencing coaches’ selection decisions 
(there is also the possibility that coaches could have omitting selection 
information based on players’ physical qualities for social desirability rea-
sons; Holtgraves, 2004). This notion resonates with the heuristics and biases 
approach (Gilovich, Griffin & Kahneman, 2002; Kahneman, Slovic & 
Tversky, 1982) which suggests that coaches’ intuitive thinking may be biased 
towards players with superior physical characteristics. Whilst these traits 
might be desirable in some sports, such as rugby union (Lombard, Durandt, 
Masimla, Green & Lambert, 2015), in specific contexts (e.g. youth sport) this 
may lead to physical mismatches between players and negative conse-
quences (e.g. catastrophic injuries; Nutton et al., 2012) as a result of biased 
selection decisions.

Conclusion

Given the well-documented consequences of coaches’ team selection deci-
sions, it is problematic that the decision-maker (i.e. the coach) does not 
feature prominently in the literature. Therefore, this review aimed to (1) 
present literature that can offer insight into the information coaches use to 
make team selection decisions and (2) provide a platform from which 
researchers, practitioners and coaches can explore this crucial but often 
neglected decision. Whilst a small number of studies were included in this 
review (and only one that directly investigated coaches’ team selection 
decisions), we call for greater discussion, debate and research in this area. 
Researchers specifically have been offered a number of areas in which to 
apply different theoretical approaches to decision-making (i.e. information 
processing, naturalistic decision-making, ecological psychology) in different 
contexts (e.g. training and games) which will drive theoretical progress in 
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this area (Raab, Bar-Eli, Plessner & Araújo, 2019). If coaching is to be viewed 
as a decision-making process (Abraham, Collins & Martindale, 2006), then 
we strongly urge researchers to increase our knowledge and understanding 
of coaches’ team selection decisions as this is crucial to understanding the 
coaching process. We also believe that a greater awareness in this vein will 
present gateways into related topics, such as the role and use of language, the 
influence of associated memory on decisions, how coaches evaluate athletes’ 
skills, the impact decisions have on athlete well-being, and the social 
approach to decision-making, that also require further study.

Here, we have drawn the attention of academics and coaches alike towards 
the importance of exploring team selection decisions, rather than providing 
a comprehensive account of this process. Our intention is that academics and 
practitioners alike will find value in the theoretical approaches we have 
proposed, though crucially we encourage the questioning, discussion, debate 
and further study of what we have presented so that the ubiquitous nature of 
coaches’ selection decisions is recognised and further explored.
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