




Optimising Onboarding for Success: Recommendations for Sporting Directors
Murray, Andrew1*
Parnell, Daniel2
Batey, Mark1 

1Manchester Metropolitan University Business School, Manchester Metropolitan University, Manchester, UK
2School of Sport, Exercise and Rehabilitation Sciences, College of Life and Environmental Sciences, University of Birmingham, UK

* Corresponding author email address: andrew.m.murray@icloud.com


Optimising Onboarding for Success: Recommendations for Sporting Directors
Abstract
Purpose
Exploration of the factors that contribute to effective onboarding processes for team sport players.
Methodology
A convenience sample of elite invasion team sport players (n=8) participated in semi-structured interviews. Data were analysed using reflexive thematic data analysis, after ensuring saturation.
Findings
The research identified major areas of ‘player’, ‘organisation’ and ‘liminality’ with subsequent sub-themes. It emphasised the importance of players as both an individual and as part of a team, the organisational expectations and support of them and the reciprocal influence of each of these parties on each other in optimising the integration of players into a new organisation via an interim ‘liminal’ space between being ‘out’ and ‘in’ the organisation. 
Practical Implications
Nine simple practical steps for Sporting Directors to consider for player onboarding are provided, to support the period before the player joins the organisation, through to the transitional period and finally how best to provide ongoing support after they have joined. 
Research Contribution
The emergent importance of relationships and how the building of trust can underpin success in sports.
Value
Sporting Directors are provided with recommendations for how to set up players for success through optimisation of the onboarding process that can directly impact sporting and subsequent business / financial success. 
Keywords
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Introduction
While the scope of an individual Sporting Director is nuanced, subject to their own context and operational structure, it is true for all that rapid turnover of staff in elite sports creates instability and a subsequent discontinuity in strategy and culture. This can result in reduced operational performance such as an increased injury burden (Ekstrand et al., 2023; Parnell et al., 2023). This cycle often perpetuates further turnover as teams seek stability. The Sporting Director, frequently described as a 'custodian of culture,' is responsible for creating and sustaining a high-performing environment and managing recruitment practices for players and staff (Parnell et al., 2021; Wagstaff & Burton-Wylie, 2018). Central to this role is the integration of newcomers into the organisation, which is achieved through onboarding practices.
Onboarding refers to the ‘formal and informal practices, programs, and policies’ employed to facilitate a newcomer’s adjustment (Klein & Polin, 2012, p. 268). The Sporting Director role is typically responsible for ‘how things are done around here’ (Parnell et al., 2023), (i.e. the routines, rituals controls, and behavioural manifestation of organisational culture;  Johnson et al., (2005)).
The Sporting Director can leverage their network and relationships to their advantage in recruitment (i.e. operationalising their social capital; Parnell et al., 2018). While this can enhance strategic recruitment, it carries the risk of fostering nepotism or cronyism, with some Sporting Directors not recruiting staff unless they have worked with them before (Parnell et al., 2021) despite the conflict of interest (Hotho et al., 2020). This is less feasible with players given their finite number of years in the sport, and if strictly followed will result in an ever-decreasing talent pool to select from. Having selected and recruited players their success, or lack of it, has it’s foundations in how they are onboarded to their new environment (Byford et al., 2017). 
A recent review shows that effective onboarding has been shown to enhance role clarity, satisfaction and organisational commitment (Frögéli et al., 2023) while accelerating a newcomer’s ability to contribute. Conversely, inadequate onboarding can hinder performance and prolong adjustment time. This can be because new concepts, rituals and behaviours are difficult to articulate, understand and conform to. It might be difficult for the members of the organisation (i.e. current players and staff) to communicate their tacit knowledge of ‘how things are done around here’ without the use of slang or inside jokes that develop with shared experiences (Benson et al., 2016). The unspoken norms, expectations and behaviours considered standard within an organisation define the ‘ritual and routine’ within the organisation’s own paradigm or ‘cultural web’ (Johnson, 1992). Understanding and enhancing this process of socialization, comprehension and integration can offer opportunities for enhancing sporting performance and in turn a greater return on investment for talent acquisition particularly if there is no prior relationship between individuals. This requires addressing challenges in socialization and knowledge transfer to bridge gaps in understanding and accelerate integration.
Knowledge Translation
Knowledge translation is the process via which individuals are influenced by the experiences of others, either individuals or groups (Argote & Ingram, 2000). It consists of both knowledge reuse, the application of existing knowledge, (Markus, 2001) and knowledge contribution, the addition of their own knowledge to expand the collective (Bock et al., 2005), and hence is a two-way process. Knowledge contribution is grounded in social exchange theory, whereby individuals perceiving a benefit from the provided knowledge will contribute their own in a balanced circular way (Blau, 1964; Watson & Hewett, 2006).
Knowledge transfer, a critical component of onboarding, involves the application of explicit knowledge (codified and easily articulated) and tacit knowledge (acquired through experience and reflection) (Alam et al., 2022). Knowledge is an organisational asset and competitive advantage (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). Tacit knowledge is challenging to communicate but essential in elite sports, where unspoken norms and behaviours define organisational culture. The process of integrating newcomers can involve socialization (e.g., individual meetings with the Sporting Director), externalization (e.g., discussing tactics in small groups), and internalization (e.g., training sessions to translate explicit knowledge into practice). Optimizing this process offers a competitive advantage, as effective knowledge transfer can reduce errors, enhance performance, and align individuals with organisational culture through a ‘spiral evolution’ of knowledge (Nonaka & Konno, 1998).
Contextual Environment
The environment surrounding a newcomer’s transition into a sporting organisation is shaped by multiple intersecting realities—their own experiences, the organisation’s existing culture, and the role of key figures such as the Sporting Director in facilitating their integration. This transition requires navigating a liminal space between being ‘outside’ and ‘inside’ the organisation, where both the newcomer and the organisation adapt to create a shared future reality.
Liminality refers to ambivalence, confusion, and/or disorientation experienced in a rite of passage (Van Gennep et al., 1961). In the context of career transitions, such as onboarding, this liminal phase can significantly influence an individual’s perception of job security (Mayrhofer & Iellatchitch, 2005). Ibarra and Obodaru (2016) reconceptualize liminality within career change, emphasizing that transitions into unfamiliar roles present greater psychological and professional challenges than other types of change (Caza et al., 2018). 
Research has examined how individuals navigate this transitional state, highlighting the construction of new professional identities and the management of uncertainty as central to the process (Söderlund & Borg, 2018). Liminality is increasingly understood as a fluid, process-oriented experience (Caza et al., 2018; Söderlund & Borg, 2018) , rather than a fixed stage. During this period, individuals have relinquished their pre-organisation status but have not yet fully assumed their new role within the organisational structure. Liminality is associated with crossing a threshold (Turner, 1995) and the actual transition comes with fully embracing the new reality (Bridges, 2001) for the individual. The duration and intensity of this liminal experience vary based on several factors, including the circumstances surrounding an individual’s departure from their previous role, the level of preparation undertaken before joining the new organisation, and their self-awareness in recognizing and managing their position within the transition (Edwards, 2021). Understanding liminality as an evolving and context-dependent process offers deeper insight into the complexities of professional onboarding and organisational integration.
Aims
This investigation aims to 1) explore the factors contribute to an effective onboarding process within team sports, considering current good practices and 2) identify areas for improvement to provide actionable recommendations for Sporting Directors. These insights are derived from experiential reflections and evidence-based approaches to improve integration and performance in elite sports environments. 
Methods
This qualitative study adopted a design based on reflection to gain first person insight from players in accordance with studies portraying complex human experiences (Morgan et al., 2013). 
Participants
Participants were recruited to participate in a single individual semi-structured interview, based on their experiences as players in their sport. Eligible participants (n=8, Table 1) were current players or those who stopped playing less than 10 years ago. There was a focus on North America and the UK given the first authors’ network, but no exclusion based on geography. They were all players in popular invasion team sports, defined as successful due to their international careers (McKay et al., 2022). From the participant classification framework all participants were level 4 (Elite/International) or level 5 (World Class). Invasion team sports were chosen as their performance is highly dependent on the execution of team strategy by the players (Lamas et al., 2014) suggesting that individuals need to be part of the group to be successful (i.e., onboarded). The focus was on the transitions within their career and those that are memorable to them based on experience. 

***TABLE 1 NEAR HERE***

To maximise validity and efficiency the initial targeted sample was purposely stratified by the variable factors of gender, sport and location (Patton, 2002). 
Procedure
Following institutional research ethics approval, participants were recruited via a convenience sample based on a purposefully stratified design (Patton, 2002). Participants provided informed consent. All interviews were conducted one-on-one via Zoom and recorded via Otter.ai to aid effective transcription of responses. They were approximately 60 minutes in duration. Participation was voluntary with no compensation and no penalty for not taking part. Withdrawal could be made at any time.
Semi-structured interview guide
An interview-based approach was chosen to assimilate experiences across individuals and sports. A semi-structured style, asking open-ended questions offered flexibility for the researcher to ensure a conversational discussion and address topics as they emerged (Brinkmann, 2014). The conversational nature of the approach allowed variation in the ordering of questions depending on responses, whilst ensuring consistency and completion of all elements as well as follow up of both verbal and non-verbal responses, such as shrugs, smiles, and silence, to reveal hidden information. The mean ± standard deviation (SD) duration of the interview length was 64:45±10:30 min. 
The interview was divided into sections of personal information, experience and expectations and reflections. This was pre-empted by a standard paragraph to set the scene and context for the questions around onboarding. The personal section was used to build rapport and encourage the interviewee to enter discussion by focusing on the individual and their professional journey (Bell et al., 2016). 
Analysis
Reflexive thematic data analysis is appropriate as it can summarize the key features of a large body of data and help identify similarities and differences across it, reflecting the aims of this research with the researcher taking an active role (Braun & Clarke, 2019). Braun and colleagues six-phase approach of familiarisation, code generation, theme identification, theme review, theme definition and write up was used as a guiding framework (Braun et al., 2016). Interviewees were requested to elaborate or prompted for additional information as necessary. Recordings were listened to and checked for accuracy in advance of coding and further analysis [familiarisation]. Transcripts were imported into NVivo qualitative data analysis software. These informed the interesting ‘units’ identified [code generation]. Each unit was then analysed in consideration of its context and coded as a high-level concept [domain summary identification]. Evolving concepts were continuously compared, grouped, and distinguished according to their properties [theme review]. As this evolved units were coded to themes or, if they did not fit, a new theme was created [theme definition]. Provisional hypotheses of coding were continuously revised until all transcripts were coded, and concepts grouped into lower and higher-order themes. The output reflects the dataset, the theoretical assumptions of the analysis and the analytical skills of the researcher (Braun & Clarke, 2019). The authors stopped the organisation of new interviews when they observed and acknowledge data saturation based on the method of Guest and colleagues (2000). Briefly, saturation was checked using analysis of the number of unique concepts generated in each interview and a bootstrapping approach. A bootstrapping approach was warranted as each interview was a single case study, collectively, they had limited generalizability. Empirical bootstrap samples were drawn from the dataset to approximate population-level statistics. The bootstrap method is a resampling technique that uses the variability within a sample to estimate the sampling distribution, in this case saturation metrics, empirically (Lavrakas, 2008). This was achieved by extracting the thematic coding matrix from NVivo and performing the bootstrapping process with custom code in the R programming language. This analysed the number of unique themes identified sequentially across 10000 samples and then compared the ‘run’ length of subsequent interviews to the ‘base’ rate of the first 4 interviews (Guest et al., 2020). This allows reporting of where saturation occurs (<5% additional themes identified in subsequent interview) and the average number of themes and additional % from interviews. In this case with a base size of 4 interviews and a run length of 2, the saturation ratio after six interviews (4+2) was 0.96±0.01% and after 8 interviews (6+2) was 0.01±0.003% meaning we can be confident that amount of new information is diminished to a level where we could say saturation has been reached (i.e. 0% no new information after 8 interviews).
Results
The aims of the study were firstly to explore what factors contribute to an effective onboarding process within team sports considering current ‘good practice’ and secondly, identify where improvements can be made. Specifically reflecting on prior experiences and experiential reflections. The presentation of results will initially focus on the thematic areas identified of the player, the organisation and the liminal space between them (Figure 1).

***FIGURE 1 NEAR HERE***
Player: As an individual
The desire for status and to ‘fit in’ is a fundamental motive (Anderson et al., 2015): “I came in knowing no one. And then on top of it moved by myself...I'm a very family-oriented person… I'd come home from training, just crying, missing my family and feeling alone.” [S6]. It has been shown that being on the ‘outside’ mediates the gratitude once they are on the ‘inside’ (MacKenzie & Baumeister, 2019): “I was so grateful to be in the [league]. I was willing to do whatever I could.” [S1]. The context of a situation can change and influence individuals (Ramsden, 1988) and how they show up is an important learning around onboarding, “I went to an open gym…the slowest guy in the history of guys made some move. I went one way, he went the other way and made a game winner shot on me, I remember I shot a 20-footer 12-feet and I remember walking out [of the gym] crying.” [S1]. Confidence grows through connection: “I got a lot more confidence…just because I had a coach who backed me and trusted me.” [S3], which enhances their performance: “I only started really contributing as a player when I felt confident in the environment.” [S8].
Onboarding should prioritize connection and clarity. Players highlighted the challenges of uncertainty: “I felt like Nemo in the sea. I was just trying to listen, trying to be a sponge, trying to just make the most of it. I felt like the bottom of the pile.” [S8].
The drive to defend (Lawrence & Nohria, 2002) often stems from fear, pushing players to improve: “…the power of failure, the worry of not succeeding is powerful, and I didn't want to fail.” [S1]. Secondary to the motivations and drives are the subsequent attitudes that they create. There was a recognition that sport is a business that drives the movement of players and the need for onboarding at each organisation: “My phone rings at seven o'clock at night, we're at dinner. One of our favourite spots…it's my agent, “Hey, you just got traded”…“Sorry, what?”. You realize pretty quick that it's a business.” [S1]. 
Player: As a team member
A symbiotic relationship between player and organisation facilitates knowledge transfer; relationships are “the gold dust” [S8] and building them can precede gaining access to information about how things are done (Korte & Lin, 2013). The differentiating factor of onboarding may be speed of knowledge transfer to the newcomer. To help the player settle the organisation and Sporting Director should be proactive and not leave it all to the player: “… the first couple of days are, figuring out where you're going, who you're meeting who you're talking to, who are the important people …all of those things that you're going to be talking to on a daily basis.” [S1]. Organisational efforts to create social touchpoints can accelerate integration. While there may be a Goldilocks effect around relationship number (Dunbar, 2021) there should be a focus on creating the players’ network. Focusing on meaningful connections with those of a similar tenure may be sensible (Korte & Lin, 2013): “…for most veterans, in any organisation you have a few people either on the team or within the organisation, and so you gravitate towards them.” [S1], as well as a balance of relationship building and learning the technical skills of the role and regular assessments of progress by the organisation (Long & McGinnis, 1981).
Knowing what is expected and what defines success is important at a new organisation (Merriman & Freeth, 2022). Recruitment of players is typically for a superior set of technical skills that can’t be currently found in-house. It is important that players have a recognition of their ‘point of difference'. Players regularly mentioned their drive, work ethic and intrinsic motivation to comprehend and improve: “It's your responsibility as a player to have the things that you need to work on planned out and know when you're going to do” [S4]. Curiosity helps players integrate: “The way I cultivate relationships is simply by wanting to learn about you. I think people appreciate other people taking an interest or caring about them.” [S1]. Curiosity is a form of intrinsic motivation that is key in fostering active learning and spontaneous exploration (Oudeyer et al., 2016). Curiosity-driven learning and intrinsic motivation have been argued to be fundamental ingredients for efficient education (Freeman et al., 2014) and the same could be argued for efficient onboarding.
Player: Transition
Failure to integrate can cause stress, particularly when social interaction impacts practice access: “…building a rapport with the rest of the playing group can be tough, because you can't pull rank, if you're trying to get reps [turns participating in practice or a drill],…if you don't know them you can end up spending the majority of the session on the sideline.” [S3].
This can spill over into personal life and affect the self-efficacy of the player if there is not sufficient support or appreciation for the move (Wendling & Sagas, 2020). This can drive uncertainty in players and if it is not acknowledged during onboarding the transition can derail them. This may be in the form of knowledge transfer and the lack of externalization of specific assumed details: “I remember being like really overwhelmed… Have I got this wrong, I felt really out of my depth because the level of stretch and the vocabulary used in the environment was so different from [team], where I'd felt really confident. I was re-learning [sport] in a different way.” [S8].
This may be driven by moving up a level which comes with inherent changes and demands such as the pace of play or an increased level of scrutiny: “…it was such a step up, at [previous team] training if I didn't pass it exactly to where someone was, no one would really say that. Whereas at [new team] you'd have five different video angles showing it on a screen getting pulled up in front of the team.” [S8].
The impact of the transition is important to acknowledge. Once they are integrated and feel an affiliation players perform better (Sage & Kavussanu, 2010) but with an increased level of cognitive anxiety, natural with increased scrutiny in a new environment, there is a negative impact on performance (Gabrys & Wontorczyk, 2023). Recognising that there may be a short-term reduction in performance is important in onboarding to support each individual player as a team member.
Liminal: Player perspective 
Players value structure and role clarity, which helps focus on performance: “It was easy for me to know what's expected…it fit with how I am.” [S4]. Understanding the culture beforehand can set up the player for success by providing clarity about how they can contribute: “…explaining to them where they fit…make them feel like they belong.” [S4]. Having clarity and measurement of cultural factors such as collaboration and alignment is particularly important for organisations (Barrett, 2023). Particularly when team members work in a highly interdependent manner, with others who possess unique skills and have different levels of authority (i.e., team sports). Reconciling peers’ behaviours and role clarity allows trust to be built through relationships for the newcomer and to allow identification of what is not yet known. Early connection and support are crucial to put players at ease: “…the most important thing in that first week is making them feel settled.” [S3]. Connections and trust between team members enhances team performance (De Jong et al., 2016) and can happen with the first impression in the new environment. 
Knowing the individual player and how they cope with stress is an important part of onboarding (Giacobbi & Weinberg, 2000) as each player does this differently based on their experiences to date (Cowden, 2016): “I was told turn up [at a] certain time, which was breakfast, all the players are in there, it’s a bit like right what do I do now. No one was telling me what I needed to do, and what kit to wear.” [S4]. Players can excel if supported. Role clarity promotes greater effectiveness in their role. In some cases, organisations promote acceptance of a role (Benson et al., 2013), but this needs clear definition of the responsibilities. Ideally, expectations and success criteria are discussed prior to joining. Having joined, the onus is on the player to make it work for them: “…the player has to adapt far more than an organisation.” [S1].
Adapting requires learning and typically for players, establishing a routine and having frequent check-ins: “…it needs to be little and often having that conversation with your players.” [S8]. The literature gives examples of how to improve self-efficacy, in the use of positive language and role modelling (Gould et al., 1989) and that role clarity promotes greater effectiveness in their role (Bray & Brawley, 2002). 
Liminal: Organisation perspective
The organisation seeks confirmation that the player aligns with its values. Demonstrating a willingness to adapt reinforces the player’s commitment to the culture: “…when people feel like you're invested…then they're way more open.” [S3]. The Sporting Director and coach play key roles in shaping a culture that promotes adaptation and acceptance: “I've walked into the [team] dressing room, and it was so easy to integrate, it was like the manager didn't even have to be there, the players were just taken under a wing.” [S7].
Players’ actions will be reflected well if they feel that they have control, are effective and belong (Jowett et al., 2017) (i.e., they will have enhanced well-being and good mental health; Henriksen et al., 2020). This can typically be predicted by their relationship with their coach. Integration can be seen through actions. Some demonstrate a desire to get better at core skills and working hard. A culture of ‘doing extra’ promotes effective functioning of the organisation: “…the more you play, and the better you’re doing as a player you get more respect” [S7] and “Outside of the scheduled training, you have to do more than what's required.” [S4]. Others are light-hearted or ‘act the fool’: “…make myself the butt of a joke or act like I was being silly.” [S2]. 
The culture of the organisation is important in encouraging and reinforcing the behaviours it desires (Henriksen & Stambulova, 2017). Though it must be remembered that there are layers within the organisation and teams within it (Storm et al., 2020). The team, to the players and staff and then specific position groups and small cliques within them and so each shadow culture (Popovic & Morrow, 2008) needs to be complementary to the overall organisational goal and there may be levels of acceptance within each.
The organisation expects timely integration and behaviours that align with the group’s culture. Communication starts when identifying a player as a potential recruit, and human and technical connection are crucial: “…it’s important that the performance staff, the coaches, connect with the players, prior to their to them coming in,…not just on the technical stuff, but the informal and making them feel comfortable.” [S4].
Establishing key points of contact and communication style is essential.: “…who are the important people, who are the trainers, who is a strength coach, who are video people, who's your workout guy.” [S1]. Outside of a group chat very few players had experienced written documentation to share information despite them being recognised as a powerful tool for integration of a new employee (Godinho et al., 2023). Most recommended a dedicated point of contact or player liaison that helped with the transition of the player to the new organisation. In almost all cases the communication focused on the non-technical skills and how to integrate into the new environment with cultural knowledge rather than clarity about what was expected from them on the field. Knowledge is grown through practice and aligning perceptions and activities (Woods & Davids, 2023). The explicit translation of knowledge, both implicit and explicit is critical for newcomer to internalise knowledge (Bartlett & Drust, 2021).
Organisation: Culture
Culture is a set of shared assumptions and beliefs (Schein, 2010; Smith & Bond, 2019) which establish the overall paradigm of the organisation (Johnson et al., 2005). Social capital in turn has a strong influence on employees’ attitude, behaviours, and perceptions of employers (Korte & Lin, 2013). Socially complex knowledge that is diffused throughout an organisation can constitute a valuable and perhaps intangible resource. Operating within this paradigm allows the players perceptions to be matched with their actions. This can be encapsulated by various artifacts, values, and assumptions. Culture is foundational and should be evident to newcomers: “What the culture and environment is about and our playing style, what was our identity… we always talked about it…because it was it was how we judged ourselves.” [S3]. Having an organisational culture that supports knowledge management can lead to more effective performances (Al Saifi, 2015). A focus on developing this can lead to better performances and greater connection with newcomers.
As a newcomer, how these assumptions or tacit knowledge about the culture are communicated are important as they can define the expectations of you as a member of this group. It continually evolves and must be cultivated through communication and social interaction: “…connection cafes, for connecting with the rest of your teammates to try and build, deeper bonds. Just spend time together…We could be training today, but instead…make an effort, engage with each other and not just be sitting in your room.” [S3]. For players, culture shapes expectations. Values are upheld through demonstratable behaviours that players can follow rather than a list of rules or standards. 
Once they are on the inside, organisations need to ensure they educate the newcomers to meet the values and assumptions of the organisation. This can be reinforced by making the player part of the fabric of an organisation with a ‘legacy number’ that identifies their place in the history of the team (Eastwood, 2021). Upholding the values may be done by demonstratable behaviours that players can follow rather than a list of rules or standards. The factors going into the communication of these are many and varied (Godinho et al., 2023).
Organisation: Support for player
The functions of onboarding can include aspects of informing, welcoming and guiding (Klein & Heuser, 2008) with the goal being to reduce the ‘unknown’. This can be referred to as organisational socialisation. The role of the organisation in player support is foundational, creating the environment that allows players to thrive technically and on the field. It doesn’t always happen: “… in terms of signing, I've never really had a sit down with a manager at all, which is bizarre really.” [S7]. 
A key aspect is establishing clear points of contact who can guide players through their daily routines, increasing demands progressively: “They kind of leave you to your own devices until you need the help.” [S7]. This support, though sometimes informal, is essential for players to feel empowered and excel: “There's no real excuses in that sense for the players, which is good…they [staff] genuinely care about the player off the field as well.” [S4].
While formal induction events are rare, players often describe a sense of immediate support: “…it's just unspoken, you're on our team now.” [S2]. Social interactions also play a role, with teammates offering guidance through casual conversations: “…they educated you just by being on the bus…I had some awesome veterans that took me under the wing.” [S1]. Players who feel supported off the field tend to perform better on it:“…[sport] becomes difficult when you don't feel like you've got the support around you. You’re not given the best opportunity to be the best player” [S4].
To maximize player success, organisations should establish a consistent, systematic process for onboarding (Watkins, 2013), ideally in an informal and supportive manner. This allows newcomers to learn the ropes, build connections (Carucci, 2018), and feel safe to be their authentic selves (Walton et al., 2023), which accelerates learning, fosters peer interconnectivity, and enhances team performance (Mitterer & Mitterer, 2023). 
Organisation: Staged introduction 
Upon joining it is unlikely that a player will play the same or next day. It is typical that there is a period of acclimation in their new surroundings: “It probably takes a little while, because people are all looking to establish themselves as the best player.” [S2]. Expanding this period (i.e., elongating the liminal space) can help players process the transition more effectively. Players appreciate gradual introductions to teammates and coaches, providing opportunities to ask questions and build rapport: “…maybe a couple of younger players to look out for them…take them for a coffee…get a senior player to go through cultural things.” [S3].
A structured yet supportive introduction from technical staff, outlining expectations and progress for the player, is also important: “Where are you at now…this is what we think you can provide from a [sport] perspective, a bit more of a formal, MOT of your body and mind and tomorrow, we're going to be training and for the first couple of weeks, I just want you to focus on X, Y, and Z.” [S8]. This helps set a clear path for the player during the first few weeks and creates a foundation for ongoing performance improvement.
Encouraging feedback during this period helps players feel more integrated and valued: “…if they've got anything that they think we could do better…they feel straightaway, like they're a part of it.” [S3]. While feedback should be encouraged throughout the player’s tenure, having a formal, defined period during onboarding to establish expectations and invite feedback creates a solid platform for success moving forward (Carucci, 2018).
Discussion
This study highlights key factors in the onboarding process within elite sports organisations, emphasizing the interplay between the player, the team, and the liminal process. However, onboarding is more than a structured integration; it is a psychosocial negotiation of identity reconstruction, performance calibration, and cultural alignment. The Sporting Director is crucial to the onboarding process from setting the policies and procedures, to acting as the custodian of culture and embodying core organisational values. While their actions can be supported by coaches, support staff and players it is the Sporting Director who might best be described as the hub of the wheel (Ashworth, 2020) connecting the spokes (departments) and setting the direction and culture of the team as the individual with strategic management responsibility for sporting operations (Parnell et al., 2023). 
Players 
Uncertainty Reduction Theory (Saks & Ashforth, 1997) provides a useful framework for understanding onboarding, yet it does not fully capture the complex social and psychological dimensions of player transitions. While reducing uncertainty enhances a player’s sense of belonging, it is also essential to recognize the identity shifts that occur during this process. Career transitions often involve the construction of a ‘possible self’ (Ibarra, 1999), where individuals explore new identities before fully adopting them. This implies that onboarding should not merely focus on skill adaptation or adaptation but should also create space for players to actively shape and negotiate their evolving professional identities.
Beyond technical integration, players also navigate the balance between autonomy and structured guidance. Theories of self-determination (Ryan & Deci, 2000) indicate that autonomy, competence, and relatedness drive motivation and performance. Accordingly, Sporting Directors should aim to provide structured yet flexible pathways that allow players to explore their roles within the organisation while maintaining psychological safety (Edmondson, 1999). This approach aligns with research showing that elite players benefit from environments that encourage them to contribute to team culture rather than simply conforming to it (Cotterill & Fransen, 2016; Fransen et al., 2020).
Role clarity remains a critical component in mitigating transitional stress. Players who experience ambiguity in expectations frequently exhibit decreased confidence and impaired performance (Beauchamp et al., 2002). While role modelling and mentoring help to alleviate this, onboarding strategies should consider the importance of peer support structures (Burns et al., 2019). Social integration is often most effective when players connect with peers at a similar career stage, reinforcing the need for strategic relationship-building (Evans et al., 2022). These peer relationships transmit valuable tacit knowledge; the unspoken norms, expectations, and cultural scripts that define elite sport environments. As such, onboarding must be understood not just as an informational exchange but as an interpretive and experiential process. This expands the onboarding literature by underscoring the importance of informal, peer-led socialisation structures as vehicles for cultural transmission and psychological adaptation.
Liminal
The concept of liminality (Ibarra & Obodaru, 2016) is particularly relevant when considering how players transition into new environments. Rather than conceptualising onboarding as a linear process or procedural event, it may be more accurate to view it as a threshold moment; a space for or of ambiguity where identity reconstruction occurs before a new professional self is fully adopted. While high-performance environments often demand immediate adaptation, there is evidence to suggest that allowing players to navigate this temporary phase of liminality may yield more sustainable long-term performance outcomes (Ibarra, 2004).
The idea that players ‘go to people they know’ (Edwards, 2021) reinforces the importance of social capital in high-performance settings. Strong peer networks enhance resilience and performance (Rees & Hardy, 2000), and while formal mentoring  has value, informal peer networks may play an even greater role in the psychological transition of new players. The onboarding process should therefore be designed to facilitate organic relationship development, and go beyond a reliance solely on institutionalized support mechanisms.
The impact of transition stress on performance is well-documented (Stambulova et al., 2020), and onboarding should therefore integrate proactive strategies to mitigate these effects. Edwards (2021) highlights that in elite sport, the pressure to ‘win now’ often conflicts with the need to give players time to acclimate. This creates a paradox; rapid integration is desired, yet a slower, more deliberate approach may lead to greater long-term success. The role of the Sporting Director is therefore to navigate this tension, as the hub of the wheel, deciding when to accelerate adaptation and when to create space for psychological adjustment. If they can create the conditions for players to safely dwell in liminality, legitimising transitional uncertainty as part of performance development the onboarding phase may be most successful.
Organisation
Organisational onboarding is not merely an administrative process but a reflection of an institution’s underlying values. Transparency and trust-building behaviours are fundamental to effective leadership, particularly in elite sport, where uncertainty and high-stakes decision-making are prevalent (Fletcher & Arnold, 2011). If an organisation fails to demonstrate authenticity in its onboarding approach, it risks creating an environment of misalignment, where players struggle to integrate due to hidden expectations and unspoken norms.
Organisational culture is often communicated through the spiral evolution of tacit knowledge rather than formal processes (i.e. routines, rituals controls, and behaviours). The concept of habitus (Bourdieu, 2008) suggests that individuals internalize the cultural norms of their environment through repeated exposure to behaviours and interactions. The development of sporting habitus tends to be facilitated by social capital in the form of networks within which individuals become increasingly significant in shaping sporting repertoires (Johansen et al., 2024). In the context of sport and specifically onboarding, this means that organisations should not only articulate their values explicitly but also embed them into everyday practice. Regular ‘townhalls’ and open forums, as suggested in previous research (Burns et al., 2024; Salcinovic et al., 2022; Stewart et al., 2024; Storm et al., 2024), can play a role in reinforcing a sense of collective identity and strengthening cultural coherence.
The changing demographics of elite sport also necessitate a modernised approach to onboarding. As organisations engage younger players, understanding the expectations of Gen Z players is critical. Research suggests that this generation values hyper-customisation, digital integration, and immediate feedback (Chillakuri, 2020). Traditional onboarding structures may not align with these expectations, requiring organisations and teams to adapt their communication and engagement strategies. In this sense, the onboarding process should not be seen as a one-size-fits-all approach but rather as an evolving framework that reflects the shifting needs of players and helps new players to internalise the team’s culture through participation, not just instruction, ensuring that they are co-creators of the environment they enter.
Recommendations
The findings of this study suggest that onboarding in elite sport extends beyond logistical integration and technical adaptation—it is a complex psychological, social, and cultural transition. While the viewpoints here come from players’ experiences only Sporting Directors play a critical role in shaping this experience, with everything coming back to their central role, allowing them to act as both strategic architects and cultural custodians. While they can be assisted by coaches, support staff and even senior players in the process, onboarding frameworks must address role clarity and performance expectations and under the Sporting Director’s direction should also be designed to support identity formation, social integration, and long-term adaptation.
A key recommendation is the intentional structuring of liminal space, acknowledging that players require both time and support to navigate identity transitions. Additionally, teams should prioritize relationship-driven onboarding, ensuring that new players develop social capital within their first few months. Finally, onboarding strategies should be aligned with the evolving expectations of younger players, leveraging digital tools and hyper-personalized experiences to enhance engagement.
Future research should further explore the intersection of organisational onboarding and player psychological adaptation, particularly within different sporting cultures and team dynamics. As the role of the Sporting Director continues to evolve, so too must the strategies for effectively integrating players into high-performance environments. 
Conclusion
Limitations notwithstanding the data gathered leads to a targeted set of recommendations for Sporting Directors (Table 2) that could be implemented to navigate the complexities of onboarding in elite sports organisations, based on existing business recommendations (Caldwell & Peters, 2018). By adopting a player-centric approach, strategically prioritizing relationships, and embracing a holistic model, Sporting Directors can spearhead successful player transitions. 
While all simple steps, they are equally hard to do and if not executed sufficiently can be detrimental. For example, if the wrong mentor is chosen (recommendation 2) then this could lead the player off-course and build the wrong culture at the organisation. The challenge for Sporting Directors is to set up the player for success in their first moments at the team so onboarding multiplies and amplifies their contribution and ensures they are set up for success, within a stable organisation and consistent strategy leading to maximising operational performance by transferring tacit knowledge effectively. The ability to guide newcomers through the onboarding process can be likened to teaching them how to ride a bike. Those Sporting Directors who articulate this journey with precision not only facilitate a seamless assimilation but also enjoy a tangible performance advantage in the competitive race for team success.

***TABLE 2 NEAR HERE***
Acknowledgments
We would like to acknowledge the participants for giving their time to this study.
Declaration of Interest
No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).



References
Al Saifi, S. A. (2015). Positioning organisational culture in knowledge management research. Journal of Knowledge Management, 19(2), 164–189. https://doi.org/10.1108/JKM-07-2014-0287
Alam, M. Z., Kousar, S., Shafqat, N., & Shabbir, A. (2022). Drivers and challenges of tacit knowledge sharing in automotive workshop employees. VINE Journal of Information and Knowledge Management Systems, 52(1), 71–86. https://doi.org/10.1108/VJIKMS-04-2020-0058
Anderson, C., Hildreth, J. A. D., & Howland, L. (2015). Is the desire for status a fundamental human motive? A review of the empirical literature. Psychological Bulletin, 141(3), 574–601. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0038781
Argote, L., & Ingram, P. (2000). Knowledge Transfer: A Basis for Competitive Advantage in Firms. Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes, 82(1), 150–169. https://doi.org/10.1006/obhd.2000.2893
Ashworth, D. (2020). Technical Director Role Uncovered. https://trainingground.guru/podcast/dan-ashworth-technical-director-role-uncovered/
Barrett, R. (2023). Values-Based Leadership: Leading from the Inside Out. https://www.valuescentre.com/resource-library/values-based-leadership/
Bartlett, J. D., & Drust, B. (2021). A framework for effective knowledge translation and performance delivery of Sport Scientists in professional sport. European Journal of Sport Science, 21(11), 1579–1587. https://doi.org/10.1080/17461391.2020.1842511
Beauchamp, M. R., Bray, S. R., Eys, M. A., & Carron, A. V. (2002). Role ambiguity, role efficacy, and role performance: Multidimensional and mediational relationships within interdependent sport teams. Group Dynamics: Theory, Research, and Practice, 6(3), 229–242. https://doi.org/10.1037/1089-2699.6.3.229
Bell, K., Fahmy, E., & Gordon, D. (2016). Quantitative conversations: The importance of developing rapport in standardised interviewing. Quality and Quantity, 50(1), 193–212. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11135-014-0144-2
Benson, A. J., Evans, M. B., & Eys, M. A. (2016). Organizational socialization in team sport environments. Scandinavian Journal of Medicine & Science in Sports, 26(4), 463–473. https://doi.org/10.1111/sms.12460
Benson, A. J., Eys, M., Surya, M., Dawson, K., & Schneider, M. (2013). Athletes’ perceptions of role acceptance in interdependent sport teams. The Sport Psychologist, 27(3), 269–280. https://doi.org/10.1123/tsp.27.3.269
Blau, P. M. (1964). Exchange and power in social life. Wiley and Sons.
Bock, Zmud, Kim, & Lee. (2005). Behavioral Intention Formation in Knowledge Sharing: Examining the Roles of Extrinsic Motivators, Social-Psychological Forces, and Organizational Climate. MIS Quarterly, 29(1), 87. https://doi.org/10.2307/25148669
Bourdieu, P. (2008). The logic of practice (Reprinted). Stanford Univ. Press.
Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2019). Reflecting on reflexive thematic analysis. Qualitative Research in Sport, Exercise and Health, 11(4), 589–597. https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2019.1628806
Braun, V., Clarke, V., & Weate, P. (2016). Using thematic analysis in sport and exercise research. In B. Smith & A. C. Sparkes (Eds.), Routledge handbook of qualitative research in sport and exercise (pp. 191–205). Routledge.
Bray, S., & Brawley, L. (2002). Role Efficacy, Role Clarity, and Role Performance Effectiveness.
Bridges, W. (2001). The Way Of Transition: Embracing Life’s Most Difficult Moments. Da Capo.
Brinkmann, S. (2014). Unstructured and semi-structured interviewing. In The Oxford handbook of qualitative research 2 (pp. 277–299).
Burns, L., Stanimirovic, R., & Donaldson, A. (2024). Characteristics of successful performance support team members at the Olympic games. International Journal of Sports Science & Coaching, 17479541241227685. https://doi.org/10.1177/17479541241227685
Burns, L., Weissensteiner, J. R., & Cohen, M. (2019). Supportive interpersonal relationships: A key component to high-performance sport. British Journal of Sports Medicine, 53(22), 1386–1389. https://doi.org/10.1136/bjsports-2018-100312
Byford, M., Watkins, M., & Triantogiannis, L. (2017). Onboarding Isn’t Enough. Harvard Business Review, May-June, 78–86.
Caldwell, C., & Peters, R. (2018). New employee onboarding – psychological contracts and ethical perspectives. Journal of Management Development, 37(1), 27–39. https://doi.org/10.1108/JMD-10-2016-0202
Carucci, R. (2018). To Retain New Hires, Spend More Time Onboarding Them. Harvard Business Review.
Caza, B. B., Vough, H., & Puranik, H. (2018). Identity work in organizations and occupations: Definitions, theories, and pathways forward. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 39(7), 889–910. https://doi.org/10.1002/job.2318
Chillakuri, B. (2020). Understanding Generation Z expectations for effective onboarding. Journal of Organizational Change Management, 33(7), 1277–1296. https://doi.org/10.1108/JOCM-02-2020-0058
Cotterill, S. T., & Fransen, K. (2016). Athlete leadership in sport teams: Current understanding and future directions. International Review of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 9(1), 116–133. https://doi.org/10.1080/1750984X.2015.1124443
Cowden, R. G. (2016). Mental Toughness, Emotional Intelligence, and Coping Effectiveness: An Analysis of Construct Interrelatedness Among High-Performing Adolescent Male Athletes. Perceptual and Motor Skills, 123(3), 737–753. https://doi.org/10.1177/0031512516666027
De Jong, B. A., Dirks, K. T., & Gillespie, N. (2016). Trust and team performance: A meta-analysis of main effects, moderators, and covariates. Journal of Applied Psychology, 101(8), 1134–1150. https://doi.org/10.1037/apl0000110
Dunbar, R. I. M. (2021). Friends: Understanding the power of our most important relationships. Little, Brown.
Eastwood, O. (2021). Belonging. Quercus.
Edmondson, A. (1999). Psychological Safety and Learning Behavior in Work Teams. Administrative Science Quarterly, 44(2), 350–383. https://doi.org/10.2307/2666999
Edwards, A. (2021). A Parallel Journey: The varied roles of coaching in an elite athlete’s transition to a second career. International Journal of Evidence Based Coaching and Mentoring, 154–170. https://doi.org/10.24384/14XJ-MH09
Ekstrand, J., Van Zoest, W., & Gauffin, H. (2023). Changes in head staff members in male elite-level football teams are associated with increased hamstring injury burden for that season: The UEFA Elite Club Injury Study. BMJ Open Sport & Exercise Medicine, 9(4), e001640. https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjsem-2023-001640
Evans, E. J., Jones, R., Leung, J., & Webb, B. Z. (2022). Using social networks to improve team transition prediction in professional sports. PLOS ONE, 17(6), e0268619. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0268619
Fletcher, D., & Arnold, R. (2011). A Qualitative Study of Performance Leadership and Management in Elite Sport. Journal of Applied Sport Psychology, 23(2), 223–242. https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200.2011.559184
Fransen, K., McEwan, D., & Sarkar, M. (2020). The impact of identity leadership on team functioning and well-being in team sport: Is psychological safety the missing link? Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 51, 101763. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2020.101763
Freeman, S., Eddy, S. L., McDonough, M., Smith, M. K., Okoroafor, N., Jordt, H., & Wenderoth, M. P. (2014). Active learning increases student performance in science, engineering, and mathematics. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 111(23), 8410–8415. https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1319030111
Frögéli, E., Jenner, B., & Gustavsson, P. (2023). Effectiveness of formal onboarding for facilitating organizational socialization: A systematic review. PLOS ONE, 18(2), e0281823. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0281823
Gabrys, K., & Wontorczyk, A. (2023). Sport Anxiety, Fear of Negative Evaluation, Stress and Coping as Predictors of Athlete’s Sensitivity to the Behavior of Supporters. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 20(12), 6084. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph20126084
Giacobbi, P. R., & Weinberg, R. S. (2000). An Examination of Coping in Sport: Individual Trait Anxiety Differences and Situational Consistency. The Sport Psychologist, 14(1), 42–62. https://doi.org/10.1123/tsp.14.1.42
Godinho, T., Reis, I. P., Carvalho, R., & Martinho, F. (2023). Onboarding Handbook: An Indispensable Tool for Onboarding Processes. Administrative Sciences, 13(3), 79. https://doi.org/10.3390/admsci13030079
Gould, D., Hedge, K., Peterson, K., & Giannini, J. (1989). An Exploratory Examination of Strategies Used by Elite Coaches to Enhance Self-Efficacy in Athletes. Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 11(2), 128–140. https://doi.org/10.1123/jsep.11.2.128
Guest, G., Namey, E., & Chen, M. (2020). A simple method to assess and report thematic saturation in qualitative research. PLoS ONE, 15(5). https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0232076
Henriksen, K., Schinke, R., Moesch, K., McCann, S., Parham, W. D., Larsen, C. H., & Terry, P. (2020). Consensus statement on improving the mental health of high performance athletes. International Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 18(5), 553–560. https://doi.org/10.1080/1612197X.2019.1570473
Henriksen, K., & Stambulova, N. (2017). Creating optimal environments for talent development: A holistic ecological approach. In J. Baker, S. Cobley, J. Schorer, & N. Wattie (Eds.), Routledge Handbook of Talent Identification and Development in Sport (pp. 271–284). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315668017-19
Hotho, J., Minbaeva, D., Muratbekova-Touron, M., & Rabbiosi, L. (2020). Coping with Favoritism in Recruitment and Selection: A Communal Perspective. Journal of Business Ethics, 165(4), 659–679. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-018-4094-9
Ibarra, H. (1999). Provisional Selves: Experimenting with Image and Identity in Professional Adaptation. Administrative Science Quarterly, 44(4), 764–791. https://doi.org/10.2307/2667055
Ibarra, H. (with Harvard Graduate School of Business Administration). (2004). Working identity: Unconventional strategies for reinventing your career. Harvard Business School Press.
Ibarra, H., & Obodaru, O. (2016). Betwixt and between identities: Liminal experience in contemporary careers. Research in Organizational Behavior, 36, 47–64. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.riob.2016.11.003
Johansen, P. F., Green, K., & Thurston, M. (2024). Habitus, capital and the shaping of sporting careers: A qualitative study of Norwegian youth. Sport, Education and Society, 1–14. https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2024.2417792
Johnson, G. (1992). Managing strategic change—Strategy, culture and action. Long Range Planning, 25(1), 28–36. https://doi.org/10.1016/0024-6301(92)90307-N
Johnson, G., Scholes, K., & Whittington, R. (2005). Exploring corporate strategy (7th ed). FT/Prentice Hall.
Jowett, S., Adie, J. W., Bartholomew, K. J., Yang, S. X., Gustafsson, H., & Lopez-Jiménez, A. (2017). Motivational processes in the coach-athlete relationship: A multi-cultural self-determination approach. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 32, 143–152. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2017.06.004
Klein, H., & Heuser, A. (2008). The learning of socialization content: A framework for researching orientating practices. In Research in Personnel and Human Resources Management (Vol. 27, pp. 279–336). https://doi.org/10.1016/S0742-7301(08)27007-6
Klein, H., & Polin, B. (2012). Are organizations on board with best practices onboarding? In C. Wanberg (Ed.), The Oxford handbook of organizational socialization (pp. 267–287). Oxford University Press.
Korte, R., & Lin, S. (2013). Getting on board: Organizational socialization and the contribution of social capital. Human Relations, 66(3). https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726712461927
Lamas, L., Barrera, J., Otranto, G., & Ugrinowitsch, C. (2014). Invasion team sports: Strategy and match modeling. International Journal of Performance Analysis in Sport, 14(1), 307–329. https://doi.org/10.1080/24748668.2014.11868723
Lavrakas, P. J. (2008). Encyclopedia of Survey Research Method (1st ed.). SAGE Publications Inc.
Lawrence, P. R., & Nohria, N. (2002). Driven: How human nature shapes our choices. Jossey-Bass.
Long, J. S., & McGinnis, R. (1981). Organizational Context and Scientific Productivity. American Sociological Review, 46(4), 422. https://doi.org/10.2307/2095262
MacKenzie, M. J., & Baumeister, R. F. (2019). Motivated gratitude and the need to belong: Social exclusion increases gratitude for people low in trait entitlement. Motivation and Emotion, 43(3), 412–433. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11031-018-09749-3
Markus, M. L. (2001). Toward a Theory of Knowledge Reuse: Types of Knowledge Reuse Situations and Factors in Reuse Success. Journal of Management Information Systems, 18(1), 57–93. https://doi.org/10.1080/07421222.2001.11045671
Mayrhofer, W., & Iellatchitch, A. (2005). Rites, right?: The value of rites de passage for dealing with today’s career transitions. Career Development International, 10(1), 52–66. https://doi.org/10.1108/13620430510577628
McKay, A. K. A., Stellingwerff, T., Smith, E. S., Martin, D. T., Mujika, I., Goosey-Tolfrey, V. L., Sheppard, J., & Burke, L. M. (2022). Defining Training and Performance Caliber: A Participant Classification Framework. International Journal of Sports Physiology and Performance, 17(2), 317–331. https://doi.org/10.1123/ijspp.2021-0451
Merriman, C., & Freeth, D. (2022). Conducting a good ward round: How do leaders do it? Journal of Evaluation in Clinical Practice, 28(3), 411–420. https://doi.org/10.1111/jep.13670
Mitterer, D. M., & Mitterer, H. E. (2023). The Mediating Effect of Trust on Psychological Safety and Job Satisfaction. Journal of Behavioral and Applied Management, 23(1). https://doi.org/10.21818/001c.73642
Morgan, P. B. C., Fletcher, D., & Sarkar, M. (2013). Defining and characterizing team resilience in elite sport. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 14(4), 549–559. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2013.01.004
Nonaka, I., & Konno, N. (1998). The Concept of “Ba.” California Management Review, 40(3), 40–54.
Nonaka, I., & Takeuchi, H. (1995). The Knowledge-Creating Company: How Japanese Companies Create the Dynamics of Innovation. Oxford University Press.
Oudeyer, P.-Y., Gottlieb, J., & Lopes, M. (2016). Intrinsic motivation, curiosity, and learning. In Progress in Brain Research (Vol. 229, pp. 257–284). Elsevier. https://doi.org/10.1016/bs.pbr.2016.05.005
Parnell, D., Bond, A. J., Widdop, P., Groom, R., & Cockayne, D. (2021). Recruitment in elite football: A network approach. European Sport Management Quarterly, 23(5), 1370–1386. https://doi.org/10.1080/16184742.2021.2011942
Parnell, D., Caplehorn, R., Thelwell, K., Asghar, T., & Batey, M. (2023). Working as a sporting director. In A. M. Williams, B. Drust, & P. Ford, Football and Society (4th ed., pp. 414–427). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003148418-31
Parnell, D., Widdop, P., Groom, R., & Bond, A. (2018). The emergence of the sporting director role in football and the potential of social network theory in future research. Managing Sport and Leisure, 23(4–6), 242–254. https://doi.org/10.1080/23750472.2018.1577587
Patton, M. Q. (2002). Qualitative research and evaluation methods. (3rd ed.). SAGE Publications Inc.
Popovic, M. L., & Morrow, D. (2008). Stomping the Shadow: The Elevation of Snowboarding to the Olympic Pedestal from a Jungian Perspective. In Sport History Review (Vol. 39, pp. 170–191).
Ramsden, P. (1988). Context and Strategy: Situational Influences on Learning. In Learning Strategies and Learning Styles (pp. 159–184).
Rees, T., & Hardy, L. (2000). An Investigation of the Social Support Experiences of High-Level Sports Performers. The Sport Psychologist, 14(4), 327–347. https://doi.org/10.1123/tsp.14.4.327
Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2000). Self-determination theory and the facilitation of intrinsic motivation, social development, and well-being. The American Psychologist, 55(1), 68–78. https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.55.1.68
Sage, L., & Kavussanu, M. (2010). Moral identity and social goals predict eudaimonia in football. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 11(6), 461–466. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2010.05.008
Saks, A., & Ashforth, B. (1997). Organizational Socialization: Making Sense of the Past and Present as a Prologue for the Future. Journal of Vocational Behavior - J VOCAT BEHAV, 51(2), 234–279. https://doi.org/10.1006/jvbe.1997.1614
Salcinovic, B., Drew, M., Dijkstra, P., Waddington, G., & Serpell, B. G. (2022). Factors Influencing Team Performance: What Can Support Teams in High-Performance Sport Learn from Other Industries? A Systematic Scoping Review. Sports Medicine - Open, 8(1). https://doi.org/10.1186/s40798-021-00406-7
Schein, E. H. (Ed.). (2010). Organizational culture and leadership (4th ed). Jossey-Bass.
Smith, P., & Bond, M. (2019). Cultures and Persons: Characterizing National and Other Types of Cultural Difference Can Also Aid Our Understanding and Prediction of Individual Variability. Frontiers in Psychology, 10, 2689. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02689
Söderlund, J., & Borg, E. (2018). Liminality in Management and Organization Studies: Process, Position and Place. International Journal of Management Reviews, 20(4), 880–902. https://doi.org/10.1111/ijmr.12168
Stambulova, N. B., Ryba, T. V., & Henriksen, K. (2020). Career development and transitions of athletes: The International Society of Sport Psychology Position Stand Revisited. International Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 0(0), 1–27. https://doi.org/10.1080/1612197X.2020.1737836
Stewart, P., Fletcher, D., Arnold, R., & McEwan, D. (2024). Exploring perceptions of performance support team effectiveness in elite sport. Sport Management Review, 27(2), 300–321. https://doi.org/10.1080/14413523.2023.2284987
Storm, L., Larsen, C. H., & Henriksen, K. (2024). “When You Understand the Environment, You Can Navigate the Transition Better”: Supporting Professional Football Players in Transitions to Clubs Abroad. Journal of Sport Psychology in Action, 1–13. https://doi.org/10.1080/21520704.2024.2382778
Storm, L., Larsen, C., & Henriksen, K. (2020). Organizational culture and group dynamics in youth sport. In The Power of Groups in Youth Sport. (pp. 203–218). Elsevier Academic Press. https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-816336-8.00012-3
Turner, V. W. (1995). The ritual process. Aldine de Gruyter. https://www.routledge.com/The-Ritual-Process-Structure-and-Anti-Structure/Turner-Abrahams-Harris/p/book/9780202011905
Van Gennep, A., Vizedom, M. B., Caffee, G. L., & Kimball, S. T. (1961). The rites of passage (1st ed.). University of Chicago Press.
Wagstaff, C. R. D., & Burton-Wylie, S. (2018). Organisational culture in sport: A conceptual, definitional and methodological review. Sport & Exercise Psychology Review, 14(2), 32–52. https://doi.org/10.53841/bpssepr.2018.14.2.32
Walton, C. C., Purcell, R., Pilkington, V., Hall, K., Kenttä, G., Vella, S., & Rice, S. M. (2023). Psychological Safety for Mental Health in Elite Sport: A Theoretically Informed Model. Sports Medicine. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40279-023-01912-2
Watkins, M. (2013). Avoiding onboarding and promotion traps. Strategy & Leadership, 41(6), 43–46. https://doi.org/10.1108/SL-07-2013-0052
Watson, S., & Hewett, K. (2006). A Multi-Theoretical Model of Knowledge Transfer in Organizations: Determinants of Knowledge Contribution and Knowledge Reuse*. Journal of Management Studies, 43(2), 141–173. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6486.2006.00586.x
Wendling, E., & Sagas, M. (2020). An Application of the Social Cognitive Career Theory Model of Career Self-Management to College Athletes’ Career Planning for Life After Sport. Frontiers in Psychology, 11. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.00009
Woods, C. T., & Davids, K. (2023). Sport scientists in-becoming: From fulfilling one’s potential to finding our way along. Sport, Education and Society. https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2022.2163231



Table 1: Demographics of participants.
	[S#]
	Age Bracket
	Gender
	Sport
	Location

	1
	40-50
	Male
	Basketball
	North America

	2
	30-40
	Female
	Basketball
	North America

	3
	30-40
	Male
	Rugby
	UK

	4
	30-40
	Male
	Rugby
	UK

	5
	20-30
	Female
	Soccer
	North America

	6
	20-30
	Female
	Soccer
	North America

	7
	30-40
	Male
	Soccer
	UK

	8
	20-30
	Female
	Hockey
	UK



[S#] denotes subject number used throughout the text


Table 2: Practical Recommendations for Player Onboarding.
	Number
	Step
	Expanded Detail

	1
	Establish relationship as soon as possible
	Have senior leaders (e.g. head coach, captain, Sporting Director) reach out with a personal message as soon as signing is confirmed. Assign peer-led welcome groups based on shared language, nationality, or prior connections. In resource-limited settings, use digital welcome kits or video calls from senior players/coaches to replicate this connection ahead of arrival.

	2
	Appoint a mentor/POC
	Appoint a player liaison or mentor - ideally an alumnus or senior squad member - who embodies the values and culture of the organisation. Mentors should be selected based on their leadership qualities, communication skills, and relevant lived experience. Prior to taking on the role, mentors should receive training in active listening, safeguarding, cultural awareness, and basic mental health literacy to ensure they can provide appropriate and informed support. The effectiveness of the mentoring relationship should be reviewed regularly through monthly check-ins with a designated welfare lead, along with periodic opportunities for mentees to provide anonymous feedback. In teams with fewer resources, group mentoring approaches or dual-role staff members may be used to deliver the same support in a scalable and sustainable way.

	3
	Focus onboarding on relationships
	Maximise weak ties. Designate a staff member (e.g., player care manager, welfare officer) to gather personal history of incoming players and map potential connections with the team (e.g., schools, national teams, agents, social media follows). Use these to create natural introductions and integrate players intentionally into small groups. In smaller teams, involve team captains or community volunteers to take on this role. Be intentional with making time for this in the schedule.

	4
	Give back up reference materials
	Provide an onboarding manual; physical or digital - covering logistics (e.g., training times, key contacts, team expectations, values). Include FAQs, diagrams, maps, and calendar milestones for the first 100 days. At higher-resource teams, this can be an interactive app; at grassroots level, a simple PDF or printed booklet serves well.

	5
	Have equipment ready on day
	Ensure kit, locker, and training gear are sized and ready based on pre-arrival information. Conduct a short tour of facilities and help set up access to systems (e.g. ticket requests, wellness apps). Assign a staff member to oversee this checklist. At larger teams, this can be automated or coordinated via player care. At smaller teams, use a buddy system or local volunteer coordinator.

	6
	Formal Welcome
	Hold a standardised, inclusive welcome for all players (first team, youth, or trialist), introducing key staff and giving a symbolic gesture (e.g., legacy number, jersey presentation). This is video recorded or photographed for organisational archives. In smaller setups, a team meal or informal welcome still reinforces value. Consistency is key.

	7
	Recognise the whole person
	Identify and support logistical needs for the player’s family, partner, and/or pets. Offer housing assistance, local school connections, transport info, or pet care referrals. In well-resourced teams, this may be managed by player care specialists; for smaller teams, provide a community directory or connect with local host families or alumni.

	8
	Set expectations
	On day one (post-orientation), conduct structured meetings with key staff (coach, physio, psychologist, analyst) to explain expectations and support resources. Define the ‘liminal phase’ length and developmental checkpoints. Tailor feedback to the player’s goals and personality. In smaller environments, streamline to a single meeting with multi-role staff.

	9
	Empower
	Encourage players to reflect on what they need to thrive and help co-create their onboarding plan. Provide a checklist but let them own the process. Use weekly check-ins in the first six weeks, tapering to monthly. In high-resource settings, this may be tracked digitally; in low-resource settings, use simple worksheets or journaling prompts.





Figure 1: Thematic Map of identified areas of ‘player’ [WHITE], ‘organisation’ [GREY] and ‘liminality’ [SHADED] with subsequent sub-themes
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