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Throughout their development, youth athletes must endure several selec-
tion camps to make it into the most competitive organizations/teams. Researchers 
have shown that athletes born earlier in the calendar year are more likely to be 
selected into such teams. However, little is known about the psychological pro-
cesses that distinguish the athletes who successfully get selected from those who 
don’t. This study investigated the role of motivational factors (i.e., need satisfac-
tion and sport motivation) as predictors of selection into competitive youth soc-
cer teams, over and above the relative age effect. Using a six-month prospective 
design, 67 youth elite soccer players (Mage = 12.29; SDage = 0.65) were followed 
throughout the selection camp. Results showed that autonomous sports motiva-
tion mediated the relationship between need satisfaction and team selection. These 
findings suggest that motivational processes are important factors to consider for 
talent identification and development of expertise in competitive youth sports.

Key Words: Sport motivation, Relative age effect; Team selection, Expertise devel-
opment; Talent.

Every year, a legion of youth athletes take part in training and selection 
camps with the goal of making it to the best possible level of play. Many 
are invited to demonstrate their skills and competitiveness but very few are 
chosen. Being selected to compete in competitive teams exposes athletes to 
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a more experienced coaching staff, highly skilled training partners, tough-
er opponents, and greater access to peripheral resources (i.e., nutritionists, 
physiotherapists, psychologists). In contrast, failure to be selected can result 
in reduced sports enjoyment, increased negative emotions, and the likeli-
hood of dropping out of sports participation (Burgess & Naughton, 2010).

Parents, athletes, coaches, and governing bodies would like to believe 
that the most skillful and motivated youth athletes will be selected on the bet-
ter teams or organizations. Unfortunately, selection decisions are often biased 
in favor the athletes born earlier in the calendar year (e.g., Helsen et al., 2012; 
Wattie et al., 2015). Coaches run the risk of overestimating the long-term 
potential and giftedness of taller athletes (Furley & Memmert, 2016) only 
because they are relatively older and more physically mature. Described as 
the relative age effect (RAE), this phenomenon influences the team selection 
process by overrepresenting athletes born at the start of the selection period 
in youth sports. Researchers have demonstrated the presence of RAE in both 
boys (Helsen et al., 2012) and girls (Delorme et al., 2010) youth soccer teams.

According to Wattie and colleagues (2015), the RAE is attributable to 
three types of constraints that influence the developmental trajectories of 
youth athletes by affording some of them with opportunities to play in more 
competitive teams. First, individual constraints offer relatively older athletes 
an advantage over their younger peers both from structural (e.g., height, 
weight, speed) and functional (e.g., development of psychological/social 
characteristics, such as resilience) standpoints (Konarski et al., 2021; Un-
nithan et al., 2012). Second, environmental constraints encompass the social 
factors that influence the way sport is governed within a particular context 
(e.g., popularity of the sport in a country, family and coach influence, social 
norms). For example, coaches are more likely to select youth athletes that are 
more physically-developed compared to their peers in regions, countries, or 
sports where age grouping policies are strictly based on date of birth when 
compared to policies that also account for the physical maturation of athletes 
(e.g., Cobley et al., 2009; Williams & Reilly, 2000). The final type of con-
straints is related to the tasks in which athletes are involved. Specifically, task 
constraints refer to sport type and competitive level of play. Consequently, 
RAEs are more likely to occur in physically demanding sports, such as soccer 
and ice hockey (Helsen et al., 2005, 2012; Lemoyne et al., 2021), and in com-
petitive settings (Jackson & Comber, 2020). 

Despite decades of research and knowledge transfer, the relative age of 
athletes unfortunately remains associated with team selection and perfor-
mance (Lemoyne et al., 2021). The capacity to find modifiable and novel fac-
tors likely to accelerate the development of sport expertise is probably one 
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of the central aims of sports scientists and practitioners (Farrow et al., 2013). 
In this study, we proposed that the motivational characteristics of the athletes 
should be considered as factors that can alleviate the effects of the individu-
als constraints of RAE because they have been related to sport achievement 
(e.g., Cerasoli et al., 2016). Therefore, we carried out a six-month longitudi-
nal study to examine whether athletes’ need satisfaction and sport motivation 
– measured at the inception of a selection camp – can be related to team 
selection after a six-month training camp, over and above their relative age.

Self-Determination Theory 

Self-Determination Theory (SDT; Ryan & Deci, 2017) is a humanistic 
theory of human motivation. SDT has been applied to a host of domains 
and populations, including sports. In this context, SDT proposes that ath-
letes (as any humans) have an innate desire and propensity for growth and 
optimal development. The theory also posits that athletes are influenced by 
the social context in which they evolve, which will either provide or thwart 
opportunities for need satisfaction. Athletes are thus more likely to perform 
optimally in their sport when three basic psychological needs are satisfied. 
Those needs are the ones of autonomy (desire to feel a sense of personal 
initiative), competence (desire to interact effectively with the environment), 
and relatedness (desire to feel connected to significant others). Researchers 
in sports have shown that need satisfaction is positively associated with de-
liberate practice and performance (Verner-Filion et al., 2017; Verner-Filion 
& Vallerand, 2018). Results of a meta-analytical review (Cerasoli et al., 2016) 
provided compelling evidence for a moderate-to-strong correlation between 
need satisfaction and performance in physically-demanding tasks.

Need satisfaction is the starting point of a motivational process in which 
athletes are more likely to participate in their sport with autonomous moti-
vation (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Autonomous motivation happens when athletes 
engage in their sport because of the pleasure they derive from the activity 
(e.g., intrinsic motivation). With autonomous motivation, athletes also feel 
that sport engagement is aligned with their sense of self and values (e.g., 
integrated motivation) and strongly identify with their sport (e.g., identified 
motivation). Athletes with high autonomous motivation have a sense of voli-
tion, autonomy, and pleasure when playing their sport. They typically engage 
in their sport because they love it, feel it is important to them, and believe it 
is part of who they are as a person. Athletes can also engage in sports out of 
controlled motivation. Controlled motivation occurs when athletes feel pres-
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sured to engage in sport to avoid experiencing feelings of shame and guilt 
(e.g., introjected motivation), because they wish to obtain a reward or avoid 
punishment from others (e.g., external regulation), or when they engage 
without motivation (e.g., amotivation). With controlled motivation, athletes 
perceived little to no autonomy and feel pressured to behave in certain ways 
when engaging in their sport. They typically play their sport because they feel 
obligated to, want to obtain something from it, or even have no clear motive 
to keep participating.

SDT proposes that the quality of one’s motivation matters more than 
the mere quantity of motivation. Consequently, autonomous motivation is 
expected to relate to better functioning in athletes. With regards to sports 
performance, autonomous sport motivation was shown to facilitate goal 
progress and optimal performance in athletes (e.g., Amiot et al., 2004). Con-
versely, controlled motivation is proposed to be associated with poorer func-
tioning. In general, controlled sport motivation is not significantly related to 
indicators of sports performance (e.g., Amiot et al., 2004). Several empirical 
studies in the realm of sport – and other domains – have provided strong 
empirical support for those assertions (see Ryan & Deci, 2017, for a review).

This Study

In this study, we investigated the associations of need satisfaction and 
sport motivation in the development of expertise in a sample of youth com-
petitive soccer players taking part in the selection camp of a competitive 
regional soccer team. Specifically, we expected that need satisfaction and 
autonomous sport motivation (but not controlled sport motivation) at the 
start of the selection camp would be positively associated with the selection 
in the regional team six months later. We also hypothesized that the rela-
tionship between need satisfaction and team selection would be significantly 
mediated by autonomous sport motivation. Furthermore, we tested whether 
those effects were influenced by the relative age of those soccer players. We 
thus tested two versions of this model – one not controlling for and one con-
trolling for the relative age of the soccer players. We expected that players 
born in the first quartile of the calendar year (i.e., January to March) would 
be more likely to be selected in the team compared to the players born in the 
last nine months of the year. However, we also expected need satisfaction 
and autonomous sport motivation to significantly increase the likelihood of 
team selection.  
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Method

ParticiPants and Procedure

Participants were 73 regional youth soccer players (39 boys and 34 girls) that had been 
identified as the most promising soccer players of their age group by the coaching staff from 
the regional boys and girls’ teams1. Players were invited to participate in a six-month training 
camp with the hope of being selected in the regional male and female soccer teams for the 
2010 summer provincial games in Québec, Canada. From October through April, players 
took part in weekly training sessions supervised by the coaching staff of the regional team. 
Children assented to take part in the study and parental consent was also obtained for all 
athletes. To minimize social desirability, all athletes were informed that their responses would 
remain anonymous and confidential. Players were also told that the purpose of this longitu-
dinal study was to better understand the factors that could influence their motivation over 
time. The psychological variables used in the current study were collected at the beginning of 
the training camp in October (Time 1). The final team selection was announced at the end of 
April (Time 2). Three trained research assistants collected the data throughout the selection 
process. In exchange for their participation in this study, players took part in a draw to win 
one of two professional soccer shirts of their choice. The study was received approval by a 
university research and ethics board. 

Out of the 73 participants that started the selection process in October, six did not com-
plete the Time 1 questionnaire. Thus, the final sample consisted of 67 soccer players (female, 
n = 31; male, n = 36) ranging in age from 11 to 13 years (M = 12.29; SD = 0.65). Participants 
mainly considered themselves as White (90.2%). They had been practicing soccer for an ave-
rage of 6.54 years (SD = 1.82) and were training between one and 21 hours each week (M = 
6.08; SD = 3.62). Athletes were born between January and March (n = 24), April and June 
(n = 23), July and September (n = 12), and October and December (n = 7). A total of 32 and 
35 players were respectively selected or not selected on the regional team at the end of the 
selection camp. G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2009) was used to calculate statistical power. It was 
determined that the sample of the current study would allow to detect medium-sized effects 
(R2 = 0.13; Cohen, 1988) with 0.95 power and α = 0.05 (two-tailed) for the proposed statistical 
model. Moreover, our sample consisted of the entire population of athletes training for that 
specific competition in the region in which the study took part. Recruiting additional athletes 
would have required compromising the internal validity of our study (i.e., recruiting athletes 
in other sports or regions and/or training under different conditions and coaches). 

Measures

Need satisfaction. A 12-item version of the Basic Need Satisfaction Scale 
was used to assess players’ needs for autonomy (e.g., “I am free to express my 
ideas and opinions in my sport”, α = .72), relatedness (e.g., “I get along with 

1 This sample was also used in prior research by Gaudreau et al. (2016; Study 1) for the purpose 
of examining the combined effects of autonomy support provided by parents and coaches on athletes’ 
functioning. No prior publication using this dataset has looked at the role of need satisfaction and sport 
motivation as antecedents of team selection. 
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people in my sport”, α = .86) and competence (e.g., “I feel like I am a compe-
tent athlete”, α = .84) in sport. This scale has been used in past research with 
competitive youth soccer players and showed good reliability (Gaudreau et 
al., 2016; Verner-Filion & Vallerand, 2018). Items were rated using a scale 
ranging from 1 (not at all agree) to 7 (very strongly agree). Considering the 
moderately high inter-scale correlations in this sample and the good level of 
internal consistency of the aggregated score (α = .86), all three needs were 
aggregated into a single indicator of need satisfaction (see Gaudreau et al., 
2016; Verner-Filion et al., 2017, for a similar procedure). 

Sport motivation. Players also completed a 15-items shortened version 
of the Sport Motivation Scale (Pelletier et al., 1995). This questionnaire as-
sesses the reasons underlying players’ involvement in soccer. Using a scale 
ranging from 1 (not at all agree) to 7 (very strongly agree), athletes indicated 
whether they engaged in their sport out of amotivation, external, introjected, 
identified, or intrinsic motivation (3 items per subscales). Consistent with 
prior research in the sport domain (e.g., Amiot et al., 2004), scores of auton-
omous (i.e., intrinsic and identified motivation; α = .88) and controlled (i.e., 
introjection, external, and amotivation; α = .91) motivation were computed. 

Selection for the team. After the completion of the six-month selec-
tion camp, coaches had to finalize their team composition for the provincial 
games. Coaches informed us about the identity of the players selected and 
not selected in the regional team. 

Relative age. The month of birth of the players was transformed into 
quartiles (i.e., January to March; April to June; July to September; October 
to December). In our analyses, we tested whether players born in the first 
quartile of the calendar year are more likely to be selected on the team com-
pared to other players (see Lemoyne et al., 2021 for a similar procedure).  

Plan of Analyses 

Prior to analyses, all variables included in the subsequent path analyses 
were examined for accuracy of data entry, missing data, and fit between their 
distributions and the assumptions underlying maximum likelihood procedures. 
From the initial 73 participants, six were either cut from the team or dropped 
out of the study before our first assessment. Of the remaining 67 participants, 
seven did not complete all the measures at Time 1 but were involved in the 
selection camp throughout the six-month period. To maximize the statistical 
power and minimize the loss of information, missing data for those seven par-
ticipants were imputed using full information maximum likelihood estimator 
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(FIML). Estimates produced by FIML have been shown to produce signifi-
cantly less bias compared to those generated by other missing data handling 
techniques such as listwise deletion and simple imputation (Enders, 2010).

The structural equation modeling analysis with a binary outcome (0 = not 
selected; 1 = selected) was conducted using Mplus 7.3 (Muthén & Muthén, 
2012) to test the mediating role of sport motivation in the relation between need 
satisfaction and selection in the soccer team after a six-month training camp. No 
fit indices are available for this type of model because such a mediation model 
requires linking a continuous mediator and a binary outcome (Muthén et al., 
2017, see chapter 8). The analyses were conducted using the MLR estimator, as 
it is more robust to potential deviations to normality. Indirect effects were tested 
using the Monte Carlo integration method with 95% bias-corrected confidence 
intervals (CIs) using the maximum likelihood procedure (ML) because such 
bootstrapping is unavailable using MLR estimation. We tested models without 
and with controlling for the relative age effect. The relative age variable was con-
trast coded to compare athletes born in the 1st quartile of the year (-1) to those 
born in the 2nd (0.33), 3rd (0.33), and 4th (0.33) quartiles of the year. U13 soccer 
contains minor players (the year of their 12th birthday; coded as -1) and major 
players (the year of their 13th birthday; coded as 1). This year of birth variable was 
also considered, but it did not substantially correlate with the team selection (see 
Table I) and was not included in our main analyses. 

Results

Main analyses

Descriptive statistics and correlations are presented in Table I. Results of 
the model without and with controlling for athletes’ relative age are shown 
in Table II. In the first model (not controlling for relative age), need satis-
faction had a significant total effect on team selection and was significantly 
associated with autonomous sport motivation. In return, autonomous sport 
motivation was significantly and positively related to team selection. Autono-
mous sport motivation significantly mediated the relationship between need 
satisfaction and team selection. As shown in Figure 1, the results of the sec-
ond model (controlling for relative age) were very similar. However, the total 
effect of need satisfaction on team selection was no longer statistically signif-
icant. Yet, need satisfaction was related to sport motivation which, in turn, 
was positively associated with team selection. In both models, controlled 
sport motivation was unrelated to need satisfaction and team selection. The 
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proposed model accounted for a substantial portion of the variance in team 
selection (R2 = .323). Overall, the results indicated that need satisfaction was 
indirectly while autonomous sport motivation was directly related to team 
selection after controlling for the relative age of youth soccer players.

Table II
Mediation Results with Binary Outcome, Continuous Mediators, and Continuous Predictor Without and 

With Controlling for Relative Age Effect of Soccer Players

Effects Without relative age
 Beta S.E. 95% CI

With relative age
 Beta S.E. 95% CI

Total effect

  Need satisfaction → Team 
selection

.312* 0.152 [.015, .610] .235 0.165 [-.088, .557]

Direct effects

  Need satisfaction → Team 
selection

.171 0.148 [-.119, .461] .079 0.157 [-.230, .387]

  Need satisfaction →  
Autonomous motivation

.379** 0.142 [.101, .657] .392** 0.153 [.093, .691]

  Need satisfaction → Controlled 
motivation

.086 0.129 [-.166, .338] .121 0.129 [-.133, .375]

  Autonomous motivation → 
Team selection

.418** 0.154 [.117, .719] .460** 0.151 [.163, .757]

  Controlled motivation → Team 
selection

-.200 0.160 [-.513, .113] -.200 0.157 [-.508, .108]

  Relative age → Team selection --- --- --- -.254† 0.137 [-.522, .013]

  Relative age → Autonomous 
motivation

--- --- --- .088 0.115 [-.137, .313]

  Relative age → Controlled 
motivation

--- --- --- .064 0.119 [-.170, .297]

Indirect effects

  Autonomous motivation .159* 0.077 [.027, .337] .180* .092 [.023, .462]

  Controlled motivation -.017 0.028 [-.125, .024] -.024 .032 [-.158, .019]

Variance explained R2

  Selection .287 .323

  Autonomous motivation .144 .162

   Controlled motivation .007 .019

Note. N = 67. Dependent variable is team selection coded as 0 = selected in team (n = 32) and 1 = not 
selected in team (n = 35). Beta = standardized beta. S.E. estimated with robust maximum likelihood. 95% 
CI of the indirect effects were estimated with biased corrected bootstrapping with maximum likelihood. 
** p < .01. * p < .05. † p < .10.
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ancillary analyses

Being in your second year as a U13 soccer (the year of your 13th birthday) 
is potentially advantageous but it was not significantly correlated with team 
selection (r = .136, n = 66, p = .272). We explored if the correlation between 
relative age and team selection could differ for the athletes playing their 2nd 
year and their 1st year of U13 soccer. Relative age was significantly correlated 
with team selection but only for the players in their 2nd year of U13 soccer (r 
= -.266, p < .05, n = 55 versus r = .039, p = .756, n = 11). This finding should 
be interpreted with extreme prudence because only eleven 1st year athletes 
took part in this selection camp, this analysis was unplanned (post hoc), and 
the statistical power to compare a .30 difference between two correlations 
would have been extremely low (power < .25)2.

Discussion

Being selected or not into a competitive team or organization is a pivotal 
moment in the developmental and sporting trajectories of youth athletes. To 

2 Autonomous motivation still predicted team selection (β = 0.50, p = .009) in a model in which 
we included year of birth (β = 0.316, p = .181), relative age (β = -.178, p = .607), and their interaction (β 
= -0.393, p = .251). 

Fig. 1. - Final Model of the Relationship Involving Need Satisfaction, Sport Motiva-
tion, and Selection in the Final Team, Controlling for Athletes’ Relative Age. Note. 
ns p > .05, * p < .05, ** p < .01.
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this date, the likelihood of becoming a competitive athlete remains tainted by 
a relative age effect (e.g., Lemoyne et al., 2021) and little is known about the 
psychological factors that can help youth athletes being selected into compet-
itive teams. To the best of our knowledge, our study was the first to examine 
whether the motivational characteristics of the players can be associated with 
team selection in soccer. In this study, we built upon the principles SDT and 
discovered that need satisfaction indirectly increased the likelihood of being 
selected into competitive soccer teams through its positive association with 
autonomous sport motivation. More precisely, when their basic psychological 
needs are satisfied at the beginning of the training camp, youth soccer players 
are more prone to engage in their sport out of pleasure and volition, while be-
ing in concordance with their sense of self. In return, playing soccer with such 
an autonomous sport motivation directly increased the likelihood of being se-
lected for the team six months later. We also offered a stringent answer to this 
research question by statistically controlling for the relative age of the athletes. 
Our findings are important for sporting organizations as they indicate that the 
motivational characteristics of the players should be seriously considered in 
their model of talent identification and players’ development.

iMPlications for identification and develoPMent of talent in sPorts 

In our study, the relative age and autonomous sport motivation of soccer 
players were both non-negligible factors related to team selection. This find-
ing has practical implications because it shows that modifiable psychologi-
cal characteristics should be part of a more holistic bio-psycho-social model 
of talent identification and team selection. Altogether, our findings depict a 
“bittersweet story”. On the one hand, we show that among athletes with the 
same amount of autonomous motivation, the ones born between January and 
March are more likely to be selected on the team. Thus, youth athletes born 
later during the calendar year thus run the risk of being underestimated by 
selection committees. On the other hand, our results show that among soccer 
players with the same relative age, the ones with higher autonomous motiva-
tion are more likely to be selected on the team. Athletes who participate with 
a quality motivation (i.e., autonomous) can sufficiently impress the selection 
committee to make it on the teams; autonomous motivation should be seen 
as a psychological equalizer improving the probabilities of team selection over 
and above the effects of the constraints associated with RAE (Wattie et al., 
2015). Specifically, our results suggest that deriving one’s engagement in soc-
cer out of fun and volition can help overcome some of the obstacles athletes 
born in the later part of the year regularly face due to their often-smaller phys-
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ical stature compared to older athletes (i.e., individual constraints; Konarski 
et al., 2021; Unnithan et al., 2012). This disadvantage plays a pivotal role in 
physically-demanding competitive sports (i.e., tasks constraints; Smith et al., 
2018). Our results thus show that fostering autonomous motivation in ath-
letes might represent an interesting avenue to alleviate some of the negative 
effects associated with RAE, both in boys (e.g., Helsen et al., 2012; Lemoyne 
et al., 2021) and girls sports (e.g., Delorme et al., 2010; Smith et al., 2018). 
To that regard, researchers have shown that coaches and parents acting in 
an autonomy-supportive manner play an important role in the development 
and maintenance of autonomous motivation in youth athletes (Carpentier & 
Mageau, 2016; Gaudreau et al., 2016; Mageau & Vallerand, 2003). 

The current results are also in line with recent research showing that 
need satisfaction is positively associated with both short-term (i.e., during 
a soccer tournament) and long-term (i.e., throughout the career of profes-
sional hockey players) performance in youth athletes (Verner-Filion et al., 
2017). In addition to performance, researchers in the sport and educational 
domains have shown that need satisfaction and autonomous motivation are 
beneficial to perseverance and psychological well-being (e.g., Quested et al., 
2013; Verner-Filion & Vallerand, 2018). Altogether, those results suggest that 
more attention should be paid to the motivational characteristics of athletes 
to inform talent identification and the development of expertise and optimal 
functioning of youth athletes. 

liMitations and future research directions

Our study was conducted with a small sample of soccer players from one 
administrative region. First, the small sample size limited the power to detect 
statistically significant effects. As such, the relative age effect did not reach 
statistical significance (p > .05) but was nonetheless interpretable (p = .06) and 
moderate in size. Second, our study was conducted in only one of the adminis-
trative regions of Québec, Canada. Factors such as the enrollment, the length 
and format of the selection camps, the performance culture, the experience 
of the regional team coaching staff, and the pervasiveness of the relative age 
effect can largely differ across sporting associations. As such, future research 
could try to adopt a multilevel design (Gaudreau et al., 2020) to examine if the 
relative age and motivational effects reported in this study can replicate across 
within and between other sporting associations. Third, our sample was limited 
to soccer players in U13 soccer. Future work should investigate the role of the 
relative age and autonomous motivation in team selection across the athletes of 
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different age groups. Finally, the satisfaction of basic psychological needs was 
measured with regards to the athletes’ involvement in soccer in general, rath-
er than specifically to their participation in the selection camp. In the future, 
researchers could try to replicate the current findings using a context-specific 
assessment of athletes’ need satisfaction within the selection camp (e.g., re-
latedness with the specific coaches and teammates involved in the selection 
camp). Despite these limitations, it is important to note that we voluntarily 
selected this sample of players because it allowed for the conditions in which 
they were evolving throughout the selection camp to be homogeneous (e.g.,, 
same coaching staff, same age, same level of expertise) to maximize the internal 
validity of the findings. Using a larger sample would have required to recruit 
other teams, with athletes from different teams training in different circum-
stances. Although beneficial to maximize statistical power and external valid-
ity, it would have also created difficulties in interpreting the results. It should 
also be noted that our sample contained 67 of the 73 (92%) male and female 
athletes who were invited to participate in the regional selection camp. Consid-
ering our longitudinal design and the parsimony of our model (e.g., only five 
variables), the sample size was deemed adequate and is comparable to similar 
studies in the field (e.g., Hartigh et al., 2018). However, future research should 
try to replicate the current findings with different populations to support their 
generalizability.

Finally, this study relied on a prospective correlational design in which 
causality cannot be inferred. Given our research question, it would have 
been premature to use an experimental design to intervene or manipulate 
the motivational variables under investigation. However, SDT proposes that 
coaches and sports programs can promote the satisfaction of psychological 
needs and the development/maintenance of autonomous sport motivation. 
In future applied research, psycho-educational prevention programs could 
be created to teach coaches and members of selection committees to inte-
grate key motivational principles into their daily interactions with players 
(see Duda, 2013 for an example). This type of research is warranted to offer 
sporting organizations with novel evidence-based tools to facilitate the devel-
opment of expertise among their youth athletes. 

Conclusion

Overall, the current study builds upon past research on the identifica-
tion of talent and athletic development of youth athletes by demonstrating 
the pivotal role of key motivational variables, namely need satisfaction and 
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autonomous sport motivation, in the selection process to competitive youth 
teams. Indeed, experiencing high levels of need satisfaction is conducive to 
autonomous sport motivation which, in turn, is positively related to the like-
lihood of being selected in a competitive youth team. In addition to other 
pivotal aspects of talent identification and athletic development in youth ath-
letes (e.g., physical, tactical, technical skills), athletes’ psychological and mo-
tivational characteristics are also important to consider to more thoroughly 
understand athletic performance. Thus, everyone involved in selecting and 
developing youth athletes in competitive sports should also try to promote 
environments that foster need satisfaction and autonomous sport motivation 
to give to all their players – not only those born during the 1st quartile of the 
calendar year – the fairest and best possible chances of developing their ex-
pertise within sports in the best conditions and for as long as possible.
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