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Foreword


Releasing the potential in all of our children must be the goal for every parent, coach, or volunteer. In addition, we must strive to develop, within each child, a lifelong love of playing sport and being physically active. Feeling confident about your ability to participate is the first important step, so the development of a robust, varied, and skilled movement capability is vital.


Each page of this book will help coaches understand how to plan, implement, and reflect upon their development programs in order to maximize returns in the domains of movement variability, the fostering of creativity, and, most importantly, the promotion of new learning. The sheer randomness of the game of soccer requires high levels of adaptability both in perception action as well as in the player’s physical responses.


The millions of fans who watch the game are also desperate to be entertained. Creative players will solve those situations in the game with novel and unexpected responses. This capability can be enhanced, and the book outlines a methodology for the creation of enriched environments that nurture the player’s divergent thinking and motor skills.


This book has influenced my work in such a positive way, and I would recommend it to anyone who is involved in education, sports coaching, and the development of young people. It skillfully presents a combination of relevant research supplemented by lots of practical examples to help deepen the understanding of such an important area.


–Peter Sturgess
The Football Association




Preface


Sharing knowledge is always an act of generosity, and this book is a good example of that. As a neighbor of this community of “facilitators” who cohabit this wonderful world that is training football, I thank Sara, Diogo, and Jaime for their invaluable contribution through this work, and for all the (many) research that have inspired us day by day to help these players with whom we are lucky to share, as Professor Paco Seirul-lo would say, this (in)formative journey.


Based on the need to practice with our athletes under the paradigm of complexity, the practice in variability that the authors propose in this work allows us to manage this necessary continuous modification of contexts in order to facilitate the adaptation of our players to them, thus causing the emergence of flexible behaviors away from modelling, stereotyped responses, and rigid motor solutions, really suboptimal in a sport with a high level of uncertainty such as the one we are dealing with.


The recommendation of the use of exploratory tasks, which the authors share with us, constitutes an efficient invitation to adaptability from the practice in variability, which will therefore allow the cultivation of individual and collective creativity, key to the optimization of the “playing” of our athletes, thus emerging new attractors or making others that have already emerged previously more flexible. Jaime, Sara, and Diogo, with their proposal, propose to avoid the excessive stabilization of some attractors that, without this variable practice, would limit the possibilities of exploration of our players in relation to possible new actions and emerging interactions during the game.


Reading these pages, the need to flee from pre-established models will grow within us, bringing us closer to adopting a role, as technical trainers, more based on facilitation than on direction, on the enhancement of implicit learning, within a context of variety, which favors the emancipation of the player within the game. The reflections shared by the three authors in this text can help us to change the intervention of the player for the exchange, turning our contribution to the athlete into something more efficient than sensationalist.


We are talking about a sincere approach to the natural expression of the athlete in favor of that longed-for autonomy of the player. In the same way that in a rondo we can consider as a strategy to “condition” the game to a contact with the object that different motor actions emerge, perhaps creative, understanding this conditioning or constraint as a disturbance that seeks to destabilize the player but in no case tries to improve “the game to a contact,” the authors of this work invite us to reflect on the important role that variability has in the adoption of (in)finite registers to be adopted by the athletes in the framework of the optimization of their decisionmaking system. Jorge Wagensberg from Barcelona used to say, “the lung needs air, the heart needs blood and the mouth needs saliva, [but] the brain needs change,” and this is exactly what the authors offer their athletes through variable practices such as those expressed in these lines that we can read below, applying Mayer’s principle of turning “the game itself into its master.” This variability will lead the player to optimize his creativity, a concept that the authors avoid, rightly in my opinion, attributing to the innate capacity of the athlete, understanding that this creativity can be “trained” as long as a context is offered that allows for “divergent discovery.” In this practice space, the player will find his own challenges from, for example, constraints proposed by the coach, and will end up driving the ball, passing it or shooting it at goal with the intention of being efficient, without being subjected to inductive exchanges by the coach.


On more than one occasion, I have heard one of the authors of the book, Jaime Sampaio, say that, “the way we configure the environment is the way in which we will later ask our players for answers,” and this work that we have in our hands today will help us to generate that context which does not intend to induce specific movement behaviors in the athletes, but rather contribute to their recalling old and developing new movement patterns according to specific coordination and tactical requirements that the players will consider appropriate for a unique and unrepeatable moment. These movement patterns will be grounded according to their capabilities, potential, naturalized behaviors, emotions... their resources. As Juanma Lillo says, “in a match we see what we know, not what is happening.”


We could understand this text as a manual for disturbing the athlete, as long as we have internalized beforehand that practice in variability does not expose the team to the “danger” of “training mistakes” but rather is about inviting the players to a series of adaptations according to an intentionally designed environment. In the endless and wonderful exchanges I have daily with my colleagues in the Methodology Department at FC Barcelona, in which the authors of this book have participated directly or indirectly on more than one occasion, a reflection has frequently appeared that connects with the feeling that underlies this text: From the linear perspective, to train an error is to do something that does not reproduce the “real conditions of the game,” but this vision of practice will invite the perpetuation of the previously mentioned pre-established models, when “training errors” under our paradigm would be not respecting the external focus, the player’s flow, especially in the initial training of the football player, it will be necessary to understand this game of football beyond the normative, seeking to offer these young athletes a space of continuous exploration based on generic concepts of the game such as space/time, teammates/opponents, directionality, trajectories...


If we change the perspective from modelling to disturbing, we will see that it is an opportunity for the player to self-organize in search of a main intention (specific to each game idea), avoiding that common underestimation existing in many training proposals towards the adaptive capacity of the human being athlete.


–Isaac Guerrero
Deputy Director of the Methodology Department at FC Barcelona




Acknowledgments


The authors would like to express their sincere thanks to all involved people in this book. From the players who engaged in the sessions to the people that capture their performances through video and photograph as well as to those who directly or indirectly participated in bringing it to life. It was a privilege to work with such talented and amazing people.




Introduction


This book provides a practical perspective on how additional variability can complement soccer training drills. To fulfill this purpose, the first section of the book offers a brief general theoretical background supporting the benefits of adding movement variability, and the second section contains 90 training tasks that are divided into four task types: (1) nano-level tasks, which are tasks without opposition, focus on challenging the players to explore and create new movement patterns; (2) micro-level (individual-based) tasks consist of game-based situations that face low opposition levels (e.g., 1vs1, 1vs1+4 neutral players); (3) meso-level tasks (group-based) focus on developing cooperative and competitive tendencies between teams with low tactical complexity; and (4) macro-level tasks (collective-based) are embodied in a high tactical complexity and emphasize more positioning-based solutions. These tasks were created with additional variability, and progressions have been added to assist all readers in using, adapting, and creating their own training sessions.


Part I: Developing Enriched Learning Environments


Part I presents the theoretical background in support of movement variability. The information presented in this section acts as a key precursor for acquiring novel behaviors and is fundamental to developing a better understanding of the tasks created in Part II.


Chapter 1: The Nature of Soccer


This chapter characterizes soccer from a functional and structural perspective, emphasizing how the available information about the environment guides players’ movement behaviors. From this viewpoint, it also describes how varying task constraints emphasize different information and, consequently, afford different opportunities for action. Finally, this chapter discusses players’ performance using four scales of analysis (nano, micro, meso, and macro), which support the design and division of the training task categories.




Chapter 2: The Rise of Creativity


This chapter explores the importance of creativity in developing a soccer player’s expert performance. In this regard, this chapter contextualizes the developmental trends of creativity, presents a comprehensive framework intended to nurture creative enriching environments during the early years, and discusses the factors that affect the process of developing creativity. This chapter also emphasizes pedagogical perspectives and guidelines that coaches should incorporate when designing training tasks, mainly based on movement variability, to create an enriching and supportive environment for creativity to thrive.


Chapter 3: The Role of Variability in Performance and Learning


This chapter presents general perspectives on movement variability and moves toward a more practical perspective. In this chapter, readers will acknowledge the benchmarks of adding movement variability and learn how to include variability in the training tasks to ensure a more effective acquisition of new movement skills. Ultimately, the main results regarding the acute and chronic effects of adding variability during training practices in soccer will be presented, ranging from analytical to more game-based tasks.


Part II: Designing Training Tasks


Part II presents 90 training tasks embedded in variability according to four main themes: nano-level tasks, micro-level tasks, meso-level tasks, and macro-level tasks. This categorization enables readers to better follow the main aim of each category and better understand how to integrate variability into the corresponding session aims.


Chapter 4: Adding Variability


The chapter starts with a brief explanation of the concepts and primary principles that compose the nano, micro, meso, and macro scales before presenting and describing 90 training tasks with additional variability.




Chapter 5: Periodization of Variability


This chapter proposes the periodization of variability in regard to the four main categories, exemplifying a way for players to identify opportunities that will enhance their soccer performance. This chapter also takes into consideration soccer players’ individualities and competition demands and therefore highlights the need for developing training designs that require high variability and adaptability.








PART I





Developing Enriched Learning Environments
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CHAPTER 1


The Nature of Soccer





Soccer is an invasion team sport in which the team in possession aims to progress down the field toward the goal and create goal scoring opportunities, while the team without possession looks to stay compact and restrict the available space, intending to protect their goal and recover possession of the ball (Grehaigne et al., 1997). Two opposing teams, each composed of eleven players (including the goalkeeper), compete in space and time to gain an advantage over their opponents. In the search for this space, players develop cooperative and competitive interactions with their teammates and opponents (McGarry et al., 2002). For example, the team in possession attempts to use the entire pitch space to attack and increase their distance from the nearest defender, allowing more time to decide how best to perform. The defending team stays compact and attempts to put pressure on the opponent with the ball by decreasing the available space (i.e., prevent player progression in the pitch) and time to restrict the possibility of the player in possession of the ball in exploring the best offensive options (e.g., passing and dribbling). The players from the same team must work together to develop functionally collective behaviors that allow them to pursue a collective goal, while at the same time competing with the opponents in search of spatial and temporal dominance (Grehaigne et al., 1997; Passos et al., 2016).


Performance in soccer results from a continuous process of co-adaptation between the players and teams in the search for functional movement behaviors (Araujo & Davids, 2016; Araújo et al., 2006; Passos et al., 2016). That is, the players belonging to one team will adjust their behavior in relation to their individual characteristics; for example, if the left fullback is a player characterized by lower displacement speed and faces a technically developed (1vs1 skills) winger who possesses high sprinting ability, the team may be positioned closer to the left corridor when defending. Similarly, while attacking, if the defending team retreats close to their target, this may imply that the offensive team explores more of the lateral spaces of the pitch to destabilize the defensive team (co-adaptation in the search for functional behaviors). Based on these assumptions, performance has been conceived and analyzed from the perspective of how players adjust their movement behavior according to the various configurations of play (Folgado et al., 2014) and to changes in the environment (Travassos et al., 2012a). That is, players coordinate their actions in space and time with their teammates according to the available information, such as the distance to target (Vilar et al., 2014), distance to teammates (Gonçalves et al., 2014), and their position in relation to the ball position (Gonçalves et al., 2019). For example, after losing the ball that led to a 3vs2+Gk defensive situation, the defending players may retreat to their own goal in an attempt to gain time that will allow more teammates to recover while also putting pressure on the player in possession in the penalty area to limit possible attempts to score. Under this example, players adjust their positioning according to local numerical relations (3vs2) and space (i.e., they retreat when close to the defensive half and press forward when close to their goal). Therefore, the players’ positioning on the pitch is a reflection of how each individual player explores the environmental information to support their actions (Gonçalves et al., 2016; Seifert et al., 2013; Travassos et al., 2012a). This evidence highlights that different functional behaviors emerge as a consequence of the players’ abilities to interact with the surrounding environment.




Players should be able to interpret the available environment and be independent and confident in being different and adaptive.





Perception and Action


The environment acts as a key role in the players’ decision since it contains informational properties that the players use to aid their decisions (Araújo et al., 2006; Fajen, 2007; Le Runigo et al., 2005; Travassos et al., 2012a). In this regard, player and team performances are based on the performer-environment relationship, in which the players support their actions according to the available information (Gibson, 1986). That is, opportunities to act (i.e., affordances) will emerge as the performers move and interact with the environmental information to support the emergence of goal-directed behaviors (Fajen, 2005; Fajen et al., 2009). For example, when two players are playing on the street, and suddenly, one kicks the ball and it stays trapped in a tree. To retrieve the ball, the players will explore the environment: If the tree is easy to climb, they may be able to retrieve it themselves; otherwise, they may search for other solutions, such as searching for a chair that might help them to increase their height or asking an adult to assist them. In this case, the adult opportunities for action would be different from those of the kids because, since the adult is likely taller, he may be able to retrieve the ball without needing to search for other materials to help increase his size. Under this scope, two different types of affordances can be considered: (1) body-scaled affordances, which refer to individual action capabilities, such as the ability of a defender to jump to cut the ball, and (2) action-scaled affordances, which relate to environmental properties, such as when the movement of a teammate opens space (i.e., the diagonal movement of a forward that attracts the opposing defender to move with him) for the player in possession to explore (Fajen et al., 2009). In general, the players’ ability to act (e.g., power, physical skills, motivation, tactical awareness, and individual constraints) and the environmental information (e.g., movement of teammates and opponents) will guide players’ movement behaviors. For example, when performing a dribble, the player in possession analyzes the defender’s body orientation and the available space to decide how to successfully dribble around the opponent. The player retrieves information, such as the perceived distance to the nearest defender, by reading his body orientation to provoke misalignments (Duarte et al., 2012) and identifies the available space based on the distance from the other defenders to the goal and to the pitch boundaries (Coutinho et al., 2020). However, because of the dynamic nature of soccer, the opportunities for action appear and disappear continuously based on the spatial-temporal interactions that emerge between the teammates and direct opponents (Le Runigo et al., 2005; Passos et al., 2016; Travassos et al., 2012a). Using the previous example, if the player in possession holds the ball for a long time without exploring different changes in speed and direction, it may be possible that the distance to the nearest defender decreases in such a way that would not allow the player to overcome the defender in the available space. As these examples show, players couple their actions, both in space and time, with the information, allowing them to decide when and how to perform (Le Runigo et al., 2005). Therefore, players’ movement behaviors in the pitch will depend upon their ability to exploit, identify, and use the relevant information in the competitive environment (Araújo et al., 2006; Fajen et al., 2009). Taking these findings into consideration, players must be challenged to refine their perceptual-action systems by exposing them to training tasks that help to develop their understanding of which actions are possible according to the environment and each individual’s action capabilities (Fajen, 2007).






“The best teachers are those who show you where to look, but don’t tell you what to see.”


–Alexandra Trenfor





Constraints Shape Players’ Decisions


The constraints-led approach consists of a theoretical approach underpinned in dynamical systems, ecological psychology, and non-linear pedagogy that characterize players as open systems, which implies a mutual relationship between the performer and the surrounding environment (Renshaw et al., 2019). As exemplified earlier, players will interact with the environment to solve their problems (e.g., retrieve the ball from the tree). Constraints create boundary conditions that shape and guide the players’ movement behaviors. According to Newell (1986a), the constraints can be classified according to three types: (1) environmental constraints, which concern the physical and social proprieties of the surrounding environment, such as the weather, light conditions, altitude (physical-related factors), and even the support from the group of peers and cultural expectations (social factors); (2) individual constraints, which reflect the performer’s individual characteristics, such as motivation, cognitive skills, and height; and (3) task constraints, which relate to manipulations in the task, such as the pitch size, number of players, game rules, or type of materials included. For example, the way a team presses the opposing team’s goal kick will depend on the match status (e.g., if the team is losing, it is more likely to press [task constraint]), the individual players’ ability to press (e.g., motivation, level of endurance [individual constraints]), or even the type of weather (e.g., during windy conditions, the last line is more likely to stay closer to their goal as a result of the no offside rule during the goal kick [environmental constraints]).


These constraints all provide information about the performers, which they use to regulate their actions (Fajen, 2005; Fajen, 2007). In fact, players’ actions emerge as a result of temporary couplings between the individual and the environment (Chow et al., 2015; Davids et al., 2008; Newell, 1986b). As such, the constraints provide the space in which the players act, allowing them to explore a certain number of action possibilities according to each individual’s ability (Newell et al., 2003; Orth et al., 2017). For example, a player may have to adjust the tension applied to the ball when playing on a wet pitch compared to a dry pitch (physical environmental-related constraint). In the same way, a defender may adjust his distance to the direct opponent when in possession (e.g., a fullback facing a winger) according to his individual characteristics, such as speed, power, and technical ability (individual constraints).


Each player has their own action capabilities. That is, the solution that best suits one player may not necessarily be the best solution for another player, even when facing a similar condition. For example, while one player may be able to shoot at the target during a free kick from a long distance, another player may not be able to shoot from such a distance, and crossing the ball might emerge as the most effective solution. Regarding the task constraints, the players may adjust their positioning on the pitch according to their perception of information derived from the task. For example, players may increase the pressure on the opponents when defending a regular-size goal without a goalkeeper to limit the opposing players’ opportunities to shoot; however, they will defend close to the goal when protecting many small targets because of the higher number of possibilities for the opposing team to score (Travassos et al., 2014). Therefore, all types of constraints provide information to the players that leads them to adjust their movement behaviors; however, the individual and task constraints are most relevant for coaches, as those are the types of constraints that can be manipulated by coaches (Renshaw et al., 2010).


Based on previous findings, it is important that coaches design training tasks that encourage players to be fine-tuned to the environmental information. To achieve such an aim, coaches should account for three essential concepts: (1) the representativeness of training, (2) the stability and instability during training sessions, and (3) the level of information complexity (Otte et al., 2019; Otte et al., 2020). The representativeness of training relates to how much of a skill developed during training practices transfers to the match (Pinder et al., 2011; Travassos et al., 2012b). To create representative learning environments, coaches must design tasks that maintain a similar perceptual-motor landscape as the one players face during the competition (Travassos et al., 2012b).


Using the previous example of the dribbling action, to successfully dribble around an opponent, the player in possession uses information from the body of the defender and the available space to decide what to do; it is important to maintain this information when aiming to develop the dribbling skill. A proper understanding of the creation of representative environments can be seen in the work of Farrow and Robertson (2017), where the authors propose an equation that guides coaches to recognize the transfer between training and a match.




The second concept, stability and instability, is of paramount importance for training, as movement stability allows players to maintain a structure for their performance, while instability produces fluctuations that contribute to the emergence of functional and adaptable movement patterns (Otte et al., 2019; Otte et al., 2020; Seifert et al., 2013). To achieve these intentions, coaches must create training tasks that lead players to perform the same movement under different patterns (Buszard et al., 2017). In fact, this instability will prevent players from experiencing training monotony and a state of tedium that can develop from being bored by the absence of non-variable practices (Farrow & Robertson, 2017). A continuum of variety can be added during training practices to maximize the development of adaptive movement behaviors (Farrow & Robertson, 2017), which can be achieved by adding variability during a particular single session or by adding it from a longitudinal viewpoint. (For more details, see the periodization section in chapter 5.)


Lastly, the level of information complexity, which relates to the task information complexity, consists of the amount of information a player should acquire to perform successfully (Otte et al., 2019; Otte et al., 2020). As such, coaches may amplify or decrease the perceptual demands of the player to manipulate the available affordances for a given task (Davids, 2014; Otte et al., 2019; Otte et al., 2020). For example, coaches may add a pitch corridor and sectorial lines (increasing the amount of available information) to amplify information about the use of space (i.e., team dispersion) (Coutinho et al., 2019) [36]. It is also important to note that task informational complexity may vary between individuals during the same task (e.g., during a rondo 6+1vs3, the player in the middle acting as a neutral player will face more perceptual demands compared to the players staying outside and in possession).




Coaches should make room for exploration, mistakes, risk taking, and open mindedness, and should not expect instant results.





Different Scales of Analysis


The players’ performance largely depends on their ability to capture the information that is available within the environment and determine how the individual and spatiotemporal constraints allow them to perform with the influence of previous strategic decisions and local adaptations (Sampaio et al., 2019). From this viewpoint, different levels of analysis can be considered when designing training tasks to improve players’ performance.




At the nano level, the players are exposed to more analytic-based training tasks (i.e., without cooperation or opposition) to prepare them for scenarios of higher uncertainty that require individual adaptability. At the micro level, the opposition starts to emerge (e.g., 1vs1 situations), and the players should embrace the nano performance acquired at the previous level. Several studies have explored the factors linked with attacker or defender success (Duarte et al., 2012; Grehaigne et al., 1997; Laakso et al., 2017) at this level and addressed the interpersonal coordination tendencies between the attacker and the defender in relation to their distance, the distance to the goal, or the individual and relative velocity (i.e., the difference between the attacker’s and defender’s speed). At the meso level, cooperation is added in as a key factor and includes cooperation and opposition interactions sustained with less complexity compared to formal matches. At this level of analysis, the focus relates to exploring the cooperative and competitive tendencies that emerge between players and the confronting teams, usually in the format of small-sided games. Several studies have been conducted to determine how players adapt their behavior according to teammates’ and opponents’ behaviors (Aguiar et al., 2015; Folgado et al., 2019; Gonçalves et al., 2016). Finally, the macro level includes formal game situations, in which it is possible to understand how the team behaves collectively and coordinates their actions. At this level, studies have explored the dynamics of the movement of players and teams, which show more extraordinary levels of movement regularity and predictability (Duarte et al., 2013; Gonçalves et al., 2014). Coaches should therefore take into consideration the different levels of analyses and the information flow at each level when designing training tasks to improve players’ performance.




The best teams find the perfect balance between having clear game strategies and allowing players a certain amount of freedom to take individual initiative and display creativity.











CHAPTER 2


The Rise of Creativity





 


The demand for creativity has received growing interest in distinct domains, such as education, arts, and sports sciences (Runco, 2014). In the past, creativity was typically addressed within the discussion of genius and linked with the divine, and it remained this way until the second half of the twentieth century. The study of creativity was driven by Joy Paul Guilford’s influential speech as part of the American Psychology Association (APA) in 1950. Following this statement, Guilford suggested that individuals were able to improve their creative performance and, therefore, it should be measured (Guilford, 1950; Guilford, 1967). As a result, many lines of research have been explored in this vein, including in sports sciences (Becker, 1995; Becker, 2011).


Generally, the concept of creativity has been linked to the production of something novel or rare, which is appropriate and considered valued by society (Kaufman & Baer, 2012; Runco & Jaeger, 2012). Creativity has equally been related to a characteristic of human thinking, reflecting the ability to solve problems in an original way and to produce work that is novel, adequate, and socially recognized (Razumnikova, 2007). Grounded in cognitive science, a common way to define creativity is the ability to produce something which is both new, original, and task and domain appropriate, which relates creativity with the capacity to produce work that is both novel (original and unexpected) and useful (Stenberg & Lubart, 1995; Stenberg & Lubart, 1999). Hence, the criteria for product novelty and appropriateness have long been seen as the hallmark of creativity. Creativity has also been linked to Guilford’s definition of divergent thinking, which includes the production of solutions to a particular problem with a focus on variety and quantity, and recent reports have confirmed that it is a reliable and valid predictor to gauge creativity (Runco & Acar, 2012). It is also accepted by the relevant research that convergent thinking plays a meaningful role for the creative predisposition as well. Convergent thinking is considered to generate the most appropriate solution to a given problem and relies on logic, high accuracy, and speed (Cropley, 2006). Nevertheless, the available literature highlights divergent thinking as the mainstream concept of creativity commonly used to assess creative potential in different fields. Usually, divergent thinking encompasses four creative components distinguished as fluency (generate several solutions), versatility (different categories of solutions), elaboration (detailed solutions), and originality (uniqueness of solutions). These components are considered a comprehensive measure of creative potential (Kim, 2006) and have been widely used in tests such as the Torrance Test of Creative Thinking (TTCT), Remotes Associates Test (RAT), and Consensual Assessment Technique (CAT).


The creativity concept evolved from unidimensional to multidimensional perspectives and from factors linked to individual characteristics associated with the environment (Harrington, 2011). This advancement in the conceptualization of creativity has allowed the exploration of its role in sports as well as the development of deeper knowledge in this field to nurture creative behaviors (Santos et al., 2016; Santos et al., 2017). Though the concept of creativity is not concrete and may entail a broader scope of application in soccer (Fardilha & Allen, 2019), creative behavior has been extensively described as an organic process which generates several solutions for solving a game or training problem in a feasible, unexpected, and authentic way under the appropriate environmental conditions (Memmert, 2015b; Santos & Monteiro, 2021). In this regard, creativity should be understood as the process of perceiving, exploring, and generating novel opportunities for action within a given context (Rasmussen et al., 2019). Thus, a more functional, ecological, and relational perspective was proposed as an updated conceptualization. In soccer, creativity has been described as the player’s disposition to move under the guidance of the environment and become attuned to the ability to solve a specific game problem in a novel, feasible, unexpected, and original way by starting a single act or flowing in a collective action and contributing to team success (Santos et al., 2016).


A creative predisposition seems to follow distinct patterns across the players’ development paths. In fact, while convergent thinking seems to remain stable throughout the players’ path, divergent abilities are more likely to decrease when not stimulated (Alfonso-Benlliure et al., 2013). The reason for such differences may be associated with the significant encouragement of convergent thinking during a child’s education. This higher focus on convergent behavior during childhood seems to impact their creative potential. Several studies have reported that children’s creativity begins to decline around age six, and a creative slump occurs in the fourth and six grades (Claxton et al., 2005). To mitigate this slump, it is of paramount importance that teachers and coaches develop proper enrichment environments to nurture children’s thinking and motor divergent abilities.


Looking for P-type Creativity During the Early Years


According to Boden’s Impossibility Theory to Creativity, to support creative environments, coaches should be aware that two different creative expressions emerge during the developmental process characterized as the P-type (personal creativity) and H-type (historical creativity) creativity types (Boden, 1996). H-type creativity is an action widely recognized as being novel by society; it is an innovative behavior that no player has ever executed before, and it is commonly connected to a high level of expertise (Boden, 1996). In soccer, the novel game behaviors of Ronaldinho, Messi, Ibrahimovic, and Cristiano Ronaldo are an accurate example of H-type creativity. This expression is easier to recognize in sports and is commonly highlighted in creativity conceptualization. P-type creativity is related to the creation of something that is new to the player who performed it but not necessarily to society (see figure 1). This creative expression is internal to the player, and it relates to the self-exploration of new techniques and discovery of solutions that are novel for them, allowing them to overcome personal limitations (Boden, 1996). During the early years, soccer coaches should nurture P-type creativity in their practices by promoting a supportive environment that favors openness to new challenges and a positive development climate to explore new behaviors as well as inspires confidence to engage in unpredictable training tasks. To enact this, it is essential to include in the training practices the four creative components: fluency, versatility (or flexibility), attempts, and originality (Coutinho et al., 2018; Santos et al., 2018; Santos et al., 2017) extensively adapted from Guilford’s (1950) classical research.






[image: ]

Figure 1. Examples of H-type (Higuita scorpion kick) and P-type creativity, represented by the first player to perform a new movement action (e.g., roulette).





Creating Enriching and Supportive Environments




Creative coaching is about creating an environment that allows players to feel comfortable using their imagination without fear, leading to originality in performance.





More recently, creative components have become widely used to trigger creative potential in sports (Caso & van der Kamp, 2020; Memmert & Roth, 2007; Santos et al., 2017; Santos & Monteiro, 2020). Accordingly, fluency or efficacy is the ability to execute as many effective movement actions as possible to overcome a game problem. Versatility or flexibility refers to the variety of actions that a player or team are likely to produce, such as exploring different ways to pass (e.g., a back pass from Cristiano Ronaldo). Originality covers the production of novel and rare behavioral solutions, whereas attempts are recognized as any effort to perform a non-standard action (versatile) without success (see Santos et al., 2016). Considering that coaches should view creativity as a developmental process, they should make room for mistakes or inappropriate decisions when cultivating this disposition in soccer. For a novice player, the attempt is of paramount importance to encourage them to explore new ways of performing actions, providing a greater chance that rare interactions emerge (Santos et al., 2016). This preliminary exploratory behavior will provide a foundation for upcoming creative components, such as being able to dribble in an effective way (fluency) and nurture the ability to perform the dribble in unexpected ways (versatility) until they attain a unique dribbling action (originality). These components have also been used to measure a player’s creative potential in performance-based situations with regard to task representativeness and ecological validity through the Creative Behavior Assessment in Team Sports (CBATS) (Santos et al., 2016; Santos et al., 2017; Santos et al., 2018).
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