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Abstract: 

The direct free kick is considered a golden opportunity for the kicker to register a goal. The 

kicker is virtually unchallenged by any opposing player except the wall that stands 9.1m away 

from the ball; therefore the kicker has an overwhelming advantage. Maximising this advantage is 

of paramount importance. In view of this, our study examined the extent to which an 8 weeks 

self-talk training programme is effective for improving accuracy in direct free kick using students 

of Pepsi Football Academy in Agege, Lagos. Sixty (n-60) students of the academy participated in 

the study. We randomly distributed them into two groups of self-talk group (intervention n-30) 

and control group (n-30). The apparatus used in the collection of data include a standard football 

goal post while the research materials include a dummy soccer wall, a cord, an improvised 

vanishing spray, a clipboard, writing materials, a recording sheet, six standard 5 football, cones 

and a self-talk log. The Weinberge and Gould (2011) mental skills training manual was used. The 

reliability coefficient of the apparatus following a pilot study stood at 0.63. Before the 

commencement of the mental skills training programme, we asked the participants to take six 

simulated direct free kick. At the end of each physical skills training session after the pre-test, we 

spent at least 15 minutes with the groups exposing them to self-talk training programmes. The 

self-talk training programme alongside physical skills training took place in two different 

locations for the different groups under study, these included Ijaye Jamat Muslim Organisation 

Playing Ground (Self-Talk Group) and Keke Estate Playing Ground Ogba Ijaye (Control Group). 

The self-talk training programme lasted for eight weeks. After the completion of the programme, 

we asked all the participants to take another six simulated direct free kick attempts using the 

same field settings used for the pre-test to determine the efficacy of the treatment. The pre-test 

and post-test data were analysed using inferential statistics of t-test, while the alpha level was set 

at 0.05. The result shows significant differences in t-test for self-talk and control group. Based on 

the findings, it is recommended that athletes should be exposed to saying positive things to 

themselves when taking free kick during training and competition. 

Keywords: Self-Talk, Direct Free Kick, Accuracy, Pepsi Football Academy 

 

Introduction 

Basic human movement especially in human performance is psychomotor, perceptual-

motor and or sensory motor in nature. Hence the correct accuracy of such motor execution and 

response would depend upon the speed with which the brain makes decision which is contingent 

upon some psychological factors among which are biomechanical, physiological, peripheral and 

central nervous system. However, successful skill execution in football beyond the physical skill 
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training must also consider some mental skills which have been recognised as an effective 

method. It is one of the psychological dimensions considered essential for performance 

excellence and wellbeing across a number of sport domains (Driskell, Copper & Moran, 1994; 

Feltz & Landers, 1983). 

Football is a fast, multifaceted and multi-skilled team game characterised by short sprints, rapid 

acceleration and deceleration, turning, jumping, kicking, tackling, passing and striking in order to 

score goals. It is undoubtedly one of the most popular sports in the world, engaging players, 

spectators and television viewers worldwide. Federation International de Football Association 

(FIFA, 2007b) reported that 265 million people regularly play football, making the football game 

one of the most highly participated and popular sport in the world supporting a worldwide 

industry worth about $64 trillion. At the turn of 21st century an estimated 250 million people in 

more than 200 countries played football (Mueller, Cantu & VanCamp 1996; Guttman, 1993). 

However, the 2006 world cup tournament had 27 billion accumulated viewers and the final match 

alone attracted an audience of more than 700 million (FIFA, 2007a), while the 2010 final match 

attracted more than 900 million audience (FIFA, 2010). Joseph. F. Blatter, FIFA president states 

that “football popularity remains undiminished and is actually increasing” (FIFA, 2007c). 

The global access to football requires an optimal performance from all of its practitioners, 

particularly the players. In order to boost football players’ performance, researchers all over the 

world have actively studied these practitioners in different areas of sport science, including sport 

psychology which according to Adeyeye (2006) is the scientific study of the mental or 

psychological variables that are associated with participation  in sport, exercise and all forms of 

physical activities. In this context, mental skills training research has emerged as an important 

tool to support the psychological fitness of football players in the accomplishment of higher 

performances (Thelwell, Greenlees & Weston, 2006). In the same vein, Adeyeye and Adeyemo 

(2012), Ipinmoroti (2012), Amasiatu (2002), Adeyeye (2001), further submitted that less-

proficient athletes in sport may be helped to learn, refine, and practise mental skills and strategies 

aimed at gaining personal control of weak states and psychophysical conditions that make 

performance easy. For this purpose, sport psychology consultants have developed and applied a 

remarkable number of mental skills training programmes across a range of individual and team 

sports. 

Literature have revealed that the application of mental skills in sports have been sufficiently 

documented within the western and predominantly Anglo-American culture with a neglect on 

participants from Africa (Adegbesan, 2010). In Nigeria, researchers in sports and exercise 

psychology (Adeyemo, 2016, Adeyeye & Adeyemo 2015; Adeyeye & Adeyemo 2013; 

Ipinmoroti, 2009; Ajayi & Iortima, 2003; Amasiatu, 2002; Adeyeye, 2001) reported that a sport 

related mental skills training programme improves sport and exercise performance. However, few 

studies to date have systematically examined mental simulation of sensations associated with 

bodily movement in football. This gap in the literature is more critical considering the popularity 

of football in Nigeria and the world at large. Hence, there is a need for studies on how football 

players can be assisted to perform excellently well, enhance the job of a coach and put smiles on 

the faces of the extremely passionate football lovers and fanatic fans through the use of the 

mental skills technique.  

However, the researchers had noticed with keen interest that despite the technical and tactical 

uprightness of football coaches and physiological soundness of the athletes, they still display 

displeased emotions and felt sad at the end of most competitions in which they had the 

opportunity of playing a close range direct free kick. This could be as a result of their frequent 

use of physical skills with little or no consideration for psychological factors (mental skills) 
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which is one of the four pillars of optimal performance in football, the remaining being tactical, 

technical skills and physiological factors (Richard & John, 2011).  

An accurate free kick can influence the score rate and win rate of a football team thereby giving 

them an edge over their competitors if effectively utilised. However, considering the physical and 

technical abilities of most professional football players, it would appear that the close range free 

kick is a certain goal but this is not always the case, this is mostly noted to manifests and 

magnified itself in the last minutes to decide between the winner and the loser. An example was 

the 2014 World Cup match between Iran and Nigeria where the Nigerian Winger, Ahmed Musa 

took a 28 yards free kick in the last minutes but failed to convert his free kick to a goal and the 

match ended goalless. This may be part of the reasons for early exit of the Nigerian national team 

from the World Cup competition in Brasil 2014. Adeyeye (2006) states that for athletes to 

consistently perform at their peak at any level of the competition and put smiles on the faces of 

the fans and coaches, they must be mentally prepared to maintain a high level of concentration, 

confidence and focus amidst the distractions that may be directed by the opposing team or that 

which may come from angry fanatic fans’ behaviour in the competitive environment. The 

absence of a mental skills technique to cope with this stress of competitions may lead to anxiety, 

lack of concentration, loss of confidence, fatigue, and poor free kick performance.  

Adeyeye (1996) earlier stated that this stressful competitive environment has robbed more 

athletes of physical energy, victory and enjoyment in football than any other factor.  Hence, the 

need for studies on how football players can be assisted in executing accurate free kicks that will 

register their names, club/country on the score card amidst distractions and put smiles on the 

faces of the teammates, coaching crew and the extremely passionate fans. Therefore, this study 

seeks to find out if the use of mental skills will have any effect on an accurate delivery of free 

kicks using grassroot footballers of Pepsi Football Academy in Agege, Lagos. 

Methods 

Participants 

Sixty (n=60) students were recruited from the intermediate class of Pepsi Football 

Academy in Lagos State using simple random sampling technique. They were randomly 

distributed into two groups of self-talk group (n=30) and control group (n=30). The sample size 

was considered adequate as it compared favourably with similar experimental studies in the field 

of sport and exercise psychology and the number of students available in the academy. 

Experimental research design was adopted for this study using pre-test-post-test control group 

design. The pretest-posttest control group research design was found suitable because it controls 

and filters out experimental noise and confounding variables that may pose a threat to internal 

validity. It also assures statistical equivalence between the groups prior to experimentation. The 

control group which is the essence of the experimental design that was used for this study was 

introduced to make it possible to unambiguously evaluate the effects of the independent variable 

(self-talk) on the dependent variable (direct free kick).  

Instrumentation and Proceedure 

A standard football goal post with a height of 8 feet and width of 24 feet according to 

FIFA (2014) regulations was used. Participants kicked a standard size 5 football. The ball was 

placed at a distance of 37m from the goal post where the participants took six simulated direct 

free kicks. They took two from the left, two from the centre and two from the right; this depends 

on the kickers’ choice and their dominant leg. A dummy soccer wall was positioned 9.1m 

(10yards) away from the ball as stated in FIFA (2014) regulations when taken a direct free kick. 

The participants kicked the ball over the wall and on the goal to get a point. The height of the 

wall was 5 feet 11 inches.  Target area was marked with a cord which was hanged at a distance of 
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0.07m (70cm) exactly parallel to the goal post. To determine the accuracy level, the goal post was 

divided into four parts of Most Accurate, Accurate, More Accurate and Least Accurate as 

illustrated below. The kicking area was marked with an improvised vanishing spray and does not 

exceed 45m from the goal post and 8m from the ball. The kick was considered a hit if it passes 

between the rope and the goal post and considered a fault if the ball passes outside the goal. In 

determining the scoring system, all balls that went to Most Accurate were awarded 5 points, 

More Accurate 4point, Accurate 3 point, Least Accurate 2point, and no hit was awarded 1 point 

respectively. The materials used for the study included 6 standard size 5 footballs, a dummy 

soccer wall, a cord, an improvised vanishing spray, clipboard, writing materials- biros, pens, 

pencils, recording sheets/score sheets, cones, compact disc, audio tape, self-talk log. In ensuring 

that the research instrument measured what it is supposed to measure, it was subjected to strict 

validation to ascertain its appropriateness. The instrument went through content and construct 

validity to ensure coverage of all the areas considered by the concept.  The instrument was 

presented to three experts in the department of Human Kinetics and Health Education with 

specialisation in Sport and Exercise Psychology. They were required to rate the instrument on a 

continuum of 1-2 (1 = poor, 2 = good). All the items rated poor were corrected with the 

assistance of the supervisors before administration.  Four FIFA licensed coaches who had at least 

five years coaching experience also helped to confirm the authenticity of the goal post, division 

of the post and scoring pattern to ensure that it conforms with the stipulated dimensions for a 

standard goal post as stated in the 2013/2014 FIFA regulations.  

In ensuring the reliability of the instrument, a pilot study was conducted before the main 

study using four groups of four participants each; the four groups represented the four main 

groups of this study. The internal consistency of the instrument was established using Statistical 

Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS), the Cronbach alpha coefficient of imagery stood at 0.63. 

The researchers made it known to the self-talk group the meaning of self talk, types of self-talk 

and the meaning of negative self-talk. This was done by first asking them to give their meaning 

of the phrase to grab their attention.  They were also made to understand how important saying 

positive self-talk is and its link to negative thoughts, negative emotions and poor free kick 

performance in football. They were made aware of what they say to themselves, this was done 

using the Owens and Bunker (1989) technique by cutting 30 pieces of papers which represents 

negative talk and put it in their pockets, each time they have a negative thought, they were asked 

to pick a piece of paper from the 30 pieces of papers and threw it away, the number of pieces they 

disposed means the number of negative talk they say to themselves daily. They were asked to 

think of an instance of a time during trainings or competitions where they have made a big 

mistake such as completely missing their free kick. They were asked to remember what they say 

to themselves in such situation and write it down in their self-talk log after which they were 

motivated to stop undesirable thoughts when taking direct free kick. This was achieved by telling 

them the detrimental effects the negative talk have on their free kick and football career 

generally. They were also told to eliminate the negative and irrational thoughts in their self-talk 

log and replace it with a more productive talk using Zinsser et al., (2006) techniques for 

controlling self-talk. They were asked to pair up by turning to their partner and reading the self-

talk they wrote in their log out to their partner, at this point the researchers stressed the fact that 

negative self-talk is detrimental and unproductive to their free kick accuracy. To turn the focus of 

this exercise from a negative light to a positive one, the participants were asked to rephrase their 

original self-talk in their log into a more positive manner and share it with their neighbour for 

positive feedback. In conclusion of the programme, the participants in this group were asked to 
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echo some affirmative statements developed by the researcher. This was recorded on a compact 

disc and played in an audiotape. 

The control group was given a placebo. The placebo given was a word of encouragement, 

meaning of career transition in football, causes of career transition, dealing and coping with 

career transition in football. They were also kept busy by teaching them how they can cope and 

manage difficult teammates and coaches. These went on during the mental skills training of the 

self-talk group and also lasted for eight weeks (24 sessions). 

 

Data Analysis and Result 

Descriptive and inferential statistical procedures were used to analyse the data. The mean, 

range, frequency counts, percentages and standard deviation were computed. Inferential statistics 

of t-test was used to analyse the data and all statistical analysis were set at 0.05 alpha level. 

 

Figure №1. Pie Chat on Age of Participants. Data Presentation on Demography of Participants 
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Table №1. Frequency distribution and percentages of the age of participants 

Age                                                              Frequency                                           Percentage 

 

9 years 10             16.7% 

10 years 21             35.0% 

11 years 25             41.7% 

12 years 4              6.6% 

Total 60            100% 

 

Fig 1 and Table 1 above show the age of participants indicating that 10 or 16.7% were 9 years, 21 

representing 35.0% of the sample were 10 years of age, 25 or 41.7% were 11 years and 4 
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representing 6.6% of the participants by age were 12 years of age respectively. This shows that 

the majority of the participants were 11 years of age. 

 

Figure №2. Pie Chat on Gender of Participants 
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Table №2. Gender of Participants 

Gender                                                     Frequency                                          Percentage 

 

Female                      1      1.67% 

Male                     59     98.33% 

Total                     60        100% 

 

Fig 2 and Table 2 above show the gender of participants. 1 or 1.67% was female and males 

constituted 59 or 98.33% of the sampled population. Males constituted the highest number of 

participants. 

 

Hypothesis Testing 

Table №3. t-test analysis on the performance of footballers in simulated free kick accuracy 

between the self-talk group and the control group 

Groups 

 

 

 

Self-Talk 

Group  

 

Control 

Group 

N      Pre-Test                                        Post-Test   

 Performance                                  Performance 

Post- 

Mean 

Diff 

 

 

1.6 

t-

value 

 

 

 

 

17.81 

p-

value 

 

 

 

0.000 

Mean           Standard            Mean        Standard 

                         Dev.                                  Dev. 

30 

 

30 

 

1.60                   .3625           3.338            .3975               

 

1.78                   .4335             1.72            .3764        

t-value is significant at p<0.05 
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Figure №3. Bar Chart showing difference in the performance of footballers in simulated free 

kick accuracy between the self-talk and the control group 

 
 

Fig 3 and Table 3 present the t-test analysis of the difference in the performance of 

footballers in simulated free kick accuracy between the self-talk group and the control group. The 

self-talk group appeared to have made differential improvements over the control group. This is 

because the self-talk group recorded a higher mean value of 3.338; Sd= .3975 as against the 

control group with a lower mean score of 1.72; Sd=.3764 in the post-test scores. The difference 

in the mean score was statistically significant as t-calculated= 17.81 at p<0.05. As a result, the 

null hypothesis that states that there is no significant difference in the performance of footballers 

in simulated free kick accuracy between the self-talk group and the control group was rejected. 

 

Discussion 

In this study, the researchers determine the effect of self-talk training programme on free kick 

accuracy of footballers in Pepsi Football Academy, Lagos Nigeria. Specifically, the study sought 

to investigate the difference in the performance of the grassroot footballers in simulated direct 

free kick accuracy between the self-talk group and the control group. The finding showed the 

efficacy of positive self-talk in enhancing accurate direct free kick in football. It is imperative to 

state that a football player that is about taking a direct free kick will look at the situation 

surrounding him or remember his previous poor direct free kicks and feel so depressed and daunt. 

For the inexperienced, average or a beginner football player, the threat perceived in the 

environment at the point of taking any precision task, especially direct free kick in football is 

always very high. This feeling of anxiety comes naturally, as all attention of other co-actors, 

coaches and spectators are directed towards the kicker, this usually brings negative and self 

defeating thought which will automatically result to missing of the direct free kick. A football 

player who must have been trained on how to use positive self-talk amidst distractions will have 

advantage over other opponents who lack such training. When such negative thought comes, 
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athletes who have the knowledge of effective use of positive self-talk knows how to block out 

such self defeating thought or replace it with a more productive and positive thought. This will 

make the kicker to gain control and the concentration needed to deliver accurate direct free kick 

that will put smiles on the faces of the team mates, coaches and the extremely passionate 

spectators. The control group lacked this mental skill, hence, the significant difference. 

The result was corroborated by the findings of Johnson, Hrycaiko, Johnson and Halas (2004) in a 

study that examined the effectiveness of teaching skilled young female football players the use of 

self-talk and motor performance in shooting. Four female football players were selected from an 

elite less than fourteen female regional football team to participate in the study. A drill was 

designed in conjunction with the coaching staff of the team to practice the shooting skill using 

mini nets which were set up in the bottom left and right hand corners f the net along the goal line. 

This mini net provided a visual target for the shooter and provided the observers with a simplistic 

manner to assess performance. The participants were given self-talk through a scripted one-on-

one meeting with the researchers. The participants were also instructed to use the words every 

time the skill was performed. The result of the study demonstrated that the self-talk strategy 

improved shooting performance in football. The study concludes that positive self-talk has 

potential influential effects on football players shooting accuracy and it is an important 

component in improving performance. 

The efficacy of positive self-talk in improving performance in football had also been 

demonstrated in a study that examined effects of self-talk on football players’ performance in 

official competitions by Daftari, et al (2010). The main purpose of the study was to examine the 

perceived negative and positive effect of self-talk on athletes’ performance using twenty-five 

Iranian football players who qualified for national football team. They were assigned an open 

ended questionnaire which solicited information about self-talk before, during and after the 

match. The analysis indicated the perceived effect could be characterized at two levels of mental 

and behavioural. Most important positive effect of self-talk at mental level included its cognitive 

benefits such as enhancing focus and attention, promote decision making skills and decreasing 

reaction time. Mental level benefits also comprised emotional effects of self-talk such as 

motivating players to increase efforts, coping with difficult situations, and decreasing anxiety and 

psyching up. Positive self-talk was also reported to have emotional effects by strengthening 

confidence. At behavioural level it was perceived to benefit execution of tasks by increased 

attentional focus and creating an awareness of the negative consequences of certain behaviours 

thereby benefiting the overall performance of the individual players and that of the team.  

The positive effects of self-talk has also been reported to enhance motor performance in other 

team sport when Yannis et al (2001) in their study which examined the effect of self-talk on a 

basketball shooting task reported that the participants who received positive self-talk significantly 

improved their performance when compared to the control group who were not given any 

treatment of self-talk. In the same vein, Thomas, Antonis and Yanis (2008) conducted a study on 

the effectiveness of self-talk intervention programme on performance of wheelchair basketball 

drills. Twenty-two wheelchair basketball athletes from two different clubs of the same league 

participated in their study which lasted for twelve weeks. Thomas et al (2008) assigned the 

participants into self-talk and a control group. The self-talk group in addition to their normal 

practice, used self-talk in the form of technical instruction while the control group only followed 

the same training schedule without the use of self-talk. Thomas et al (2008) study indicated that 

performance of the self-talk group significantly improved more than the performance of the 

control group in the two basketball skills which implies that the use of self-talk can be an 

effective tool for the improvement of performance in wheelchair basketball. 
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Conclusion 

Based on the findings of this study, it is therefore concluded that the performance in simulated 

direct free kick accuracy of the self-talk group was significantly higher than the control group as 

a result of the treatment. 

 

Recommendations 

1. Football coaches should seek the services of a mental coach (Sport Psychologist) to help 

train athletes the use of positive self-talk during training and competitions.  

2. Football coaches at all levels should encourage their athletes to always say positive 

statement to themselves and do away with any sort of self defeating and negative self-talk.  
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