
Effects of Non-Selection for Physical Activities
on Adolescents’ Mental Health

Background
Being dropped from competitive sports teams had a negative impact on Tadhg’s self-confidence, hence, he 
thought of the idea for this project. Jack, who stopped playing sport aged twelve, agreed that while he had 
no experience of being dropped himself, that this is an issue that has an impact on adolescents especially. 
However, we know that like Jack, many others do not play competitive sport, so we would be specifying 
our investigation to people who play competitive sport and it would be an exclusive investigation. Jack 
remembered a poem he studied in first year English class ‘Tich Miller’ by Wendy Cope and he thought 
about how an issue raised in this poem also affects young people. This poem explores how being picked 
last in schoolyard games makes children feel very upset, isolated, self-conscious, and lowers their self-
confidence, and even drives the poet to be a bully in later years because of the cruelty she suffered at 
the hands of the people who were picking the teams. Being picked last in PE games, etc. is the same as 
being picked last in schoolyard games so our hypothesis is that being picked in PE games, etc. and being 
dropped from competitive sports teams has a similar effect on some adolescents as being picked last in 
the schoolyard had on Wendy Cope. However there has been almost no research done on this topic so 
we saw an area that we thought we needed to raise awareness about.

The Participants
We distributed surveys which we produced ourselves 
to 600 pupils out of the 753 pupils combined between 
our school (The Abbey School) and the all-female 
secondary school in the town (St. Anne’s Secondary 
School). 582 pupils returned their surveys, 343 of 
these males, 239 females. The pupils gave implied 
consent by filling out the surveys.
Sixteen secondary students participated in our focus 
groups, eight from both The Abbey School and St. 
Anne’s Secondary School. 

We interviewed Alan Quinlan, Kieran Donaghy, 
Michael Dempsey, Valerie Mulcahy, John Kiely, a 
senior inter-county hurler and a senior inter-county 
camogie player.

 

Methodology
Once we had the survey results inputted into Microsoft Excel we sent the document to Bernard McCarthy 
who is a NUIG lecturer on research. Bernard inputted the results into the SPSS statistical package which 
he got statistics from. He then sent the statistics to us by email.

We sourced students for our focus groups by telling students to put either yes or no on the top corner 
of their survey to indicate if they were willing to participate in the focus group. Each survey had a number 
and we picked two first and second years and one pupil from each year from third year to sixth year out 
of the people that had written yes on their surveys. We did this in both schools. We used numbers so that 

the identity of the people who had returned their surveys would remain anonymous 
and we asked all pupils to write their number into their homework journals so that they 
would remember their number if they were selected for the focus group. 

The third part of our study was interviews with people at the top end of their respective 
sports about their viewpoint on our topic. We interviewed Alan Quinlan, Kieran Donaghy, 
Michael Dempsey, Valerie Mulcahy, John Kiely, a senior inter-county hurler and a senior 
inter-county camogie player.

How people felt others respond to being constantly selected last? 
Total Years 1,2,3 Years 4,5,6 School A School B 

UPSET 151  88 63 89 62 

DISAPPOINTED 20  9 11 16 4 

ISOLATED 79  46 33 25 54 

ANGRY 14  10 4 10 4 

EMBARRASSED 23  10 13 14 9 

LESSSELF-CONFIDENT 146  57 89 56 90 

UNMOTIVATED 44  18 26 28 16 

NOIMPACT 69  33 36 59 10 

FRUSTRATED 26  19 7 10 16 

MOTIVATEDTOIMPROVE 13  9 4 9 4 

JEALOUS 3  2 1 0 3 

PRESSURISED 2  0 2 0 2 

 

 

 

 

How people felt others respond to being constantly selected last?

Comparison Table of Means score for Years 1,2,3 versus Years 4,5,6 

Years 
Grouped N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean

Pvalue Mean 
difference

Std. Error 
Difference 

95% Confidence 
Interval of the 

Difference 

Sig
Difference 
Found 

  Lower  Upper   

How often are you picked 
last for PE and/or training 
games (scale 1-10) 

1st- 3rd year 293 4.93 2.711 .158
.002  .699  .228  .251  1.147  YES 

4th - 6th Year 
279 4.23 2.743 .164

Upset 1st- 3rd year 296 3.38 2.458 .143 .083  ‐.371  .214  ‐.790  .049 
4th-6th Year 279 3.75 2.663 .159

Annoyed 1st- 3rd year 294 3.99 2.771 .162 .037  ‐.501  .240  ‐.972  ‐.031 
YES 

4th- 6th Year 277 4.49 2.957 .178

Frustrated 1st- 3rd year 293 3.41 2.662 .155 .003  ‐.709  .235  ‐1.171  ‐.248 
YES 

4th- 6th Year 277 4.12 2.944 .177

Determination to improve 1st- 3rd year 291 6.18 3.016 .177 .005  .720  .254  .220  1.220 
YES 

4th-6th Year 275 5.46 3.036 .183

Isolated 1st - 3rd year 290 2.96 2.410 .142 .606  ‐.107  .207  ‐.514  .300 
4th- 6th Year 276 3.07 2.518 .152

Willingness to continue 1st - 3rd year 290 7.46 3.014 .177 .000  1.020  .261  .508  1.533 
YES 

4th- 6th Year 276 6.43 3.196 .192

Have you noticed the same 
individual being picked last? 

1st- 3rd year 292 7.09 3.060 .179 .000  ‐1.056  .238  ‐1.524  ‐.588 
YES 

4th- 6th Year 275 8.15 2.576 .155

Consideration you give to 
those who are constantly 
selected last. 

1st-  3rd year 239 5.92 2.447 .158
.134  .352  .235  ‐.109  .813 

4th- 6th Year 
234 5.57 2.657 .174

Comparison Table of Means score for Years 1,2,3 versus Years 4,5,6

Difference between School A and School B  (Boys versus Girls) 

Comparison Table  of Means and Standard deviation  For School A & B Pvalue Mean 
difference 

Std. Error 
Difference 

95% Confidence 
Interval of the 

Difference 

Sig 
Difference 

Found 

School N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 
  Lower Upper   

How often are you picked last in PE 
and/or training games? (scale 1-10) 

School A 339 4.51 2.841 .154 .415  ‐.191  .234  ‐.650  .269 
school B 233 4.70 2.605 .171 

Upset School A 340 3.39 2.557 .139 .047  ‐.432  .217  ‐.858  ‐.006  YES 

school B 235 3.82 2.558 .167 

Annoyed School A 337 4.11 2.947 .161 .217  ‐.302  .244  ‐.781  .178   

school B 234 4.41 2.755 .180 

Frustrated School A 339 3.72 2.930 .159 .750  ‐.077  .241  ‐.550  .397   

school B 231 3.80 2.662 .175 

Determination School A 337 5.69 3.137 .171 .182  ‐.348  .261  ‐.860  .164   

school B 229 6.04 2.898 .191 

Isolated School A 335 2.61 2.164 .118 .000  ‐.993  .207  ‐1.398 ‐.587  YES 

school B 231 3.60 2.739 .180 

Willingness to continue School A 337 7.37 3.100 .169 .000  1.022  .266  .499  1.544  YES 

school B 229 6.35 3.115 .206 

Have you noticed the same 
individuals constantly being picked 
last? 

School A 338 7.47 2.995 .163 
.189  ‐.324  .247  ‐.809  .160 

 

school B 229 7.79 2.703 .179 

Consideration you give to those 
who are constantly selected last 

School A 281 5.27 2.552 .152 .000  ‐1.191  .233  ‐1.650 ‐.733  YES 

school B 192 6.46 2.399 .173 
Difference Between year 1,23 and Years 4,5,6 Combined 

Difference between School A and School B  (Boys versus Girls)

Overall Means , Modes and Medians SD for all Scale Questions  
   Quartile Ranges

On a scale of 1-10:  
N Missing Mean Median Mode Std. 

Deviation 
25% 50% 75% 

Q5 
How often are you picked last in PE 
and/or in training games? 572 10 4.59 4.00 1 2.747 2.00 4.00 7.00 

Q6A 
How upsetwere you after being picked 
last or dropped? 575 7 3.56 3.00 1 2.564 1.00 3.00 5.00 

Q6B  Annoyed 571 11 4.24 4.00 1 2.871 1.00 4.00 7.00 
Q6C  Frustrated 570 12 3.75 3.00 1 2.822 1.00 3.00 6.00 
Q6D  Determination 566 16 5.83 6.00 1 3.045 3.00 6.00 8.00 
Q6E  Isolated 566 16 3.01 2.00 1 2.462 1.00 2.00 5.00 

Q6F 
Willing were you to continue playing 
the sport/participating in PE, etc. 566 16 6.96 8.00 10 3.143 5.00 8.00 10.00

Q9 

Have you noticed the same individuals 
being picked last in PE and training 
games? 

567 15 7.60 9.00 10 2.882 6.00 9.00 10.00

Q12 

What level of consideration do you give to 
those who are constantly selected last if 
you are picking teams for PE or training 
games, etc.? 

473 109 5.75 6.00 5 2.556 4.00 6.00 8.00 

 

 

 

 

Overall Means , Modes and Medians SD for all Scale Questions 

A breakdown of the percentage of pupils in 
each year who participated in the survey.

Results
The survey results are our quantitative results while our focus group and interview results are our 
qualitative results because they are more in-depth than the survey results. 

Our quantitative results are the results to the questions in our surveys (Displayed through graphs and 
statistic tables). We discovered multiple significant differences in emotional response between male and 
females, as well as age group difference (1st, 2nd and 3rd years compared to 4th, 5th and 6th).

Firstly, between the genders, there were significant differences between levels of upset, isolation, willingness 
to continue and consideration given to those who are constantly selected last. Females felt more upset and 
isolated after being picked last in PE and training games and after being dropped from competitive sports 
teams. Males showed more willingness to continue perhaps because they don’t care as much as females 
about being dropped or picked last. Also probably because females care more about being selected last, 
they show more consideration to those who are constantly selected last. 

As for the differences between the Junior Cycle and Senior Cycle students, there were significant differences 
between how often they are picked among the last for PE and training games, their level of annoyance, 
frustration, determination to improve and willingness after being dropped or picked last, and the level of 
consideration they show to people who are constantly selected last. Junior Cycle students said that they 
are picked among the last more often than Senior Cycle students, but Senior Cycle students get more 
frustrated and annoyed about being dropped and picked last. Hence, Junior Cycle students are more willing 
to continue. Junior Cycle students are also more determined to improve than Senior Cycle students. 
Senior Cycle students noticed pupils constantly being selected last in PE and training games more than 
the students in the Junior Cycle.

Upset and less self-confident are the two feelings people experienced the most after being dropped or 
selected last while isolated, demotivated and no impact featured quite regularly.

Students in the focus groups felt that being dropped and picked last is disheartening and that it affects 
people’s self-confidence, but that it can either demotivate someone or motivate them to improve. One 
striking difference between the two focus groups is that it was the boys first time talking about their 
feelings about this topic with their peers but most of the girls had talked to their peers about the topic 
before.
The sports stars that we interviewed nearly all made the same point, that people can take being dropped 
or being selected last in two manners, they can pity themselves or they can take it as motivation to 
improve, and all of them said that they took it as motivation to improve.

Conclusions
Females are more emotional about being dropped and being picked last than males. 

Males’ willingness to continue is significantly higher than females.

Females said that they give more significantly more consideration to those who are constantly selected 
last than males but interestingly females had a higher score than males on the scale of 1-10 on how often 
they are picked last in PE and/or training games, 1 being never and 10 being always.

Females are more comfortable talking their feelings with their peers than males.

Students in the Senior Cycle are more emotional about being dropped than students in the Junior Cycle 
but students in the Junior Cycle are more willing to continue and more determined to improve.

Top sports players are successful because they take setbacks as motivation to improve.

Being dropped and selected last cause adolescents to lose confidence.

Recommendations
We recommend that all primary school teachers, secondary school PE teachers, and 
competitive sports coaches/managers pick teams themselves in PE/training to avoid 
hurting people’s feelings.

We recommend that adolescents and children whose teachers/trainers continue to 
let them pick teams for PE and training games take 
their classmates/teammates feelings into account as 
we have highlighted in this investigation that being 
picked last can affect people.

Encourage adolescents, especially males to talk 
about their feelings about being picked last and 
being dropped, possibly in SPHE class, because it 
was clear from the focus group that males are less-
confident talking about the topic because they have 
not discussed it with their peers before.


