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Coaches play an important role in fostering a positive social environment in
youth sport. Research has explored the social environment from the perspective of
athletes engaged in interdependent sport, but less is known about coaches’ percep-
tions, especially for sport types that differ along the continuum of task interdepen-
dence. The purpose of this study was to explore coaches’ perceptions of the social
environment in integrated and contrient recreational sports. Seven gymnastics and
seven ice hockey coaches participated in semi-structured interviews, and transcripts
were analyzed thematically. All coaches perceived a positive social environment to
consist of supportive teammates, which encouraged athletes’ sport commitment.
Interestingly, coaches had not received any formal education on facilitating athlete
relationships within a team. Additionally, whereas gymnastics coaches described
the development of a caring climate, ice hockey coaches focused on performance—
both with intentions of improving athlete experiences. Future directions and impli-
cations for coach education are offered.

KEY wORDS: Contrient sport, Integrated sport, Group dynamics, Qualitative
research.

Sport is a context where participating youth can obtain a range of phys-
ical (e.g., improved fitness), psychological (e.g., reduced risk of depression),
and social (e.g., quality relationships) benefits (e.g., Eime, Young, Harvey,
Charity, & Payne, 2013; Piercy et al., 2018). Unfortunately, despite the accu-
mulating evidence supporting the merits of sport participation, current soci-
etal trends indicate fewer children and youth are maintaining involvement
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(e.g., Balish, McClaren, Rainham, & Blanchard, 2014). Further, researchers
emphasize that participatory benefits from youth sport are not automatic,
and that quality social dynamics (e.g., coach-athlete relationships, peer inter-
actions) are prerequisites to facilitating positive youth development (e.g.,
Coté, Turnnidge, & Evans, 2014). Despite the numerous social agents
involved in youth sport (e.g., athletes, parents, coaches, administrators),
coaches are particularly central with regards to shaping sport experiences.
Indeed, effective coaches are those that consistently apply their “profes-
sional, interpersonal, and intrapersonal knowledge to improve athletes’ com-
petence, confidence, connection, and character in specific coaching con-
texts” (Coté & Gilbert, 2009, p. 316). Gleaned from this definition is a
coach’s ability to use interpersonal knowledge (i.e., managing relationships)
to positively impact desirable athlete outcomes.

Given the role of quality relationships in facilitating positive youth sport
experiences, there has been a large body of literature investigating how
coaches influence social dynamics among teams. Specifically, research has
informed our understanding of the coach-athlete relationship (e.g., Jowett,
2007), peer relationships (e.g., Weiss & Smith, 2002), and certain elements of
the broader social environment (i.e., the varying interpersonal relationships
that develop once members become established as a group; Carron & Eys,
2012). For instance, athletes of coaches who use positive reinforcement,
social support, and democratic behaviours typically see their teams as more
cohesive (Westre & Weiss, 1991). Further, coaches’ autonomy supportive
behaviours can foster team identity in athletes by fulfilling basic psychologi-
cal needs (Coatsworth & Conroy, 2009). In fact, coaches play a key role in
turning a collection of athletes into a united group by forming positive rela-
tionships with athletes (Jowett, 2007).

There have been specific strategies employed by coaches that outline
how they influence group-level outcomes. For instance, youth soccer and
American football coaches who use a games-based approach by building a
supportive social and moral environment improve athletes’ sense of team-
work and team cohesion (Atkinson & Harvey, 2017; Harvey, 2009). In addi-
tion, researchers have described a range of ways that coaches can use life
skills strategies, either implicitly (i.e., focusing on developing sport skills
without conscious effort placed on life skills transfer) or explicitly (i.e., inten-
tionally targeting life skills development by drawing connections from sport
to everyday life; Bean, Kramers, Forneris, & Camiré, 2018). However,
whereas ample research highlights the importance of coaches in fostering
dyadic and group-level outcomes (e.g., Eys et al., 2013), many of these stud-
ies have used similar methodologies and perspectives. Specifically,



Coach Perceptions of the Social Environment in Recreational Youth Sport 199

researchers have noted the tendency to include self-report questionnaires
when attempting to investigate complex group level constructs (e.g., Eys &
Brawley, 2018). Thus, it is important to explore the perspectives and current
practices from coaches themselves in relation to how they improve and man-
age the social environment. Such efforts could shed light on the multidimen-
sional components of quality social dynamics, which is significant given that
understanding coaches’ interpersonal behaviours with their athletes is an
essential facet of coaching effectiveness (Coté & Gilbert, 2009; Turnnidge &
Coté, 2018).

Understanding how coaches influence the social environment within
their teams is particularly critical as it has been highlighted as a salient com-
ponent of the athlete experience, regardless of sport type (e.g., for interde-
pendent or independent sport; Evans, Eys, & Bruner, 2012). However,
despite the need to consider social processes across all sport, effective coach-
ing is nevertheless context specific (Coté & Gilbert, 2009), likely requiring
different approaches across varying types. In an attempt to more clearly
delineate sport types, Evans and colleagues (2012) extended the traditional
sport dichotomy of team versus individual, and proposed a typology based
on the interdependence required by teammates to engage in their sport.
Across six potential types, the authors introduce sports where athletes (a)
train together but do not have a collective team outcome (i.e., independent),
(b) train together and compete against one another without an identified
group outcome (i.e., contrient), (c) compete in different classes/levels and
contribute to both individual and team outcomes (i.e., cooperative), (d) com-
pete against each other and have individual and group outcomes (i.e., collec-
tive), (e) compete together but do not always need to interact during the task
(i.e., segregated), and (f) work together toward an objective and overt group
outcome (i.e., integrated). Based on the proposed typology, a question that
remains is not only how coaches manage the social environment, but also
how efforts might differ between sports that lie on divergent ends of the
interdependence continuum?

Preliminary investigations with athletes suggest that perceptions of the
social environment (e.g., groupness, friendship with teammates, collectivism)
feature prominently in determining the athlete experience for cooperative,
contrient, and independent sport (Evans, Eys, & Wolf, 2013). Indeed, ath-
letes that ranged from traditionally considered “individual” sports spoke to
the necessity of having coaches who implement strategies to balance individ-
ual needs while also creating an inclusive social environment (Evans et al.,
2013). As several examples, they described efforts to improve communica-
tion, emphasize values, promote team outcomes, and use socially directed
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team building. Considering that the athletes described coaches as critical
social agents in this process, and that recent literature advocates for coaches
to use behaviours that influence the team environment—rather than simply
dyadic relationships (e.g., Turnnidge & Coté, 2018)—further exploring per-
ceptions and strategies from the coach’s standpoint would be useful. In addi-
tion, although previous research has investigated athlete perspectives of
coaching behaviours from the independent end of the continuum (Evans et
al., 2013), further exploration of coaches’ perceptions of the social environ-
ment at both ends of the interdependence continuum (i.e., contrient and
integrated) is warranted.

The purpose of this study was to explore general perceptions that
coaches had in relation to the social environment for their teams in recre-
ational youth sport. Specifically, coaches from contrient and integrated sport
types were queried about (a) the degree to which they felt the social environ-
ment would impact the youth sport experience, (b) their current experiences
with improving or managing the social environment within their teams, and
(c) any previous coach training or workshops where they obtained useful
information or guidance about the topic.

Methods

QUALITATIVE APPROACH

A postpositivist approach guided this study, assuming a critical realist ontology and mod-
ified objectivist epistemology (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Critical realism asserts that there is a
reality with regard to social experiences, but that this reality can never be accurately verified
due to its complexity (Roberts, 2014). A critical realist approach encourages the use of emic
viewpoints to help to determine meanings and purposes that participants attribute to their
experiences (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). It is important to highlight that all authors have an
extensive understanding of the literature pertaining to group dynamics in sport, combined
with elite level participation as athletes in the sports selected for examination. This intimate
understanding of theory in concert with the familiarity of sport experiences enabled the
researchers to engage with participant perspectives and experiences. The researchers are
aware of their positionality, and their biases, experiences, and emotions are considered impor-
tant when identifying themes and describing their meaning in the results (Guba & Lincoln,
1994).

PARTICIPANTS

A purposeful criterion sampling approach (Patton, 2015) informed participant recruit-
ment. To partake in this study, participants had to be head coaches of ice hockey (i.e., inte-
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grated) or gymnastics (i.e., contrient) youth sport teams (i.e., coaching athletes between the
ages of 12-17 years), whereby high frequency and duration of interaction with athletes was
expected. The participants also had to coach athletes aligning with the recreational years of
sport participation according to the Developmental Model of Sports Participation (DMSP;
Coté, Baker, & Abernethy, 2007). Ultimately, 14 head coaches from recreational ice hockey (7
=7) and gymnastics (7 = 7) took part in the study.

Ice hockey coaches. Male recreational ice hockey coaches (M, = 47.5; SD = 6.0) had an
average of 9.6 years (SD = 5.2) of coaching experience and were leading teams in House
League programs for both male (7 = 4) and female (7 = 3) athletes aged 12-17 years. Accord-
ing to Hockey Canada, House League programs are recreational, inexpensive, require low
time commitment, and are inclusive and egalitarian offerings (Hockey Canada, n.d.). The
coaches from this study were involved with teams that fit within the ‘recreational” competitive
level as proposed by Robertson, Hague, Evans, and Martin (2019). Coaches emphasized that
this league was oriented toward skill acquisition, yet a main focus was enjoyment and contin-
ued engagement with the sport. Teams were involved in two one-hour practice sessions every
week, competed against other teams biweekly, and were enrolled in one tournament during
the season.

Gymnastics coaches. The recreational artistic gymnastics coaches (M, = 27.3; SD =5.1)
were all female and had an average of 11.7 years (SD = 4.6) of coaching experience with female
athletes aged 12-17 years. According to coaches and based on the first author’s past experi-
ences as a gymnast, the objectives of the recreational and interclub programs were to develop
a range of gymnastics skills and to provide the opportunity for fun competition and continued
involvement at the gym. Gymnasts trained together for three to eight hours per week and were
given the option to participate in two to three competitions per season. Gymnasts did not par-
ticipate in a selection process, travelled regionally for competitions only if they decided to par-
ticipate, and the sampling of other sports was encouraged among the clubs. Thus, the com-
petitive level of teams in the present study also fell within the ‘recreational’ category
(Robertson et al., 2019).

PROCEDURES

Following ethical approval from the General Research Ethics Board at the third author’s
institution, coaches were contacted using publicly available information and through existing
personal and sport-related contacts. Those who agreed to participate were asked to complete
a coach information sheet for demographics and coaching experience, and interviews were
scheduled to take place over the phone (z = 12) or in-person (7 = 2). The interviews were
audio recorded and transcribed verbatim, and the first author maintained a reflective journal
throughout the duration of the interview process. The interviews ranged in length from 21 to
55 minutes (M = 42.7, SD = 10.52) and the transcription process resulted in 204 pages of sin-
gle-spaced text.

Semi-structured interview guides. The interview guides were informed by group dynam-
ics (e.g., Carron & Eys, 2012) and coaching effectiveness (e.g., Coté & Gilbert, 2009) litera-
ture, and were developed to progress from introductory questions (to establish rapport and
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allow the participant feel comfortable with the interview process), to transition questions (to
explore general coaching objectives and experiences), key questions (to investigate relevant
concepts or experiences), and closing questions (to provide opportunities to consolidate infor-
mation and encourage closing remarks; e.g., Patton, 2015). In terms of key questions, coaches
were asked about their knowledge derived from previous training (e.g., “What was the pur-
pose of previous coaching courses and what type of content was delivered?”), their percep-
tions of the social environment’s importance for athlete experiences (e.g., “How important is
the social environment; why or why not?”), and their ability to influence the environment
(e.g., “Do you think your actions influence the environment in your team/club?”). Finally,
coaches were asked about strategies utilized to influence their team’s environment (e.g.,
“What strategies have you used in the past to try and influence the social environment in your
team?”). The interview guides are available as an online resource or upon request by the first
author. The interviewer probed participants at times to develop a greater understanding of
coaches’ perceptions (Patton, 2015). For example, with gymnastics coaches, the researcher
inquired about the role of the superordinate gymnastics club structure in facilitating the social
environment. Ice hockey coaches were probed about the role of tournaments and interacting
with other hockey teams or parents/guardians in facilitating the social environment.

DATA ANALYSIS AND METHODOLOGICAL RIGOR

Reflexive thematic analysis was conducted to develop and report themes (patterns of
shared meaning underpinned by a core concept, as opposed to domain summaries) within the
data (Braun & Clarke, 2019; Braun, Clarke, & Weate, 2016). In this type of analysis, the
researcher is reflexive and engages thoughtfully with the data to generate themes, becoming a
critical feature of knowledge production (Braun & Clarke, 2019). First, hockey and gymnas-
tics coaches’ interviews were re-read and coded separately, taking notes on the transcripts and
creating semantic themes. Next, the interviews across all coaches were analyzed collectively,
adding notes and themes together. These preliminary themes were concept mapped according
to the research questions, and analyzed according to similarities, differences, and contextual
considerations between coaches. The themes were refined, named, and given descriptions
during the writing of the document. While the themes were originally developed using a
semantic approach, the first author later engaged with the data using a latent focus, which
involved uncovering the meanings that underpinned participants’ explicit statements (e.g.,
reflecting on personal experiences in sport and aiming to understand the ‘big picture’ mes-
sage; Braun et al., 2016). Coding was conducted deductively to generate a framework of gen-
eral themes and subthemes (Braun et al., 2016). This type of analysis is commonly used in psy-
chological research and is beneficial for its flexibility and compatibility with various
paradigms, allowing for theoretical freedom (Braun et al., 2016). Using a critical realist ontol-
ogy, thematic analysis investigates the non-falsified beliefs, attitudes, and values of coaches
according to their context (i.e., sport), and the authors experiences in both sports facilitated
the latent coding process.

The following describes the methodological rigor that was undertaken to ensure the
credibility and trustworthiness of the data. The guidelines advanced by Sparkes and Smith
(2014) informed the process, with the first being the use of pilot interviews to practice probe
questions and improve interviewer comfort with the process. Throughout data collection, the
first author also engaged in reflective practice by maintaining a journal that was referred to
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prior to subsequent interviews. Generally, journaling involved making notes of common
examples used by participants, general ideas for potential themes, and alternate probe ques-
tions that could prove useful for future interviews. It was also an outlet used to make notes
about potential links with relevant group dynamics principles in relation to participant
responses. Debriefing with the research team occurred during the interview process and con-
tinued through to the analysis, with the main purpose revolving around maintaining meaning-
ful coherence between the stated objectives, qualitative approach, and method of analysis. In
addition, these discussions enabled the authors to discuss their positionalities (e.g., experi-
ences as competitive ice hockey and gymnastics athletes, reflecting on personal interactions
with their youth coaches and then also with their experiences as coaches), recognizing that
their perspectives shaped their interpretation of the participant responses, and by extension,
the current results. Lastly, all coaches were provided with their interview transcripts prior to
data analysis in the hopes that they might add additional insight extending what was discussed
during the interviews (e.g., Smith & McGannon, 2018). Nine participants responded to the
researchers request, all of which indicated that they did not have any additional information
to contribute.

Results

The three major themes uncovered revolved around (a) the nature of the
social environment in youth sport (i.e., the what) and whether coaches had
received any information or guidance to orient them during previous educa-
tion, (b) any reasons they believed it to be important for young athlete sport
experiences (i.e., the why), and (c) the strategies used—if any—by coaches
for its development and maintenance within their teams (i.e., the how). For
each theme, the results are organized according to the similarities, differ-
ences, and contextual considerations with respect to ice hockey and gymnas-
tics coaches (see Table I for a summary). Quotes are identified by sport, par-
ticipant number, and athlete gender, whereby the first participant who was a
male ice hockey coach would be represented with HIM.

WHAT: PERCEPTIONS OF THE SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT

Coaches were first invited to discuss the general idea of the social envi-
ronment between athletes/teammates, and subsequently offered insight on
the nature of previous coach education programs, and whether these pro-
grams and related experiences shaped their perceptions.

Contextual similarities. The coaches believed that well-connected teams
shared characteristics of supportiveness, regardless of positive or negative
outcomes. Teams were thought to experience a connected social environ-
ment when athletes were able to respect each other and put aside differences
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TABLE L
Key Themes Representing Coaches’ Perceptions
Theme Similarities Differences Considerations
What: Perceptions  Athletes support Friendships develop Volunteer coaches
of the social each other outside of sport with different teams

environment
Coach development
programs lack
information on
facilitating social
environment

Why: Importance
of the social
environment

Return to sport

Social environment
is somewhat
athlete-dependent

How: Managing
the social
environment

Barriers due to nature
of recreational sport
(e.g., time) and

(hockey) vs. individual
motivation and goal
setting (gymnastics)

Performance outcomes
(hockey) vs. developing
family-like relationships
(gymnastics)

Coach role pivotal for
social environment
(hockey) vs. coach

as an accessory for social
environment (gymnastics)

over time (hockey)

vs. paid coaches

with same groups
over time (gymnastics)

Building a true team
atmospﬁere (hockey)

vs. facilitating famil};-like
relationships within
group (gymnastics)

Less ownership of facility
but involved in dressing
room space (hockey)

vs. ownership of facility
but not involved in
dressing room space
(gymnastics)

Strategies used primarily
away @grom facility
(hockey) vs. strategies
Frimarﬂy used within
acility (gymnastics)

athletes’ ages

(e.g., physical ability, reasons for participation) for the pursuit of a greater,
enjoyable team experience. A hockey coach said that a connected social envi-
ronment occurs when athletes are “supportive of each other, the team does-
n’t put too much credit on one player nor does the team blame one player or
a couple players when things go bad. Keeping that supportive environment
whether they win or lose together” (H1M). Similarly, a gymnastics coach rec-
ognized the value of athlete support even when gymnasts in the same group
were competing against each other: “...now that they’re at the end of the year
and they’re always cheering for each other which is great as a team, even at
competition they’re always cheering for each other” (G10F). Collectively,
athletes who supported one another were perceived as experiencing a more
positive social environment.

All ice hockey and gymnastics coaches indicated that previous coach
development programs did not provide information specifically oriented
toward the social environment. Rather, coaches stated that education focused
on developing coaches’ professional knowledge (i.e., skill and drill develop-
ment). For example, one hockey coach said that courses included “a set of
drills you can use to encourage better skating, better stick handling, etcetera
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... here you can find many more drills than we can teach you in the course of
one afternoon on the ice” (H1M). Rather than learning about the social envi-
ronment in coach development programs, coaches recognized previous post-
secondary education and experience as sources of knowledge. A gymnastics
coach stated: “I feel like in my undergrad I had a course similar to that. On
building relationships with others ... My school helps me with gym, and my
gym had helped me with school. It’s all relatable” (G12F). Coaches also
expressed the importance of informal learning experiences as possible
avenues for future coach development on the social environment: “I'm
always in my own little bubble of my own athletes and how I do things. Then
I see other athletes and how other coaches do things and see what is good,
what works, and what doesn’t” (G8F). Coaches believed that it was “...a
problem” (G8F) and “...there could be more” (H1M) coach education pro-
grams that include information on fostering the social environment.

Contextual differences. Despite several similarities between ice hockey
and gymnastics coaches’ perceptions of and educational experiences pertain-
ing to the social environment, coaches discussed different characteristics that
created a connected team. Hockey coaches explained that a positive social
environment occurs when athletes develop friendships that transcend differ-
ent subgroups, ultimately demonstrating cohesion both on and off the ice.
For example, one coach indicated that his team experienced a positive social
environment, citing that his athletes were “good friends outside of hockey
and girls who have come and gone but have remained friends with this core
group. And then there’s new girls who have just come on this year and they’re
welcomed with open arms” (H7F). Interestingly, whereas hockey coaches
often reverted to athlete relations, gymnastics coaches outlined athletes’
intrinsic motivation to participate in sport as a key factor for connecting to
teammates. One coach explained:

[ think it’s ... a mutual wanting to be there. I think if one person brings in a toxic attitude
to the point where they don’t really want to do the conditioning, they’re just kind of there
because they don’t want to be at home, something like that kind of ruins it ... Whether
they’re the same level or not it doesn’t really matter but having that same kind of willing-
ness to want to learn and take away as much as they can from the team whether it’s from
friendships or what not but like wanting to be there, I think (G13F).

Gymnastics coaches also believed that athletes needed to pursue their
own goals while also perceiving their team environment as important. As an
example, a gymnastics coach described that athletes “[must] be driven, ... a
team player, ... want to do better for themselves and for the team” (G11F).
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Thus, while hockey coaches viewed athlete friendships in non-sport contexts
as positive for the social environment, gymnastics coaches placed more
weight on the motivation for athlete participation and the support directed
toward the pursuit of individual goals.

Contextual considerations. There are important contextual considera-
tions to note with regards to coaches’ general perceptions of the social envi-
ronment. All ice hockey coaches were volunteers who were involved either
out of interest or to coach their children. Conversely, the gymnastics coaches
were full-time paid staff at a club. While gymnastics coaches spoke about
their current recreational groups, these coaches were also more involved in
the superordinate club environment, and thus were perhaps more invested
because of their pay and the likelihood that they would be with the same
group in subsequent years. Hockey coaches, on the other hand, did not often
have the same team of athletes and discussed the social environment almost
exclusively with respect to the current sport season. They did not discuss
how their teams may evolve their social environment or performance in the
future, unlike gymnastics coaches.

WHY: IMPORTANCE OF THE SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT

In addition to describing their general perceptions of the social environ-
ment, the coaches discussed the significance of facilitating connected
teams/groups by describing several outcomes they deemed to be directly
impacted by athlete and teammate connections.

Contextual similarities. Both hockey and gymnastics coaches recog-
nized that the social environment was important for athletes returning to
sport the following year. One hockey coach put himself in an athlete’s shoes:

If I don’t feel connected to other people in that room, then I'm not going to want to go to
that conversation ... if I see other people that are connected, that the other youngsters are
talking to each other, and as a team member on that team, I'm not part of that, then I'm not
going to feel a part of that team. I may just not want to even go (H3M).

Similarly, gymnastics coaches thought that having a connected team was
often the reason for recreational athletes’ participation, as opposed to gym-
nastics’ physical capabilities. This coach explained that “a lot of kids in that
level come because of other kids. They come because their friends are there,
they come for social reasons. You know they love gymnastics, but they come
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to the sport for the social aspect” (G8F). Both hockey and gymnastics
coaches perceived the social environment as integral to a positive recre-
ational sport experience to ensure that athletes were maintaining their sport
involvement into older adolescence.

Contextual differences. Although both types of sport coaches believed
the social environment to be important for returning to sport, gymnastics
and hockey coaches differed in relation to other salient outcomes. Hockey
coaches continually linked the social environment with individual and team
performance outcomes. For instance, one hockey coach described how his
current team’s social environment resulted in improved overall performance:
“For a team that was one of the worst teams in the league, I think we’re actu-
ally in like 3'¢ place” (H5F). In contrast, gymnastics coaches did not view the
social environment as important for performance due to the individual
nature of the sport. Instead, gymnastics coaches linked it with team out-
comes associated with developing a family-like atmosphere. Several coaches
used “family” when describing the social environment in gymnastics groups,
and one coach elaborated on family-like support outcomes:

When you think of the age group that they start to feel self-conscious, they start to feel
embarrassed ... when they try to learn something, and they are not successful the first or sec-
ond time, they don’t want to do it anymore because they're falling, and they don’t look
good, and it’s embarrassing. So, when they have the social support of other kids encourag-
ing them, ‘no it’s okay, look I can’t do it either, let’s learn it together’ (GIF).

Whereas hockey coaches believed the social environment was important
for athlete performance outcomes, gymnastics coaches linked the social envi-
ronment to developing family relationships, so athletes could feel comfort-
able making mistakes. As an example, one gymnastics coach explained that
“having that family environment is extremely important as it creates that
team structure, drive, and desire to want to do better for everybody around
you and yourself” (G11F).

Contextual considerations. Whereas both ice hockey and gymnastics
coaches viewed the social environment as important, contextual considera-
tions must be discussed. Hockey coaches perceived the social environment as
important for building a true team atmosphere. These coaches often dis-
cussed how the social environment influenced their implementation of a col-
lective vision to achieve team-related objectives. For example, hockey
coaches believed that having a connected team would “encourage people to
push a little harder” (H6F) as well as “teach each other, facilitate each other,
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understand what the positive steps are in terms of playing in the end, that
sort of effective team communication” (H3M). Gymnastics coaches did not
associate the social environment with becoming a team in the same sense as
hockey coaches. Instead, gymnastics coaches focused on how a connected
social environment facilitated family-like relationships, aiming at support,
openness, and inclusivity within the group. They did not discuss superordi-
nate team objectives and a coherent vision, but rather, highlighted the value
of a caring climate. A common conceptualization of a connected gymnastics
team is described below:

I know for instance, like even if you're having a good day or a bad day, you’ll have those
athletes or coaches there to support you ... even if it’s just little like minuscule little thing,
... it makes you feel like on top of the world, ‘cause this is the support system that we have
at the gym. It’s like a second family (G12F).

Coaches explicitly provided opportunities for athletes to provide feed-
back to one another. One example was when a fellow teammate struggled
with a skill on the uneven bars:

She'd keep struggling with it [a back-hip circle] and one of her friends would go over and
say the same thing with different words, and it would help ... [saying] ob I remember when
I was learning back hip circles like I would struggle with this. And like kind of taking it
upon themselves to help each other (G13F).

How: MANAGING THE SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT

In addition to discussing why coaches believed the social environment
was important, coaches also offered insight on how they managed it within
their teams or groups. Coaches discussed their belief in their ability to influ-
ence the social environment, in addition to any barriers that they might have
experienced. Coaches also listed tangible strategies they used to create con-
nected social environments or reduce the impact of conflicts within teams.

Contextual similarities. Both ice hockey and gymnastics coaches
believed that creating a connected social environment was somewhat athlete
dependent. One hockey coach described a team that had a negative social
environment as athletes who “self-destructed” because “they started fighting
amongst each other,” indicating that although coaches can “give direction
[and] set a tone,” the athletes are “really important” (H1M). Likewise, when
a gymnastics coach was asked about the extent to which a positive group
experience was dependent on the athletes, she responded that they were
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“extremely, extremely important” (G11F). Coaches believed they could cre-
ate a structure and provide explicit opportunities for positive social interac-
tion, but it depended on the implicit nature of their particular mix of ath-
letes; if they valued each other and wanted to play an active role in the
process.

Additionally, hockey and gymnastics coaches perceived similar barriers
that impeded their ability to influence the social environment. These shared
barriers were due to the nature of recreational sport (e.g., time) and athletes’
ages. For instance, one hockey coach described that the structure and selec-
tion of a hockey team was a barrier to his influence over the environment: “I
think part of my concern ... to bunch players together, it doesn’t mean that
they’re going to gel, it doesn’t mean that they’re going to get along, it doesn’t
mean that they’re going to talk to each other” (H3M). A gymnastics coach
also highlighted how recreational athletes do not spend much time together
as a group when compared to more competitive athletes, limiting the coach’s
potential influence: “...especially with the recreational program, you only get
an hour and a half once a week to work with the kids ... that’s not enough
time to build the ideal environment that you want so it’s definitely a factor”
(G11F).

Interestingly, coaches perceived athletes’ ages to be a possible barrier to
their ability to foster a positive social environment. Yet, whereas some
coaches viewed younger athletes to represent a larger barrier (e.g., because
more time is spent organizing athletes rather than interacting with them),
other coaches perceived older athletes to be more difficult for cultivating a
positive social environment (e.g., because of attitudes), regardless of the
sport type. For example, a hockey coach detailed his concerns about influ-
encing older teenagers as they have many commitments: “A lot of them have
part-time jobs. So consistently getting to practice is not really [guaranteed]”
(H7F). Clearly, the nature of recreational sport and athletes’ ages are viewed
as implicit constraints that limit coaches’ abilities to develop a positive social
environment. Overall, gymnastics and hockey coaches shared similar barriers
to their influence due to the nature of recreational sport more generally.

Contextual differences. Hockey and gymnastics coaches differed in their
perceptions of the extent of their influence on the social environment in
sport. Although both perceived the social environment to be somewhat ath-
lete dependent, hockey coaches described their role to be more important
than gymnastics coaches. For example, a hockey coach said, “whoever takes
up coaching, no matter what level, should be aware of their impact and influ-
ence. Never underestimate the power of your words and actions because the
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minute you decide to coach, you'll have an implied influence over others”
(H4M). A gymnastics coach also voiced her opinion on her coaching role:

I don’t respond to [conflict] at all ... I would always shut down, so I don’t do that with any
of the kids. I kind of put the responsibility on them. I always tell them that I'm just their
accessory, I am just 10% of their gymnastics and they are the 90%, like they got to put the
work in. So, if they’re not going to do it, then 1 can’t do it for them, and I'm not going to
harass them (G10F).

Gymnastics coaches viewed their coaching role as an “accessory” to the
athletes’ role in developing a connected social environment.

Hockey and gymnastics coaches also used different strategies to combat
potential barriers to their influence. Although all coaches used strategies
both at and away from their respective sport facilities, hockey coaches relied
heavily on their influence away from the arena, whereas gymnastics coaches
did not. At the arena, hockey coaches incorporated an implicit, general ped-
agogical approach whereby role modelling was valued as important to creat-
ing a friendly atmosphere that facilitated fair play. One hockey coach
explained that he eliminated negative athlete behaviours derived by compe-
tence differences via role modelling:

1 think with youth one of the biggest subgroups is who's the better hockey player and who
isn't. If you're best player on the team, if you allow him to bang his stick on the ice when
he doesn’t score a goal, you'll have a whole team of stick-banging cranky kids. So, you've
got to set that example early and again, don't tolerate that behaviour regardless of what
player that is (H4M).

Additionally, although gymnastics coaches viewed their role as an acces-
sory to establishing a positive social environment, they listed approaches
within the gymnastics club that involved targeting team relationships. As one
example, gymnastics coaches employed explicit pedagogical strategies com-
pared to hockey coaches, by “putting the kids who work together, together”
(G11F). Therefore, while both coaches used strategies at the facility to man-
age the social environment, hockey coaches relied implicitly on role model-
ling while gymnastics coaches explicitly created positive team structures to
enhance the social environment.

Hockey coaches were more dependent on using strategies when their
teams were away from the arena than at the arena, which was the opposite for
gymnastics coaches. For instance, a hockey coach believed that tournaments
could develop a connected social environment as it increased the amount of
time a team spends together: “social time at a tournament can be a good
opportunity. In the recreational leagues, outside of the ice times, there does-
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n’t seem to be a lot of opportunity around the team because people have
other priorities” (H6F). While gymnastics coaches experienced fewer oppor-
tunities to bring their groups to outside activities, they managed to create
“tournament-like” events within the gym. One coach described how she
explicitly created team competitions within practice:

On beam I did a lot of, leading up to competition sort of thing, where each kid had to stick
whatever their acro-series was. So back-walk-over, let’s say, so we had to go over the 5 or 6
kids in their groups and everyone had to stick their back-walk-over. If not, we’d start from
1 and we had maybe 5 tries, and if that 5 tries didn’t happen, then there was a consequence
(GI12F).

Ultimately, hockey coaches enjoyed spending time outside of hockey
with their athletes to foster a connected social environment, while gymnastics
coaches relied on practice time to do so.

Contextual considerations. The first and third authors’ experiences in
each sport informed some contextual considerations, including the use and
ownership over the physical space of sport facilities and its influence on
coaches’ perceptions of managing the environment. As an invasion sport,
hockey coaches were more involved in the dressing room space, offering
more opportunity to develop a collaborative sense of team. Yet, they also
shared ice time in community hockey arenas with other competing teams.
Gymnastics coaches likely had more ownership over their physical practice
space as they practiced in a privately-owned club and did not have to book
gym times as every group is part of the same superordinate club. That said,
they were less involved in changing room environments where cliques and
conflicts could develop, perhaps because coaches felt they did not require
the same sense of ‘team’ as it is an aesthetic sport that is individually evalu-
ated. Overall, the physical space where recreational coaches are involved
appears to provide an important context for understanding how different
types of sport coaches manage the social environment.

Discussion

This study offers unique insight into coaches’ perceptions of the social
environment within integrated and contrient recreational youth sport settings.
Using a qualitative methodology, it was possible to thematically compare and
contrast the what, why and how of coaches’ perceptions of the social environ-
ment. Importantly, coaches in both sports believed intrateam athlete support
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to be critical. That said, coaches did not receive any formal education that
addressed how to encourage or facilitate adaptive teammate interactions to
create positive social environments. In addition, while both hockey and gym-
nastics coaches perceived the social environment to be an important factor for
athletes returning to sport, hockey coaches focused primarily on performance
outcomes whereas gymnastics coaches spoke about the role of developing
family-like climates. Lastly, gymnastics and hockey coaches differed in their
level of involvement in fostering a positive social environment. Specifically,
whereas coaches disclosed similar barriers (e.g., related to the recreational
nature of sport), they used different strategies to overcome these barriers.

Coaches viewed positive social environments as having athletes who sup-
ported each other, regardless of the type of sport. Interestingly, whereas
hockey coaches believed it was important for athletes to develop friendships
outside of practice, gymnastics coaches focused more specifically on rela-
tionship development within the immediate sport environment. Either way,
youth athletes with high friendship quality (e.g., having a common goal, play-
ing together, resolving conflict) positively predicts enjoyment (Weiss &
Smith, 2002) and return to sport (Ulrich-French & Smith, 2009). Indeed,
friendship and positive team dynamics are two major dimensions that are
important to youth for experiencing ‘fun’ in sport (Visek et al., 2015). Thus,
there seems to be congruence between coach and athlete perceptions of
enjoyment and support; however, future research would benefit from explor-
ing how the motivation for interacting with peers within or outside of the
sport context influences the social environment of a team.

Although coaches described the qualities that characterize a positive
social environment, they did not receive any interpersonal skills training
(e.g., managing relationships) in previous coach education programs.
Instead, coaches indicated that such programs focused on developing pro-
fessional skills (e.g., drills and practice development). These sentiments are
consistent with the coaching literature, where a recent systematic review
found that few coach development programs focused on enhancing coaches’
interpersonal behaviours (Lefebvre, Evans, Turnnidge, Gainforth, & Coté,
2016). In response, emerging coach development programs have been
grounded in behaviour change theory (Michie et al., 2011) and transforma-
tional leadership theory (Bass, 1998), meant to develop coaches’ interper-
sonal skills (Turnnidge & Coté, 2017). Similar efforts are required to imple-
ment theory-informed programs to provide coaches with specialized
education on managing social environments.

In addition, coach education programs may need to be tailored to the
sport type to enhance context specificity. For instance, gymnastics coaches
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focused on developing a team where everyone treats each other as “family.”
This is akin to Fry and Gano-Overway’s (2010) notion of a caring climate—
one where “individuals perceive a particular setting to be interpersonally
inviting, safe, supportive, and able to provide the experience of being valued
and respected” (p. 296). Coaches’ differing perceptions of creating a positive
social environment may be due, in part, to the type of sport, as previous
research has found that gymnasts (i.e., contrient sport athletes) were more
likely to perceive a caring climate than a performance climate (Kipp & Weiss,
2013). One reason may be because ‘success’ is interpreted differently in aes-
thetic sports compared to invasion sports like ice hockey. Gymnasts rarely
work together during tasks and are evaluated at the individual level, and
thus, a performance climate may not be the focus. This may be because gym-
nastics coaches are often involved in the superordinate gymnastics club
through extensive past participation as a competitive athlete, coaching other
teams as a full-time paid staff member, and their involvement with the same
group across consecutive years. Focusing on the longer-term trajectories of
athletes places less immediate pressure on success—a key tenet of Positive
Pedagogy that gymnastics coaches in this sample appear to have adopted
(Light & Harvey, 2017). For these reasons, gymnastics coaches may identify
meaningfully with the superordinate club in a different way to volunteer
coaches from other sports (e.g., hockey) who are tasked with only managing
one particular team.

The hockey coaches in the current study spoke more specifically to a
task-oriented climate. Hockey is an invasion sport, whereby athletes must
work together during practice and competitions, unlike aesthetic sports such
as gymnastics. Importantly, coaches who develop a task-oriented climate may
be fostering positive athlete outcomes. Coaches who believe in building a
strong team vision and establishing a sport culture have been successful
(Hodge, Henry, & Smith, 2014). For instance, this may lead to increased per-
ceptions of similarity and social identity in a group (Kramer & Lewicki,
2010). To develop a team vision, Paradis and Martin (2012) have suggested
that coaches may need to communicate with athlete leaders and conduct
team goal setting. Additionally, when youth athletes perceive a task-involving
motivational climate as created by coaches, they are more likely to experience
positive team outcomes like task and social cohesion (Eys et al., 2013). Fur-
ther research demonstrates that task-related behaviours can be taught to
coaches through a motivational climate intervention, which positively influ-
ences youth athletes’ perceptions of task and social cohesion (McLaren, Eys,
& Murray, 2015). Encouraging hockey coaches to focus on creating a task-
oriented climate that emphasizes the development of a strong team vision,
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culture, and enjoyable competition may be important for future coach devel-
opment programs that discuss the social environment.

Although the perspectives of hockey and gymnastics coaches differed in
relation to how they conceptualized a positive social environment, both
believed in its importance for athletes continued involvement. Previous liter-
ature demonstrates that athletes have social motivations for participating in
sport (e.g., Allen, 2003). In addition, athletes who experienced a caring cli-
mate within a particular team had positive associations with sport commit-
ment (Fry & Gano-Overway, 2010). Indeed, developing “connections” (i.e.,
quality relationships with peers and coaches in the immediate sport environ-
ment) among athletes is a key element for effective coaching and contribut-
ing to positive youth development (Coté & Gilbert, 2009). Overall, there
seems to be congruence between athletes’ perceptions of commitment to
sport and coaches’ perceptions of the social environment. Greater research
on understanding specific coaching behaviours that facilitate a caring climate
may be warranted given its benefits for youth athletes.

Coaches experienced several barriers to facilitating a positive social envi-
ronment. In particular, both hockey and gymnastics coaches viewed the
recreational nature of sport to be a significant barrier (e.g., lack of time to
foster relationships with/between athletes). Such perspectives have received
support in the literature, as Vierimaa, Turnnidge, Bruner, and Coté (2017)
found that recreational coaches had to purposefully optimize their interac-
tions with athletes to effectively influence team relationships. As such, when
recreational coaches are developing and executing their practices, they
should be conscientiously engaged with athletes (rather than employing pas-
sive behaviours, such as using their phones) to maximize their ability to influ-
ence the social environment. Coach education programs may be beneficial to
help coaches maximize their time with athletes by replacing their use of neu-
tral and passive behaviours with effective interpersonal behaviours (e.g., ask-
ing athletes questions about their day outside of sport; Turnnidge & Coté,
2017).

In efforts to mitigate the described barriers, coaches used a variety of
strategies that differed between sport type. As an example, hockey coaches
sought to be heavily involved in facilitating a positive social environment
through implicit approaches such as role modelling. Facilitating a positive
climate through modelling behaviours lies on the implicit and reactive end of
the life skills transfer continuum (Bean et al., 2018). From a transformational
leadership perspective, role modelling or leading by example is one of the
most important social influence mechanisms as it impacts followers’ moral
identity, emotions, and action (Zhu, Avolio, Riggio, & Sosik, 2011). Not sur-
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prisingly, research demonstrates that coaches use of role modelling behav-
iour predicts positive developmental experiences for athletes (Vella, Oades,
& Crowe, 2013). On the other hand, gymnastics coaches believed it was the
responsibility of the athletes to connect teams, and coaches could be harmful
in this process. Although it may be important for coaches to consistently pri-
oritize the development of a connected social environment throughout the
season (Herbison, Vierimaa, Coté, & Martin, 2018), athletes sometimes pre-
fer athlete-led efforts to manage the social environment as opposed to ‘inau-
thentic,” ‘heavy-handed,” or ‘cliché’ approaches led by coaches (Wagstaff,
Martin, & Thelwell, 2017). Coaches may need to focus on developing fertile
environments where positive social dynamics can develop and appoint ath-
lete leaders who can manage internal conflicts.

However, when gymnastics coaches did intervene, they tended to use
more explicit strategies than hockey coaches. For example, gymnastics
coaches would often be involved in pairing athletes together or form overall
group structure to develop teamwork. This is an example of coaches inten-
tionally providing opportunities for athletes to practice life skills (i.e., work-
ing with different teammates; Bean et al., 2018). Indeed, researchers have
advocated for coach-initiated group structuring in the past to develop col-
laboration among members (e.g., through task interdependence) and estab-
lish relationships (e.g., Donkers, Martin, & Evans, 2018). Furthermore, by
increasing proximity among athletes, coaches may facilitate group processes
such as cohesion (e.g., Paradis & Martin, 2012). Thus, while gymnastics
coaches may not have been as consistently involved in manipulating the
social environment, when coaches were involved, their strategies may have
been quite effective.

Lastly, coaches employed strategies both at and away from their appro-
priate sport facilities. Hockey coaches were more likely to organize team
building activities outside of the arena, whereas gymnastics coaches
employed strategies within the gym environment. Hockey coaches engaged
athletes in social team events (e.g., tournaments, team dinners) to spend
more time together and further develop relationships, thus overcoming pre-
viously mentioned barriers. Gilbert, Gilbert, and Trudel (2001) support the
use of team activities away from the arena as team gatherings can promote
cohesion, a sense of affiliation, and a positive team atmosphere. However,
others have cautioned that their use can actually heighten existing cliques
within a team (e.g., Bloom, Loughead, & Newin, 2008). Perhaps non-sport
activities among recreational teams should be encouraged in future coach
development programs to build a connected social environment, and
coaches should intentionally plan activities to reduce intrateam conflicts.
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LIMITATIONS

This study is not without its limitations. First, the recreational nature of
both sport contexts meant that coaches generally had less contact with ath-
letes. Thus, coaches may have been generalizing their perspectives from
experiences with selective athletes, rather than the team as a whole. In addi-
tion, this study depicts the participants’ perceptions of the social environ-
ment in a positive light, as coaches believed it to be important for their ath-
letes to have fun and return to the sport. Therefore, a full range of coaches’
behaviours and perceptions (e.g., negative) may not have been captured. Fur-
thermore, the study included head hockey and gymnastics coaches with sig-
nificant coaching experience, and the results may be different among
coaches with less experience and at different levels of competition or from
those in other coaching roles such assistant coaches. Lastly, although this
study offered unique comparisons between hockey and gymnastics coaches,
their responses are not reflective of all coaches in these sports. Further inves-
tigations of the social environment with coaches across the sport typology
continuum would be worthwhile.

Conclusion

This study offers valuable information on recreational coaches’ per-
ceptions of the social environment in both integrated (i.e., hockey) and
contrient (i.e., gymnastics) youth sports. Regardless of the sport type,
coaches believed the social environment consisted of supportive athletes
and encouraged sport commitment but did not receive education on
interpersonal or team skills. Hockey and gymnastics coaches faced simi-
lar barriers to facilitating a positive social environment due to the nature
of recreational sport. Coaches differed in their perceptions of the overall
social environment and strategies used to engage athletes both at and
away from practice. These interviews offer a unique perspective on
understanding the coach role in varying recreational youth sports. Rec-
ommendations for coach development programs are provided through-
out. Future researchers and sport program providers should consider
ways to remove barriers for coaches when influencing the social environ-
ment, such as offering a budget for team building activities away from the
facility and more comprehensive coach education.
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