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Abstract
It has been argued that sport is a way for youth to develop psycho-

social skills that lead to holistic development. However, participation 
itself in sport does not lead to this growth; mechanisms for growth 
must be intentional, often conducted by coaches. Thus, the purpose 
of this descriptive study was to understand the integration of positive 
youth development concepts of citizenship into youth sport organiza-
tions. One hundred five coaches from the United States and Canada 
completed an online survey created by the researchers and comprising 
preexisting measures and newly devised questions. The coaches most 
heavily emphasized a mastery climate focusing on effort and having 
fun and emphasized winning the least. Additionally, coaches perceived 
their youth athletes to learn respect for others, teamwork, and respect 
for self at the highest rates through participation in their program. 
Regarding specific techniques for developing citizenship, participants 
provided many concrete examples in open responses: creating leader-
ship development opportunities for girls in their organization, having 
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league homework programs, and running food drives. Research has 
identified time as a major barrier to the implementation of opportuni-
ties for the explicit transfer of citizenship skills, and the participants 
provided several methods of growth that are not time intensive. The 
practical implications and limitations of the results are discussed.

It has been argued that in addition to gaining physical ben-
efits through sport, youth should experience psychosocial growth 
(Côté & Fraser-Thomas, 2007). However, for these benefits to occur, 
coaches must deliberately integrate opportunities for citizenship and 
life skill building (e.g., Bean & Forneris, 2016; Kidd, 2011; Petitpas, 
Cornelius, Van Raalte, & Jones, 2005). Citizenship skills, according 
to Boon and Gilbert (2010), include behaviors such as “cooperation, 
ethics, empathy, and conflict resolution” (p. 38) and help people to 
develop an understanding and appreciation for their responsibil-
ity within a community. The Applied Sport-Programming Model 
(Fraser-Thomas, Côté, & Deakin, 2005) offers a structure for rec-
reational youth sport programs to incorporate positive youth 
development opportunities, including building citizenship skills, 
into their sport-specific training. The Applied Sport-Programming 
Model integrates three components of positive youth develop-
ment: (a) Benson’s (1997) 40 developmental assets, (b) Côté’s 
Developmental Model of Sport Participation (e.g., Côté, 1999), and 
(c) the National Research Council and Institute of Medicine’s (2002) 
features of settings that foster youth development (for a full descrip-
tion, see Fraser-Thomas et al., 2005). If sport organizations design 
and implement youth sport programs based on the best practices 
from these three frameworks, positive outcomes of enhanced com-
petence, confidence, connection, and character will likely occur for 
youth. Contrarily, if the design or implementation is not structured 
to enhance positive outcomes, youth sport programs often result in 
diminished skills and characteristics in youth (Fraser-Thomas et al., 
2005). In fact, one study found that sport programs that intention-
ally incorporated life skill building into its program had higher levels 
of psychosocial outcomes, compared to sport programs in which 
this was not intentional (Bean & Forneris, 2016). To be deliberate 
with the development of positive outcomes and life skills, organiza-
tions can implement programs such as Teaching Personal and Social 
Responsibility (Hellison, 2003), Sports United to Promote Education 
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and Recreation (Brunelle, Danish, & Forneris, 2007), or Values 
Through Sport (Blom, Akpan, & Newnam, 2014). Although these 
programs have been shown to help youth develop assets and life 
skills, they typically involve significant training, planning, and sup-
port for sport organizations to implement and sustain them (Jensen, 
Hoagwood, & Trickett, 1999; Turnnidge, Côté, & Hancock, 2014); 
thus, it is crucial to examine options that are less resource-heavy but 
still lead to positive benefits. 

For youth to achieve these benefits, regardless of the program, 
administrators, coaches, and volunteers must have the ability and 
commitment necessary to assist youth in developing through sport 
(Kidd, 2011). Specifically, coaches can have a major influence on the 
experience of youth athletes (Prichard & Deutsch, 2015). An envi-
ronment that is task oriented, is focused on skill development, and 
uses mistakes as learning opportunities is conducive for positive 
youth development (e.g., MacDonald, Côté, Eys, & Deakin, 2011; 
Prichard & Deutsch, 2015; Weiss, Stuntz, Bhalla, Bolter, & Price, 
2013). Of particular importance here is the creation of a mastery 
climate in which effort is rewarded and winning de-emphasized 
(Prichard & Deutsch, 2015). In this climate, athletes are praised pre-
dominantly for their effort toward mastering a task and rewarded for 
challenging themselves, encouraging their teammates, and focusing 
on improvement rather than perfection (Smith, Smoll, & Cumming, 
2007). Other key components include supportive relationships that 
coaches can develop with their athletes (Fraser-Thomas et al., 2005) 
and an emphasis on athletes’ holistic development. In a sample of 
U.S. high school coaches, Gould and his colleagues (e.g., Gould, 
Chung, Smith, & White, 2006; Gould, Collins, Lauer, & Chung, 
2007) found evidence to support the importance of developing 
youth in these areas, with teamwork, work ethic, time management, 
goal setting, and citizenship rated as most important. However, as 
Bean and Forneris (2017) also pointed out, one limitation in this 
area of research is that most studies have examined coaches who de-
liberately try to incorporate citizenship building into their coaching. 
Much less is known about other coaches and their beliefs about and 
integration of citizenship and life skill development. In a qualitative 
study of 23 “typical” youth sport coaches, Bean and Forneris (2017) 
identified four major themes related to life skill transfer: (1) It is a 
natural by-product of sport participation; (2) when intentionally 
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addressed, it is reactive; (3) intentionality is important; and (4) there 
are barriers to deliberately teaching life skills. Thus, it appears that 
at some level many youth sport coaches believe that youth naturally 
learn the necessary psychosocial skills, but coaches do use teachable 
moments when appropriate. 

However, despite the interest in developing citizenship in their 
athletes, coaches have struggled to provide tangible examples of how 
they teach positive life skills to their youth athletes (Lacroix, Camiré, 
& Trudel, 2008; McCallister, Blinde, & Weiss, 2000). Research using 
model Canadian coaches found the method they most commonly 
utilized was to hold general discussions to explicitly teach desired 
skills (Trottier & Robitaille, 2014). This technique is similar to the 
reactive approach that many coaches use (Bean & Forneris, 2017). 
These findings are encouraging, because research indicates that 
less experienced coaches might not implement explicit strategies 
(McCallister et al., 2000) and holding a general discussion to take 
advantage of a teachable moment is a feasible way to foster positive 
youth development that does not require much extra time or train-
ing. Since time has been cited as a barrier to the implementation 
of explicit transfer strategies (Bean & Forneris, 2017), this method 
could be particularly valuable for coaches. 

This study explored global life skills of citizenship and civic en-
gagement that relate to Benson’s (1997) internal assets that center 
on positive values (i.e., caring, equality and social justice, integri-
ty, honesty, responsibility, and restraint) and social competencies 
(i.e., planning and decision making, interpersonal competence, 
cultural competence, resistance skills, and peaceful conflict resolu-
tion) in the youth sport environment. Gambone, Yu, Lewis-Charp, 
Sipe, and Lacoe (2006) stated that youth development programs are 
ideally suited for the facilitation of civic engagement because they 
provide the combination of support and opportunities required 
for overall healthy growth. The United Nations (UN) Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), formerly Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs), are a possible framework for the implementation 
of citizenship concepts into community sport-based organizations. 
The MDGs were eight targeted areas of development: poverty and 
hunger, child mortality and disease, combating HIV/AIDS, promo-
tion of education, maternal health, gender equality, environmental 
sustainability, and global partnerships, with the ultimate goal to 
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eradicate worldwide poverty and bring an overall collective global 
unity (UN Inter-Agency Task Force on Sport for Development and 
Peace, 2003). In 2016, the UN developed a new set of goals, now 17 
SDGs. Few coaches worldwide are aware of the MDGs, or the SDGs 
(Blom, Van Zee, Hilliard, & Judge, 2014; Boon & Gilbert, 2010), but 
that is to be expected because the MDGs/SDGs are not focused on 
Western nations such as the United States or Canada. However, a 
majority of the targeted areas are still relevant citizenship behaviors 
that can be developed in Western youth, and thus could provide a 
basic framework for positive youth development. 

Thus, due to the lack of research on typical coaches in youth sport 
organizations, this mixed-method descriptive study explored the 
ideology of North American youth sport coaches regarding their be-
liefs about the psychosocial benefits of sport participation and their 
facilitation of the growth of citizenship behaviors in their youth. The 
research was guided by two research questions: (1) What are youth 
sport coaches’ perceptions of the psychosocial benefits that children 
receive by participating in sport? and (2) Using the MDGs/SDGs as a 
framework, what strategies are coaches using to develop citizenship?

Method

Participants

A convenience sample of 116 youth sport coaches completed 
the survey. However, because of severely incomplete questionnaires, 
only 105 were retained in the final analysis. The final sample con-
sisted of 78 men and 27 women ranging in age from 19 to 67 years 
(M = 41.45, SD = 11.10). The sample was predominantly Caucasian 
(87.6%), followed by Latino (4.8%), African American and Asian 
(1.9% each), and Native American (1.0%), primarily from the United 
States (89.5%), with the remainder from Canada, and represented a 
variety of sports, with soccer, baseball, football, and lacrosse as the 
most prevalent. Participants had between 1 and 36 years of coaching 
experience in any sport (M = 10.28, SD = 7.88), and out of 99 re-
sponses, 72 indicated they were currently coaching in a community 
or local club. Others were coaching in private clubs, elementary 
schools, and community centers (churches, YMCA), and some were 
also coaching high school. Additionally, 72 (68.6%) indicated they 
had received some type of training in coaching, with responses 
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ranging from courses offered through the club to having a higher 
education degree in coaching.

Instruments

We developed a descriptive survey from a combination of preex-
isting measures and newly developed items to gather demographic 
information, explore coaching ideology related to the creation of a 
mastery climate, perceived psychosocial benefits of sport partici-
pation in their program, and strategies for facilitating citizenship 
building. After the initial round of survey development, an expert in 
the field of using sport for youth development reviewed the survey 
and provided feedback. In the second stage of development, we ed-
ited the survey with the feedback and then piloted it with individuals 
with experience coaching youth athletes. After the pilot studies were 
complete, we made minor revisions to create the final survey. The 
final survey consisted of 64 items and contained nine open-ended 
questions. This section lists the sections of the questionnaire. 

Coaching ideology related to mastery climate. To assess ideol-
ogy regarding the creation of mastery climate, coaches responded 
to six items that were created by the researchers, which included 
questions about coaches’ views on mistakes made during practice or 
training and during competition, as well as what values coaches em-
phasized throughout the season. For this latter aspect, participants 
responded about how much they emphasized each objective on a 
4-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not a focus at all) to 4 (my only 
focus) for four objectives (i.e., winning, mastering skills, effort, and 
having fun). 

Perceived psychosocial benefits. We measured perceived psy-
chosocial benefits (e.g., teamwork/working together, respect for 
others, and ability to lead teammates) of participating in sport by 
using the role of character in sport development subscale from the 
Positive Youth Development Through Sports Survey (Gould et al., 
2006). Using the literature as a guide, we added to the scale an addi-
tional four questions that further encapsulated citizenship behaviors 
that could be learned through sport (e.g., ability to deal with negative 
and adverse situations; ability to communicate). Table 1 lists these 
additional items. We did not conduct a psychometric evaluation on 
the original scale, because the instrument does not seek to measure 
one theoretical construct, but rather addresses views on multiple 
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items related to character development. Because no psychometric 
properties were established for the original scale, we believed this 
addition of questions to fit our purpose was acceptable. Participants 
responded to items based on the prompt “Children are deliberately 
taught [value] through participation in my program” on a 4-point 
Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree).

Table 1
Scores of Perceived Psychosocial Benefits for Participating 
in Youth Sport

 Category
 Score

M SD

Respect for others 3.75 0.45
Teamwork/working together 3.74 0.44
Respect for self 3.70 0.52
Value of hard work 3.69 0.51
How to compete cleanly and fairly 3.62 0.53
Self-control 3.59 0.51
Motivation to be physically active 3.56 0.55
Winning gracefully 3.53 0.56
Ability to deal with negative and adverse situationsa 3.52 0.63
Ability to communicatea 3.51 0.61
Accept defeat gracefully 3.51 0.54
Not holding grudges after the competition 3.46 0.61
Ability to lead teammatesa 3.42 0.65
Goal setting 3.41 0.60
Taking accountability for mistakesa 3.40 0.63
Fairness 3.31 0.60
Citizenship/abiding by the rules of society 3.31 0.76
Time management 2.90 0.72

aItem added to original scale.

Strategies for the facilitation of citizenship building. Using 
each of the MDGs as a framework, the participants responded to eight 
open-ended questions that allowed them to share examples of the 
application of these target goals in their practice. Based on research 
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(e.g., Blom et al., 2014; Boon & Gilbert, 2010), we expected that the 
participants would have very little familiarity with the MDGs. Thus, 
we provided a description of the MDG with each question to help 
participants think about how they apply that object. Participants 
were allowed to provide examples of how they directly or indirectly 
incorporate each of the eight MDGs into their coaching. We slightly 
altered one of the MDGs to make it more applicable to the orga-
nizations. Rather than inferring about reducing child mortality, the 
survey asked the participants to respond to ways that they promote 
child health. However, although the survey asked questions about all 
eight MDGs, we report on only six. Maternal health and combating 
HIV/AIDS are not foci that are targeted for Western nations, and as 
expected, no themes emerged for these two MDGs. 

Procedure

We obtained approval from the university’s institutional ethics 
board prior to beginning the study. Following approval, we created 
a database of North American youth sport organizations through an 
Internet search, personal contacts, and word of mouth. These orga-
nizations had to be ones that did not specifically mention the use of 
sport as a tool for development. From this list, we contacted coaches 
within the organization for participation in the study. In cases in 
which the only available e-mail address was a general organization 
e-mail address, we sent a cover letter that informed the organiza-
tion of the purpose of the study, provided the link to the survey, and 
asked the person receiving the e-mail to forward the link to eligi-
ble coaches who met the inclusion criteria for the study. If specific 
coaches’ e-mail addresses were available, we directly e-mailed the 
coach and provided the same information. Potential participants 
received a follow-up e-mail 3 weeks after the initial e-mail. To be 
included in the study, individuals must have been in a coaching po-
sition within their current youth sport organization for a minimum 
of 1 year and coached athletes 14 years of age or younger. We set the 
cutoff at 14 because we wanted to focus on young athletes who were 
mostly involved in youth leagues that were not associated with high 
school or secondary school. Overall, we sent 935 e-mails to coaches 
involved with youth sport organizations. Participants gave informed 
consent before beginning the online survey that took approximately 
15 to 20 min to complete. 
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Data Analysis

We used a mixed-methods approach to analyze the data. We 
ran all quantitative analyses in SPSS 21 and calculated descriptive 
statistics and frequencies to explore coaching philosophy and per-
ceived psychosocial benefits of sport participation. For the qualita-
tive responses, we used a thematic inductive analysis approach to 
examine the responses for each question (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 
First, three researchers independently coded the qualitative re-
sponses by creating meaningful units of text (Hruschka et al., 2004). 
Following the initial analysis, the three researchers met to discuss 
the individual subthemes until a consensus was reached (Mays & 
Pope, 1995; Silverman & Marvasti, 2008). We took several steps to 
enhance trustworthiness of the data (Shenton, 2004). The first was a 
thorough reading and rereading of the responses so that we gained a 
deep familiarity with the content. Next, three independent research-
ers ensured investigator triangulation of the data. These researchers 
coded independently and ultimately reached a consensus with little 
disagreement. Finally, we used literature and theory (e.g., Benson, 
1997; Petitpas et al., 2005) as a guide throughout the process, which 
Shenton (2004) states is important for the evaluation of qualitative 
work. 

Results

Descriptive Data

We calculated descriptive data and frequencies for the youth 
sport coaches. Regarding ideology, youth sport coaches indicat-
ed that coaches equally put the most emphasis on stressing effort 
(M = 3.19, SD = 0.50) and having fun (M = 3.19, SD = 0.52) and 
the least stress on winning (M = 2.17, SD = 0.74). We also evaluated 
the coaches’ views of youth mistakes (Table 2). Although a majority 
of participants (57.1%) still believed that mistakes during competi-
tion were learning tools, the respondents tended to indicate a higher 
degree of coaching responsibility for mistakes during competition 
compared to practice.
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Table 2
Youth Sport Coaches’ View on Mistakes

View of mistake

Situation
During practice During competition

n % n %
A lack of appropriate training 10 9.5 15 14.3
A lack of effort 10 9.5 7 6.7
Unavoidable 10 9.5 13 12.4
Learning tools 71 67.6 60 57.1
A coaching issue 3 2.9 9 8.6

Additionally, Table 1 reports the scores for perceived psychoso-
cial benefits. The top three skills deemed to be learned were respect 
for others, teamwork, and respect for self. Participants rated time 
management as the least commonly learned skill. However, there 
was only a 0.85 difference between the highest and lowest score, sug-
gesting that coaches believed that athletes learned many skills about 
equally. 

Qualitative Data	

Participants also provided 144 examples of how they directly 
or indirectly incorporated the various UN MDGs when coaching. 
Figure 1 presents a full list of the themes with frequencies.

Poverty and hunger. The MDG of poverty contained 21 re-
sponses that resulted in four subthemes: (a) food drives, (b) discuss 
nutrition/healthy eating, (c) collecting and donating used sports 
equipment, and (d) community service. Food drives were the most 
common application of fighting poverty, with coaches stating that 
they “do a food drive during football season,” “[have] food drives on 
a quarterly basis,” and host an annual camp for which the “entry fee 
is canned food.” In the nutrition subtheme, participants said “[they] 
encourage proper nutrition and hydration for our players,” “[they] 
help develop good nutritional habits,” and “players are given nutri-
tion advice.” The third subtheme of collecting and donating used 
sports equipment included responses such as “used sports equipment 
donations” and “used equipment collection and donation,” and one 
coach “just donated sports equipment for all major sports to an im-
poverished community.” Finally, for community service, one coach 



    1145Hilliard, Blom, Sullivan

Figure 1. Youth sport coaches’ strategies for building citizenship. Numbers 
next to the theme represent the frequency of that theme divided by the 
total number of responses for that MDG.

Poverty and Hunger

Education

Gender Equality

Child Health

Sustainability

Global Partnership

Strategies 
for Building 
Citizenship

Food drives (8/21)
Discuss nutrition/healthy 

eating (6/21)
Collecting and donating 
used sports equipment 

(3/21)
Community service 

(2/21)

Promote success in school 
(14/29)

Homework programs 
(4/29) 

Coach/parent education 
and involvement (2/29)

Organizational structure 
and philosophy (11/29)

Opportunities for 
leadership development in 

girls (8/29) 
Coed teams (7/29)

Education about proper 
nutrition and health (10/18)
Opportunities for physical 

activity (4/18)

Recycling (9/17)
Cleaning up (4/17)

Discussing going green 
(3/17)

Partner with international 
groups to provide training 

opportunities (5/20)
Travel to other countries 

to play (4/20)
Donate equipment to 

groups (4/20)
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strives “to perform X amount of hours of community service based 
on age group,” whereas another coach “hosts international teaching 
trips exposing USA students to impoverished areas of the world.” 

Education. The MDG of education contained 29 responses that 
resulted in three subthemes: (a) promote success in school, (b) home-
work programs, and (c) parent/coach education and involvement. 
Promoting success in school was the most common subtheme, as 
participants shared they “promote success in school in correlation 
with success in rugby,” they “offer athletes scholar-athlete awards to 
emphasize the importance of education,” and “players who do not 
keep up with their school work will not be allowed to participate in 
competitions with the team.” Participants also reported ideas related 
to homework programs. They mentioned they “provide after-school 
homework programs,” “[provide] after-school study time,” and have 
“daily homework help sessions.” For the parent/coach education sub-
theme, comments included that participants are “educating coaches 
and parents through the Positive Coaching Alliance” and “students 
on the teams must be doing well in school (based on parents’ assess-
ment) in order to participate.” 

Several participants mentioned offering free sports clinics. 
However, it is unclear if these clinics were for the public or simply 
people involved within the coach’s organization. Further, the super-
ficial content indicated that clinics were sport focused (e.g., “we hold 
free/open to the public basketball and flag football clinics” and “town 
offers clinics to athletes that would like to improve their skills”) and 
therefore were not included as a subtheme promoting education. 	

Gender equality. The MDG of gender equality contained 29 
responses that resulted in three subthemes: (a) organizational struc-
ture and philosophy, (b) opportunities for leadership development 
in girls, and (c) co-ed teams. Organizational structure and philos-
ophy was the most common subtheme, as participants expressed 
they “encourage and recruit girls to become a part of our organi-
zation” and “personally promote leadership opportunities for girls,” 
and one coach stated that his organization has “two female direc-
tors out of eight board members. Half of the coaches of our girls 
teams are women.” Opportunities for leadership development was 
another subtheme, as participants said they “provide opportunities 
for young women and would encourage them equally as young men 
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to reach their full potential,” host “clinics in women empowerment,” 
and “promote opportunities for girls within our program.” Finally, 
many participants shared that teams were coed, and one participant 
specifically mentioned, “We allow younger kids to play together in a 
coed format, in part, to help demonstrate that there is no gender bias 
and to promote equality among genders.” 

Child health. The MDG of child health contained 18 responses 
that resulted in two subthemes: (a) education about proper nutri-
tion and health and (b) opportunities for physical activity. Education 
about nutrition was the most common subtheme and is similar to the 
subtheme of discussing nutrition and healthy eating under the pov-
erty MDG. Participants shared they “discuss proper eating habits,” 
“encourage the choice of healthy snacks versus candy,” and “train the 
athletes and parents on proper nutrition.” Participants also shared 
they provide opportunities for physical fitness “via our practices,” as 
well as involvement with “President’s Physical Fitness Initiative,” and 
one coach shared that he helps his organization in “putting on a run 
for obesity race competition.”

Sustainability. The MDG of sustainability contained 17 respons-
es that resulted in three subthemes: (a) recycling, (b) cleaning up, 
and (c) discussing going green. Recycling was the most common 
application, as participants explained they “have recycling in our 
building,” the “club has had several recycling events for used equip-
ment. Facilities all have recycling bins for plastics and aluminum, 
which are encouraged for use by all [coaches],” and they “are always 
promoting recycling and awareness.” The cleaning up subtheme in-
cluded responses related to “[cleaning] up after practices,” “keeping 
our parks clean . . . Parks are typically meant to be ballparks and 
playgrounds that have diamonds; but the general message applies 
to all public places,” and making “trash runs to pick up debris on 
the field.” For discussing going green, participants said they “discuss 
gardening and going green,” “plan to make one of our events en-
vironmentally sustainable,” and “work indirectly to decrease their 
carbon footprint.” 

Global partnership. The MDG of global partnership contained 
20 responses and resulted in three subthemes: (a) partner with in-
ternational groups to provide training opportunities, (b) travel to 
other countries to play, and (c) donate equipment to other groups. 



1148 Youth Sport Citizenship

Partnering with international groups was the most common sub-
theme, as participants stated they “work with other organizations 
and cities to provide training opportunities” and “do organized prac-
tices with clubs in other states and countries,” and one coach is a 
member of an organization that is a “proud member of the glob-
al rugby initiative.” Participants also mentioned traveling to other 
countries to play. For example, they reported they “collaborate with 
some clubs in Canada, where some of our teams travel to Canada or 
they travel to the USA,” “have two to three teams travel to compete 
across the US or outside the country,” and “host athletes from PAGU 
nations to come and train in the United States.” The third subtheme 
of donating equipment to groups consisted of responses such as “we 
donate gently used supplies,” “we provide football boots and gear 
to children in Liberia,” and “we collect used equipment for kids in 
other countries.” 

Negative views. Not all participants had positive views about 
incorporating the UN MDGs in their programs. One participant 
stated, “I reject anything having to do with the UN” and another par-
ticipant said, “We’re a volunteer organization; not a quasi-political 
entity.” The participant continued,

The idea of working in all of the things above will destroy 
any volunteer organization . . . This isn’t the purpose of 
the association. The purpose is to provide a safe healthy 
atmosphere where the children can learn and apply the skills 
of the sports they are playing. 

Discussion
The apparent interest in promoting a mastery climate and 

promoting personal growth in the context of citizenship skill build-
ing suggested by participants in this study is consistent with that in 
other research on youth sport coaches (e.g., Boon & Gilbert, 2010; 
Camiré, Trudel, & Forneris, 2012; Gould et al., 2006; Gould et al., 
2007; Lacroix et al., 2008; Strachan, Côté, & Deakin, 2011; Trottier & 
Robitaille, 2014). The coaches in our study reported putting the most 
emphasis on effort and having fun, followed by mastering skills, 
with winning as the least emphasized. This task-oriented, mastery 
climate is crucial in the development of citizenship, and in one study 
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examining parents’ perceptions of the benefits of their children’s 
(5–8 years) sport participation, parents believed a mastery-focused 
climate that de-emphasized winning helped their children to receive 
positive benefits from sport (Neely & Holt, 2014). Of the various 
psychosocial benefits surveyed, youth sport coaches reported that 
they believed youth were learning those skills about equally, simi-
lar to Gould et al. (2006), and that athletes most commonly learned 
respect for others, teamwork, and respect for self through participa-
tion in sport. Gould et al. (2006) also used this portion of the Youth 
Development Through Sport Scale and found teamwork, value of 
hard work, and time management to be the most commonly learned 
skills in their sample. In our study, participants rated time manage-
ment the lowest. One reason for this discrepancy may be that Gould 
et al. (2006) surveyed varsity high school coaches, whereas this sam-
ple focused on coaches who coach youth under the age of 14. Time 
management skills may not be deemed as important a skill to teach 
to youth of that age as it is to high school athletes, and thus the youth 
sport coaches may not have been encouraging time management 
skills. However, the consistency with athletes learning teamwork and 
respect corroborates the belief that if sport is deliberately crafted into 
a positive environment, then it can be an avenue to help youth de-
velop some of Benson’s (1997) assets. 

Furthermore, sport itself will not help an athlete learn team-
work or other positive life skills (e.g., Bean & Forneris, 2016), and 
research has documented the potential negative effects of sport 
participation (Fraser-Thomas & Côté, 2009). Instead, coaches must 
make a conscious effort to teach the desired skill and reinforce it 
to achieve positive outcomes (e.g., Camiré et al., 2012; Kidd, 2011; 
Strachan, Côté, & Deakin, 2008, 2011); the MDGs may be a possible 
framework. One study focused on strategies that coaches can use 
to teach and reinforce these positive skills to facilitate youth devel-
opment (Camiré, Forneris, Trudel, & Bernard, 2011). Although the 
study focused on mostly high school athletes, several recommen-
dations could be applied to working with younger athletes. One of 
these, which corroborates methods used by coaches in our sample, is 
organizing throughout the season team activities that allow the ath-
letes to spend time together outside of sport. For example, coaches 
in this study mentioned using homework programs to emphasize 
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the importance of education. By attending these sessions, the youth 
spend additional time with each other in a positive setting. Finally, 
it is important for coaches to understand not only the necessity of 
teaching positive life skills in sport but also how to facilitate develop-
ment in their athletes. Camiré et al. (2011) suggested that to achieve 
this, coaches not only explain what a life skill is and how it can be 
transferred outside of sport but also provide athletes with opportu-
nities to practice life skills. In the current study, coaches stated they 
had their athletes participate in food drives and community service. 
Participation in community service is a great way for athletes to uti-
lize and transfer some of the positive life skills that they might learn 
through sport (Camiré et al., 2011; Petitpas et al., 2005), as well as to 
understand the effect of civic engagement (Gambone et al., 2006). 

Despite the promise of the previous suggestions, researchers 
have described many challenges for future coaches to consider when 
developing programs and philosophies to facilitate the development 
of citizenship skills (Bean & Forneris, 2017; Camiré, 2014; Camiré 
et al., 2011). Most of these challenges were described by high school 
coaches, and the challenges may be even more difficult for coaches 
who coach youth under the age of 14. For example, coaches found 
it difficult to organize activities and opportunities outside of sport 
(Camiré et al., 2011; Camiré & Trudel, 2014). This may be more 
challenging with youth who must rely on their parents to get them to 
these team activities. Similarly, coaches have stated that time limita-
tions affect their ability to explicitly teach citizenship skills (Bean & 
Forneris, 2017). The coaches in our sample provided several exam-
ples of ways to build citizenship that are not time intensive, including 
having discussions about healthy eating, having food drives or col-
lecting used sports equipment, and promoting success in school. Of 
the examples listed, they can be easily integrated into stretching pe-
riods of practice or the equipment can be collected before practice 
begins, thus eliminating the need for extra time. Thus, it is impor-
tant for coach educators and organizational administrators to help 
coaches identify simple but deliberate ways to incorporate citizen-
ship skill development into the daily sport environment. 

There are also several developmental considerations for building 
citizenship skills in this age group. For example, athletes who are 
too young may not be able to fully understand how to develop and 
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transfer these life skills. For coaches who are struggling to facilitate 
positive youth development, researchers recommend integrating 
family and school efforts and establishing supportive relationships 
between coaches and their athletes (Camiré, 2014). 

Another interesting finding from this study was that youth sport 
coaches viewed the role of mistakes differently during practice than 
during competition. During practice, when athletes were learning 
the skills, coaches very strongly viewed mistakes as learning tools. 
Although this belief remained the majority view during competition, 
the participants indicated higher responses for a lack of appropriate 
training and a coaching issue, suggesting that when mistakes oc-
curred during the game, coaches accepted responsibility. One way 
that coaches increase the potential for life skills to be transferred out-
side of sport is by taking advantage of teachable moments (Camiré 
et al., 2011; Camiré et al., 2012; Trottier & Robitaille, 2014). Mistakes 
often provide one type of spontaneous, unplanned opportunity for 
coaches to have a discussion to teach positive life skills (Trottier & 
Robitaille, 2014). Additionally, athletes have reported that after mak-
ing a mistake in practice, they would most like to receive technical 
feedback and instruction (Sagar & Jowett, 2012). Therefore, coaches 
should use these moments to provide technical feedback while us-
ing them as teachable moments, or a “learning tool,” as in our study. 
Future research should investigate coaches’ beliefs about the role of 
mistakes in the development of youth athletes. To this extent, quali-
tative research would be useful. 

The negative views expressed by some participants are also note-
worthy. Although their comments implied they did not believe in 
implementing principles from the UN, the mission of the organiza-
tion to which the participant belonged aligns with the tenets of using 
sport to build citizenship. Therefore, researchers and practitioners 
should clarify the tenets of positive youth development and the inte-
gral role of coaches in promoting these practices. 

This study has limitations that must be acknowledged. First, we 
designed the survey to be completed from the perspective of the 
coaches, so the results are subject to social desirability. Second, there 
was a low response rate of approximately 12%. It is possible that not 
all websites were updated with accurate information and therefore 
some participants were not reached or were no longer involved with 
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the organization as a coach. The invited participants who did not 
respond could have been inherently different from the participants 
who did respond, which biased our results. Finally, the sample was 
predominantly male and Caucasian, and future research should at-
tempt to recruit a more diverse population. However, female coaches 
represented 26% of the sample, which is consistent with research that 
has found female coaches make up approximately 25–30% of coach-
es (Forneris, Camiré, & Trudel, 2012; Lacroix et al., 2008). Therefore, 
this percentage may accurately represent the reality of the gender 
distribution of coaches in youth sports. Despite these limitations, the 
study contributes to the literature in several ways. Coaches in the 
study provided practical ways to implement activities that could help 
foster growth and development in youth. Second, the results sug-
gest that coaches may view differently mistakes made in competition 
than in practice. There is scant empirical information on mistakes in 
the literature, and these results provide a potential starting point for 
further investigation.

Conclusion
Sports have the potential to promote psychosocial growth; how-

ever, coaches should deliberately incorporate techniques from this 
study and past studies to create an environment in which they can 
teach these skills and give athletes opportunities to practice these 
skills. The best way for coaches to create a mastery climate through 
which development can occur is to focus primarily on effort, de-
emphasize winning, and use mistakes as learning opportunities. 
The coaches in this study primarily emphasized having fun, effort, 
and mastering skills; winning was least emphasized. Through these 
practices, they are working toward creating a mastery climate that is 
conducive for psychosocial development.

These data provided many interesting examples of practical ways 
that programs can integrate the teaching of citizenship and life skills, 
which coincide with theoretical explanations for positive youth 
development. For example, participants stated they provided com-
munity service opportunities and offered free clinics to the public, 
and community service projects have been identified as one way to 
promote growth in youth (Petitpas et al., 2005). 
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In this sample, many strategies for implementing citizenship 
and life skills relied on education and verbal persuasion. Therefore, 
coaches could deliberately relay these types of peace and develop-
ment ideas in short discussions at the beginning or end of practice. 
This is a practical application, because time has been identified as 
one of the main obstacles to implementing citizenship and life skills. 
Research needs to continue to be conducted on ways to best facilitate 
the creation of a safe environment that allows for the holistic devel-
opment of youth athletes. 

References
Bean, C., & Forneris, T. (2016). Examining the importance of 

intentionally structuring the youth sport context to facilitate 
positive youth development. Journal of Applied Sport Psychology, 
28, 410–425. https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200.2016.1164764

Bean, C., & Forneris, T. (2017). Is life-skill development a by-product 
of sport participation? Perceptions of youth sport coaches. 
Journal of Applied Sport Psychology, 29, 234–250. https://doi.org/
10.1080/10413200.2016.1231723

Benson, P. L. (1997). All kids are our kids: What communities must 
do to raise caring and responsible children and adolescents. San 
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Blom, L. C., Akpan, A., & Newnam, J. (2014, January). Deliberately 
building character through sport: The Values Through Sport 
Program. Presented at the Indiana Soccer Annual Conference. 
Carmel, IN. 

Blom, L. C., Van Zee, A., Hilliard, R. C., & Judge, L. W. (2014). Sport 
for development and peace: Knowledge of and application by 
youth sport directors. International Journal of Sport Studies, 4, 
1349–1358. 

Boon, A., & Gilbert, W. (2010). Using the United Nation’s Millennium 
Development Goals to teach citizenship in youth soccer. Journal 
of Coaching Education, 3(3), 37–55. https://doi.org/10.1123/
jce.3.3.37

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. 
Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3, 77–101. https://doi.
org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa

Brunelle, J., Danish, S. J., & Forneris, T. (2007). The impact of 
a sport-based life skill program on adolescent prosocial 
values. Applied Developmental Science, 11, 43–55. https://doi.
org/10.1080/10888690709336722

https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200.2016.1231723
https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200.2016.1231723
https://doi.org/10.1123/jce.3.3.37
https://doi.org/10.1123/jce.3.3.37
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1080/10888690709336722
https://doi.org/10.1080/10888690709336722


1154 Youth Sport Citizenship

Camiré, M. (2014). Youth development in North American high 
school sport: Review and recommendations. Quest, 66, 495–511. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00336297.2014.952448

Camiré, M., Forneris, T., Trudel, P., & Bernard, D. (2011). Strategies 
for helping coaches facilitate positive youth development through 
sport. Journal of Sport Psychology in Action, 2, 92–99. https://doi.
org/10.1080/21520704.2011.584246

Camiré, M., & Trudel, P. (2014). Helping youth sport coaches 
integrate psychological skills in their coaching practice. 
Qualitative Research in Sport, Exercise, and Health, 6, 617–634. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676x.2013.841281

Camirè, M., Trudel, P., & Forneris, T. (2012). Coaching and 
transferring life skills: Philosophies and strategies used by model 
high school coaches. The Sport Psychologist, 26, 243–260. https://
doi.org/10.1123/tsp.26.2.243

Côté, J. (1999). The influence of the family in the development of 
talent in sport. The Sport Psychologist, 13, 395–417. https://doi.
org/10.1123/tsp.13.4.395

Côté, J., & Fraser-Thomas, J. (2007). Youth involvement in sport. In 
P. Crocker (Ed.), Introduction to sport psychology: A Canadian 
perspective (pp. 266–294). Toronto, Canada: Pearson Prentice 
Hall. 

Forneris, T., Camiré, M., & Trudel, P. (2012). The development 
of life skills and values in high school sport: Is there a gap 
between stakeholder’s expectations and perceived experiences? 
International Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 10, 9–23. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/1612197x.2012.645128

Fraser-Thomas, J., & Côté, J. (2009). Understanding adolescents’ 
positive and negative developmental experiences in sport. The 
Sport Psychologist, 23, 3–23. https://doi.org/10.1123/tsp.23.1.3

Fraser-Thomas, J., Côté, J., & Deakin, J. (2005). Youth sport 
programs: An avenue to foster positive youth development. 
Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy, 10, 19–40. https://doi.
org/10.1080/1740898042000334890

Gambone, M. A., Yu, H. C., Lewis-Charp, H., Sipe, C. L., & Lacoe, 
J. (2006). Youth organizing, identity-support, and youth 
development agencies as avenues for involvement. Journal of 
Community Practice, 14, 235–253. https://doi.org/10.1300/j125 
v14n01_14

Gould, D., Chung, Y., Smith, P., & White, J. (2006). Future directions 
in coaching life skills: Understanding high school coaches’ views 
and needs. Athletic Insight, 8(3), 28–38.

https://doi.org/10.1080/21520704.2011.584246
https://doi.org/10.1080/21520704.2011.584246
https://doi.org/10.1123/tsp.26.2.243
https://doi.org/10.1123/tsp.26.2.243
https://doi.org/10.1123/tsp.13.4.395
https://doi.org/10.1123/tsp.13.4.395
https://doi.org/10.1080/1740898042000334890
https://doi.org/10.1080/1740898042000334890
https://doi.org/10.1300/j125v14n01_14
https://doi.org/10.1300/j125v14n01_14


    1155Hilliard, Blom, Sullivan

Gould, D., Collins, K., Lauer, L., & Chung, Y. (2007). Coaching life 
skills through football: A study of award winning high school 
coaches. Journal of Applied Sport Psychology, 19, 16–37. https://
doi.org/10.1080/10413200601113786

Hellison, D. (2003). Teaching responsibility through physical activity 
(2nd ed.). Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics.

Hruschka, D. J., Schwartz, D., John, D. C. S., Picone-Decaro, E., Jenkins, 
R. A., & Carey, J. W. (2004). Reliability in coding open-ended data: 
Lessons learned from HIV behavioral research. Field Methods, 
16, 307–331. https://doi.org/10.1177/1525822x04266540

Jensen, P. S., Hoagwood, K., & Trickett, E. J. (1999). Ivory towers 
or earthen trenches? Community collaborations to foster real-
world research. Applied Developmental Science, 3, 206–212. 
https://doi.org/10.1207/s1532480xads0304_4

Kidd, B. (2011). Cautions, questions, and opportunities in sport for 
development and peace. Third World Quarterly, 32, 603–609. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2011.573948

Lacroix, C., Camiré, M., & Trudel, P. (2008). High school coaches’ 
characteristics and their perspectives on the purpose of school 
sport participation. International Journal of Coaching Science, 
2(2), 23–42. 

MacDonald, D. J., Côté, J., Eys, M., & Deakin, J. (2011). The role of 
enjoyment and motivational climate in relation to the personal 
development of team sport athletes. The Sport Psychologist, 25, 
32–46. https://doi.org/10.1123/tsp.25.1.32

Mays, N., & Pope, C. (1995). Rigour and qualitative research. British 
Medical Journal, 311, 109–112. 

McCallister, S. G., Blinde, E. M., & Weiss, W. M. (2000). Teaching 
values and implementing philosophies: Dilemmas of the youth 
sport coach. Physical Educator, 57(1), 35–45.

National Research Council and Institute of Medicine. (2002). 
Community programs to promote youth development. Washington, 
DC: National Academy Press. 

Neely, K. C., & Holt, N. L. (2014). Parents’ perspectives on the benefits 
of sport participation for young children. The Sport Psychologist, 
28, 255–268. https://doi.org/10.1123/tsp.2013-0094

Petitpas, A. J., Cornelius, A. E., Van Raalte, J. L., & Jones, T. (2005). 
A framework for planning youth sport programs that foster 
psychosocial development. The Sport Psychologist, 19, 63–80. 
https://doi.org/10.1123/tsp.19.1.63

https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200601113786
https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200601113786


1156 Youth Sport Citizenship

Prichard, A., & Deutsch, J. (2015). The effects of motivational climate 
on youth sport participants. Physical Educator, 72(5), 200–214. 
https://doi.org/10.18666/tpe-2015-v72-i5-6999

Sagar, S. S., & Jowett, S. (2012). Communicative acts in coach–athlete 
communication: When losing competitions and when making 
mistakes in training. Western Journal of Communication, 76, 
148–174. https://doi.org/10.1080/10570314.2011.651256

Shenton, A. K. (2004). Strategies for ensuring trustworthiness 
in qualitative research. Education for Information, 22, 63–75. 
https://doi.org/10.3233/efi-2004-22201

Silverman, D., & Marvasti, A. (2008). Doing qualitative research: A 
comprehensive guide. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Smith, R. E., Smoll, F. L., & Cumming, S. P. (2007). Effects of a 
motivational climate intervention for coaches on young athletes’ 
sport performance anxiety. Journal of Sport & Exercise Psychology, 
29, 39–59. https://doi.org/10.1123/jsep.29.1.39

Strachan, L., Côté, J., & Deakin, J. (2008). An evaluation of 
personal and contextual factors in competitive youth sport. 
Journal of Applied Sport Psychology, 21, 340–355. https://doi.
org/10.1080/10413200903018667

Strachan, L., Côté, J., & Deakin, J. (2011). A new view: Exploring 
positive youth development in youth sport contexts. Qualitative 
Research in Sport, Exercise, and Health, 3, 9–32. https://doi.org/1
0.1080/19398441.2010.541483

Trottier, C., & Robitaille, S. (2014). Fostering life skills development 
in high school and community sport: A comparative analysis of 
the coach’s role. The Sport Psychologist, 28, 10–21. https://doi.
org/10.1123/tsp.2012-0094

Turnnidge, J., Côté, J., & Hancock, D. J. (2014). Positive youth 
development from sport to life: Explicit or implicit transfer? 
Quest, 66, 203–217. https://doi.org/10.1080/00336297.2013.867
275

United Nations Inter-Agency Task Force on Sport for Development 
and Peace. (2003). Sport for development and peace: Towards 
achieving the Millennium Development Goals. https://doi.org/ 
10.18356/b7ee7a39-en

Weiss, M. R., Stuntz, C. P., Bhalla, J. A., Bolter, N. D., & Price, M. S. 
(2013). ‘More than a game’: Impact of The First Tee life skills 
program on positive youth development: Project introduction 
and year 1 findings. Qualitative Research in Sport, Exercise, and 
Health, 5, 214–244. https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676x.2012. 
712997

https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200903018667
https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200903018667
https://doi.org/10.1080/19398441.2010.541483
https://doi.org/10.1080/19398441.2010.541483
https://doi.org/10.1123/tsp.2012-0094
https://doi.org/10.1123/tsp.2012-0094
https://doi.org/10.1080/00336297.2013.867275
https://doi.org/10.1080/00336297.2013.867275
https://doi.org/10.18356/b7ee7a39-en
https://doi.org/10.18356/b7ee7a39-en
https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676x.2012.712997
https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676x.2012.712997

