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CORE VALUES DRIVING SUSTAINED ELITE PERFORMANCE CULTURES 

Eric Biener 

Dr. Stephen Whitney, Dissertation Advisor 

ABSTRACT 

Organizational culture within sport has an important influence on the performance and 

well-being of the group and individuals. Often, cultural descriptions are based on teams’ results 

(e.g., winning teams have strong cultures and losing teams have poor cultures). However, these 

after-the-fact cultural labels ignore the myriad underlying factors that contribute to the group’s 

culture. The preponderance of organizational culture research in sport has tended to either 

focus on culture at the macro level (e.g., cultures of national governing bodies or athletic 

departments) or focus on culture change (essentially the mechanisms and processes through 

which poorly performing cultures changed their fortunes). However, there has been limited 

research looking at the cultures of programs who have sustained high-level performance for 

long periods of time. Moreover, there is even less research looking into the core values of such 

programs, one of the three levels of Schein’s (Schein, 1990; Schein & Schein, 2017) culture 

analysis model. Therefore, this phenomenological study aimed to understand the perceptions 

and experiences of head coaches in leading and developing their sustained elite-performing 

cultures; specifically, this study targeted the role of core values within these cultures’ 

development, an area lacking sufficient research (Wagstaff & Burton-Wylie, 2018). Analysis of 

experienced championship coaches’ responses (n=5) revealed that core values focused on 

growth and development within sport and beyond, as well as the ways in which group members 

treat each other. Coaches also revealed that bringing these values off the page required 
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consistent, daily, intentional effort, with values serving as touchstones when actions deviated 

from them. 

 



Running head: CORE VALUES DRIVING SUSTAINED ELITE PERFORMANCE CULTURES  1 
 

INTRODUCTION 

“I didn’t see the future going the right way and I didn’t see us being able to re-establish 

that championship culture” (Fucillo, 2017). San Francisco 49ers Chief Operating Officer Jed York 

uttered these words in announcing several personnel changes following the 2016 season, 

including firing head coach Chip Kelly. Just four years removed from an appearance in Super 

Bowl XLVII, the organization had won two games and would now begin a search for its fourth 

head coach in four seasons. The organization’s struggles and instability betrayed its 

championship pedigree established decades earlier by Bill Walsh, in which it won five Super 

Bowl championships in 14 years. Those championship celebrations must have felt like a distant 

organizational memory as York sat at the dais emphasizing the need to “re-establish the level 

that we all expect and want for the San Francisco 49ers” (Fucillo, 2017). Responding to 

reporters’ questions, York described missing qualities that needed to return prominently within 

the organization, such as a shared vision, cohesion, communication, and accountability. York’s 

mention of culture was not casual – he intentionally highlighted the organization’s culture 17 

times within the media question-and-answer session lasting less than 27 minutes. 

Culture has become a trendy buzzword in recent years. Moving beyond its presence in 

business and other domains, it is has become a part of the common vernacular related to sport. 

Listening to sports media for mere minutes, one can expect to encounter expression of the 

concept – either in heaping praise on cultures perceived to be good or in deriding those 

perceived to be poor. Yet, culture is a multi-dimensional construct, affected by many factors 

including those related to motivation, communication, and relationships (Schein & Schein, 

2017). These (and other) factors interact to ultimately represent the dynamic and fluid construct 

of culture. Because of this, culture is a process, rather than a destination (Barney, 1986; Byrtek 

& Dickerson, 2013; Frontiera, 2010; Kemmelmeier & Kühnen, 2012; Kim & Mauborgne, 2003; 
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Schein, 1990; Schein & Schein, 2017; Smircich, 1983). The type of culture prized by York is not 

achieved and then left to sustain itself; rather, it is the result of consistent intentional effort to 

develop and consistent intentional effort to sustain. The lack of consistency and intentionality 

are among the reasons why cultures may weaken and differentiate themselves from higher-

achieving competitors (Abdullah et al., 2011; Barrett, 2006; Collins & Porras, 1996; Jourdain & 

Chênevert, 2015). 

Publicly, much of the discourse around culture concentrates on the extremes. 

Professional sports organizations like the San Antonio Spurs are celebrated for their sustained 

performance excellence and are often lauded for their cultures. Likewise, dynastic collegiate 

programs like John Wooden’s University of California-Los Angeles (UCLA) men’s basketball 

teams, Anson Dorrance’s University of North Carolina women’s soccer teams, and Geno 

Auriemma’s University of Connecticut (UConn) women’s basketball teams have received similar 

praise for their sustained runs of excellence. At the other end of the spectrum, culture becomes 

a prominent topic following coaching changes, like that seen recently with the 49ers. But they 

are far from the only example. The University of Georgia’s football program won 74% of its 

games during the 15 years in which it was led by head coach Mark Richt, winning at least ten 

games ten times during that stretch. Yet, the administration felt the program needed a new 

voice to take the next step and hired Kirby Smart to be their new head coach in December 2015. 

Shortly after being hired, Smart talked about the need to establish a new culture in Athens, 

saying, “Not that anything was completely broken here before, but this culture has to be created 

by [me and my] staff. … We’re going to make sure that every kid understands it’s a tough 

competitive culture” (Weiszer, 2016). Despite some growing pains during his first season, 

Smart’s second season in Athens ended with his team playing in the championship game of the 

College Football Playoff. 



Running head: CORE VALUES DRIVING SUSTAINED ELITE PERFORMANCE CULTURES  3 
 

Similarly, the Golden State Warriors went through a coaching change following the 

2010-2011 season. Upon his hiring, new head coach Mark Jackson noted that he was taking over 

“a job in Golden State with a bad culture, guys that said they wanted to win, but didn’t want to 

win” (Leung, 2015). Jackson helped transform the team into a consistent playoff team. However, 

despite crediting him with turning the franchise around, the ownership group did not feel it 

“could be great” under Jackson’s leadership, opting to replace him after three seasons. An 

increased win total and other objective measures of improvement under Jackson 

notwithstanding, the organization sensed internally that the culture was not strong enough to 

win an NBA championship (Leung, 2014). The team named Steve Kerr head coach prior to the 

2014-2015 season. Kerr is credited with developing a strong culture built upon the core values 

of joy, mindfulness, compassion, and competition (Thompson, 2016). The strength of the culture 

is credited with being the backbone of an organization which has since won three NBA 

championships, made five consecutive appearances in the NBA Finals, and established a new 

single-season record for wins (73) in a season (Carpenter, 2017). 

The moves made by organizations and programs like Georgia football and the Warriors – 

despite their being winning programs – demonstrate that outcome alone is not indicative of an 

organization’s deeper culture. Despite outsiders’ ascribing cultural labels based purely on 

outcomes, it is important for those within the organization to remain vigilant of and attentive to 

the fluid dynamics of culture, and to continue to guide it in the appropriate direction. However, 

there is limited empirical information on the cultures of programs that sustain elite performance 

in sport over time or, more specifically, the processes and mechanisms through which the 

sustained level of performance is maintained. Therefore, the aim of this study was to examine 

head coaches’ experiences driving sustained elite performance cultures. Within the broader 

concept of culture, the investigation specifically focused on the core values head coaches deem 
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most important for their high-performing cultures and the ways in which these values are 

taught, lived, and reinforced. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

While this investigation focused on practices related to sustained elite performance 

cultures within sport, it was important to note that the research remains limited; the breadth 

and depth of this literature exists largely in business and organizational domains. Thus, the 

review of the literature begins in business and organizational contexts, first looking at culture 

development before illustrating culture’s potential as a competitive advantage and, finally, core 

values’ role in these cultures and the leadership of them. From there, these same concepts will 

be presented within the relevant sport research to highlight the rationale for the current study. 

Understanding Culture Development 

Cultural labels are often ascribed based on result: successful teams and organizations 

(e.g., teams with the best results) are believed to have strong cultures, while those that do not 

are believed to have weaker cultures. This superficial view of culture undermines its importance 

and the role it serves within organizations – and speaks to the importance of (and need for) 

deeper investigation into the topic. Regarded as a seminal voice in the study of organizational 

culture, Schein’s (Schein, 1990; Schein, 2006; Schein, 2010; Schein & Schein, 2017, p. 6) 

definition of culture has evolved to be “the accumulated shared learning of a group as it solves 

its problems of external adaptation and internal integration; which has worked well enough to 

be considered valid and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct way to 

perceive, think, feel, and behave in relation to those problems.” In other words, culture can be 

thought of as a group’s shared understanding of how to navigate internal and external 

challenges which, having endured these challenges, are worthy of remaining and being passed 

down to incoming members. 
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The shared learning described in Schein’s definition of culture refers to a pattern of 

beliefs, values, and behavioral norms that come to be taken for granted as basic assumptions 

and eventually drop out of awareness. These components of shared learning are essential 

elements of Schein’s three-level model for culture analysis, which consists of artifacts, espoused 

beliefs and values, and taken-for-granted underlying assumptions (Schein, 1990; Schein & 

Schein, 2017). 

The most visible element of any organization’s culture is its artifacts. Artifacts include a 

broad array of categories, ranging from the organization’s physical layout, its dress code, the 

manner in which its people address each other, its smell and feel, or even its emotional 

intensity. It can also include more permanent aspects such as records, product records, 

philosophy statements, or annual reports. Despite their visibility and importance, Schein 

(Schein, 1990; Schein & Schein, 2017) cautions that artifacts are often difficult to decipher 

accurately without appropriate organizational knowledge. While investigators or researchers 

may react in a certain way to artifacts, this reaction may differ from those within the group. As 

an example, one might observe in comparing businesses that one is more formal than another; 

however, this does not explain the purpose of the formality or its meaning to the group 

members. A well-known example from the world of sport, Virginia Tech’s football program has 

passed around a battered lunch pail for more than two decades. To an outsider, it may just look 

like a dented metal box, but those inside the program recognize it as a treasured symbol of the 

blue-collar approach and work ethic prized within the program; moreover, it also served to 

honor the memory of victims following the university’s 2007 school shooting (Schlabach, 2007). 

Without the story and context of the artifact, its meaning might be misunderstood – if not lost 

completely. 
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The next level upon which culture can be analyzed is through its espoused and 

documented values, norms, ideologies, charters, and philosophies (Schein, 1990). At this level of 

culture analysis, researchers aim to discover why phenomena happen the way they do. Schein 

(Schein, 1990; Schein & Schein, 2017) notes that interviews, questionnaires, and surveys are 

often used to identify this level of culture; however, they pre-judge the cultural dimensions to 

be studied. For this reason, the author recommends a deeper look into the culture through 

intensive observation, more focused questions, or involving key members of the group in 

intensive self-analysis to get at the more deeply-held assumptions which determine perceptions, 

thought processes, feelings, and behaviors. Once the assumptions are understood, one can 

more easily decipher the implicit meanings of various observed behaviors and artifacts. 

While these levels are described separately for the sake of explanation, Schein (Schein, 

1990; Schein & Schein, 2017) described a connection between these levels, feeding each other 

to strengthen the culture. Deeply held assumptions, he describes, often begin as values which, 

as they persist over time, gradually begin to be taken for granted and take on the character of 

assumptions. At that point, they are no longer questioned or subject to discussion – they are 

simply the way things are done around here. Rituals have been proposed as one mechanism for 

this connection. Rituals are actions full of symbolism with which stakeholders express 

acceptance and approval of the symbolized values (Sosis & Ruffle, 2004). Likewise, rituals utilize 

artifacts (such as dress code or which members have priority in given settings) to establish a 

behavioral or emotional tone that, over time, is passed down and eventually taken for granted 

(Sueldo & Streimikiene, 2016). Utilizing the Virginia Tech example above, the artifact represents 

the cultural values and assumptions about hard work. The ritual of passing it to teammates is 

part of the mechanism through which they endure, are honored, and are transferred to future 

members. 
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Culture as a Competitive Advantage? 

Beyond merely being a component of long-term success, previous research has argued 

that culture could even be a source of competitive advantage for organizations (Barney, 1986; 

Schneider & Bowen, 1993). Based on earlier work from strategists and economists (Hirshleifer, 

1980; Porter, 1980), Barney (1986) identified three conditions that must be satisfied to obtain 

the advantage: the culture must be valuable, rare, and imperfectly imitable. A valuable culture 

was described as one that carried a positive economic value for the firm. A rare culture, 

meanwhile, was one that existed in only a small number of firms. And, finally, an imperfectly 

imitable culture was characterized as being hard for current or former members to describe or 

explain within efforts to recreate the culture elsewhere. While important, it is intuitive that a 

business that does not produce value (e.g., profit) will eventually cease to exist in its current 

form (if at all). Likewise, if the cultural elements are commonplace throughout the industry, 

then the culture is not producing any type of advantage for the organization. Therefore, the 

third quality, that the culture is imperfectly imitable, represents a critical element of its 

potential to be a source of competitive advantage. One possible explanation for the difficulty in 

imitating successful cultures may lie in the differences in shared experiences and learning. In this 

case, artifacts would lack the shared meaning and history that made them powerful in the 

original culture (Barney, 1986; Clark 1972; Smircich, 1983). Moreover, rival organizations 

frequently poach key people from successful organizations in an attempt to replicate the 

culture’s success. Given the specific elements evident within the original organization, these 

efforts often become attempts to imitate the successful culture rather than create a new 

successful one. Barney (1986) argued that, despite other organizations’ attempts to mimic 

successful cultures, imitation cannot be considered a competitive advantage. At best, he 

asserted, imitation only serves to make other cultures less rare, bringing them back to a more 
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normative place. Likewise, personal values held by individuals within the organization (and their 

alignment with the organization’s) cannot be imitated (Schneider & Bowen, 1993). 

At a broad level, organizational culture has been connected with various organizational 

outcomes – across multiple nations and across multiple domains. For example, recent studies 

have demonstrated that organizational culture had a significant and positive effect on employee 

performance among Indonesian bank employees (Sihombing et al., 2018); culture had a similar 

effect on talent attraction and retention, as well as employee motivation, satisfaction, and 

commitment in both automotive supply chain employees in the southwestern United States and 

telecommunications employees in Cyprus (Kontoghiorghes, 2016). Additionally, an artifact of 

culture, communication, was shown as a partial mediator between organizational culture and 

organizational effectiveness within the education sector in India (Gochhayat et al., 2017). 

Meanwhile, Denison and Mishra (1995) found that culture was a strong predictor of quality, 

employee satisfaction, and overall performance in industrial organizations in the midwestern 

United States. Sørensen (2002) found that firms with strong cultures performed better and 

exhibited more reliable performances than those firms with weaker cultures under stable 

conditions. Moreover, the author also found that, this cultural effect was not diminished under 

more volatile conditions, suggesting that firms with stronger cultures may be better able to 

weather short periods of volatility without performance decrement. 

Perhaps relatedly, organizational culture has also been associated with sustained and 

long-lasting organizational success. As successful organizations develop appropriate responses 

to their internal structures and external environments, they go through a natural evolution and 

adapt (Denison & Mishra, 1995; Schein & Schein, 2017). Through the values they emphasize and 

the behaviors they reinforce, leaders play a vital role in facilitating this adaptivity within their 

organizations (Kotter, 1998). While the organization’s deeply held assumptions remain, the 
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strategies for interacting with and confronting these challenges may adapt (Collins & Porras, 

1996). This adaptability was found to be a key moderator in the relationship between culture 

and financial performance within a sample of US-based technology companies (Chatman et al., 

2014). Furthermore, Costanza and colleagues (2016) looked at companies’ survival rates across 

multiple domains (including some from manufacturing, retail, insurance, and utilities, among 

others), identifying that firms which rated highly in both values and actions related to change 

were most likely to survive the longest. These findings suggested that, beyond the organization’s 

values toward potential change, it must also be willing to take the necessary steps to make and 

sustain the changes in response to its environment. 

Core Values Driving Action 

The importance of core values is made clear in the way they are described in the 

literature. Just a few of the ways core values are described includes their role as “glue” between 

employees (Barchiesi & La Bella, 2014), an organizational beacon (Margulies & Raia, 1988), 

drivers of behavior (Abreu et al., 2009; Sueldo & Streimikiene, 2016), drivers of individual and 

organizational performance (Oh et al., 2018), a component of intellectual capital (Edvinsson & 

Malone, 1997) and even the defining characteristics of a culture (Lencioni, 2002; Williams, 

2002). Indeed, core values help influence which issues achieve salience within the organization 

(Pant & Lachman, 1998). Oh and colleagues (2018) identified three key features of core values in 

the literature, specifically that 1) they are based on organizational culture that builds cohesion 

within the organization, 2) they are practical principles guiding employees’ behavior and 

decision-making, and 3) they are shared beliefs among the organization’s employees that relate 

to organizational goals and objectives. 
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 While core values can be these powerful and galvanizing forces within organizations, 

they can just as easily be empty words within documents that rarely get referenced. Jollands, 

Akroyd, and Sawabe (2015) found that a lack of clarity around a core value’s definition, and its 

accompanying process of implementation, led to the value’s stagnation within the organization 

and, ultimately, its being abandoned. In contrast, values-based actions (VBA), or acting in 

accordance with the values, is one way to combat values becoming latent or inert. Oh and 

colleagues (2018) defined VBA (in their words, practicing core values) as the degree of applying 

the organizational core values in the daily tasks at work and reflection of these values in 

employees’ attitudes. Acting in accordance with values is important in many ways, including 

organizational development (Viinamäki, 2009) and corporate image (Barchiesi & La Bella, 2014); 

in fact, utilizing core values to guide decision-making has been proposed to be a distinguishing 

feature among long-lasting successful companies (Collins & Porras, 1996; Sufi & Lyons, 2003). As 

an example, Volvo keeps its values relevant via strategically integrating its core values with its 

mission statement and making them future-oriented – and, thus, never satisfied (Urde, 2003). If 

the values were static, they would only be descriptions and it would be easy for them to lose 

their importance. By making them future-oriented, the values continue to represent something 

to strive for and a guiding light for which future behaviors can be directed. 

As mentioned, each of the three levels of Schein’s model of cultural analysis are 

connected. As groups act, they get feedback on their progress toward accomplishing their 

purpose. If a group succeeds – and continues to succeed – then the beliefs, values, and behavior 

patterns that launched the group will be taken for granted as the way to continue. With time 

and continued success, those beliefs and values become part of the group’s identity and will be 

taught to newcomers as this is who we are, and this is what we do. Even if the values and beliefs 

were debated at first, they become non-negotiable assumptions that new members are 
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expected to adopt when they join the group (Schein & Schein, 2017). In this way, as values and 

beliefs are reinforced, stakeholders come to perceive the importance of acting in accordance 

with values even if (at first) they were not personal values. 

Urde (2003) demonstrated what examples of VBAs looked like at Volvo. The company’s 

core values of safety, quality, and concern for the environment are clearly represented in the 

company’s mission and vision, and even its brand statement: 

Based on customer-perceived quality and achievements, Volvo will distinctly, decisively, 

and consistently sustain and develop its brand position as a recognized leader in safety 

and be ranked as a leader in terms of environmental care among the world’s top 

producers of automotive and transport products, equipment and systems (p. 1025). 

These core values are emphasized beyond the corporate level and are also visible at the product 

level. Volvo’s top point of emphasis, safety, can be understood through the company’s track 

record of being at the forefront of automotive safety innovations for decades – including 

seatbelts, collision protection, and airbags throughout their vehicles. Further, these core values 

are reflected in the way Volvo positions itself in the market and promotes itself to customers. 

Indeed, this integration has actually served as a source of competitive advantage for the 

company as safety has come to be associated with the brand’s identity (Urde, 2003). As Barney 

(1986) noted, while other companies may imitate the innovations, the value may not to be as 

deeply integrated into other companies (or as high a priority) as it is with Volvo, making it 

difficult to imitate within other organizations. 

Core Values Driving Leadership 

Both employees and those in leadership positions at Volvo are encouraged to act in 

accordance with core values; a well-known story within Volvo’s culture describes a former CEO’s 
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directly and personally contacting the media in the 1990’s to express his personal and his 

company’s engagement in environmental issues, one of Volvo’s core values (Urde, 2003). 

Although many factors influence culture, leaders are one of the primary influences. Leaders 

influence culture through their strategies and practices, values, leadership style, and example 

(Steers & Shim, 2013). Beyond developing a climate in which VBAs are emphasized, leaders can 

send a powerful message to their employees about the importance of these behaviors by acting 

in accordance with the values themselves (Kottke & Pelletier, 2013; Warrick, 2017). Leaders’ 

behaviors and actions, demonstrated values, and personal willingness to change send a strong 

message (Gehman et al., 2013). Through their words and actions, leaders convey to their 

employees which behaviors and beliefs are valued and which are devalued – a practice known 

as values-based leadership (VBL); VBL is believed to be effective in organizations, both as a guide 

for actions as well as through providing a path for adapting and responding to the environment 

(Sull, 2010). Just as with VBAs, a connection between words and actions – and accountability to 

it – is necessary for this to be effective; empty value statements can have a detrimental effect 

on, and even undermine, leadership (Ferguson & Milliman, 2008; Lencioni, 2002). Myriad 

corporate scandals in the early years of the twenty-first century (including those at Enron, 

Adelphia, and WorldCom) revealed this disconnect between actions and words as companies’ 

and leaders’ decisions deviated from their foundation. More recently, Wells Fargo provided a 

high-profile illustration. Regardless of other stated core values, as leadership emphasized sales, 

many within the company became more aggressive to meet sales targets. Over a five-year 

period, more than two million accounts were opened without customers’ authorization by 

employees willing to act unethically to meet the sales goals and earn related incentives 

(Warrick, 2017). These behaviors led to severe consequences, as the company faced immediate 
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financial consequences, went through a change in leadership, and continues to deal with the 

public relations damage caused by the practices. 

In the wake of these scandals, values-based leadership has gained increased attention 

and has even seen its definition evolve into more broadly referring to a congruence between the 

leader’s values and the organization’s values (Fernandez & Hogan, 2002). In a review of the 

literature, Copeland (2014) identified the three most emphasized constructs in VBL research: 

ethical leadership, authentic leadership, and authentic transformational leadership. As a 

leadership style, ethical leadership shares many of the same characteristics of authentic and 

transformational forms, such as altruism, ethical decision-making, integrity, and role modeling; a 

major distinction is its emphasis on moral management and a focus on others (Brown & Treviño, 

2006). Because of these similarities, and the fact that, while important, ethics are not a specific 

emphasis of this investigation, the current investigation will shift its focus to other specific 

leadership types related to VBL. 

Transformational Leadership 

Burns (1978) was credited with introducing the concepts of transactional and 

transformational leadership, definitions of which were enhanced by Bass (1985). Transactional 

leadership refers to an exchange relationship between leaders and followers, allowing leaders to 

meet their own self-interests. This can take the form of contingent reward (in which the leader 

provides an explanation of what needs to occur for the follower to be rewarded), active 

management-by-exception (in which leaders monitor and take corrective action if the follower 

fails to meet standards), or passive leadership (in which the leader waits for problems to arise 

before taking corrective action, or even avoids taking any action). In contrast, transformational 

leadership refers to the leader moving beyond immediate self-interests through idealized 
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influence (charisma), inspiration, intellectual stimulation, or individualized consideration. 

Leaders display idealized influence and inspirational leadership through envisioning a desirable 

future, providing a path to achieve it, setting an example, setting high standards of 

performance, and demonstrating determination and confidence. Intellectual stimulation is 

displayed when the leader helps followers become more innovative and creative. Finally, 

individualized considerations are displayed when leaders attend to the developmental needs of 

the followers, and support and coach this development, providing opportunities for growth 

(Bass, 1999). 

Utilization of these transformational leadership behaviors can profoundly impact the 

organization. Sarros, Gray, and Densten (2002) found that leadership was a far better predictor 

of culture than culture was of leadership within a sample of Australian private sector business 

managers. With a similar sample, Sarros, Cooper, and Santora (2008) found that 

transformational leadership accounted for 24% of the variance in organizational culture. 

Meanwhile, transformational leadership has also shown to be a significant predictor of 

innovation climate, as well as have an indirect effect (fully mediated by innovation climate) on 

employee creativity among a sample of hotel employees in India (Jaiswal & Dhar, 2015). Further, 

Ross and Gray (2006) investigated transformational leadership in a sample of Canadian 

elementary school districts, finding that the teachers’ perception of their principals’ leadership 

was a significant predictor of collective teacher efficacy within the school, as well as the 

teachers’ commitments to the school’s mission and the professional community. 

Sarros and colleagues (2002) found that the Australian managers felt they utilized both 

transformational concepts in their leadership (inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, 

idealized behaviors), as well as elements of transactional leadership (contingent reward). Thus, 

perhaps it is worth considering the depth of relationships that leaders seek to create, as 
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opposed to merely considering the behaviors; in other words, it may be a combination of “what 

you say” and “how you say it.” To that end, Schein and Schein (2017, p.100-102) describe four 

levels of relationships in society. At the bottom level (Level -1), there is exploitation, no 

relationship or a negative relationship. Examples of this type of relationship would be prisoners, 

sometimes very old or very emotionally ill people, or “marks” for criminals. While relationships 

are sometimes formed at this level, there is no expected level of trust or openness. The next 

level (Level 1) is categorized by acknowledgement, civility, and transactional role relations. 

Examples of this type of relationship include strangers on the street, seatmates on a plane, or 

service people whose help we need and whose role definition requires a professional distance. 

At this level of relationship, the people do not know each other, but treat each other with a 

baseline level of respect and trust that the other person will do no harm. The third level (Level 

2), is characterized by the recognition of the other person as unique, and the establishment of 

working relationships. Examples of this level might include casual friendships or coworkers. This 

level is characterized by a deeper level of trust and openness in terms of honoring promises and 

commitments, agreeing not to harm or undermine the other person, and agreeing not to lie or 

withhold relevant task information. Finally, the fourth level (Level 3) is characterized by close 

friendships, love, and intimacy. Examples at this level include relationships where strong positive 

emotions are involved. At this level, trust goes beyond what was expressed in Level 2 in that 

people not only agree not to harm each other, but they actively support each other and are 

more open. 

The authors (Schein & Schein, 2017) suggested that a Level 3 relationship may be 

undesirable in professional situations; it could be argued, though, that certain professions (such 

as coaching) which strive to develop and educate people on a personal level as much as on a 

“professional” level could be exceptions. Regardless, through the establishment of deeper 
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relationships, behaviors potentially aligning with transactional coaching may not be perceived as 

the entire foundation of the relationship, but merely a component of it, which may alter the 

actions’ perceived meaning. Indeed, Yukl (1999) advocates that the specific outcomes of 

transformational leadership may be highly dependent on the situational context. 

Authentic Leadership 

 Authentic leadership is hardly a new concept, but it gained increased attention in the 

literature and from practitioners following the corporate scandals of the early 2000’s. Authentic 

leadership is characterized by leaders who have the ability to acknowledge their thoughts, 

emotions, needs, wants, preferences, and beliefs, and act consistently with those inner feelings 

and beliefs (Gardner et al., 2005). Harter, Schmidt, and Hayes (2002) asserted that one’s 

authenticity can be viewed on a spectrum, and that, as leaders are better able to understand 

and articulate who they are and what they believe, they can become more authentic – both as 

people and leaders. Authentic leaders – and authentic leadership – have been described as one 

of the key factors for reinforcing organizational core values (Jeffery & John, 2008). Specifically, 

authentic leadership was found to have a significant positive effect on work engagement, as well 

as values-based actions among a sample of Korean corporate leaders (Oh et al., 2018). Authentic 

leadership was also positively associated with work engagement and dedication (Wong et al., 

2010), as well as perceptions of one’s overall person-job match (Bamford et al., 2013) within the 

nursing field. 

While not directly a component of authentic leadership, several authors (Ab Hamid, 

2015; Abdullah et al., 2012; Abreu et al., 2009; Amis et al., 2002; O’Reilly & Chatman, 1996; 

Ogbonna & Harris, 2000; Posner & Schmidt, 1993; Schneider & Bowen, 1993; Warrick, 2017) 

have described the importance – and potential effects – of the congruence or alignment (or lack 
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thereof) between employees’ values and those of the organization; in other words, the 

literature has described the degree to which organizational values are perceived as being 

authentic. From an organizational perspective, former CEO of Levi Strauss & Company Robert 

Haas, has argued that alignment between organizational values and personal values is the key 

driver of corporate success (Howard, 1990). This value congruence has shown to be predictive of 

job satisfaction and eventual organizational turnover (O’Reilly et al., 1991). Beyond employees, 

similar findings have also been reported among managers. Posner and Schmidt (1993) asked 

American managers to self-rate their personal and organizational value congruence. The authors 

found that high congruence was positively associated with qualities like organizational 

commitment, success, credibility, as well as various dimensions of ethics. Interestingly, the 

authors also found that those managers with clear personal values, but lacking clarity of 

organizational values responded more like the high congruence group; meanwhile, those clear 

on organizational values but with unclear personal values responded more like the low-

congruence managers. However, Finegan (2000) found that employees’ perception of 

organizational values was a better predictor of commitment than either the employees’ 

personal values or their congruence with the organization’s. Despite these conflicting findings, 

both address the importance of the need for clearly-developed and clearly-defined values to 

allow for aligned actions. 

Values as a Control Mechanism? 

Related to this concept, as well, is the notion that core values may serve as a control 

mechanism for the organization (Amis, et al., 2002; Janićijević, 2017; Jollands et al., 2015; 

Lachman et al., 1994; Simons, 1994). Pant and Lachman (1998) described values as being core 

values when their influence on what people do supersedes that of most other values in the 

value system. Schein and Schein (2017) described how founding leaders of organizations impose 
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structure, systems, and processes within the organization and, if the organization is successful, 

they become shared and part of the culture. These shared assumptions perpetuate within the 

culture as they are taught to new members, which, in so doing, manipulate members into 

perceiving, thinking, and feeling certain ways (Van Maanen & Kunda, 1989; Kunda, 1992, 2006). 

Likewise, feedback and reward systems motivate members and reinforce their behavior (Latham 

& Pinder, 2005). Certainly, these findings offer support for the idea of core values acting as a 

control mechanism for the culture, but that does not necessarily mean the values are 

constricting. Tushman and O’Reilly (1997) described that clear values act as important decision-

making guides yet can do so without the need for formal rules or policies which might constrict 

autonomy. Likewise, O’Reilly and Chatman (1996) suggested that the alignment of personal and 

organizational values enabled commitment to a set of meaningful values, providing meaning 

and increasing intrinsic motivation and effort. 

Strategy for Implementing Values Within the Culture  

An important question remains, though: if VBL is important, then how specifically can it 

be utilized to bring core values to life within a culture? From a review of the literature, Byrtek 

and Dickerson (2013) identified – and then subsequently tested – an eight-step model for 

actualizing core values. The first two of the eight steps, respectively, involved the leadership’s 

articulation of the core value(s) and defining it through the establishment of a common meaning 

and role expectations. The third step included the leadership’s active modeling of the core 

values. The fourth step involved the leaders’ engagement and empowerment of those 

underneath them. Ensuring that systems were aligned was the fifth stage, which included things 

like eliminating obstacles, challenging current practices, developing mechanisms that support 

the values, and integrating the values in human resource management practices. The sixth step 

related to leaders’ practices for reinforcing the values. Lastly, the final two stages, respectively, 
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involved the development of measures to assess progress in actualizing the values, as well as 

continually measuring and monitoring its actualization. 

The authors subsequently tested the model within a case study design that included a 

pair of universities. The authors found that when it came to the implementation of a new value 

within the organization, the steps did not capture the entire process. First, the authors noted, 

there needed to be an initial first step added to the model in which the leader assesses current 

and historical cultural contexts. Whether incorporating additional values into a culture – or 

drastically changing them, as in the case of a leadership transition – it is important for leaders to 

understand the context in which the old values system existed. While this may seem like an 

implied part of articulating and defining new value(s), Byrtek’s and Dickerson’s (2013) findings 

suggested that the effort to understand context warranted its own stage within the model and 

made it more representative of the process observed within their study. Moreover, the authors 

added that, while introducing this process in a series of steps for the sake of presentation, there 

was often overlap and the process was not as linear as the model makes it appear 

 The importance of having a strategy has been highlighted in the literature (Amis et al., 

2002; Pant & Lachman, 1998; Urde, 2003), and findings from several studies align with these 

proposed steps. Taken as a whole, Van Rekom, van Riel, and Wierenga (2006) emphasized the 

implementation of core values at all levels of the organization facilitates management’s ability 

to develop strategies and improve coordination and morale throughout the organization. Thus, 

being clear and specific with the values, as well as communicating and reinforcing them, is vital 

for their gaining traction within the organization. Likewise, Thyssen (2009) emphasized the need 

for common values definitions and classifying values in terms of their expected roles in decision-

making. And, in conjunction with the final step in the process, Barrett (2006) advocates for 

extensive monitoring of values and related behaviors. 
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Organizational Culture in Sport 

Organizational culture in sport has gained increased attention in the literature in recent 

years. However, while research has highlighted its importance (Fletcher & Arnold, 2011; Weese, 

1996), a clear understanding of the construct within sport is, to date, elusive. Culture is often 

ascribed based on result (e.g., winning teams are presumed to have strong cultures), but this 

ignores a myriad of contextual factors such as talent discrepancies, imbalanced schedules, 

financial opportunities or constraints, among others, that distinguish winning and culture. Other 

contextual factors must be considered when analyzing culture in all domains (Schein & Schein, 

2017), but especially in sport. For example, the University of Alabama football program had 

massive turnover to its roster and coaching staff heading into the 2018 season. Head coach Nick 

Saban’s staff had six new assistant coaches from the previous year’s staff, and only one assistant 

coach remained in the same role as in the previous season (Glier, 2018). Without context, this 

type of turnover could raise a number of red flags; that several of the coaches had gone on to 

earn head coaching positions or promotions elsewhere, yet the program continued its elite 

performance, is the true testament to the culture within that program and Saban’s leadership of 

it. Culture has been shown to have a strong relationship with organizational effectiveness 

(Weese, 1996). 

Barney’s (1986) assertion of culture as a potential competitive advantage may provide 

insight into the recent sustained run of excellence by the San Antonio Spurs over the last two 

decades. Barney described a valuable culture as one that created a positive economic value for 

the firm. However, it is important to understand the context of which elements determine 

organizational effectiveness (Abdullah et al., 2012) – some of which are unique within sport. The 

Spurs participate within a larger sports league (the National Basketball Association, or NBA) that 

spreads league-wide revenues (such as media and advertising rights) amongst all its members; 
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so, organizations are not solely dependent on their individual earning capabilities to generate 

revenue. Moreover, “winning” in business is largely a function of profit maximization, whereas 

in sport financial success is not always correlated with on-field results. As examples, the Florida 

Marlins performed well enough on the field to win the 1997 World Series yet were immediately 

dismantled due to claims of lost revenue (Zimbalist, 1998); meanwhile, the Los Angeles Clippers 

under former owner Donald Sterling were “a team that historically had low revenue and low 

attendance and made money in spite of that” (Isadore, 2014). Despite turning a profit, no one 

would confuse the Clippers with being an exemplary organization; between myriad accusations 

that ultimately led to Sterling’s exit from the franchise and a lifetime ban from the NBA (Moore 

& Avila, 2014), the organization won a mere 37% of its games during the course of his 33-year 

tenure as owner. Perhaps, applied to sport, Barney’s condition of value may reflect some 

combination of the two – earning both wins on the field and revenue off it. 

While the concept of a valuable culture (when applied to sport) may still require further 

elucidation, the other two conditions’ (that cultures are rare and imperfectly imitable) relevance 

seems clear; this is where cultures like the Spurs illustrate their ability to be a competitive 

advantage. Year after year, rival organizations attempt to understand what makes their cultures 

distinct and find ways to replicate them. A brilliant illustration of this was highlighted by former 

Spurs assistant coach and current Charlotte Hornets head coach James Borrego’s description 

about how, in recent years, several of the Spurs’ assistant coaches were all competing against 

each other for available head coaching opportunities with other organizations (Wojnarowski, 

2018). Meanwhile, none of the former coaches have been able to replicate (at least to date) the 

Spurs’ successes with their new organizations. It is worth noting, as a testament to both the 

difficulty in replicating this type of cultures, as well as its rarity, that the Spurs employed a 

generational talent at the heart of their dynastic run. Yet, while Tim Duncan’s recent election to 
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the Naismith Basketball Hall of Fame is indicative of his talent, it is also reflective of his own 

strong leadership qualities, effective communication, and a mandate for instruction and 

feedback in alignment with the organizational culture in which he performed. 

Comparing the business and sport domains directly, Weinberg and McDermott (2002) 

found large agreement between the factors related to organizational success. Looking at 

elements of leadership, cohesion, and communication, the authors determined that the major 

difference across domains was simply the degree to which certain elements were emphasized, 

rather than there being separate factors. Both groups, composed of midwestern business 

managers and collegiate and high school coaches and athletic directors, emphasized elements of 

leadership, cohesion, and communication.  From a leadership standpoint, coaches emphasized 

the importance of consistency, while business leaders most frequently described honesty as an 

important leader characteristic. While business leaders emphasized the importance of being a 

good listener as an important interpersonal skill, coaches highlighted the importance of being 

able to interact with a variety of people. Both groups emphasized the importance of democratic 

styles of leadership, yet both also recognized there were times when autocratic decision-making 

was necessary. Leaders of both domains advocated for cohesion; despite more discussion of its 

social elements, leaders across both domains described the importance of task elements such as 

goal setting and role acceptance, with the development of a shared vision being viewed as an 

essential element for the development of cohesion. 

Regarding communication, both leader groups agreed that communication should be 

concise, clear, frequent, and honest. However, while sport leaders tended to advocate more for 

positive reinforcement and feedback than business leaders, business leaders noted the 

importance of listening skills such as reflective listening, paraphrasing, and giving consistent 

nonverbal cues. Similarly, Smith and Shilbury (2004) found overlap between sport and non-sport 
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organizations. Their sample of Australian national and state sport organizations utilized similar 

artifacts to those seen more generally within organizations (e.g., rituals, symbols, history and 

tradition), with the difference being in their specific manifestations – even when comparing 

their role within the sample of organizations used for their study. Further, artifacts’ meaning – 

even within a single organization – can vary without clear and specific explanation, as Mills and 

Hoeber (2013) found within a figure skating club. 

 Additionally, Jones (2002) found striking similarities in the ways in which the pursuit of 

excellence was mirrored across both domains: organizational issues, stress, leadership, high-

performing teams, and one-on-one coaching/consulting.  Organizational issues referred to the 

structures within the organization that can support or constrain performance, including the 

availability of resources, communication, and strategy.  The second factor, stress, was a 

recognition of stress’s effect on performance and described the utilization of coping strategies 

focused on emotion-focused coping, reappraisal, and (where possible) eliminating or minimizing 

the stressor.  The third area, leadership, emphasized transformational leadership behaviors.  The 

fourth dimension, high-performing teams, reflected qualities like motivation, respect, 

responsibility, and communication among its key variables across both domains.  The authors 

also described team-building strategies organizations could employ to foster cohesion among 

their members.  The final level, one-on-one coaching/consulting, refers to the need for specific 

and timely feedback to foster efficacy and motivation. 

Values Driving Actions and Leadership in Sport 

Upon his arrival with the San Francisco 49ers, Bill Walsh recognized the critical role 

values – and leading through them – would play in building his desired culture. “I came to the 

San Francisco 49ers with a specific goal – to implement what I call the Standard of Performance. 
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It was a way of doing things, a leadership philosophy, that has as much to do with core values, 

principles, and ideals as with blocking, tackling, and passing; more to do with the mental than 

the physical” (Walsh, 2010, p. xxiv). Clearly, Walsh recognized that he was going to need to 

coach technique and the fundamentals of the game. But, that alone was not going to build the 

long-lasting culture he strived to develop. The foundation of that culture would be the beliefs 

and core values behind what was being taught – and how it was being taught. Indeed, Trail and 

Chelladurai (2002) advocated for leaders aligning their actions with values following their 

investigation of a midwestern Division I athletic department. Likewise, leaders viewed as being 

prototypical of culture were rated as more effective (Aicher & Cunningham, 2011). 

From an administrative standpoint, Cooper, Weight, and Pierce (2014) found that 

collegiate athletic administrators from a national sample of Division I athletic departments 

viewed values of ethics, integrity, honesty, sportsmanship, teamwork, and responsibility as 

having the highest priority within their athletic departments. Meanwhile, Hutchinson and 

Bennett (2012) found a lack of congruence between espoused core values and those actually 

implemented within a university athletic department, including some identical values to those 

investigated by Cooper and colleagues. Various internal and external stakeholders identified 

that certain values (e.g., excellence) were present only via the surrogate of winning, while 

others were for public relations purposes without associated action; the incongruence was 

believed to be related to a lack of strong leadership (at both the athletic department and 

university levels) to model and help mold and integrate these values within the department. 

This lack of consistency also connected with an inconsistent view of the department’s brand 

image – and speaks to the critical importance of leaders’ holding themselves and those under 

them accountable to the values. 

Transformational leadership in sport 
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Beyond being a leadership style identified as important among coaches (Vallée & Bloom, 

2005), transformational leadership has also been associated with positive outcomes in sport. 

Within a sample of university campus recreation departments, leaders scoring high on 

transformational leadership were found to have significantly stronger and more positive 

cultures than leaders scoring low on transformational leadership (Weese, 1995). At an 

organizational level, Kent and Chelladurai (2001) described a cascading effect for the effect of 

transformational leadership within a study of a collegiate athletic department. Mid-level 

managers (in this case, associate athletic directors and department directors) were found to 

emulate the transformational leadership of the athletic director in communicating with those 

serving under them, which may be indicative of the inspiring effect transformational leaders 

have on those working under them. 

Transformational leadership qualities have also been associated with performance. 

Bormann and Rowold (2016) found that leaders rated higher in Articulating a Vision and 

Providing Individualized Support were positively and significantly related to player performance 

in a sample of German professional basketball players. Perhaps related to the inspiring nature of 

transformational leadership, intrinsic motivation has been found to mediate the relationship 

between transformational coaching and coaches’ ratings of athlete performance in Canadian 

university athletes across multiple sports (Charbonneau et al., 2001). Specifically, Individual 

Considerations and Intellectual Stimulation were significantly correlated with intrinsic 

motivation. Moreover, transformational coaching behaviors have also been associated with 

increased perceptions of effective coaching behaviors, feelings of satisfaction with the coach, 

and the exertion of extra effort (Rowold, 2006), as well as enhanced commitment to the 

organization (Kent & Chelladurai, 2001). 
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Previous research has demonstrated the benefits of enhanced team cohesion on 

efficacy and performance across multiple sports (Carron et al., 2002; Paskevich, et al., 1999; 

Price & Weiss, 2011). Callow, Smith, Hardy, Arthur, and Hardy (2009) discovered that 

transformational leadership behaviors were predictive of both social and task dimensions of 

cohesion. In a sample of ultimate frisbee players, the authors found that Fostering Acceptance 

of Group Goals and Promoting Teamwork predicted social cohesion. Beyond social aspects, task 

cohesion was predicted by Fostering Acceptance of Group Goals and Promoting Teamwork, High 

Performance Expectations, and Individual Considerations (Callow et al., 2009; Smith et al., 2013). 

Notably, when the aforementioned sample of ultimate frisbee players was split on ability, the 

authors discovered that Individual Considerations was a predictor of task cohesion for the 

higher-performing group, but not for the lower-performing group. One possible explanation for 

this finding was that individual considerations become more important as one progresses to 

more elite levels of experience and ability, compared to the more gross adjustments that may 

happen at earlier stages of skill development. And, the deeper relationships seen in 

transformational leadership may contribute to understanding these specific needs; this would 

support individualizing suggestions for improvement, and even being part of the connection 

between these considerations and the enhanced task cohesion. Meanwhile, a vital component 

of task cohesion, participants’ willingness to sacrifice their own self-interest for the betterment 

of the group, may also be related to transformational leadership. Cronin, Arthur, Hardy, and 

Callow (2015) demonstrated that a concept termed inside sacrifice, the sacrifices athletes make 

in practice and competition, mediated the relationship between five specific dimensions of 

transformational coaching (Individual Consideration, Fostering Acceptance of Group Goals, High 

Performance Expectations, Appropriate Role Model, and Inspirational Motivation) and task 

cohesion.  
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 Additionally, communication represents a potential mediator between transformational 

leadership and task cohesion (Smith et al., 2013). The authors observed that intrateam 

communication mediated the relationship between selected transformational leadership 

behaviors and task cohesion. It is important to note that for the ultimate frisbee samples in this 

study, as well as by Callow and colleagues (2009), organization, strategy, and training were 

organized by the team captain rather than a distinct coach. The lack of coach may have 

intensified the importance of intrateam communication, yet it also obscured understanding of 

the potential role of this communication in a more traditional team setting with a coach. 

Autonomy-supportive leadership in sport 

Basic Psychological Needs Theory posits that people must satisfy their basic 

psychological needs of competence, autonomy, and relatedness to experience positive 

outcomes, such as psychological well-being, optimal development, and autonomous forms of 

motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci 2008). Thus, autonomy-supportive coaching 

behaviors – those that provide student-athletes with a sense of agency – may provide (at least a 

degree of) counterbalance to the perception of core values as organizational controls. Indeed, 

autonomy-supportive coaching behaviors have also been associated with increased self-

determined motivation across a range of sports including gymnastics (Gagne, 2003), soccer 

(Hollembeak & Amorose, 2005; Weston et al., 2011), and judo (Gillet et al., 2010). Specifically, 

Hollembeak and Amorose (2005) found that an autocratic coaching style, one rigid in its 

decision-making and demanding obedience to those decisions, had a negative relationship with 

psychological needs (specifically relatedness and autonomy) and intrinsic motivation. 

Meanwhile, each of those same psychological elements was positively related to a democratic 

coaching style, encouraging of athletes’ input. 
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Moreover, these behaviors may have an influence on commitment and performance. 

The degree to which truly intrinsic motivation occurs within elite sport can be debated, but even 

if the motivation is externally-driven, participation and commitment can still be self-determined. 

In a sample of elite swimmers, those perceiving autonomy support from their coaches 

demonstrated greater persistence to continue than those perceiving their coaches to be 

controlling (Pelletier et al., 2001). More specifically, along the continuum of motivations and 

regulations within Self Determination Theory, the authors found that athletes displaying 

amotivation or externally-regulated motivation withdrew most rapidly; introjected regulation 

predicted short-term, but not long-term, persistence; and those displaying identified regulation 

or intrinsic motivation exhibited the lowest dropout rates. Autonomy-supportive coaching 

behaviors have also demonstrated a positive relationship with athletic performance, including 

among soccer players (Chen et al., 2013) and judokas (Gillet et al., 2010). Specifically, Gillet and 

colleagues (2010) found that judokas’ perceptions of autonomy support indirectly influenced 

subsequent performance through contextual and situational motivations. In other words, the 

coaches’ autonomy support predicted the athletes’ motivation toward judo (contextual 

motivation), which in turn predicted their motivation specifically for the upcoming competition 

(situational motivation), which ultimately predicted their performance in the competition. 

Developing culture in sport 

While culture is an important part of consistent organizational success, it is not a one-

size-fits-all construct. With its reliance on shared learning, culture is necessarily a group effort. 

Therefore, culture development must allow for individual styles (Fletcher & Wagstaff, 2009; 

MacPherson & Howard, 2011; Schroeder, 2010). A large share of the literature on culture 

development in sport has emphasized culture change, which is often accompanied by changes in 

leadership. Changes in leadership, however, do not always result in positive changes (Andersen, 
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2011). Indeed, Pain and Harwood (2007, 2008) found that various cultural elements were 

perceived to have both positive and negative effects on performance among the England youth 

soccer team athletes. Stated parsimoniously, Cruickshank, Collins, and Minten (2014, 2015) 

described enduring culture change in both Olympic and professional sport as a two-step 

process. The first step, initial evaluation, planning, and impact, involved leaders establishing the 

focus and content of the culture. This was paired with a second phase, management of a 

holistic, integrated, and social system, in which internal and external stakeholders are managed. 

Frontiera (2010) provided insight into successful culture change processes in American 

professional sport – based on comparisons of the teams’ winning percentages prior to and 

following the change – gaining rare access to key decision-makers in the NBA, National Football 

League, and Major League Baseball. Following qualitative interviews with the owners and 

general managers, the author described a five-step process as these organizations worked to 

turn around losing cultures. Similar to the findings of Byrtek and Dickerson (2013) who 

emphasized the importance of identifying the current and historical cultural contexts, the 

author identified Symptoms of a Dysfunctional Culture as the first step toward a cultural 

turnaround. In this case, the decision-makers identified a negative environment (which included 

poor physical conditions such as inadequate facilities, an absence of values, and even the 

presence of values inconsistent with success) and an environment in which losing had become a 

habit (which included reduced effort, accountability, and communication). 

The next three steps, My Way, Walk the Talk, and Embedding New Culture reflected the 

ways in which the leader’s vision for the new culture would be taught and reinforced. Initially, 

the leaders introduced their respective organizational visions, as well as their values – many of 

which were related to the leaders’ beliefs about how people should treat each other (Frontiera, 

2010). Moreover, certain personnel were changed in this early phase, intentional efforts were 
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implemented to grow and develop personnel, and clear and honest communication was 

implemented initially. Meanwhile, the decision makers also spoke about the importance of 

culture being reinforced every day, the importance of persisting in the face of obstacles, and the 

importance of artifacts in reinforcing the new culture’s values. Specifically, the leaders also 

described the importance of values-driven behaviors as a way to respond to critical events to 

show that new values existed within the organization and that old behaviors would not be 

tolerated. These reinforcers took root within the organizations as the leaders identified small 

victories to support new values and vision within the organization, and took advantage of 

potential cultural turning points when they arose. The final step in the cultural turnaround (Our 

Way) was evident as the leader’s organizational vision and values spread throughout the 

organization. This shift became evident in the ways people within the organization acted with 

each other and in the face of difficult decisions – opting to act in accordance with values. 

Moreover, those within the organization were described as making better decisions and thinking 

independently and innovatively within the blueprint of the organization’s vision and values.  

Despite differences in semantics or parsimony in the organization of steps, these findings share 

considerable overlap with seminal literature on group formation dynamics (Tuckman, 1965). 

At the college level, Schroeder (2010) explored the idea of culture as a change agent in 

organizational turnaround, while also aiming to identify specific leader behaviors that facilitated 

the culture change. In his study, the author interviewed ten collegiate head coaches across 

multiple sports (basketball, football, softball, and volleyball) responsible for turning around 

unsuccessful programs. Despite using different nomenclature to frame his findings than 

Cruickshank, Collins, and Minten (2014, 2015) and Frontiera (2010), Schroeder similarly found a 

critical early step included the new head coach clearly defining and articulating programmatic 

core values, which included relationship values, behavioral values, and strategic values. These 



Running head: CORE VALUES DRIVING SUSTAINED ELITE PERFORMANCE CULTURES  32 
 

values included the ways in which coaches and athletes should interact and communicate, the 

use of statistics to promote values (such as quality at-bats in the case of one softball coach), and 

core values as a vehicle to explain the path toward success. 

The head coaches also utilized values-based actions as teaching tools to reinforce the 

values, including modeling; assignments; technology; and providing opportunities for autonomy, 

responsibility, and leadership. The coaches also noted that, once their athletes’ leadership 

began to reflect the new values, the cultural foundation had been laid. The head coaches were 

also intentional with their use of punishment and reward to further their culture. While these 

were handed out in alignment with coaches’ individual styles, coaches offered extrinsic (such as 

playing time or scholarships), as well as symbolic rewards (such as helmet stickers, unique gear, 

or preferential seating during travel) to reinforce athletes acting in accordance with the new 

value system. More frequently, however, the coaches described using punishment, which were 

explicitly linked to values. The severity of the punishment varied based on the offense, but the 

coaches also noted that certain punishments became cultural myths that were passed down to 

subsequent recruiting classes whose mere mention was enough to keep behaviors from 

deviating too far away from values. As an example, the author cited a softball coach who utilized 

physical punishment after her team lied about attending a party. The coach noted that, “It 

worked well. … I’m telling you, only four players on [this year’s] team did that, yet they’re all, ‘I 

don’t want to do anything like that’” (Schroeder, 2010). 

Along with enacting change on the current roster, the head coaches also described 

specific recruiting strategies they implemented to support their new cultures. The head coaches 

described a balancing act, in that they definitively were looking for talented potential student-

athletes, but were also searching for qualities beyond talent, among them passion, coachability, 

character, and being team-oriented. The head coaches also specifically described body language 
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as being an important indicator of some of these prized qualities. Culturally, the coaches also 

felt that once the culture took hold with the current players, it would perpetuate into the 

recruiting of future classes and, thus, make future recruiting easier. All coaches noted the 

importance of context, noting that certain factors beyond their control – institutional culture, 

available resources, and the administration among them – could facilitate or debilitate the 

integration and implementation of a new culture. 

While these previous studies provide valuable insight into key aspects of culture change, 

there is limited research highlighting those within long-lasting and sustained high-performing 

cultures. Within sport, there may be no greater example of sustained success and an enduring 

culture than the New Zealand rugby side, the All Blacks. The All Blacks’ sustained on-field 

dominance is best illustrated by their having won 75% of their test matches during their first 109 

years. In the case of a legacy lasting that long, no single leader is responsible for success. These 

shifts in leadership have the potential to shift which value(s) dominate within the culture (Schein 

& Schein, 2017; Sueldo & Streimikiene, 2016). However, across generations of leaders, and their 

respective coaching styles, the All Blacks have maintained the core elements of their culture. 

Johnson and colleagues (2013) investigated the factors that have allowed the All Blacks to 

sustain their elite level of performance over the decades within their case study approach, 

specifically interviewing past and present captains and coaches integral to the side’s success 

over the 60 year period of 1950-2010. Based on these interviews, the authors identified three 

main themes as integral to the All Blacks’ success: Pride in Winning, Pride in the Legacy, and 

Embracing Change. Pride in Winning and Pride in the Legacy shared substantial overlap as both 

captains and coaches expressed a responsibility to win, describing a combination of 

motivational, emotional, perceptual, and cognitive processes. This responsibility was passed 

down to each subsequent generation, but not just for themselves – it was also for others 
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including past members and their fellow New Zealanders. The All Black’s valuing winning has 

likely achieved the status of becoming an underlying assumption given their rich history of 

success on the field. Moreover, Schein (Schein, 2010; Schein & Schein, 2017) has described 

history as a cultural artifact. 

Finally, the culture’s ability to endure for more than a century is a reflection of its 

Embracing Change. While the All Blacks have deliberately maintained certain aspects of their 

culture, they have also demonstrated openness to making adjustments in an effort to ensure 

the continuation of their winning legacy and to continue to leverage culture as a competitive 

advantage across multiple leaders, generations of athletes, as well as more global societal 

changes. A prime example of this is the evolution of the roster’s ethnic makeup. In the 1950’s, 

the team was predominantly Pakeha, while half the starting side in the 2011 World Cup were 

Maori and Polynesian. While the core values have remained the same, these changes have 

influenced aspects of the All Blacks’ culture – notably in the performance of the Haka (a pre-

match ritual performed by the team; Johnson et al., 2013). 

Despite increased exploration of organizational culture in sport literature, the topic still 

lacks sufficient depth. Specifically, much of the research thus far has focused on two primary 

areas: sport administration (e.g., the larger organization or national governing bodies) or culture 

change (e.g., the processes and mechanisms through which poor-performing cultures attempt 

to change). These areas of research have highlighted the critical importance of developing a 

strong culture, but either fail to address the process(es) for development of a sustained elite 

performing culture or lack longitudinal considerations for sustaining the cultural strengthening. 

Likewise, with the preponderance of culture research coming from business and 

organizational domains, the crossover focus on sport administrators (Cooper et al., 2014, 
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Fletcher & Arnold, 2011; Frontiera, 2010) makes intuitive sense given the overlap of sport and 

business in their job duties. However, culture is a daily process and not an isolated event. 

Especially at the college level, coaches – and not administrators – are the ones involved in the 

daily development and promotion of culture. The manner in which coaches opt to lead and 

develop their cultures can have personal and athletic influences beyond performance, including 

effects in areas such as relationships, well-being, and motivation. However, few studies have 

investigated the core values driving these leadership decisions and leadership behaviors. 

Therefore, this study aimed to address this gap in the literature. The purpose of this 

study was to gain greater insight into collegiate head coaches’ experiences and perceptions 

developing and implementing culture within their sustained high-performing programs. Within 

the broader question of culture development, the study looked at four sub-questions: 1) What 

are the core values that head coaches deem most important toward building sustained high-

performance cultures?, 2) How are these core values taught?, 3) How do these values manifest 

in the actions/language/communication of those within these cultures?, and 4) How do coaches 

reinforce these values-based actions? How are coaches addressing actions that are not aligned 

with values? 
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METHODS 

Paradigm 

This investigation was conducted from a postpositivist paradigm. Hatch (2002) asserts 

that this paradigm operates from the assumption that, because of the limitations of human 

inquiry, the inherent order of the universe can never be completely known. Therefore, reality 

can be approximated but not fully apprehended; postpositivist researchers work to capture 

close approximations. Those operating from this perspective do not believe in strict causes and 

effect, but alternatively recognize all cause and effect is a probability that may or may not occur 

(Creswell, 2013). Within this paradigm, researchers, themselves, are viewed as the research 

instrument and, therefore, it is paramount that the researcher maintain an objective 

perspective on the phenomenon being studied. Research techniques, such as analytic induction, 

are used to ensure that empirical data – and not the researcher’s impressions – drive the 

findings. Data collection and analysis products from this paradigm lead to descriptions of 

patterned behavior that participants use to make sense of their social surroundings. 

Generalizations are induced from systematic analysis of data that take the form of searches for 

patterns. When patterns are discovered, deductive processes are used to verify the strengths of 

those patterns in the overall data set (Hatch, 2002). 

Tradition 

The aim of this study was to understand head coaches’ perspectives on core values and 

their roles as potential drivers of culture; therefore, the current investigation utilized a 

phenomenological tradition. Creswell (2013) described a phenomenological study as describing 

the common meaning for several individuals of their lived experiences of a concept or 
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phenomenon. Creswell continues that the basic purpose of phenomenology is to reduce 

individual experiences with a phenomenon to a description of the universal essence. 

One might argue that a postpositive approach and phenomenology make strange 

bedfellows. Intuitively, readers may question a perspective that casts doubt upon participants’ 

ability to identify truth while simultaneously utilizing an approach that relies on participants’ 

perspectives. While this is understandable, Racher and Robinson (2003) analyzed this specific 

paradigm-tradition fit and determined that the two were congruent. The authors noted 

Giorgio’s (1992) assertion that not all interpretative approaches (such as a phenomenology) 

claim to be relativistic and, thus, differences between a postpositive and interpretive approach 

may be a matter of degrees or varying points on a continuum as opposed to dichotomous 

opposites. Moreover, phenomenology has been described as consistent with multiple 

paradigmatic streams (Annells, 1999; Clark, 1998; Guba & Lincoln, 1994) – creating space for a 

range of approaches, from Husserlian to Heideggerian to a post-positivist approach taken by 

Merleau Ponty. Thus, Racher and Robinson (2003) concluded that reconciling paradigm 

assumptions was less of a concern than recognizing the value of different paradigm insights in 

developing new and evolving paradigm methodologies. 

Researcher’s Role 

The author of the current investigation possesses more than a decade of collegiate 

coaching experience. Though working as a member of the support staff for the larger athletic 

program, the author was responsible for implementing and reinforcing core values and culture 

within his domain (strength and conditioning) for the various programs with which he worked. 

This experience was beneficial for the author’s understanding of what and when to ask 

regarding specific follow-up questions during data collection, but was also something from 
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which the author could not entirely separate himself. From a Husserlian perspective, the author 

attempted to bracket any potential preconceived notions, biases, and judgments; while the 

author’s effectiveness is something readers will decide for themselves, the author’s best efforts 

were utilized throughout data collection and analysis to be a transparent research instrument. 

Participants 

Purposeful sampling and intensity sampling techniques were utilized to select 

participants.  Purposeful sampling refers to a sample specifically chosen because its participants 

can inform an understanding of the research problem and central phenomenon of the study 

(Creswell, 2013). Intensity sampling refers to selecting cases that are rich examples of the 

investigated topic (Patton, 2002). To ensure participants were able to provide appropriate depth 

to an inquiry of core values within sustained high-performing cultures, participants also had to 

meet the following inclusion criteria: 

1. Participants must be current head coaches of NCAA Division I athletic programs. This is 

the highest level of intercollegiate athletics in the United States, as well as the level at 

which coaching salaries and its associated pressure to win are the greatest (Curtis, 2003, 

2004).  

2. Participants must be in their current head coaching position for at least five years prior 

to data collection (the academic years 2013-2014 through 2017-2018). 

3. As a head coach, participants must have won at least one national championship, won 

at least two conference championships, and averaged a top-ten national ranking 

throughout the five seasons prior to data collection (academic years 2013-2014 through 

2017-2018) according to the annual NACDA Learfield IMG College Directors’ Cup 

standings (at least two out of three). The Directors’ Cup awards points based on 
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programs’ advancing through postseason competition, but does not account for 

conference championships (NACDA, 2018). 

4. Participants must have participated in postseason competition in each of the five 

seasons prior to data collection (academic years 2013-2014 through 2017-2018). 

Inclusion criterion two was used to ensure that coaches have implemented and established their 

desired cultures within their programs for an extended time period. Moreover, this length of 

time ensured that participants led at least one full recruiting class through their current program 

and its culture.  Criteria three and four were meant to serve as objective measures of successful 

on-field performance. Satisfying at least two of the three aspects of criterion three suggested 

the program had performed at an elite level over multiple seasons. Similarly, the argument of a 

program’s sustaining elite performance would have been undermined if it failed to qualify for 

postseason participation (criterion four). 

On the other hand, since this investigation focused on the larger macro culture of the 

program, certain sports’ coaches (e.g., track and field, swimming) were excluded from the 

sample. In these sports, individual event coaches tend to have a greater influence on their 

respective athletes compared to the head coaches’ direct influence. Thus, these programs tend 

to be more of a group of subcultures rather than a unified group and would have provided 

insight into different team dynamics than was intended for this investigation. 

To control for potential differences in dynamics between genders or between team and 

individual sports, all participants in this study were female head coaches of female team sports. 

Twenty-eight such head coaches met eligibility criteria for inclusion in the current study. Of 

those, nine expressed interest in participation. Six of those nine coaches began data collection, 

with one participant withdrawing during data collection. Thus, five participants completed the 
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study. These coaches lead programs in three different sports [field hockey (n=3), basketball 

(n=1), and softball (n=1)] and which participate within three different athletic conferences. 

Through the 2018-2019 academic year, participants’ years leading their current programs 

ranged from 11-38 years (mean ± SD = 24.6 ± 12.38 years). The head coaches led their current 

programs to numerous conference championships, ranging from 6-26 championships (16.6 ± 

8.99) across the sample, and national championships, ranging from 1-7 championships (2.8 ± 

2.49). Over the course of their respective head coaching careers, the five participants have 

totaled 157 years of head coaching experience, earning a total of 95 conference championships 

and 14 national championships. 

Data Sources and Collection Procedures 

Culture researchers (Cruickshank & Collins, 2012; Cruickshank et al., 2013; Hofstetter & 

Harpaz, 2015) have advocated that culture development and implementation is not solely a top-

down process; culture’s foundation in shared learning speaks to this collective process. 

However, the leader’s role in shaping the culture was described in the previous chapter – with 

this role being especially pronounced in the case of collegiate athletics. Beyond differences in 

power dynamics, the nature of college sports dictates that student-athletes will only be active 

participants in the culture for a finite length of time (e.g., four years), while coaches (including 

those who participated in this study) often lead their cultures for far longer than that. For this 

reason, collegiate head coaches are extremely influential in shaping the programs’ cultures. 

Disparate power dynamics notwithstanding, coaches can still empower their athletes with 

choice, voice, and autonomy as they lead and oversee their cultures. However, given the limited 

understanding in the literature, it was important to understand the dominant core values 

driving the macro cultures within these championship programs, why they are important, and 
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how they are reinforced by collegiate head coaches. To that end, the current study aims to 

answer the following research question and sub-questions: 

What are collegiate head coaches’ experiences utilizing core values in leading their 

sustained elite performing cultures? 

1. What are the core values that head coaches find most important toward 

building sustained high-performance cultures? 

2. How are these core values taught within the culture? 

3. How do the core values manifest in the actions/language/communication of 

those within the culture? 

4. How do coaches reinforce these values-based actions? How do coaches address 

actions that are not aligned with values? 

All prospective participants were contacted directly by the author via email or 

telephone. The author followed-up with interested coaches and set up a phone call to 

familiarize coaches with the basic format and purpose of the study. Head coaches in the study 

were voluntary participants and were free to withdraw at any time; verbal consent to 

participate was obtained during the familiarization discussion. At the conclusion of the 

familiarization discussion, the author scheduled the first interview with coaches expressing 

interest in participation; the informed consent document was also sent at this time for the 

coaches’ review and signature. Due to logistical and geographical limitations, interviews were 

conducted via telephone. 

Data in the current study were obtained via interview. Hatch (2002) described several 

important steps for qualitative interviewing, including that researchers utilize open-ended 

questions, encourage participants to explain their unique perspectives on the issue at hand, and 
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listen intently for special language and other clues that reveal meaning structures informants 

use to understand their world. To accomplish this, semi-structured interviews were utilized in 

the current study. Semi-structured interviews enable researchers to maintain some consistency 

over the concepts that are covered in each interview, yet also maintain the flexibility to ask 

additional questions or follow-up on any salient topics that emerge during the interview process 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Hatch, 2002). Schein (Schein, 1990; Schein & Schein, 2017) advocated 

for this type of open-ended questioning as integral toward developing an understanding of an 

organization’s culture and values. 

Interview scripts were developed by the primary researcher, though some questions 

were borrowed or adapted from previous literature (Frontiera, 2010; Schein & Schein, 2017). 

The questions were designed to elicit a thorough description of head coaches’ experiences 

implementing their core values within their programs’ cultures. In alignment with 

recommendations from Seidman (2013), the current study utilized a three-interview format, 

each with its own overarching theme. According to Seidman, the goal of the first interview is to 

establish the context of the experience. In the present study, this meant identifying coaches’ 

general operational definitions of core values and culture, understanding how those definitions 

specifically applied to the cultures of their programs, and understanding the background of why 

those core values were prized within their cultures. Questions were designed to elicit these 

explanations (e.g., What do “core values” mean to you?, What are the core values of your team’s 

culture?, and Why are these specific core values important to you and your program?); the full 

list of questions from the first interview are available in Appendix A. 

Seidman (2013) suggests that the aim of the second interview is to have participants 

reconstruct the details within which the experience occurred. In the present study, this focused 

on exploring the coaches’ actual process of implementing the core values within their culture. 
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Questions in this interview were designed to have coaches describe their initial and continued 

experience teaching culture, as well as provide insight into coaches’ understandings of how the 

core values have taken hold within their programs (e.g., Describe the process by which you 

introduce your athletes to the program’s core values.,  If I spent a day in your program, what 

things would be representative of your program’s core values and team culture?, and How do 

you evaluate the degree to which the core values have taken hold?); the full list of questions 

from the second interview are listed in Appendix B.  

Seidman (2013) suggests the third interview be used to encourage participants to reflect 

on the meaning of their experience. In the present study, this encouraged coaches to reflect on 

the larger meaning of the core values and culture related to student-athlete well-being and 

performance. Questions in this interview asked coaches to connect their cultures to constructs 

such as motivation, relationships, and performance (e.g., How would you characterize the 

relationships among your student-athletes?, How do you buffer against complacency?, and How 

often is winning discussed within your program?); the full list of questions from the third 

interview are listed in Appendix C.  

Seidman (2013) suggested that each of the three interviews be conducted with a gap of 

between three days to a week between interviews. The author made every effort to follow this 

guideline in the present study, while also accommodating head coaches’ busy schedules which 

did not always allow for it to be followed exactly. Three participants maintained a weekly 

schedule for interviews; however, one participant needed to reschedule interviews multiple 

times leading to an 18-week span between her first and final interview. In contrast, another 

participant requested that the schedule be condensed due to limited time; for this participant, 

the first two interviews were conducted on the same call with the third interview occurring two 

days later. Excluding these outliers, the remaining participants averaged 10.67 days between 
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first and third interviews. Participants averaged a total of 90.66 minutes across their multiple 

interviews. All interviews were audio recorded, transcribed within 72 hours of their collection, 

and double-checked to ensure accuracy. Each interview was stored on a portable hard drive not 

connected to the internet, with a back-up version stored on a separate portable hard drive not 

connected to the internet. There were no known risks for participation in this study. 

Analysis Procedure 

The first cycle of coding in this investigation was open coded, specifically utilizing in vivo 

coding. In vivo coding refers to coding by words or phrases from the actual language found 

within the qualitative data, used by the participants themselves. In vivo coding is appropriate for 

studies that prioritize and honor the participant’s voice (Saldaña, 2016) and aligned with a 

Husserlian descriptive approach (Christensen et al., 2017; Dowling, 2007). In vivo coding was 

considered appropriate toward facilitating the present study’s aim of exploring head coaches’ 

experiences implementing core values and their culture. 

In vivo coding also served another important purpose in the current investigation. The 

author’s educational background and coaching experiences have shaped certain beliefs about 

core values and culture development. Focusing the analysis on the participants’ own words 

helped maintain a focus on the participants’ perceptions and experiences. In this way, this 

analytic approach helped the author bracket his experiences and perceptions from those of the 

participants; bracketing preconceived opinions is an important part of Husserlian 

phenomenology (Dahlberg et al., 2008). 

Second cycle coding utilized axial coding, which was used to reassemble the data that 

were split into in vivo codes. Axial coding was used to determine which codes in the research 

were dominant ones and which were the less important ones, and to reorganize the dataset: 
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synonyms were crossed out, redundant codes were removed, and the best representative codes 

were selected (Boeije, 2010). Moreover, this method aimed to link categories and 

subcategories, looking at how they are related, specifying the properties and dimensions of a 

category. 

Identifying codes and developing larger themes were also facilitated by analytic memos 

created by the author. Researchers, writing down ideas as data are collected and analyzed, 

attempt to formulate the process observed in the data and sketch out the flow of this process 

(Creswell, 2013). Memos were utilized to facilitate assembly of in vivo codes, as well to serve as 

a reference against which potential categories and themes were compared. 

Trustworthiness 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) describe trustworthiness as a means for naturalistic inquirers 

to apply rigor to their research and respond to accusations that their research is “sloppy” or 

“merely subjective.” The authors described four criteria for establishing trustworthiness in 

qualitative research: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Specific 

methods were utilized in the present study to address concerns about trustworthiness. 

Credibility 

Credibility provides an external check on the inquiry process. Lincoln and Guba (1985) 

suggest using techniques that make it more likely that credible findings and interpretations will 

be produced in the study. Among the techniques proposed by the authors, the current study 

utilized peer debriefing, member checks, and negative case analysis techniques in an effort to 

produce credible findings. 



Running head: CORE VALUES DRIVING SUSTAINED ELITE PERFORMANCE CULTURES  46 
 

 Peer debriefing is a process of exposing oneself to a disinterested peer in a manner 

paralleling an analytic session and to purposefully explore aspects of the inquiry that might 

otherwise remain only implicit in the investigator’s mind (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In the current 

study, peer evaluation served multiple purposes. First, the peer reviewers posed challenging 

questions, which helped the author confront potential biases, meanings, and interpretations of 

interview data. Additionally, the consultations challenged the quality of the findings, serving as 

opportunities to determine the legitimacy of findings. 

Five peer debriefers were utilized in the current investigation. Two of the peer 

debriefers had backgrounds in education, two had backgrounds in business (one in human 

resources and organizational culture, the other with a background in professional sport), and 

the final peer debriefer was a current graduate student with qualitative analysis experience. 

Debriefers reviewed interview transcripts, noting salient points and key takeaways. During the 

process of developing themes, comments from debriefers were reviewed as findings started to 

take shape. During this process, debriefers, themselves, were also consulted to determine 

whether potential themes and subthemes were truly present in the data; this helped to make 

findings both more reflective of the data and more parsimonious. 

A second effort to enhance the investigation’s credibility was the utilization of member 

checks. With this technique, data, analytic categories, interpretations, and conclusions are 

tested with members of the stakeholder groups from which the data were collected; Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) describe this as the most crucial technique for establishing credibility. In the 

present study, the three-interview format facilitated the utilization of this technique, as data 

and interpretations were member-checked by the interviewees in situ or, upon review of the 

data, within subsequent interviews. 



Running head: CORE VALUES DRIVING SUSTAINED ELITE PERFORMANCE CULTURES  47 
 

 Negative case analysis was also used to enhance the credibility of the present study. 

When using this technique, researchers are advised to continue to refine hypotheses until they 

account for all known cases without exception, attempting to eliminate outlier findings. 

However, Lincoln and Guba (1985) note the potential for extenuating circumstances in which 

outliers may be found – and even appropriate – and, thus, the hypothesis may not need to truly 

satisfy all cases. In the present study, possible outlier findings were considered against 

categories and themes emerging from the data to determine the appropriateness of potentially 

refining or expanding the categories. 

Transferability 

The second aspect of trustworthiness, transferability, can be demonstrated through the 

provision of a rich description of the context in which the investigation took place. Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) describe that whether or not the findings hold in another context is an empirical 

issue whose resolution depends on the degree of similarity between contexts. Thus, the aim of 

thick description is to provide enough contextual detail to allow others interested in making a 

transfer of the findings to reach their own conclusion about whether or not the transfer is 

possible. This author provided a rich description of the coaches’ backgrounds and experiences 

implementing cultures across their varied sustained elite-performing programs, in part, to 

support the transferability – and ultimately trustworthiness – of the current study. 

Dependability 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) describe an audit process aimed at supporting an 

investigation’s dependability. Like a fiscal audit, the authors proposed that auditors examine the 

process of the inquiry to determine its dependability. Moreover, the auditor is tasked with 

examining the study’s data, findings, interpretations, and recommendations, and attest that 
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they are supported by the data. Authors leave audit trials by keeping record of their data 

collection and analytic processes; this was done in the present study to protect against 

accusations that its data or findings lack dependability. 

Additionally, transparency gives readers the opportunity to judge the investigation’s 

dependability. The author’s disclosure of potential biases which could affect the data, and his 

description of the processes through which he attempted to minimize and avoid their effects, 

were included to support the investigation’s dependability. Likewise, the author’s provision of a 

rich description was intended to further support this study’s dependability by providing a clear 

understanding of the context in which the findings were obtained. 

Confirmability 

Just as an audit trail can be used to support an investigation’s dependability, it also can 

determine its confirmability, neutrality and repeatability. Halpern (as cited in Lincoln & Guba, 

1985, p. 319-327) described six categories of the audit trail: raw data, data reduction and 

analysis products, data reconstruction and synthesis products, process notes, materials relating 

to intentions and dispositions, and instrument development information. Excepting instrument 

development information (which was not a part of the current investigation), all other 

categories were preserved and available for audit in the present study. 

Beyond an audit trail, peer debrief sessions provided opportunities for outside 

perspectives which may not have been considered by the author – both in terms of data and 

methods. This helped the author remain focused on methods aligned with the intent of the 

study, and findings which honored the coaches’ experiences. Moreover, member checks 

provided the author an opportunity to directly identify whether data and interpretations 
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accurately reflected the coaches’ experiences implementing their sustained high-performing 

cultures.  
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RESULTS 

Head coaches described core values as providing direction for their cultures and 

programs. While coaches described a spectrum of formality to their respective processes, it was 

clear that each coach had a set of key qualities they sought for their program. An important 

starting point for understanding the role of values was to first understand the values 

themselves; that is where this section will begin. Next, this section will discuss the ways in which 

the core values are taught. Finally, it will describe behaviors representative of the values (or not) 

and the ways in which coaches reinforce those behaviors to drive culture. 

Identifying Core Values 

The head coaches desired a variety of qualities that centered on two key areas: personal 

and athletic development, and relationships. The following sections, More Than Just the Game 

and Our Family, will explore specific elements of these categories as it relates to the head 

coaches’ desired values within their cultures; a visual representation of the core value themes 

and subthemes can be found in Appendix D. 

More Than Just the Game 

Coaches described values that targeted character and growth within sport, but also in 

ways that transcended sport and could affect their student-athletes for the rest of their lives. 

Four subthemes emerged within More Than Just the Game, centered around excellence, 

growth, work ethic, and integrity. 

Pursuing Excellence 

All coaches talked about a commitment to, and pursuit of, excellence. As described by 

Participant 2, one of the field hockey coaches, this included “working to be your best every day.” 
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While the idea of pursuing athletic excellence may be intuitive, coaches added that the pursuit 

of excellence extended off the field as well. The pursuit of excellence included desirable 

competitive qualities in other domains of life as well as making good decisions. 

For their student-athletes as competitors, coaches prized qualities such as intensity, 

commitment, aggressiveness, and competitiveness. Likewise, all coaches talked about their 

student-athletes’ passion – loving the game and playing it with joy and enthusiasm. They noted 

that their student-athletes loved the game, enjoyed playing it, and that this love would be 

visible to anyone observing the program. Smiles, laughter, and fun would be visible, as well as 

athletes “attacking every drill with enthusiasm.” Beyond passion, coaches also talked about 

wanting their athletes to be focused, which not only spoke to attentional control skills on the 

field, but also understanding on a grander scale where their efforts would best be directed. 

Participant 1, a field hockey coach, shared a story about a rival team focusing so intently on 

beating her team that the opponent symbolically hung her team’s mascot in effigy on the team 

bus. In contrast to this external focus, she described her team’s focus and view of competition 

differently: 

Our competitiveness is more like golf, where you’re trying to beat the course. … We’re 

just trying to be the best we can be. And I know those are words, and they’re said a lot, 

“Just be the best you can be,” but it really [emphasized] is important to get it right 

[emphasized] and not be obsessed and focused on the opponent. … the competitiveness 

has to be: how can we be better than we were yesterday? That’s where our competition 

comes in. 

On the field, coaches wanted student-athletes who understand strategy and game play, 

making smart plays. In softball, that might be understanding to which base the ball should be 



Running head: CORE VALUES DRIVING SUSTAINED ELITE PERFORMANCE CULTURES  52 
 

thrown in certain defensive situations; in basketball, that might be understanding how an 

opponent is defending you and how to break that defensive scheme. Making good decisions on 

the field also included understanding (and committing to) program standards and expectations. 

As Participant 2 described: 

We defend to win. And that’s a habit that we have. When we don’t have the ball, 

everyone is defending. When we do have the ball, everyone is attacking. So, I have these 

things. You protect the middle and everybody [emphasized] sprints back. It’s not okay to 

jog back. And so, these are habits that we want to have on the field. 

Aligned with being about more than just sport, the decisions the student-athletes made 

off the field also reflected their commitment to excellence and being the best competitors of 

which they are capable. Areas like nutrition, alcohol consumption, and sleep were mentioned by 

coaches as reflective of a commitment to excellence because of their impact on performance. 

Likewise, Participant 1 illustrated the pursuit of academic excellence in her program, saying: 

One of our tenets is Make Decisions That Celebrate Your Greatness. … If someone skips 

class, is that celebrating your greatness? No, obviously, it’s not. … Is it celebrating what 

we’re trying to do here and celebrating what you’re trying to do here? And usually, 

obviously, the answer is no, unless it’s the correct decision.” 

Continuous Improvement 

Additionally, coaches talked about wanting to help their student-athletes’ development 

as both competitors on the field and as people off it. Coaches talked about “helping people do 

things they can’t do themselves.” In particular, Participant 3, a basketball coach, took a lot of 

pride in the way her team (as a whole) and student-athletes (as individuals) improve throughout 

the season. She noted: 
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We’re really excited about the improvement. I think that that’s one of the things I’m 

probably most proud of is, the improvement of players, just how they come in as 

freshmen and people might think, “Well, why’d you recruit them?” and then they 

graduate as All-Americans. 

Coaches also spoke of Continuous Improvement as something personally meaningful to 

them. Coaches talked about their efforts to continue to learn and grow, including through 

reading various sport, psychology, and leadership books. Moreover, Participant 4, a softball 

coach, described that learning and growth are integral to her program’s ability to buffer 

complacency, saying, “You never think you know it all. You don’t know it all. We … try to get 

around a lot of successful people, a lot of different people, so they can continue to inspire us to 

get better in smaller areas of the program.” 

Likewise, coaches also talked about growth mindset as an element of Continuous 

Improvement. In describing why she values a growth mindset, Participant 5, a field hockey 

coach, highlighted the alternative in which, “people take themselves so seriously and they can’t 

make mistakes and fear failure because you don’t create an environment of exploratory learning 

for them.” She and other coaches talked about using failure as fuel and being able to learn 

lessons from mistakes. As a leader, Participant 3 shared a personal example in which she erred 

by not dealing directly enough with issues earlier in her career. Learning from these earlier 

experiences helped her as she progressed in her career to more quickly recognize potential 

warning signs and deal with potential a problem “before it becomes, maybe, a bigger issue that 

it had [emphasized] to be.” 

Work Ethic is Essential 
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Coaches also emphatically emphasized the need for hard work and a strong work ethic. 

Some of the coaches mentioned it just a few times and treated it as an underlying assumption 

within their culture, while others mentioned it frequently. Regardless of frequency, it was clear 

that there was a strong need to “work hard every day” in these cultures. Coaches stressed the 

importance of hard work in practice, the weight room, and games as essential. In fact, 

Participant 4 described work ethic as her first step to jumpstart her program when she arrived 

there. 

[I started] really trying to change the culture a bit with just work ethic on the field 

[emphasized]. … So we needed to get working on [emphasized] the field. Just softball. 

And then I knew if we could get a softball-working mindset, then we started to build, 

from there, what a softball player [here] was: what we were on and off the field. 

Embedded within the concept of work ethic is preparation – both that of the coaches, 

themselves, as well as their student-athletes. Video work as well as physically walking through 

things in practice were among the ways coaches helped their athletes practice small details and 

minimize surprises during the game. As a counterexample of work ethic and preparation, 

Participant 3 highlighted examples from earlier in her career in which players were more 

interested in partying than working in the gym. These players simultaneously described wanting 

to play professionally, but “didn’t figure it out until it was too late. You can’t wait until you’re a 

senior, graduating, to get in the gym and work on your game.” 

Acting with Integrity 

Another desired feature expressed by each head coach was that her people act honestly 

and with integrity. Coaches wanted their student-athletes to be good people. They described 

being dependable and punctual, as well as acting in accordance with athletic department and 
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university guidelines related to the respective universities’ Honor Codes. Participant 5 spoke 

passionately about the importance of integrity within her program, explaining, “I’m more into 

your integrity. Are you going to do what you say you do? And, if you put it on paper, then we’re 

going to live by it or we’re going to have consequences if it’s not held to.” Meanwhile, on the 

field, coaches talked about having no interest in the “hollow victory” that would come from 

cheating to win. Participant 2 explained that her program has “a reputation for playing clean, of 

not being a nasty group. … We’re respected.”  

Our Family 

In addition to these More Than Just the Game values meant to help student-athletes 

develop academically, personally, and athletically, the head coaches also talked about relational 

values and the family atmospheres they wanted within their programs. All coaches stressed a 

family atmosphere in describing the connections between the people in their programs. These 

close, connected relationships were evident in the ways in which people worked together and 

related to each other within the programs’ cultures, highlighted by subthemes of collaboration, 

authenticity, support, and respect. 

Collaborating with Each Other 

In order to perform at a high level, coaches talked about the need for collaboration. 

Within the team, coaches advocated for “cooperation”, “being good teammates,” working as 

“one big family getting after work,” and “coming together toward a higher purpose.” Participant 

3 described that her student-athletes unleash their competitive side in practice, evident by 

“people really competing [emphasized], but I think in a collaborative way, helping each other get 

better.” 
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One of the primary elements of collaboration was communication, which coaches 

viewed as vital to facilitating elite performance on the field and keeping everyone on the same 

page off the field. On the field, coaches stressed that communication might be expressed in 

countless ways, both verbal (e.g., direct conversations) or non-verbal (e.g., high-fiving each 

other or even body language indicators that suggested engagement and interest). Participant 2 

highlighted both the verbal and non-verbal communication methods related to her program’s 

connection on the field, sharing: 

It’s always part of our game plan to have good communication, especially in the 

defensive area. You’ve got to have good communication. And communication is also eye 

contact and signaling. You can give, in our sport, hand signals, where you might feign 

one way and you’re going the other. And the communication is you point. And your 

teammate sees it and the defender doesn’t. 

Importantly, coaches stressed the importance of empowerment within their cultures. In 

contrast to authoritarian leadership, these coaches all talked about including their student-

athletes (and specifically team leaders) in directing the group. Coaches, understandably, 

reserved the right to make final judgments as they steer culture, but they stated intent in 

wanting to work alongside their student-athletes in a collaborative – rather than top-down – 

manner. Participant 1 addressed this topic as she contrasted her culture against a hierarchical 

pyramid with coaches at the top and student-athletes at the bottom; this structure, she said, 

made their culture nimbler and more responsive: 

We look at it as a circle, so that everyone [emphasized] is of equal importance. … And, 

that allows a first-year player to step forward and make a contribution, or make a 

suggestion. Whereas if you’re kind of in a hierarchical setup, that, you know, sometimes 
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the really important information that’s at the bottom of the pyramid never gets to the 

top of the pyramid. The head coach or the assistant coaches can affect change, but if we 

don’t get the information, it’s really hard to have any change. … I think that shapes our 

team culture. 

In contrast to these collaborative efforts to work together, the coaches all stressed the harmful 

effects of selfish behaviors within the group. Coaches noted that group needs took priority over 

individual wants and described selfish behavior as “intolerable” to team success. As Participant 

5 stated it, “Sometimes the individual may not be able to benefit at the expense of the group, 

but the group can never be compromised by an individual.” 

Authentically You 

Coaches emphasized that people needed to be themselves for the program to be at its 

best. A culture placing a premium on authenticity allows people to “be who they are.” Coaches 

stressed that authenticity was important both for themselves as leaders, but also for their 

student-athletes to thrive as competitors and people. Participant 4 stated that people compete 

differently, but a culture in which people felt comfortable being themselves allowed them to 

express “their competitor” in a healthy and effective way: 

I feel like the more comfortable you get as a person, and the more comfortable you can 

[emphasized] be as a person, around the entire program, you’re allowed to let your 

competitive nature be real [emphasized] because you don’t feel as if you’re being 

judged or looked at differently. … Their ability to be who they are [would be visible], so 

they can compete who they are. 
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Participant 5 took it a step further, stating that her “number one core value is authenticity. You 

have to be [emphasized] yourself, and you can’t pretend to be anyone else. And that’s what I 

always work to instill in the women that I coach. [pause] Find your voice, find your way.” 

In order to be authentic, coaches talked about the need for vulnerability and trust. They 

felt that vulnerability was required in order to expose one’s true self, to the group. It was 

important for members of the group to communicate openly and vulnerably – and feel secure 

that their vulnerability would not be used against them in any way. In some circles within sport, 

vulnerability is viewed as weakness; not so according to Participant 1: “I think that vulnerability 

is a way to strengthen [emphasized] the team; it doesn’t weaken the team. I think people get 

very confused about that.” This idea was shared by other coaches in the sample, believing that 

with open, authentic relationships, comfort and vulnerability could serve to galvanize the group. 

Participant 4 said, “The more I can get them comfortable in their own skin, comfortable around 

me, the more they’re able to be vulnerable, the better we’re going to grow as a team, the 

stronger unit we’re going to have.” 

Coaches advocated for trusting relationships that extended both on the field and off. 

Trust, they felt, was an integral component toward people displaying vulnerability, as well as 

being able to authentically be themselves – as both people and competitors. Thus, while 

coaches mentioned the ability to trust in a teammate to demonstrate qualities prized within 

these cultures, they also emphasized that trust more generally allowed people to simply be 

themselves and strive for excellence. As leaders of elite programs, the coaches and players in 

these sustained high-performing cultures are often playing on the biggest stages in their 

respective sports. Some athletes will play conservatively on these grander stages, aiming to 

avoid mistakes rather than relying on their training and preparation to guide their performance. 
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Participant 2 highlighted how trust can facilitate these athletes in their quest to “dare to be 

brilliant:” 

Mistakes are made all [emphasized] the time. And so there has to be some level of 

comfort in making a mistake. … If you have a good culture [emphasized], there's the 

trust to “dare to be brilliant,” to try things that you might not necessarily try or could be 

construed as being risky. You can't be afraid when you're playing, especially when you're 

in a championship game. That championship [emphasized] game, sometimes that 

heightens [emphasized] the level of stress and pressure to perform. … And so, if you do 

have a healthy culture, I think you have more freedom [emphasized] to be your best. 

Supporting Each Other 

Coaches described the relationships within their cultures as being encouraging, 

welcoming, and happy for each other’s successes in both word and deed. Participant 3 noted 

that her student-athletes helped, communicated, and encouraged each other, adding as 

evidence that they are “cheering for each other in the games or encouraging each other in 

practice.” These relationships can be especially important on the personal side. Participant 5 

described during her interviews that an international player had recently incurred a serious 

injury. By all indication, this student-athlete was headed for a major surgery and recovery 

period, as well as needing to adjust to having the game taken away from her and a very different 

role within the team. However, the coach mentioned that one of the reasons the student-

athlete was considering staying – rather than returning home – for the surgery was that “she 

has a support network in her teammates and her coaches here, a family far away from home.” 

Or, as stated by Participant 3: 



Running head: CORE VALUES DRIVING SUSTAINED ELITE PERFORMANCE CULTURES  60 
 

We’ve had sets of sisters on our team, or twins on our team, and I think in watching how 

they relate to each other, that has set the tone for how we want all of our players to 

relate with each other. … a very strong sisterhood of caring, and respecting, and 

encouraging, and being a support system for each other. 

Respecting Each Other 

Coaches talked about the importance of developing respectful relationships within their 

sustained high-performing cultures; these relationship dynamics applied to every member of the 

culture – not just between the athletes or as a one-way street from athletes to coaches. While 

coaches aimed for familial relationships, they noted that – at minimum – relationships needed 

to be mutually respectful throughout the program in order for student-athletes to optimize their 

performance and their experience together. Several noteworthy counterexamples have been 

detailed in the media, including a football player dying of heatstroke at the University of 

Maryland during summer workouts in 2018; according to reports following the incident, the 

player’s death was the result of a “toxic” culture featuring fear, intimidation, and verbal abuse 

(espn.com, 2018). Participant 1 made clear that those things had no place in her culture: 

People can [lead] through humiliation, intimidation, bullying, fear tactics. And they do! 

But [sigh], it’s so dehumanizing. … [The player at Maryland is] an extreme example of 

what can happen if your team culture is really misguided because people are just so 

focused on the results. And, they figure, that’s the shortest way or the most convenient 

way, or maybe for them, the most effective way to get there. But we’ve found a way to 

really coach with compassion, empathy, empowerment [emphasized], and win 

championships. 

Teaching Core Values 
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Having identified the core values of these sustained elite performing cultures, the next 

question was to understand the process(es) through which the coaches teach the core values to 

their student-athletes. Unsurprisingly, all coaches stressed the importance of communicating 

their values with their teams, though each had their own preferred methods of doing so. Several 

participants talked about it being done early in the fall, with Participant 3 emphasizing that it is 

the “very first [emphasized] things we do.” Meanwhile, Participant 4, the only coach in this 

sample leading a spring sport, preferred to give her student-athletes some time to acclimate to 

the new year before “planting seeds for the season.” Despite differences in the organization of 

the rollout, coaches utilized several methods of teaching the values. Consistently, coaches 

utilized written documents and collaborated to define core values. Less consistently, two other 

noteworthy methods for teaching core values also emerged from the conversations, which 

included not waiting until people get on campus and utilizing other instructors. 

Putting Them on Paper 

Despite semantics differences in how some coaches referred to their program’s core 

values (e.g., cultural “habits” or “expectations”), all coaches described utilizing a written 

document as a teaching tool. Even Participant 2, who said that she does not have the core 

values explicitly written out, described utilizing a written document with incoming freshmen 

that also was given to their parents. Many of the previously-described values associated with 

these sustained elite-performing programs were covered within these manuals, including: player 

expectations on and off the field, playing principles, and preferred communication methods – 

including a clear explanation of certain things coaches expected to address with players and not 

parents (e.g., scholarships or playing time). Participant 3 even went a step beyond merely 

presenting and discussing this information with her student-athletes; she described having her 

student-athletes sign the document to verify that they understood what was expected of them 



Running head: CORE VALUES DRIVING SUSTAINED ELITE PERFORMANCE CULTURES  62 
 

within the culture. Regardless of the specific artifact used, all coaches explained that their 

written document served as a springboard for further discussion, presentation, and explanation. 

Defining Values Together 

Developing a shared definition was critical because the same words or phrases could 

carry vastly different meanings for those in the group. Participant 4 explained: 

When I say the word “family,” you’re going to go with what your family looks like and 

how your family lives, where in my mind I go to what my family looks like and mine lives. 

And they may be two completely different ones. I have divorced parents. We have a 

small family. We didn’t eat dinner at the dinner table every night, where maybe you ate 

dinner at the dinner table with a lot of brothers and sisters. 

Coaches wanted their players involved in defining the core values, both as a way to empower 

the athletes and to enhance buy-in from them. In Participant 2’s words, “Some of those [values] 

are dictated by the team. And especially now, with this generation of kid, I think the buy-in is 

super, super important. So, when it comes from them [emphasized], it’s just far easier for them 

to abide by.” While each coach had their own specifics for going through this process, it 

commonly included splitting the team into small groups (each with different classes 

represented). The small groups worked through what it looked like to live the value, with 

veteran players often providing cultural examples since “freshmen are probably not going to 

come in demonstrating core values from day one.” As smaller groups started to define the 

values, they would then present it to the rest of the team; this definition process also laid the 

groundwork for future discussion and elaboration of the value and what living it would look like. 

In addition to culture being a fluid construct, so, too, are rosters at the college level. 

Whether due to injuries, transfers, graduation, new incoming recruits, as well as countless other 



Running head: CORE VALUES DRIVING SUSTAINED ELITE PERFORMANCE CULTURES  63 
 

reasons, the make-up and dynamics of each year’s team differs. Given this fluidity, Participant 4 

recognized that each group needs to understand for themselves what the programs’ 

expectations are and how to abide by them: 

It’s a [pause] communication of the people that are part of the team, because the 

team’s going to change every year. So, it’s going to be my program. I’m the head coach 

of [this] softball program [emphasized]. It’s their [emphasized] team. So, it’s going to be 

a different team each and every year and, within the year, the team’s going to change a 

little bit, too, because players are going to leave, or people are going to get hurt. There’s 

going to be some different things happen. So, I think from the top, there’s going to be a 

program and a way things are run [emphasized] and a standard [emphasized]. It’s their 

team [emphasized] to figure out how to manage through the season. 

In other programs, this definitional collaboration was reflected by coaches encouraging their 

student-athletes to develop a mantra for that year’s team to represent what living the core 

values meant to them. As Participant 5 explained: 

Last year’s group, they had a three-letter logo that meant something to them. … This 

year’s group, they came up with it and worked on it through the spring. It’s – they still 

have their culture, values, but their theme [emphasized] … Each group kind of comes up 

with their own identity within the confines of the culture of [our program]. 

Further collaboration was evident in coaches’ utilization of support staff to teach core 

values to their student-athletes. Two coaches mentioned utilizing their sport psychologist to 

teach values to the team. Meanwhile, Participant 3, a basketball coach, explained that her 

strength and conditioning coach is an important piece of teaching her program’s values, 

especially with NCAA rules limiting contact over the summer. “She’s letting them know, ‘Here 
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are the expectations’ … so they’re getting a little dose of what it’s going to be like” when the 

academic year begins in the fall. 

Early Introduction 

Meanwhile, coaches expressed mixed experiences utilizing core values within recruiting. 

Three coaches stated that core values and culture had little role in their recruiting pitch 

nowadays – especially in relation to the importance they once held in the process. Coaches cited 

as reasons for this shift changes to the recruiting process (e.g., the early age at which recruits 

commit to schools), generational factors, and even simply a limited pool of applicants that can 

meet both their universities’ athletic and academic standards. Conversely, Participant 1 said that 

she and her staff introduce the core values in recruiting and spend a lot of time “recruiting the 

parents” making sure they are “on board with the core values.” 

Participant 4 went a step further indicating that recruiting was an integral part of 

teaching core values. The first chance she is allowed by NCAA rules, she sends committed 

recruits a letter related to their core values – such as a definition or a picture. She follows up 

with additional contacts later, asking the recruits to send her a definition, image, or example of 

what a value looks like in their lives. By having these back-and-forth exchanges with committed 

recruits, she gains an understanding of the athletes’ connection to the program’s values which 

informs what guidance the recruits might need once they actually arrive on campus. In her 

words: 

I send them the definition of Family, and then I’ll send a picture or I’ll do something – I’ll 

send it to them, and then, maybe, a month or two later, I’ll email them and say, “Tell me 

what Smart would look like in your [emphasized] daily routine.” … She sent me her idea 

of what Smart meant for her [emphasized], which was making sure she got to bed at 
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night because she gets up really early, and then she has really long days. She takes care 

of her little sisters. She does things that – so now, all-of-a-sudden, she’s talking about 

her core values, defining it through our core values. So when she comes in, her and I 

don’t have to talk about Smart. And then, when she comes in as a freshman we’ll talk 

about [our] Family, and how we do things here as Smart. So, I introduce it to them 

before they even get here in college, and then we live it in [emphasized] college. 

Teammates Teaching 

Another noteworthy method of teaching the core values was utilized by a single coach. 

Most coaches spoke of the informal influence their veteran athletes might have on new 

members of the culture through modeling the correct behaviors. Participant 5, however, 

described a process in which she met with team leaders in the summer to go over key cultural 

objectives, reviewed them with the leaders, and prepared the leaders to teach them to the 

incoming freshmen class. Following the instruction, the coach would check in with the incoming 

freshmen to gauge their understanding of the program’s values and culture. She added that in 

the upcoming summer she planned to give the freshmen a written test to assess their 

understanding of the culture and values prior to her program’s normal processes once 

preseason started in the fall. 

Living Core Values 

The previous section identified and introduced the values. The next section examines 

research sub-questions about what it looked like to live these values (or not) and, finally, what 

coaches did to either support or redirect these behaviors. However, the data revealed 

considerable overlap in these areas. For example, coaches described situations in which their 

team leaders addressed teammates not acting in accordance with the program’s values. 
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Depending on perspective, one could reasonably argue that a group of athletes demonstrated 

behaviors misaligned with values; meanwhile, it could just as easily be argued that the team 

leaders not only acted in alignment with the values, but reinforced the values’ importance for 

their teammates. Additionally, situations in which the coaches behaved in accordance with (and 

modeled) the program’s values also served as situations in which the coaches were reinforcing 

the values to their student-athletes as important. Therefore, it seemed most appropriate to 

answer these research sub-questions together and consider what core values looked like when 

taken off the page and brought to life. 

All coaches strongly emphasized that for as important as it was to teach the values, that 

bringing them to life required consistent, intentional, and daily effort. Coaches described 

practice as a prime place for bringing the values to life. Practice plans were designed to 

challenge athletes’ actions and performance. Meanwhile, coaches also utilized pre-practice 

conversations to similarly focus athletes for that day’s practice; Participant 3 describes: 

Before every practice, we circle up and we talk about, kind of, the things that we’re 

going to work on that day, the things that we want everyone [emphasized] to buy into: 

communicating, being vocal in practice, challenge [emphasized] and being competitive 

in practice, improving, being really – buying into improving. … And, just, really spending 

yourself out there. Give everything you have for that two- or three-hour practice. 

Meanwhile, cultural artifacts like signage and messaging throughout team facilities also served 

as constant reminders of core values. Rather than being left as teachers themselves, though, the 

core values opened up conversations to more deeply explore the values and what it would look 

like to put them into action. Participant 4 said, “It’s one thing to write words on a wall and have 
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a mission statement, but if you don’t live [emphasized] it, and if you don’t go up and down 

through the gray areas, you’re not really learning about yourselves as a team.” 

Across all participants, several examples of each of these core values were discussed. 

With the core values already having been described, the following sections are meant to serve 

as especially vivid and illustrative examples of the core values in action – either being brought to 

life through values-based actions (VBA) or through actions not aligned with core values. 

Bringing the Pursuit of Excellence to Life 

Off the field, coaches wanted the pursuit of excellence to include student-athletes’ work 

in the classroom. As people surpassed the acceptable standard or fell below it, coaches utilized 

both the “carrot and the stick.” For those performing well, coaches publicly praised team 

members, as well as (in one case) provided shirts for those demonstrating excellence. Student-

athletes not meeting the standard were assigned additional mandatory hours of study hall or 

additional supervised work to help them meet expectations. 

As is common across college campuses, these coaches spoke of alcohol as a challenge to 

pursuing excellence. While coaches did not suggest it was an overwhelming problem, its 

accessibility to a group of people experiencing newfound freedom (freshmen) make it a 

constant presence. Participant 1 stressed that, despite occurring infrequently, they want their 

student-athletes to make good decisions and that there are consequences for violating the 

standards: 

Those people are either suspended for a game, or suspended for a week. So once an 

activity that they love is taken away from them because of some bad judgment, they 

pretty quickly learn that that kind of behavior is not going to be tolerated. … And, again, 
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it's not a major [emphasized] thing, but it's enough of a thing that we we’re just not 

going to tolerate it. 

On the field, competition was a crucial element of pursuing excellence. Meanings of 

competition seemed to be individualized to the specific coaches, but all spoke of its importance. 

Some coaches looked at competition through the lens of wins and losses, while others 

compared it with elements like commitment and work ethic. Despite their varied perspectives, 

however, coaches described competition as a key for buffering complacency within their 

programs. 

Team sayings and video were also used to reinforce values for the student-athletes. 

Coaches described oft-repeated cultural sayings as ways to reinforce their values. Sayings such 

as, “Make decisions that celebrate your greatness,” “With each other, for each other,” and “All 

in” were used to reinforce values of making good decisions, supporting and working with each 

other, and commitment. Additionally, coaches utilized video review of practices and games to 

both illustrate instances where athletic values were being lived as well as where they were not. 

Video was employed in various ways by these coaches: some video sessions were with the 

whole team, others in small groups, while others were done individually; some sessions were 

led by coaches, others by the players. Participant 2 described utilizing instances in which both 

their playing values were being lived as well as when they were not. She added that, even 

though one person might have made a mistake, it was something everyone could learn from: 

We’ll show [emphasized] negatives and we’ll show positives, and then that’s the way we 

always do it. So, if a core value is If you turn the ball, over we stop – we say, stop on a 

dime. We've been using that all the time [emphasized], that you've got to stop 

immediately and get back. And a pet peeve is when they don't [emphasized] stop on a 
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dime, and they round off [emphasized]. You know, you take four more steps and then 

you round off. You got to stop [emphasized] and get straight back! So that's a big core 

value of ours. So you show [emphasized] that on video, and you show when somebody 

does it well [emphasized], and you show when somebody doesn't do it well. And that 

gets shown repeatedly [emphasized] because it happens, but it happens less and less 

[emphasized] because nobody wants to see themselves not stop on a dime. 

Bringing Continuous Improvement to Life 

The value of growth represented a clear indication of coaches’ personal values 

overlapping with their programs’ values. Some coaches connected growth with their own 

personal identity, describing themselves as learners and readers. Participant 1 described 

learning from books written by a mentor, but also understood the need to filter ideas and 

consider which ideas would be a fit for her program and her personality. In contrast to 

overworking her student-athletes, her growth taught her that there were better ways to 

productively channel her energy:  

As you grow [emphasized] in the profession, you learn that less is oftentimes more. You 

just have to find a different way to channel your intensity and being driven. Maybe you 

[emphasized] watch more game film, as opposed to having your team practice longer. … 

And then when you had people like Pat Summit start writing books, and also learning 

from her [emphasized] mistakes, then it helped me reflect on some of the things that I 

was doing, and could do better [emphasized]. 

Participant 5 shared that she utilized a book club to help her team grow. At different 

times, she might have the whole team read the same book; other times, she might have 

different classes read different books – or even just connect individually with a student-athlete 
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to share a potential book that may offer insight into something specific. She also detailed a 

conversation with her team about the United States Women’s National Soccer team’s recent 

public fight for equal pay as a springboard to a deeper conversation about equal pay between 

men and women. She added, “I really like to challenge people to think [emphasized] and grow, 

to be different than you are today. That’s an important thing for me.” Conversely, Participant 4 

provided a counterexample for the effectiveness of a book club as a tool for growth in sharing a 

story about a colleague of hers (NOTE: the colleague was a male coach who would have satisfied 

inclusion/exclusion criteria for this study). His team, she described, reads the same book every 

year. Thus, rather than being a growth opportunity for the team it elicited frustration and 

annoyance from veteran players as the exercise grows stale. 

Coaches utilized other mechanisms for growth as well. Coaches modeled the 

importance of improvement through their use of feedback; in addition to providing it to their 

student-athletes, many of the coaches emphasized it as a two-way street with their athletes – 

reinforcing its importance as information (rather than personal attacks as it might otherwise be 

misconstrued). Coaches also described using video review with their teams to help their 

student-athletes grow as performers. Some coaches preferred to lead the video themselves, 

while others empowered their athletes to lead the sessions for their teammates. In one case, 

Participant 3 added that she includes written feedback within her video work; this gives the 

athlete feedback on things they are doing well and others that need more attention. Going a 

step further, Participant 4 described joining her student-athletes when they worked camps and 

clinics. Rather than having these camps and clinics be mindless work, she uses it as an 

opportunity to assess their understanding – and grow their understanding: 

So our players work summer camp. But I'm not just going to have them go do pitching or 

infield or outfield. I'm going to go with them. I'm going to have them teach the pitching, 
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the infield, the drill. And then I'm going to ask them, “Well, why [emphasized] are we 

doing this? What are we doing? Why are you having the kids do it? Why are we 

stretching like this? Tell me why.” Because it's telling [emphasized] them, “Let me know 

you know [emphasized] exactly what you're talking about.” And then you gain some 

confidence in yourself when you start to teach it yourself. Because a coach, a lot of 

times, we like to, say it, say it, say it, say it. And yes, the players will do it because you've 

been saying it, but do they really believe [emphasized] in it? Do they know how to 

troubleshoot it? Do they have confidence in it? Or are they just doing it because you 

said it? So, I think we really gain in the growth part of it, like not only in softball skills, 

but for the off-the-field values part. 

Bringing Work Ethic to Life 

Limited specific examples of living a strong (or lackluster) work ethic were described by 

the coaches due the investigator’s (and readers’) implied understanding of what it looks like. 

However, that is not to diminish its importance to the coaches. As previously described, 

Participant 4 made work ethic on the field her first priority when she took over as head coach. 

Meanwhile, coaches emphasized the trust and respect earned from a demonstrated strong work 

ethic; Participant 1 added that their hardest worker is rewarded with a special scrimmage vest, 

which also serves as a “a visible reminder to the rest of the team that if you work hard 

[emphasized], you're recognized.” 

Similarly, other coaches reflected back to early in their tenures and cited examples of 

student-athletes who did not want to live up to the new standard and work ethic that was being 

established within the programs. Participant 2 described losing some talented players because 

they were not willing to give the necessary effort: 
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We lost some of the kids that didn't want to work hard. So, I came in and started 

training the team the way it needed to train if it wanted to be really good. And there 

was probably a core group that just quit right away, who were on the team, they could 

have been starters. But they didn't want to work [emphasized] that hard.  

Certainly, the coaches all still look for hard work from their student-athletes, holding them 

accountable to the desired standard of performance. Participant 5 mentioned that if someone 

were to observe one of her team’s practices that hard work would be evident, saying, “You’d 

see hard work. We touch lines, and we all finish our markers. And if we don’t, we all do it again 

[laughs]. Or, depending where we are, some people keep going until they meet their standards.” 

Bringing Integrity to Life 

The core value of Acting with Integrity was embodied by honesty, dependability, and 

following-through on one’s word. While this is certainly the intent, coaches described situations 

in which participants did not always do so. In one case related by Participant 2, a hurricane was 

making its way to campus and one particular student-athlete said that she preferred, 

understandably, to go home and ride out the storm with her family; however, that is not what 

happened: 

We had a couple of home games and because this hurricane was turning like it was 

coming up, they cancelled classes. And so, some of the girls, I guess – this one girl said 

she was leaving to go to a safer place. So she had arranged to get out of [town] because 

this is where the hurricane was going to hit. And, so, in effect, the hurricane missed us. 

It changed tracks. And we were able to have practice. And we had [emphasized] 

practice. But apparently, this kid didn't [emphasized] leave town, but she did not come 
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to the practice that we had. And so, she had lied about – she came to me and said, “I left 

and then I came back,” but in effect, she never left. 

Participant 2 had not been made aware that the student-athlete remained in town, though the 

rest of her teammates knew. And, with what was described as a very strong leadership group, 

the rest of the team had a very tough conversation with this student-athlete in which they 

clearly explained that behavior like this was not representative of the team; they said, “Look. 

You can't do this. You can't – you’re representing us poorly and that's not who we are. So if you 

want to be part of the team, you need to change.” Participant 2 found out about this after the 

fact, but said that she was proud of the team for the way the situation was handled – not only 

for maintaining standards and holding each other accountable to them, but for the impact of 

that message coming from teammates compared to coaches: 

Well, truly, I'd rather the team handle it because then you're empowering the team to 

reinforce the team values, and who they want to be. … And so, if the team can handle 

that, it's just far more meaningful to the person. Whatever's happening, when your 

teammates [emphasized] have these conversations, that – rather than the coach. The 

coach is going to always be viewed as this superior and so, to me, if the team can handle 

it, it's the better way to go. 

In a similar spirit of collaboration, Participant 5 described an alternate situation in which 

she let her leadership group establish team rules. Leaders had differing views on what the 

standard should be for alcohol that year. She decided to let them work through the issue, but 

also challenged them to follow-through with whatever rule they set: 

My whole thing all the time is, “Well, whatever you set, let’s agree to live by it.” [laughs] 

So, one year, we had two players that were dead-set on absolutely no drinking. And 
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then the other three, in like what would be a leadership group, were like, “Well, we’re 

fine, moderation.” And I sit in on these discussions and facilitate questions based off of 

what you hear them talking about. And, my challenge is, “Okay. If this is the best player 

on the team, are you going to turn them in for drinking? Or are you going to think, ‘We 

think we need that player to win the game.’” And, so you got to challenge them with 

those types of thoughts. And basically, the two that were absolutely [pause] no drinking 

were able to come a little more to the left, and those that were, like, not really cared 

about it were able to structure and create rules. 

Bringing Collaboration to Life 

Coaches provided a number of strong examples of how they bring collaboration to life. 

Participant 4 shared a story about her team recognizing the team around the team – everyone 

that is a part of the program that helps it function at a high level. In this case, the team wanted 

to express their gratitude for the janitor who cleans their facility. Unbeknownst to Participant 4, 

the players pooled some of their per diem money to buy a Christmas card and gift for the janitor 

and her daughter. In fact, Participant 4 said that she only discovered that her team had done 

this when she arrived in the locker room and saw the note the team had written for the janitor 

and her daughter. “I was blown away by how much the team was caring [emphasized] about 

somebody else and something else. And, but you could see [emphasized] that their culture was 

caring and family, and all about each other and connecting.” 

Coaches also emphasized the team around the team (e.g., their assistant coaches and 

support staff) as critical elements toward being able to bring the culture to life. Strength and 

conditioning coaches, for example, were involved in teaching the values and standards, while 

sport psychologists were utilized by several programs to facilitate defining the values as well as 
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creating a forum where frank, challenging conversations could take place. As Participant 2 

described, her team’s sessions with a sport psychologist included some mental skills training, 

but also some communication training. 

The sessions where we actually talk about [difficult] things helps give our student-

athletes confidence [emphasized] to communicate, and to communicate under pressure 

and to try to do it in a manner that is well-received and calm and composed. So it’s 

almost some training [emphasized] to communication. And it doesn’t happen with [the 

sport psychologist] on the field [emphasized] but the habits are reinforced in those 

sessions, and then we try [emphasized] and apply them on the field. 

She added that the communication off the field helped their communication on the field. 

Moreover, coaches talked about being intentional about working to keep everyone on 

the same page, including regular meetings with both their assistant coaches and their support 

staff. Maintaining appropriate confidentiality (where applicable), coaches also talked about 

utilizing the strength of the collective group to triangulate things within the program that might 

need attention. They also talked various feedback processes in which they could both give and 

receive feedback from assistant coaches, support staff, and the student-athletes.  

Empowerment was another element of collaboration strongly emphasized by the 

coaches. Coaches highlighted several examples in which they gave their athletes voice and 

choice, as opposed to dictating directions to them. Participant 4 described giving her student-

athletes responsibilities, such as organizing meals for team events. In her opinion, either the 

athletes would take advantage of the leadership opportunity or there would be a great 

opportunity to reconnect to program values and standards if some people were unhappy with 

the selection. As she said, “If players aren’t happy with certain meals, all we have to do is talk 
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about it. ‘How did you talk about it?’ And then we go back to being a Family. Like, ‘You have to 

speak your mind.’ ‘You have to be adjustable.’” On the field, one example of empowerment 

included giving student-athletes room to confer with each other during halftime of games to be 

problem-solvers for challenges presented by the opponent. Another example described giving 

players room to lead film sessions or to stop drills in practice and make corrections. As 

Participant 1 describes, she felt that empowering her athletes was an essential part of their 

culture, despite an obvious limitation that might cause other coaches to choose a different way: 

The only limiting factor is that it just takes more time. Now, the most expedient way to 

do this is to have the team of 26 players sit in the team room, and us go through the 

video and point out corrections. Yeah, that's the quickest way. So, to do this player-

centered approach, it just takes a lot [emphasized] more time. So, we're limited with 20 

hours a week during season. So, you're going to have to give up part of practice 

[emphasized] to do it. But we do feel that it's that valuable, that I’m willing to do that. 

Finally, coaches mentioned leadership as another important area of collaboration within 

their programs. Leadership was described as being critical for team success and, by some 

coaches, as the thing that separated their best teams from others. Importantly, coaches stressed 

that, despite a positive connotation, leadership can also reflect bringing people away from VBAs. 

Participant 3 described: 

We have had some teams that have struggled with [leadership] and I think that part of it 

is – when you have a void [emphasized] of leadership and then you have a ringleader. A 

ringleader is charismatic, but they’re not on the same wavelength as, maybe, the 

coaches, or, I would describe the culture. So, you might have someone that comes along 

and their [emphasized] version of playing collegiate basketball is partying Thursday, 
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Friday, Saturday night and, just, getting to practice one minute before they’re supposed 

to get there, not staying after extra at all, just being caught up in their own statistics. 

To combat these negative influencers, coaches stressed maintaining strong lines of direct 

communication. They also utilized leadership groups to ensure that important information from 

coaches made it to the rest of the team, and that the team’s important information made it to 

the coaches. Further, coaches described developing mentorships within the program, and being 

intentional about which players got paired together to grow leadership and minimize potential 

negative influence. 

Bringing Authenticity to Life 

Authenticity was a critical element of being able to perform, compete, grow, and even 

lead within these programs. As the leaders of the culture, coaches set the core values. They 

stressed that they needed to be authentic and lead in an honest way. Participant 1 stated that 

coaches better be living the core values, themselves, if they wanted anyone else in the culture 

to do the same: 

It starts with the coaching staff. I mean, obviously, if we say one of the core values is 

Valuing Everybody, then the coaching staff better embrace that and interact with the 

players in a way that’s respectful, and which shows our appreciation for their efforts, 

um, treat everyone the same. So, you know, it has to start with the coaching staff. We 

need to demonstrate that every day. … Remember, obviously, core values are just 

words. So, unless you’re demonstrating it every day with your coaching staff, and the 

people that are leading your team, then it’s a little bit like leadership. You know, if you 

turn around and no one’s following you, basically you just are taking a nice walk. 
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Participant 2 shared a similar story about authenticity and value congruence when it came to 

behaviors within her culture. She mentioned that an opponent used to play kickball before the 

game. Preferring something more closely related to their sport, her team developed a game for 

pregame warm-up that is both “fun and within the game” of field hockey. 

Part of authenticity, coaches stressed, is finding a good cultural match. When athletes 

were not able or willing to meet cultural standards, it occasionally progressed to coaches 

needing to have difficult conversations with athletes about the need to separate – essentially for 

them to find a better cultural fit. Expectedly, this also came up in recruiting. Coaches tried to 

identify people with similar values who would embrace the programs’ values and flourish within 

them. From a recruit’s perspective, Participant 4 talked about the need for congruence to allow 

athletes to compete at their best: 

I think you’ve [emphasized] got to find the right culture that fits you [emphasized], so 

you can allow yourself to be who you are. So if you’re the most competitive person and 

cutthroat, then you want to be a part of a program that could care less about the 

kumbaya, and you’re just all about winning and cutthroat. And that’s where you’re 

going to grow as a person, and that’s what you’re going to do. If you want to go into a 

teaching program, and a teaching culture, a “that’s going to grow you as a person” 

culture, then you try to find that place because that’s where you’re going to flourish. 

And, I think when you have comfort in your own skin, then you’re allowed [emphasized] 

to do those things, and then you’re going to come out even bigger [emphasized], as a 

bigger performer of your skill sets. … So you’re not worrying about judgment because 

you’re in an environment that you feel safe with 17, 18, 19 other people. 
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In accordance with coaches’ living and prizing these values, they talked about instances in 

recruiting in which red flags led to their ending the recruitment of certain players. Meanwhile, 

coaches talked about the importance of doing their homework in recruiting as they looked to 

identify potential recruits who truly live the values of their programs and who will embrace and 

enjoy a challenging four years as a student-athlete there. 

Bringing Support to Life 

Coaches mentioned that even amid competition in practice or for playing time, they 

continued stressing the importance of supporting each other and that players followed the lead. 

Participant 3 explained that even in situations where her athletes went against each other one-

on-one, they still understood the bigger picture; she explained, “One person wins a drill or 

someone, they're – someone might make a nice move on somebody, they'll say, ‘Good shot,’ 

even though they scored on them [emphasized]. They're not sour.” In addition to the athletes 

supporting each other, she continued to explain that support also came from the coaching staff. 

She explained that she and her staff aim to be complimentary, but that when corrections need 

to be made, they want to be direct in giving their student-athletes specific information on what 

needs to be done differently. She said that such feedback might sound like: 

“Hey, you're working hard. You need to cut off the baseline,” or, “Great defense there. 

[inaudible] effort. You've got to box out. Let's see you do that.” Just, kind of, 

complimenting them, but being very direct in what you need them to do. But not 

[emphasized] in a derogatory way, not in a tearing them down way, but more like, “You 

can do this. Let's work hard. Let's work hard, let's try it again.” If we're doing a drill, you 

know, we’re missing layups, “Let's start it over. Let's get it right.” I don't think there's a 
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lot of bad emotion in the gym. It's more, encouraging and challenging them to be, kind 

of, the best players they can be. Not running them down or, kind of, breaking down. 

Conversely, Participant 1 shared that support tended to be strong when the culture was 

strongest. Meanwhile, when the culture was not as strong, you might instead see people going 

after each other or undercutting each other. 

Bringing Respect to Life 

Coaches talked about treating each other with respect and wanting the student-

athletes’ time in college to be a positive experience. One element of creating respectful 

relationships came via the ways in which people communicated with each other, with several 

coaches mentioning that their current generation of student-athlete would benefit from 

enhanced communication skills. Given the pervasiveness of technology – and this generation 

not knowing a world without cell phones – face-to-face communication is sometimes a 

challenge. Participant 4 painted a vibrant word picture of her team being respectful of team 

time and the need to communicate with others; in fact the team felt so strongly about it that 

they did not need anyone to suggest it to them – they developed the idea themselves: 

The team had decided they didn't want cell phones at the dinner table. So if you were 

out as a team, then you left the cell phones on the bus. They really wanted to connect; 

that was something that they came up with, and they liked, and that has been a 

standard with the team from now on [emphasized]. And I don't even say anything. We 

get in the bus and we stop to eat, you’ll hear someone in the back say, “Put your phones 

away. It’s Team Time.” 

 In contrast, treating each other in a harsh or abrasive manner would be indicative of not 

living this value. Participant 4 shared a story about a player who, unhappy with playing time, 



Running head: CORE VALUES DRIVING SUSTAINED ELITE PERFORMANCE CULTURES  81 
 

engaged in some “ruthless” behaviors directed at teammates and coaches, which ultimately led 

to the coach removing the player from the team. Similarly, Participant 5 shared an example 

from several years ago in which certain members of the team felt that incoming international 

recruits were being brought in to take their jobs, ultimately leading to a divided team and a 

culture that had gotten “so competitive it was corrosive.” To combat the dysfunction, she 

suspended several members of the team – essentially splitting the team. She stated that some 

quit, while others remained suspended until she felt they could be successfully reintegrated 

back into the group. She explained that the team came together briefly, winning a conference 

championship, before another incident derailed their postseason. Challenges notwithstanding, 

the self-described “learning experience” allowed her to reflect on what had happened that 

season and grow as a coach. She related that, years later, following intentional efforts to reset 

the culture as well certain student-athletes’ graduation, she could see the growth in the 

program. Contrasting this previous experience, she was told, “Bring us back someone that can 

help us win” before heading out on an international recruiting trip a couple of years later. 
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DISCUSSION 

 The purpose of this investigation was to gain a deeper understanding of head coaches’ 

perceptions and experiences leading sustained elite-performing programs. Specifically, the study 

aimed to understand the role of core values and the ways in which they are taught, lived, and 

reinforced to drive these cultures. Through an inductive phenomenological approach, coaches 

described values that emphasized well-being, character, and relationships in addition to 

optimizing performance. Coaches emphasized the importance of consistent, intentional, daily 

effort to teach the values as well as to embed them deeply within their programs.  

A Look at Culture and Core Values 

Schein defined organizational culture as “the accumulated shared learning of a group as 

it solves its problems of external adaptation and internal integration; which has worked well 

enough to be considered valid and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct way 

to perceive, think, feel, and behave in relation to those problems” (Schein & Schein, 2017). This 

definition was reflected by the head coaches’ responses in the current investigation. Culture was 

described by one participant as “a melting pot of all people coming together to follow a set way 

that you can agree upon.” Bringing that to life, coaches and student-athletes collaborated to 

establish definitions of core values and outline acceptable ways to live them. When the culture 

was challenged, this shared understanding became a touchstone for solving problems. 

Moreover, the coaches described that these principles were viewed as correct not only to them, 

but also to the student-athletes, establishing them as worthy of persisting. 

Schein further proposed a three-level model for analyzing culture, composed of 

artifacts, espoused beliefs and values, and taken-for-granted underlying assumptions (Schein, 

1990; Schein & Schein, 2017). Coaches provided insight into each of these levels of culture 
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within their programs. The most visible and prominent level of a culture can be seen in its 

artifacts. Artifacts can come in myriad forms including, dress code, facilities, and history. 

Coaches described having historical artifacts throughout their facilities as they honored past 

team and individual successes, as well as key personnel. Likewise, coaches utilized gear like 

shirts and an honorary scrimmage vest to serve as visible reminders of people embodying 

desired qualities. Further, coaches utilized signage and sayings that were symbolic throughout 

program history, as well as providing space for artifacts that were meaningful for a particular 

year’s team. 

The second level of cultural analysis in Schein’s model (Schein, 1990; Schein & Schein, 

2017) – and the focal point of this investigation – espoused beliefs and values, referred to the 

qualities, norms, or philosophies stated as primary. In the current study, coaches spoke of values 

connected with personal and athletic excellence and growth, as well as ways in which members 

of the group related to each other. More Than Just the Game values highlighted desires to 

positively affect student-athletes in their athletic pursuits, but also to provide them with 

principles and skills that could serve them off the field and throughout their lives. Coaches 

aimed to create environments that provided their athletes with means to pursue excellence, 

continue to grow and mature, embrace that hard work is often required for something 

worthwhile, and act with integrity. Likewise, Our Family reflected that ways in which everyone 

in the culture was expected to connect with each other. Coaches stressed the importance of 

collaboration, authenticity, respect, and support. 

As these values were tested and revealed themselves as effective at solving problems, 

they became taken-for-granted cultural assumptions – the final level of Schein’s three-level 

model (Schein, 1990; Schein & Schein, 2017). Evidence of values becoming more deeply 

embedded within the culture was visible in the way athletes took the lead in addressing 



Running head: CORE VALUES DRIVING SUSTAINED ELITE PERFORMANCE CULTURES  84 
 

teammates that deviated from their values or in encouraging each other to leave their cell 

phones on the bus for “Team Time.” Participant 3 described another example of the values 

becoming more deeply embedded within the program when she explained that she would start 

to hear student-athletes using cultural sayings and language during media interviews. 

Despite being described separately in these paragraphs, there was overlap in the way 

these three levels presented in the real world. As an example, academic success was part of the 

larger subtheme Pursuing Excellence. Coaches publicly praised individuals embodying this 

principle, with one also giving out shirts. These actions and artifacts served to reinforce the 

importance of doing well in the classroom and strengthen their importance. In doing so, the idea 

of academic excellence becomes engrained in the culture and understood as an inherent part of 

the way things are done. This process mirrors a process described by Schein (Schein, 1990; 

Schein & Schein, 2017) in which the levels of culture feed into each other to solidify their place 

in the culture. 

Despite all coaches speaking passionately about their respective core values and their 

importance guiding culture, this was not to suggest that coaches diminished the importance of 

talent. In fact, all coaches spoke very clearly about the need to have talent and that winning 

championships cannot happen without it. However, the coaches felt that talent was not enough 

to build a program capable of sustaining elite performance; even though talent was important, 

coaches felt that their cultures (driven by core values) were ways to sure up other areas; this 

assertion has been mirrored in the literature (Schroeder, 2010; Wagstaff, 2019). Coaches stated 

that talented teams could overcome a poor culture to an extent, but that it would “catch up 

with you eventually.” Moreover, aligned with coaches’ emphasis on being about more than just 

the game, Participant 5 stated that you could win without the character elements embedded in 
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this investigation’s findings, but not “what I would call ‘Winning Big.’” Culture was a way to 

strengthen areas within the program to help optimize performance, as well as grow people. 

Barney (1986) asserted that culture could be a competitive advantage. While the 

specific cultural elements asserted by Barney were not directly assessed in the current study, 

coaches did offer insight into potential aspects of their cultures that differed from their peers’ 

cultures. For example, coaches in the current investigation described that they were intentional 

with doing things their peers might overlook. Participant 1, as example, talked at length about 

things she does to empower her teams and lead them with empathy and compassion. She noted 

that other coaches may find it more effective to simply tell their athletes what to do, while 

others may find it easier to lead through intimidation and fear. However, Participant 1 talked 

about her concern for the lifelong effects of leading in that way and suggested that she was 

willing to invest the time for the benefit of her student-athletes – even when it was more time-

consuming and intensive. While this author cannot speak to specific cultures beyond the scope 

of this investigation, a lack of consistency and intentionality have been suggested as reasons 

that cultures may weaken and distinguish themselves from higher-achieving competitors 

(Abdullah et al., 2011; Barrett, 2006; Collins & Porras, 1996; Jourdain & Chênevert, 2015). 

Meanwhile, strong cultures have been suggested to play a role in helping organizations 

handle short-term volatility (Sørensen, 2002). Participant 4 spoke directly to this when she 

shared her story about a student-athlete participating in “ruthless” behaviors directed at 

teammates and coaches. Following the player’s removal, she claimed that the team grew 

stronger and more cohesive and went on to play in the Women’s College World Series with a 

walk-on starting. The message from situations like that, Participant 4 said, was that “if you’re 

strong enough culture-wise, you can take a hit. And your bump in the road is very mild … it’s a 

little speed bump, you get over it, and move on.” 
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Core Values on the Page and into Action 

Coaches felt that core values served as a navigational system and a guiding compass for 

helping direct attention and intention to the things considered appropriate, tolerable, and 

important within the culture. Their description of culture was of similar tone and importance to 

previous research (Abreu et al., 2009; Lencioni, 2002; Margulies & Raia, 1988; Oh et al., 2018; 

Pant & Lachman, 1998; Sueldo & Streimikiene, 2016; Williams, 2002). Findings in the present 

study identified two main themes of core values, each with four subthemes. The first theme, 

More Than Just the Game, and its subthemes (Pursuing Excellence, Continuous Improvement, 

Work Ethic is Essential, and Act with Integrity) focused on personal qualities both on the field 

and off. The second theme, Our Family, and its subthemes (Collaborating with Each Other, 

Authentically You, Supporting Each Other, and Respecting Each Other) was built around the ways 

in which people treated each other and fostering effective, cohesive, and collaborative 

relationships. These identified core values were in line with previous research looking at culture 

in sport (Cooper et al., 2014; Frontiera, 2010; Jones, 2002; Schroeder, 2010). 

Oh and colleagues (2018) identified three key features of core values: first, they are 

based on organizational culture that builds cohesion with the organization; second, they are 

practical principles guiding employees’ behavior and decision-making; third, they are shared 

beliefs among an organization’s employees that relate to organizational goals and objectives. 

Coaches’ descriptions of their cultures and core values suggested alignment with these features. 

First, the core values themselves were reflective of all three features. Participant 1 made the 

connection clear between these features and More Than Just the Game values with her 

rhetorical question, “Is that celebrating your greatness?” Not only does this make clear the goals 

and objectives of being a high performer on and off the field, but guides decision-making on 

whether a multitude of decisions that student-athletes make (e.g., skipping class or getting 
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appropriate sleep) are moving them closer to greatness or further from it. Moreover, the Our 

Family values strongly reflect a desire for cohesion within the culture. Additionally, the coaches’ 

inclusive approach to defining core values suggested that the values were effective guides for 

decision-making and related to organizational objectives. Coaches referred back to the core 

values as cultural touchstones when behaviors deviated from principles. And, as Participant 2 

described, not only did the coaches think they were the right things, but “the kids think they’re 

the right things.” 

“Words are words. So, you know, you could say whatever you want, but are you 

stepping out on those words? Are you moving forward in action? And I think that defines your 

culture.” With this statement, Participant 1 identified the crucial next step: taking the values off 

the page and bringing them into action. Participant 5 described this process through the colorful 

metaphor of a fishbowl. She said that there are many groups that might claim to have certain 

values (the goldfish bowl itself), but without intention to see that the values are being brought 

to life the water can get murky inside the beautiful bowl. Indeed, previous research has 

suggested that values lacking clarity and follow-through can stagnate or be abandoned, which 

can undermine leadership (Cooper et al., 2014; Ferguson & Milliman, 2008; Hutchinson & 

Bennett, 2012; Jollands et al., 2015; Lencioni, 2002). Coaches were very clear on the importance 

of consistent intentional effort in conveying the desired values and actions, as well as 

embedding them into multiple areas of the program to avoid their becoming hollow words. 

From Participant 4’s joining student-athletes at camps and clinics to Participant 2’s utilization of 

sport psychology meetings to enhance communication throughout the program to Participant 

1’s empowering student-athletes to lead film sessions, coaches in the current investigation were 

deliberate in their intent to bring the values to life. 
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Byrtek and Dickerson (2013) identified a nine-step process for implementing values 

within an organization. It is worth noting that the authors’ model was evaluating the 

introduction of a new value within an existing culture (which was not specifically a part of the 

current investigation). However, core values are being constantly being taught (and re-taught) 

within these coaches’ existing cultures given year-to-year roster turnover. The authors’ steps 

overlapped with the findings from the current investigation as well as previous research looking 

at culture in sport (Frontiera, 2010; Schroeder, 2010). The first step in their model, assessment 

and understanding of current cultural context, was not expressly observed in the current study, 

both due to its focus on new value introduction as well as the tenures with which these coaches 

have been leading their programs. However, the coaches’ open lines of communication with 

their student-athletes and the annual collaborative value definition processes seem to account 

for contextual factors that this first step is intended to address. Though the core values, 

themselves, may not be new to returning and veteran student-athletes, they may potentially be 

new to incoming members of the group (e.g., freshmen or transfers) and this is the lens through 

which the following steps will be viewed. 

The next two steps in the model were Articulation and Definition. In these steps, leaders 

clearly articulated the core value(s) and defined it through the establishment of a common 

meaning and role expectations. The findings of the current study suggested alignment with 

these two steps. Coaches taught and defined their cultural values in two primary ways, Putting 

Them on Paper and Defining Values Together, with two coaches also utilizing Early Introduction 

and Teammates Teaching. Utilizing these methods, coaches were able to make sure athletes 

clearly understood the values the underlie the culture. Books, manuals, and written documents 

explained central concepts within the culture. Further, previous research has advocated for the 

development of shared values definitions (Schein & Schein, 2017; Thyssen, 2009). In the current 
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investigation, coaches actively collaborated with their student-athletes in the process of 

defining what living the core values should look like for themselves. At times, this also included 

the development of mantras to emphasize specific elements prized by specific year’s teams 

within the larger framework of the program and its values; this process was similar to one 

described in the business literature as helping organizations remain adaptive (Collins & Porras, 

1996).  Moreover, Participant 5 described utilizing veteran team members to formally teach the 

next generation; previous sport literature has described using teammates to teach culture 

(Cruickshank et al., 2013). 

The fourth step was Active Modeling. Leaders’ acting in accordance with values sends a 

powerful message about the values’ importance (Kottke & Pelletier, 2013; Warrick, 2017). 

Byrtek and Dickerson (2013) defined modeling in their study with two observable dimensions: 

leader behaviors that were congruent with the value and leader decisions that demonstrated 

the value’s importance. Coaches spoke at length about the need to model the desired behaviors 

for both of these reasons. Coaches spoke specifically about the need to model respectful 

interactions with student-athletes, being on time, being well prepared, and demonstrating a 

strong work ethic for their student-athletes. This idea of “walking the talk” has been supported 

in other cultural sport literature (Frontiera, 2010; Schroeder, 2010). Participant 3 felt, “Your 

players are going to believe more what they see than what you tell them. If you’re telling them 

to be on time and you’re late, you’re not setting a good example. If you’re telling them to be 

positive and you’re yelling at them, I mean, you just want to set a good example.” 

The next three steps, Stakeholder Engagement and Empowerment, System Alignment, 

and Reinforcement were all evident in myriad ways in the current study. Just a few examples of 

Stakeholder Engagement and Empowerment in the current investigation included: giving 

student-athletes input into gameplay and strategy, having the authority to lead video review 
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and stop practice, or even responsibilities to lead specific areas of the programs (e.g., 

community service projects). System Alignment included elements such as eliminating obstacles, 

challenging existing processes, and creating value-facilitating mechanisms. In addition to 

communication to identify what would be considered acceptably living the value, coaches 

described living this step by challenging the core values. As Participant 4 described, “To start to 

open the lines of communication is to describe [emphasized] and live [emphasized] and 

challenge [emphasized] the core values. And those words, to me, open up the conversations 

that epitomize what the season’s all about [in terms of being able to successfully live the 

values].” Finally, coaches utilized both reinforcement and punishment to promote behaviors 

aligned with core values and to eliminate behaviors not aligned with core values; examples of 

these coaching behaviors were highlighted throughout the previous chapter. 

Interestingly, the final two steps in Byrtek’s and Dickerson’s (2013) process were largely 

not observed in the current study. Byrtek and Dickerson advocated for assessment of the core 

values, as indicated by Creation of Measures and Measuring and Monitoring. With one 

exception, coaches did not have any formal mechanisms for measuring core value integration. 

Instead, coaches described monitoring the degree to which core values had been adopted 

through daily interaction with and observation of their student-athletes. The nearest thing to 

formal measurement described by the coaches was some of them utilizing program-wide 

reviews in which they met with stakeholders (e.g., student-athletes, coaches, support staff) to 

discuss all aspects of the program. These reviews were used to openly communicate, give and 

receive feedback, triangulate information throughout the program, and identify strategies to 

effectively move forward, but were not specifically focused on core values or culture. 

 If this is the process for bringing core values to life, or demonstrating values-based 

actions, then one must consider the flip side: how these programs handle situations in which 
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athletes do not act in accordance with values. Corporate examples like Enron and Wells Fargo 

represent extreme cases of a disconnect between actions and words (Avolio & Gardner, 2005; 

Warrick, 2017). Coaches repeatedly reiterated their intent to bring values and cultural ideals to 

the forefront in countless ways, serving to potentially avoid or minimize some potential issues. 

When deviations from values did happen, coaches employed multiple strategies to address 

accountability, which generally took the forms of conversation, review, and separation; these 

processes for accountability were also seen in previous research (Brown & Treviño, 2006; 

Frontiera, 2010; Schroeder 2010). 

While these steps were not necessarily presented hierarchically, accountability began 

with conversation. Beyond communicating values on the front end, coaches established multiple 

touch points with their athletes to address potential deviations from values, including team 

meetings, pre- or post-practice briefings, video review, check-ins away from sport, and via 

multiple staff members; some of these conversations took on a casual feel, while others were 

described as “very tough.” Coaches connected back to core values in these conversations, 

including at times directly asking their athletes if given actions or behaviors aligned with 

program values and standards. Moreover, coaches opened space for athletes to communicate 

amongst themselves about potential disconnects in words and actions – which was often, then, 

used as a springboard for further conversation. Specifically, Participant 4 highlighted that she 

would facilitate tough group conversations within her program by sitting back as the moderator. 

“I don’t say a lot. I sit back. I let the awkward moment, in the room, get really awkward and 

heavy … if I speak too soon, I let them off the hook. So, I wait and I wait and I wait, and then all-

of-a-sudden a player will start to speak [emphasized] and it gets really uncomfortable 

[emphasized]. And then, someone will have to answer to it.” This then led to follow-up 
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conversations with key people, including potentially those committing the offense or those 

willing to hold their teammate(s) accountable for it. 

 In addition to individual or group conversation, coaches also utilized review methods to 

address accountability, such as reinforcement and punishment, video review, or the provision of 

feedback. Review included reinforcing and punishing behaviors that deviated from values and 

program norms. Participant 5, as one example, shared that repetitions were repeated when 

lines were missed during conditioning workouts. This review process also included video review 

work with teams – led in some cases by the coaches and in others the student-athletes 

themselves. Video review was utilized to work through strategy and gameplay, as well as to 

highlight positive and negative instances of living core values. Participant 2 mentioned, “We’ll 

show video highlights, you know, what worked, what didn’t work, goals for [emphasized], goals 

against. We always try and start off with the mistakes we made and end [emphasized] with the 

good plays we made … We try to use examples so that, you know, one person can make a 

mistake, but everyone can learn from it.” Moreover, coaches talked about various review 

processes in which they assessed their entire programs (both related to core values and culture, 

as well as other aspects). Coaches connected with all members of their program (e.g., student-

athletes, assistant coaches, support staff) to identify and communicate areas of the program 

that were working well and others that would benefit from improvement. Part of the review 

process also included developing plans for moving forward; by developing these plans with 

other people, coaches said it served as accountability to live up to the things they each said they 

would do. 

At the more extreme end of accountability, coaches described situations in which 

separation from the program was required. Not surprisingly, communication still served as part 

of this process with coaches describing last chance efforts in which they outlined desirable 
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behaviors for student-athletes. Participant 3 described having one such conversation with a 

student-athlete in which she said, “Look, this is how we do things [here]. This is what we value 

[here]. And, I’m not seeing it from you. Are you capable of – you know, can we work on this?” At 

times, this last chance attempt resolved issues; yet at other times, it did not, prompting coaches 

to make decisions to suspend or remove players from the program. Coaches also described 

student-athletes making the decision to separate on their own. Sometimes athletes recognized 

a lack of congruence and made the decision to either withdraw from the program or potentially 

seek a transfer to another program. 

Leading Through Values 

With coaches investing this much effort to establish core values and bring them to life, it 

is important to consider the ways in which coaches lead through these values. Despite having its 

foundation of with moral and ethical elements at its core (Bass & Avolio, 1993; Bass & 

Steidlmeier, 1999; Brown & Treviño, 2006; Gardner & Avolio, 2005), values-based leadership has 

expanded to also include congruence between leader’s values and organizational values 

(Fernandez & Hogan, 2002); evidence of these coaching behaviors was clearly evident in the 

findings of the current study and has been recommended within the previous sport culture 

research (Aicher & Cunningham, 2011; Frontiera, 2010; Trail & Chelladurai, 2002; Vallée & 

Bloom, 2005). Likewise, coaches demonstrated strong evidence of two of the most emphasized 

elements of values-based leadership: transformational leadership and authentic leadership 

(Copeland, 2014). 

Transformational Leadership 

Transformational leadership refers to leaders’ ability to move followers beyond 

immediate self-interests through idealized influence (charisma), inspiration, intellectual 



Running head: CORE VALUES DRIVING SUSTAINED ELITE PERFORMANCE CULTURES  94 
 

stimulation, or individualized concerns. Idealized influence and inspirational leadership are 

displayed when leaders envision a desirable future, articulate how it can be reached, set an 

example to follow, set high standards of performance, and show determination and confidence. 

Leaders display intellectual stimulation when they help followers become more innovative and 

creative. Leaders show individualized concerns when they pay attention to the developmental 

needs of followers and support and coach their development (Bass, 1999). 

In the current study, coaches demonstrated idealized influence and inspirational 

leadership in the ways in which they presented compelling images for the future for recruits and 

their current student-athletes. On the field, coaches could draw on their historical successes to 

outline a path toward personal and team success as well as, obviously, the ability to win 

championships. Beyond the playing field, coaches could speak to relationships that they had 

established over the years with former players, as well as ways in which being a part of the 

programs helped propel them forward in their post-student-athlete careers. Participant 2 

explained that she has held career symposia in which she brought back former student-athletes 

to share their stories and experiences with current student-athletes. Coaches demonstrated 

intellectual stimulation in a number of previously described ways, including assigning players 

responsibility over certain areas of the program and probing conversations that challenge them 

to think. Participant 5’s conversations with her team about the United States Women’s National 

Soccer team and their fight for equal pay, as well as coaches’ utilizing their student-athletes for 

on-field problem-solving are examples of this transformational quality. Likewise, coaches spoke 

about how leading their programs needed to account for individualized considerations and that 

“you can’t do that on a cookie cutter. You got to get to know each of your people, and what 

moves them and what inspires them, and what their dreams and hopes are.” Coaches also 
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talked about having individual plans for their athletes’ growth and development within the 

program – which address both personal and athletic development. 

Previous research both within and outside of sport has suggested that leaders utilize 

both transformational and transactional concepts in their leadership (Bass et al., 2003; Kim, 

2009; Sarros et al., 2002; Schroeder, 2010). Transactional leadership qualities refer to an 

exchange relationship between leader and follower to meet their own self-interests, which may 

take the form of contingent reward, active management by exception (corrective action taken if 

follower fails to meet standard), or passive leadership (waiting for problems to arise before 

taking action, or taking no action at all) (Bass, 1999). However, context is also important in 

understanding the rationale behind certain behaviors (Shivers-Blackwell, 2004; Yukl, 1999). One 

could certainly make a case that behaviors like rewarding work ethic with a scrimmage vest or 

punishing missed lines in conditioning drills, themselves, are of a contingent nature; thus, there 

is some support for the assertion of coaches in the current investigation utilizing elements of 

both transactional and transformational leadership. However, broader contextual information 

would be needed to identify the underlying intent of these coaching behaviors. In this way, it 

would become clear if these were contingent, transactional behaviors as opposed to holding 

people accountable to the high performance standards and aspirational aspects of 

transformational leadership. 

Relatedly, the data unsurprisingly revealed that winning had become an expectation 

within these sustained high-performing cultures. That is not to suggest that anyone in the 

program felt entitled to win or did not continue to prepare; instead, coaches’ responses 

suggested that with the talented student-athletes in their programs, if they did the right things 

and acted in accordance with their cultures, winning would be a likely result. An investigation 

into the tremendously successful New Zealand rugby side, the All Blacks, also revealed that 
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winning had emerged as an expectation in their iconic history (Johnson et al., 2013). In fact, 

coaches in the current investigation talked about the change in expectations being the main 

difference between their programs now and when they first took them over. As coaches 

grappled with leading programs with changing expectations, they connected back with these 

transformational elements, as described by Participant 4: 

When we started getting to the point where we were Super Regional pretty consistently 

or going to the World Series, anything less [emphasized] than that is not as exciting 

anymore, and we had to really make it exciting. … If you don’t celebrate the little things, 

and you don’t celebrate process and progress, that the end goal is going to be a lot 

harder to attain and sustain. And that’s just why we [emphasized] choose to be a little 

bit more about the development of the entire person because that’s really exciting to 

see a 17-year-old kid come in every year and grow. And that’s pretty fun to watch as a 

coach. 

Authentic Leadership 

Authentic leaders have been described as having a deep sense of purpose; establishing 

deep relationships; and who acknowledge their thoughts, emotions and beliefs and act 

consistently with those inner feelings and beliefs (Gardner et al., 2005; George, 2003). Specific 

to the current investigation, as head coaches of collegiate programs, coaches have a strong 

influence over the values of a program and its direction. The coaches spoke repeatedly about 

the need to be authentic in their leadership and provided several examples of what those values 

looked like when brought into action within their programs. Participant 5, for example, talked 

about the importance of personal growth, learning, and development in her own life. These 

personal values have emerged within her program as she created a book club and challenged 
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her student-athletes to consider different perspectives as they wrestled with different issues. 

Similarly, Participant 2 spoke about not wanting to do “silly stuff” during pregame activities, 

leading to the development of a sport-specific game. While authenticity permeated each 

conversation with the coaches, Participant 5 spoke to it most directly, saying, “I think you have 

to be authentic. You can’t be anything but yourself in how you do things.” This type of 

leadership has been described as a key factor for reinforcing organizational values (Jeffery & 

John, 2008) and has been advocated in previous sport culture research (Aicher & Cunningham, 

2011; Trail and Chelladurai, 2002).   

 Further, this idea of value congruence has also been described as important toward 

employees connecting with organizational values (Ab Hamid, 2015; Abdullah et al., 2012; Abreu 

et al., 2009; Amis et al., 2002; O’Reilly & Chatman, 1996; Ogbonna & Harris, 2000; Posner & 

Schmidt, 1993; Schneider & Bowen, 1993; Warrick, 2017). In the current investigation, coaches 

included their student-athletes in the process of defining core values to facilitate this 

congruence and gain deeper buy-in. Coaches also described maintaining constant 

communication with both their team as a whole, as well as their leadership groups. As 

challenges or potential cultural threats emerged, coaches and student-athletes could reconnect 

around finding the best solution and continuing the act in accordance with cultural norms as 

much as possible. 

 Previous research into core values suggested the potential for them serving as a control 

mechanism for the organization (Amis, et al., 2002; Janićijević, 2017; Jollands et al., 2015; 

Lachman et al., 1994; Simons, 1994). From this perspective, as systems and processes are 

introduced into an organization and prove themselves valid and successful, they become 

integrated and shared within the culture, shaping what are considered appropriate perceptions, 

thoughts, and feelings (Kunda, 1992, 2006; Schein & Schein, 2017; Van Maanen & Kunda, 1989). 
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Whether certain student-athletes within these programs felt the values were restrictive or not is 

beyond the scope of this investigation. However, coaches described instances in which the 

student-athletes, themselves, enforced living the core values with their peers, indicating that 

the student-athletes found personal connection and meaning in the values (O’Reilly and 

Chatman, 1996). 

Limitations 

Despite its strengths, one limitation to this study is that it only reflects the perceptions 

of head coaches of the elite performing cultures. Head coaches were targeted for their strong 

influence over core values and culture at the college level. However, future research should 

build on these findings by gaining insight into other cultural stakeholders. By gaining the 

perspectives of assistant coaches, support staff (e.g., strength and conditioning coaches, athletic 

trainers, sport psychologists, and others), and student-athletes, researchers can triangulate the 

degree to which these espoused core values are truly adopted and integrated throughout the 

program’s culture. 

Similarly, data were collected via telephone interview with coaches. The primary 

investigator did have an existing relationship with one coach in the sample, but the relationships 

with the others consisted entirely of this research process; this may have led coaches to 

potentially be more guarded. Therefore, building on the previous paragraph, a next step in the 

research process might be to perform a case study within these types of programs; in this 

design, researchers could be embedded within the culture, develop deeper relationships, 

observe things on their own, and triangulate their meaning and pervasiveness with greater 

cultural sensitivity and contextual understanding. 
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Finally, these coaches provided deep insight into their programs, core values, and 

cultures. However, caution should be taken to applying these findings more broadly to head 

coaches of all sustained elite-performing cultures. These female head coaches lead female team 

sports that consistently perform at a championship level in Division I athletics. However, as 

numerous media stories illustrating alternate coaching behaviors can attest, the coaching 

practices observed in this investigation may not be representative of all head coaches of 

sustained elite performing cultures. 

Despite these limitations, the current investigation marks an important step in gaining a 

deeper understanding of both head coaches’ experiences developing sustained elite 

performance cultures, as well as the role of core values within them. Stories shared by these 

head coaches and the emergent themes (More Than Just the Game and Our Family) suggested 

coaches’ efforts toward transformational coaching behaviors and wanting to develop skills in 

their student-athletes – and relationships with them – that extend well beyond their active 

playing days in these programs. Additionally, coaches stressed the need to clearly define the 

core values, something they did collaboratively. Likewise, the coaches stressed the need for 

consistent, intentional, daily effort to ensure that the values move from being words on a page 

to becoming taken-for-granted assumptions embedded deeply within such a culture. 
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APPENDIX A 

Semi-Structured Interview Guide, Interview 1: Identifying Core Values and Culture 

Date of Interview: __________________________  Time: _____________________ 

Participant: ____________________________________________________________________ 

Sport: _________________________________________________________________________ 

Coach Gender: Male / Female    Athletes’ Gender: Male / Female 

Questions: 

1. What do “core values” mean to you? 

2. Generally, how do you define/describe team culture? 

3. How would you describe your program’s culture? 

4. What are the core values of your program’s culture? 

5. Why are these specific core values important to you and your program? 

6. Have these always been the core values, or has that evolved during your time as a head 

coach? 
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APPENDIX B 

Semi-Structured Interview Guide, Interview 2: Process of Implementing and Reinforcing of 

Core Values and Culture 

Date of Interview: __________________________  Time: _____________________ 

Participant: ____________________________________________________________________ 

Sport: _________________________________________________________________________ 

Coach Gender: Male / Female    Athletes’ Gender: Male / Female 

Questions: 

1. Describe the process by which you introduce incoming student-athletes to your 

program’s core values. 

2. If I spent a day in your program, what things would be representative of your program’s 

core values and team culture? 

3. If I spent a day in your program, what are some physical or tangible things that identify 

the core values and culture? 

4. What were the signs that suggested to you the culture was strengthening? 

5. Tell me a story about a bump in the road to this cultural strengthening. What did you 

do? 

6. How do you evaluate the degree to which the core values have taken hold? 

7. How do core values and culture (if at all) factor into recruiting? 
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APPENDIX C 

Semi-Structured Interview Guide, Interview 3: Larger Meaning of Core Values and Culture 

Date of Interview: __________________________  Time: _____________________ 

Participant: ____________________________________________________________________ 

Sport: _________________________________________________________________________ 

Coach Gender: Male / Female    Athletes’ Gender: Male / Female 

Questions: 

1. Can you describe how the core values are related to feedback within your culture? 

2. How would you characterize the relationships among your student-athletes? With the 

coaches? 

3. Can you talk to me about the role of competition within your program? 

4. How do you balance developing relationships with developing competition? 

5. How do you think culture is related to performance? In what ways (if at all) were there 

cultural differences between your teams that won championships and those that did 

not? 

6. How do you buffer against complacency? 

7. In what ways (if at all) are the challenges of leading a program different now than when 

the program was climbing the ladder? 

8. How often is winning discussed within your program? 

9. Is there anything else you’d like to share that I have not asked? 
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APPENDIX D 

Table 1. Themes and Subthemes of Core Values for the Sustained Elite-Performing Cultures 

More Than Just the Game 

 Pursuing Excellence 

  Academic excellence 

  Competitive excellence 

   Focus 

   Passion 

  Smart decisions 

   On the field (e.g., strategy/gameplay) 

   Off the field (e.g., nutrition, sleep, alcohol) 

 Continuous improvement 

  Evolution 

  Feedback 

  Growth 

  Learning 

 Work Ethic is Essential 

  Effort 

  Hard work 

  Preparation 

 Acting with Integrity 

  Dependable 

  Honest 

  Punctual 

Our 
Family   

 Collaborating with Each Other 

  Communication 

  Empowerment 

  Leadership 

  Unselfish 

  Working together 

 Authentically You 

  Alignment 

  Modeling 

  Trust 

  Vulnerability 

 Supporting Each Other 

  Camaraderie 

  Direct (yet not demeaning) feedback 
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  Encouragement 

  Mentorship 

 Respecting Each Other 

  Communication 

  Compassion 

  Empathy 
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