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Abstract 

Despite growing research interest in the social dynamics of sport teams, the smaller 

groups that emerge from within a total team have largely been overlooked.  This is concerning 

given that preliminary investigations highlight the inevitability of their presence, in addition to 

the potential for them to generate both adaptive and maladaptive outcomes (Martin et al., 2015, 

2016; Wagstaff et al., 2017).  However, several shortcomings identified in this exploratory body 

of literature were its (a) inclusion of only one perspective (either athletes or coaches), (b) from a 

range of different sport teams, without consideration for (c) changes over time, and (d) the 

specific sport structure that might predispose division within a team.  As such, the purpose of this 

study was to explore how sport structure predisposes a team to subgroup and clique formation, 

and thus, influences athlete interactions and team functioning.  Track and field was chosen as it 

represents an individual sport composed of several smaller teams ranging in teammate 

interdependence and event types.  

An in-depth case-study design was selected, composed of several interviews conducted 

over the course of a competition season.  A single Canadian intercollegiate track and field team 

was selected, wherein 15 participants (4 coaches, 11 athletes) provided various perspectives from 

across the team.  Semi-structured interviews were conducted early and post season, and 

transcripts were analyzed using a combination of thematic and exception analyses (Braun et al., 

2016; Phoenix & Orr, 2017). 

Results indicated that this track and field team had a multitude of inherent structural 

constraints (sport type, event type, facility/schedule limitations, team size, change over time) that 

directly impacted athlete interactions and predisposed the group to subgroup and clique 

formation. Consequently, much of the team’s energy was directed toward the management of the 
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social environment (e.g., athlete interactions, cooperation) by undertaking team building 

activities, utilizing the leadership core, emphasizing consistent and quality communication, and 

generating individual buy-in.  These findings have both theoretical and practical implications and 

are discussed as they related to the literature.  Future directions and study strengths and 

limitations are advanced herein.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Group dynamics is a term that refers to “the actions, processes, and changes that 

occur within and between groups” (Forsyth, 2014, p. 2).  Considering the overt presence 

of groups in sport, topics that fall under this general umbrella term have received 

extensive research interest (e.g., Beauchamp & Eys, 2014; Carron & Eys, 2012).  As a 

brief overlay, this body of literature has informed our understanding of group processes at 

both dyadic (e.g., athlete/coach relationships, Jowett & Lavalle, 2007; Smith, 2003) and 

team levels (e.g., cohesion; Carron, Widmeyer, & Brawley, 1985), and few would argue 

the impact that such processes have on individuals and teams alike (e.g., continued 

participation, Weiss & Smith, 2002; improved performance, Carron, Colman, Wheeler, & 

Stevens, 2002).  Interestingly, despite burgeoning research in the field, a recent review 

positioned its progress to be in an adolescent stage (Eys & Spink, 2016), noting many 

avenues for continued investigation.  One observation in this capacity has been the 

predominant focus on interpersonal interactions or group level constructs, while largely 

overlooking the inevitable groups that form within a team—otherwise known as 

subgroups or cliques (Martin, Bruner, Eys, & Spink, 2014).  

Despite the lack of research pertaining to subgroups and cliques in sport, 

investigations from the fields of industrial/organizational, social, and developmental 

psychology can be used to generate a preliminary understanding of their general nature 

(i.e., what they are), what makes them more or less likely to emerge (i.e., how and why 

they develop), and their associated influence for both individuals and teams (i.e., what are 
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the consequences of their presence).  For instance, Henrich, Kupermine, Sack, Blatt, and 

Leadbeater (2000) defined subgroups simply as close-knit groups of individuals who 

demonstrate reciprocating relationships that differ from those of the larger group.  In 

relation to why they develop, propositions range from purposefully gravitating towards 

similar people or to acquire resources and knowledge/information (Carton & Cummings, 

2012), to inadvertent groupings based on hypothetical dividing lines present within a 

group (e.g., age, area of expertise, gender; Lau & Murnighan, 1998).  Importantly, 

regardless of the definition or explanations for why they develop, a commonality across 

the broader psychology literature is that their presence in larger groups is inevitable.  As 

such, it is not only imperative to understand what they are and why they develop, but 

also, the types of consequences that emerge and how they might best be managed.  

Although research from psychology has demonstrated the potential for both 

facilitative (e.g., prosocial behaviours; Ellis & Zarbatany, 2007) and debilitative (e.g., 

bullying, aggression; Ellis, Zarbatany, Chen, Kinal, & Boyko, 2017) consequences 

pertaining to subgroups, the sport literature has traditionally been less balanced. 

Specifically, the tendency in sport had been to emphasize detrimental outcomes and 

promote their avoidance or disbandment (e.g., Eitzen, 1973; Yukelson, 1997).  However, 

recent investigations indicate that these entities can be either beneficial or detrimental 

depending on the behaviours exhibited by subgroup and clique members (Martin, Wilson, 

Evans, & Spink, 2015; Martin, Evans, & Spink, 2016; Wagstaff, Martin, & Thelwell, 

2017).  These same studies have proposed a differentiation in language between 

subgroups (beneficial and inclusive) and cliques (detrimental and exclusive), and have 

uncovered a number of antecedents and consequences leading to and emanating from 
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their presence (Martin et al., 2016; Wagstaff et al., 2017).  Importantly however, several 

limitations from this line of research exist, and these involve investigations that targeted 

only one social agent group at a time (e.g., coaches or athletes), included a combination 

of teams, sport types, and competition level within the same analyses, either did not 

investigate changes longitudinally or only did so based on one perspective (i.e., athletes), 

and did not consider the impact that the structure of a sport could have on team member 

interactions.  Although each of these limitations informed the current research, the latter 

comment—the impact of sport structure—warrants greater description here.  

Sport has traditionally been viewed as either individual or team based, largely 

contingent on the reciprocal interactions necessary to perform the task between 

teammates (Wageman, 1995).  Individual sports have long been thought of as having 

little to no interdependence; however, more recent research has challenged this 

perspective (e.g., Evans, & Eys, 2015; Evans, Eys, & Bruner, 2012).  Notably, Evans et 

al. (2012) noted the complex social processes in individual sport, leading to the 

development of a typology to distinguish sport types based on task interdependence (i.e., 

reliance on teammates) and outcome interdependence (i.e., team or individual goal).  

Although this is a more encompassing view of individual sport, groups remain complex 

structures and certain sports contain multiple events which vary in levels of 

interdependence and competition style depending on the context.   

An individual sport like track and field does not fit into a traditional typology due 

to the wide range of events involved.  In track and field, athletes train and compete in 

separate events but work towards a common objective (e.g., the conference title).  An 

additional complexity is the head-to-head competition teammates face within specific 



 

4 
 

events.  Understanding group interdependence is of importance as athletes perceived 

reliance on another has been shown to impact the overall social environment of the 

group, such as increased cohesion and satisfaction, and decreased intra-team 

competitiveness (Evans & Eys, 2015; Johnson & Johnson, 2005).  Moreover, the 

structure of a sport or the management of a team can impact the overall social 

environment, which can in turn influence determinants such as performance, experiences, 

and adherence (Evans, Eys, & Wolf, 2013). 

Therefore, the purpose of this study was to explore the influence of subgroups and 

cliques within an individual sport from the perspective of various social agents (e.g., 

coaches and athletes) throughout a season.  Specifically, how might a team whose 

structure is inherently divided into smaller groups handle the susceptibility to subgroup 

and clique formation?  An in-depth case study was conducted with a team inherently 

infused with faultlines—track and field.  This sport was chosen as its complex dynamic 

should cover key components of individual sport, which are currently not well 

understood in relation to athlete interactions and grouping tendencies.   
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

Whether with teammates, coaches, parents, officials, or opponents, social 

interactions are inevitable in sport.  Indeed, research efforts aimed at understanding the 

influence of social processes for both individual- and team-level outcomes in sport have 

ranged from dyadic relationships (e.g., coach-athlete relationships; Jowett & Lavalle, 

2007) to group level constructs (e.g., cohesion; Carron, et al., 1985).  For instance, the 

quality of interpersonal relationships experienced with salient social agents is associated 

with the quality of athletes’ sport experiences and continued sport participation (e.g., 

teammates, Weiss & Smith, 2002; coaches, Jowett & Lavallee, 2007).  Similarly, 

constructs involving athlete perceptions of the entire group have also been investigated 

(e.g., cohesion, Carron et al., 1985; collective efficacy, Short, Sullivan, & Feltz, 2005), 

with the research supporting numerous benefits for both individual athletes and the team 

as a whole (e.g., positive youth development, Bruner, Eys, Wilson, & Côté, 2014; team 

performance, Carron, et al., 2002).  This general line of research falls under the purview 

of group dynamics, which Cartwright and Zander (1968) defined as a field concerned 

with “advancing knowledge about the nature of groups, the laws of their development, 

and their interrelations with individuals, other groups, and larger institutions” (p. 19).  It 

is interesting to note; however, that despite the emergence of group dynamics research in 

sport, our understanding to date is limited to individual dyadic and team-level 

perceptions, while largely overlooking the presence of the groups within a group—or 

subgroups.   



 

6 
 

Researchers from other fields, including industrial/organizational (I/O), social, 

and developmental psychology, have noted the inevitability of subgroups (e.g., Carton & 

Cummings, 2012; Lau & Murnighan, 1998).  In addition to their inevitability, a cursory 

look at the available literature suggests that the presence of these smaller entities (i.e., 

subgroups) can have both adaptive and maladaptive consequences for those involved 

(e.g., Ellis et al., 2017; Tarrant, MacKenzie, & Hewitt, 2006).  Consequently, and in 

recognizing the dearth of research on this topic within the sport setting, this thesis sought 

to further our understanding of subgroups by (a) exploring their presence within sport 

structures inherently predisposed to their development, and through (b) speaking with a 

variety of social agents (e.g., athletes, coaches) that are likely to influence their 

emergence and management.  To adequately orient the reader to this research, the 

subsequent sections will summarize the extant literature pertaining to subgroups, 

followed by the introduction of a typology of sport types that informed the selection of 

the population of interest for this research.  

2.1 Subgroups: What Are They, And Why Should We Care? 

In line with the group dynamics definition advanced by Cartwright and Zander 

(1968), sport researchers have largely investigated individual interactions, group level 

constructs, and more recently, the broader organizational psychology in sport (e.g., 

Wagstaff, 2017).  However, a construct that is germane to each section of the definition is 

the smaller groupings of individuals that coalesce within a larger team—most commonly 

known as subgroups.  Despite the limited research attention dedicated to subgroups in the 

sport literature, research from other fields can inform our general understanding of these 

smaller entities.  From a conceptual perspective, researchers have been concerned with 
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the general question of “what is a subgroup?”  For example, Henrich et al. (2000) 

characterized a subgroup as a close-knit grouping of individuals that contains 

reciprocating relationships separate from that of the total group.  Similarly, Carton and 

Cummings (2012) indicated that for the classification of a subgroup, two requirements 

must be satisfied.  First, members must belong to the same total group, meaning that all 

group members must acknowledge both their membership and a common objective for all 

involved.  Second, the interactions and interdependence of the subgroups’ members must 

be unique to that of the rest of the team.  Therefore, for a subsample of individuals to be 

considered a subgroup, they must be part of the same total group, and be identifiable as a 

smaller entity by the members of that larger group.  For instance, within an American 

football team, all athletes would identify as being a part of that total team; however, team 

members may also recognize that the running backs form a smaller task-oriented group 

that interacts with one another more frequently than with other members.  

In addition to understanding what a subgroup is, researchers have also considered 

why they form.  In other words, why do subgroups emerge within a group, and/or what is 

their purpose?  In response to such questions, Carton and Cummings (2012) proposed a 

typology for subgroup formation.  First, members are believed to gravitate toward others 

who have common characteristics, values, and personalities, which establishes a common 

sense of identity within the subgroup.  Second, team members are suggested to seek 

control or strive to attain group resources, and this is believed to result in the 

development of a hierarchy of varying positions of power.  Finally, subgroups may also 

emerge based on the process of acquiring and sharing pertinent team knowledge (e.g., 

team norms and expectations).  Importantly, whereas these three elements represent 
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distinct reasons as to why subgroups might emerge, there is certainly overlap between 

them.  For example, those in control of the group resources are likely also in a better 

position to acquire knowledge.  Importantly, although this typology was advanced with a 

specific focus in organizational settings, the implications for sport are apparent.  In 

interuniversity sport, athletes often decide to live with teammates who share similarities, 

and athlete leaders are typically privy to information that the coach does not share with 

the remainder of the team.  Cleary, this typology suggests that subgroups emerge for a 

number of reasons, yet the point of emphasis that should be taken from this research is 

that Carton and Cummings (2012) assume their formation to be largely intentional (i.e., 

for increased identity, resources, or knowledge). 

The perspective that grouping tendencies are intentional is perhaps not surprising 

when reflecting on the fact that humans have an innate need to belong and to form and 

maintain connections with others (e.g., Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Ryan & Deci, 2000).  

Indeed, researchers have noted that the inherent desire to form social attachments means 

that connections can occur with relatively little similarities between members (Festinger, 

Schachter, & Back, 1950).  Furthermore, it has been proposed that the absolute number of 

relationships (i.e., quantity) is of less importance than the number of high-quality 

relationships (Baumeister & Leary, 1995).  In fact, Baumeister and Leary (1995) have 

found that individuals show a preference for few intimate friendships rather than a 

multitude at a more superficial level.  Friendship requires frequent interaction and an 

ongoing reciprocal concern for the others welfare (Mendelson & Aboud, 1999), and so 

the demands of the relationship must not outweigh the benefits (Falci & McNeely, 2009).  

If the number of friendships an individual has increases, the time and energy spent 
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maintaining these interactions may strain the relationships (Falci & McNeely, 2009).  In 

the sport context, it is probable that the typical number of athletes who compete on a 

team is too large to enable close-friendships with all teammates, so athletes selectively 

identify a smaller number of teammates to form close relationships with, resulting in 

emotional and social support that the larger group could not provide. 

Although the desire for intimate relationships that cannot be satiated at the total 

team level could lead athletes to coalesce into smaller groups, we must also consider 

identity motives.  Notably, the Optimal Distinctiveness Theory (ODT; Brewer, 1991) 

proposes that individuals require a sense of identity, where they can simultaneously 

belong to a group, while still experiencing differentiation from their group members.  

This paradox of assimilation and differentiation may partially explain the emergence of 

subgroups within a larger group.  The total group can provide the sense of belonging that 

all individuals desire (e.g., Baumeister & Leary, 1995), while subgroups provide further 

distinctiveness and closely bound relationships (Brewer, 1991).  Clearly, whether due to 

common interests, a need to create quality friendships, or to remain distinct from the 

larger group, research in other fields has viewed group and subgroup formation as largely 

intentional.  However, it is noteworthy to highlight an alternative viewpoint, whereby the 

structure of a group or the characteristics of individual members will predetermine 

grouping tendencies. 

Faultline Theory (Lau & Murnighan, 1998) suggests that every group contains 

hypothetical ‘dividing lines’ or faultlines (e.g., age, gender, physical proximity) that will 

render certain members more likely to group together in comparison to others.  Building 

on this original theorizing, Thatcher and Patel (2012) suggested these grouping 
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tendencies to be based on intra-subgroup similarities that are accentuated in groups with 

large inter-subgroup differences.  For example, people of a similar age within a total 

group containing a large age range are likely to group together.  Additionally, these intra-

group similarities can form based on overt surface-level (e.g., position, age, gender) or 

deep-level characteristics (e.g., values, past experiences), with surface-level faultlines 

more likely to form when groups are first developing (Lau & Murnighan, 1998).  Perhaps 

not surprisingly, there are numerous examples of faultlines in sport.  Two examples that 

are frequently referenced are the division between new (i.e., rookie) and returning (i.e., 

veteran) team members, or between various positions on a team (e.g., offence vs. 

defense).  These differences are apparent to all group members and could become a 

source of division through shared experiences and frequency of interaction.  Therefore, 

and as a general summary, although subgroups could be argued to develop based on 

intentional behaviours or through inherent hypothetical faultlines, consensus within the 

literature is that they are largely inevitable. Accordingly, understanding both the 

individual and group outcomes that arise from their presence is warranted. 

Research from the broader fields of psychology suggests the potential for both 

facilitative and debilitative outcomes of subgroup emergence across multiple contexts.  

For instance, subgroups can be quite adaptive, in that they can lead to greater use of 

prosocial behaviours (e.g., Ellis & Zarbatany, 2007), increased self-esteem (e.g., Tarrant 

et al., 2006), the provision of social support through peer mentoring (e.g., Allen, 

McManus, & Russell, 1999), and the transmission of knowledge and attitudes (e.g., 

Adler, & Adler, 1995).  Conversely, researchers have identified debilitative outcomes 

such as increased substance abuse (Verkooijen, deVries, & Nielson, 2007), bullying and 
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aggression (Ellis et al., 2017), or negative body image problems (Paxton, Schutz, 

Wertheim, & Muir, 1999).  When individuals belong to subgroups, their behaviours are 

particularly malleable and will change based on the behaviours of other members. For 

example, others’ levels of physical activity (Sawka, McCormack, Nettel-Aguirre, Hawe, 

& Doyle-Baker, 2013), dieting practices (Hutchinson & Rapee, 2007), or academic 

motivation (Nichols & White, 2014) have all demonstrated levels of social contagion.  

Therefore, there is evidence to suggest the behavioral impact that smaller groupings can 

have on individuals, so it is necessary to understand what makes particular outcomes 

more or less likely, and what might be done when debilitative outcomes arise.  

 Preliminary investigations in sport largely focused on the debilitative outcomes of 

subgroups—these inherently problematic entities often being termed cliques—with the 

assumption that they should be avoided or disbanded (e.g., Eitzen, 1973; Yukelson, 

1997).  This general perception has continued, as the studies that have investigated 

subgroups and cliques (mostly indirectly) have highlighted negative outcomes.  Notably, 

elite athletes have identified them as a source of stress (e.g., Fletcher & Hanton, 2003) 

and conflict amongst teammates (e.g., Paradis, Carron, & Martin, 2014).  Similarly, Eys, 

Loughead, Bray, and Carron (2009) reported a lack of subgroups and cliques within 

youth sport to be an indicator of social cohesion.  As a consequence, the general 

sentiment from both coaches and athletes has been the disbandment of subgroups and 

cliques to promote social interaction and inclusivity amongst team members (e.g. Ryska, 

Yin, Cooley, & Ginn, 1999) and that the emergence of such groups could divide loyalties 

within the team (Yukelson, 1997).  
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In recognizing the inevitability of subgroup and clique formation outlined in the 

broader literature, and the potential for both adaptive and maladaptive outcomes, in 

addition to the general tendency to view their presence as detrimental in sport, Martin and 

colleagues (Martin et al., 2015, 2016) further explored their presence and implications 

through purposeful interviews with athletes and coaches.  With regard to athlete 

perspectives, their findings supported much of the previous research from other domains, 

concluding that athletes have an innate desire to form smaller social groupings with 

teammates who share similar positions, experiences, and tendencies, such as team cohort 

(e.g., rookies), skill level (e.g., status, amount of playing time), or interests (e.g., 

educational path, pastimes).  A follow-up study reinforced that subgroups and cliques are 

fluid in nature and can be shaped over time by factors such as personality, age, and 

position (Wagstaff et al., 2017).  Importantly, athletes from both studies differentiated 

between the terms subgroup and clique, where subgroups were seen as being more 

inclusive to the total team and cliques were more exclusive and debilitative in nature.  

This differentiation in language is significant as it demonstrates the awareness of self and 

others necessary for teams to manage their social dynamics.  Additionally, Wagstaff et al. 

(2017) noted the acute understanding and identification of subgroups and cliques by the 

athletes in their study, but found that within-clique members often misinterpreted their 

own exclusive behaviours, leading to unintentional conflict between teammates.   

Martin et al. (2016) also introduced the perspective of coaches, highlighting the 

significant amount of time that they spent considering and managing the subgroups and 

cliques within their teams.  Coaches felt that subgroups (i.e., positive or non-value laden 

sub-entities) were an inevitable part of sport and that they should be monitored rather 
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than automatically managed or disbanded.  This perspective aligned with the athlete 

perspectives uncovered by Wagstaff et al. (2017), who expressed that beneficial 

subgroups (e.g., friendship groups, leadership groups) be monitored, while the more 

detrimental and toxic groups—cliques—required intervention.  Indeed, when taken as a 

collective, these three studies demonstrate (a) the inevitability of subgroups and cliques 

in sport, (b) that these smaller entities can be considered adaptive (i.e., subgroups) or 

more debilitative (i.e., cliques) in nature, and (c) that a range of positive (e.g., prevention 

of intra-team conflict, motivation, support) and negative (e.g., bullying, exclusion, 

arrogance) behaviours and outcomes are associated with their presence.  However, these 

studies have involved either athletes or coaches from different sports and teams in 

isolation, have not included both perspectives longitudinally, and have had little 

consideration for the general context within which the athletes are participating.  For 

instance, Faultline Theory (Lau & Murnighan, 1998) would suggest that certain sport 

structures could be predisposed to a greater emergence of subgroups and cliques than 

others, and purposefully exploring how teams that compete in such sports manage their 

presence and strive for effective functioning would be both theoretically and practically 

relevant. 

2.2 Sport Type: Why It Matters For Grouping Tendencies And Athlete Interactions 

Sports have traditionally been classified or clustered within two general types 

based on whether they are individual (e.g., cross-country running) or team (e.g., ice 

hockey) based.  To date, the majority of research pertaining to group dynamics has 

focused on team sport, yet recent research has emphasized the salience of social 

processes within individual sport (e.g., Evans, & Eys, 2015; Evans et al., 2012).  Previous 
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assumptions were that group processes were most relevant when team members 

interacted during competition, even leading to the conclusion that individual sport teams 

might not be considered groups (Carron & Chelladurai, 1981).  Individual sport teams do 

in fact represent “groups,” and studies demonstrate a positive relationship between group 

level constructs (e.g., cohesion) and athlete performance (Carron et al., 2002; Evans et 

al., 2012; Matheson, Mathes, & Murray, 1997; Williams, & Widmeyer 1991).  Due to the 

clear presence of social processes within the individual sport landscape, investigations are 

extending beyond the traditional dichotomous categorization of sports (i.e., individual vs. 

team), and are focused more so on understanding the influence of such processes within a 

range of specific sport contexts.  As one example, the extent that team members 

experience task interdependence, whereby interactions during competition between team 

members is mandated, is an important consideration for all sport (Evans et al., 2012).  

Indeed, the all-or-none categorization pertaining to individual and team sport overlooks 

the amount of time individual sport athletes spend, and rely on, teammates (e.g., relays) 

and assumes that all team sport activities require interaction (e.g., baseball batters; e.g., 

Evans et al., 2012). 

The potential to view individual sport as exclusively “independent” is likely due 

to its definition, which Evans et al. (2012) explained as “an umbrella term encompassing 

a number of activities in which athletes are not required to integrate with others on a 

collective competitive task” (p. 301).  However, this definition does not account for the 

various team types within individual sports.  In relation to this idea, Evans et al. (2012) 

proposed a typology to distinguish the structure of different sport types based on their 

levels of interdependence.  Interdependence refers to the degree to which the actions and 
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goals of one person reciprocally influence another (Johnson & Johnson, 2005). Further, 

interdependence can involve the task (i.e., how much reciprocal interaction is required 

during competition; Wageman, 1995) and the outcome (i.e., how much athletes depend 

on one another to accomplish personal and group level goals; Johnson & Johnson, 2005).  

The Sport Team Interdependence Typology has seven categories of team types, which are 

dependent upon the structural interdependence of the team and sport (Evans et al., 2012).  

The first three categories are based on the degree of task interdependence required, 

ranging from integrated (e.g., soccer), to segregated (e.g., baseball), to solitary (e.g., 

running) sport.  Individual sport was traditionally perceived as having no interdependence 

between teammates to accomplish a task (i.e., solitary interdependence).   

The next level of distinction within individual sport involves whether athletes 

within a team are working toward a common goal (i.e., a team championship) and have 

teammates that influence their results during competition (i.e., they compete in the same 

event; Evans et al., 2012).  Combinations of individual and team outcomes fall into four 

groups of interdependence: collective (team goal, high teammate influence, e.g., cross-

country running), cooperative (team goal, low teammate influence, e.g., swimming), 

contrient (no team goal, high teammate influence, e.g., cross-country skiing), or 

independent (no team goal, low teammate influence e.g., triathlon).  Although this 

typology provides a foundational platform for understanding individual sport, it can also 

be difficult to place a singular label on any given sport due to their complex nature.  As 

one example, the sport of track and field has both cooperative (e.g., 100m sprint) and 

collective (e.g., 4x100m relay) interdependence structures, making its classification 

difficult. Importantly, regardless of the actual classification, research suggests that 
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perceptions of interdependence—that is, how much athletes think they rely on one 

another to accomplish a task or outcome—is what is of most importance. 

Increased perceptions of interdependence have been shown to improve cohesion 

and satisfaction, and to decrease intra-team competitiveness (Evans & Eys, 2015).  These 

findings align with the literature stating that the structure of a group and the reliance that 

teammates have on one another will guide their eventual perceptions and interactions 

(Johnson, & Johnson, 2005).  That said, task interdependence appears to play less of a 

role than outcome interdependence in predicting things like team cohesion (Bruner, Eys, 

Evans, & Wilson, 2015).  In fact, Evans, Eys, and Wolf (2013) concluded that the 

structure of the group, and efforts to manage athlete interactions, influence the resulting 

group environment on a team, which can in turn influence group performance and athlete 

experiences.  Additionally, athletes expressed creating closer relationships with those 

competing in their event, and segregation from those in other events, or differing team 

affiliations (e.g., teammates who are also national team members).  Behaviours such as 

competitiveness and jealousy seem especially salient in individual sport, but having 

member interdependence on a collective objective (e.g., team title, event standings, team 

fundraising) can unite members, thereby resulting in increased enjoyment and intentions 

to return (Donkers et al., 2018; Evans et al., 2013).  Conversely, the mere presence of a 

collective outcome is likely not enough to increase a teams’ interdependence, and it has 

been suggested that coaches and team leaders need to continuously work to improve 

athlete perceptions of interdependence with teammates (Evans et al., 2013).  

As a summary, certain sports have higher levels of both task and outcome 

interdependence and this can influence outcomes such as team cohesion and athlete 
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interactions (Evans et al., 2013).  Since higher levels of outcome interdependence have 

been shown to have a greater impact on athletes (e.g., increased satisfaction, decreased 

jealousy; Donkers et al., 2018; Evans et al., 2013) it is probable that sports with lower 

levels of interdependence will be prone to more deleterious outcomes.  Furthermore, 

research in both sport interdependence and Faultline Theory agree that athletes are more 

likely to form relationships with athletes who share similar characteristics and 

experiences (e.g., event type, team tenure) and segregate from those who differ from 

themselves (Evans et al., 2013; Lau & Murnighan, 1998).  As previously mentioned, 

athletes from groups with large intergroup differences are also more likely to break into 

smaller groups (e.g., multiple events within a sport; Lau & Murnighan, 1998).  Therefore, 

the structure of a sport is likely to influence the subgroups or cliques that emerge within a 

team, making it probable that different sport types are more susceptible to and must more 

effectively manage their presence in comparison to others.  

2.3 The Selected Context and Associated Research Questions 

The purpose of this study was to explore the emergence and influence of 

subgroups and cliques within an individual sport team from the perspective of various 

social agents (e.g., coaches and athletes from different positions) throughout a 

competitive season.  Specifically, how might a team whose structure is inherently divided 

into smaller groups handle the susceptibility to subgroup and clique formation?  To 

accomplish this task, an in-depth case study was conducted with a team inherently 

infused with faultlines based on a complex network of interdependencies and event types.  

For instance, although an individual sport like track and field could be classified as 

cooperative in relation to interdependence, it does not fit into a traditional typology due 
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to the wide range of events involved within the sport (see figure 1).  In track and field, 

athletes train and compete in separate events but work towards a common objective (e.g., 

the conference title).  An additional complexity is the head-to-head competition 

teammates face within specific events wherein the success of one athlete impedes the 

success of a teammate, who must eventually compete on the same relay team in the same 

general competition.  This sport was chosen as its complex dynamic should cover key 

components of individual sport, which are currently not well understood in relation to 

athlete interactions and grouping tendencies.   

Typically, a track and field team can be broken down into four smaller units or 

teams: the female track and field team, the male track and field team, the female cross-

country team, and the male cross-country team.  Further, track and field teams are split 

into separate training groups (i.e., sprinters, distance runners, throwers, and jumpers), and 

these groups can also be divided by specific event (e.g. long jump vs. pole vault).  In 

addition, the cross-country teams join the track team’s distance group once the cross-

country season is finished.  Perhaps not surprisingly, this results in a clear dividing line 

between these groups.  Similarly, it is a rare occurrence in sport to have a smaller team 

join a larger team during the season, which could have implications for athlete 

socialization and identity perceptions.  Previous studies have furthered our understanding 

of the nature of subgroups and cliques in sport; however, there remains a need to explore 

how team structure is associated with subgroups and cliques, and how it impacts athlete 

interactions and team functioning over the course of a season.   
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Figure 1. Depiction of the team structure for a typical track and field team. 
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Chapter 3 

Methods 

My research was guided by symbolic interactionism, which emphasizes the 

meanings that people attach to concepts through their interactions with other people and 

contexts (Benzies & Allen, 2001; Patton, 2015).  Importantly, there are three main 

assumptions that underpin this view: (a) people act in accordance with the meanings that 

they attach to things, (b) meanings arise through the process of interaction and collective 

agreement, and (c) meanings are constantly changing through the dynamic process of 

interaction (Blumer, 2012).  Within the broader approach of symbolic interactionism, a 

critical realist ontology was adopted, which is the view that an objective truth exists 

separate from individual perceptions and constructions, but that each individual has a 

different interpretation of that truth based on their unique experiences and interactions 

(Downward, 2005).  For instance, whereas participants in this study might share common 

views concerning team interactions, their individual interpretations will be grounded in 

their unique roles and experiences on the team.  With regard to my epistemology, a 

symbolic interactionist and critical realist approach supports a constructivist orientation, 

as knowledge and reality are created within the individual based on their own 

interpretations and experiences (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).  Therefore, to acquire 

knowledge about team structure and subgroup formation, unique meanings of these 

concepts were explored from the perspectives of individual group members, as well as 

through the broader collective agreements and interactions of the group (Benzies & 

Allen, 2001; Lee, 2012).   
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In line with the views of this study, it is important that I acknowledge my own 

history with both the sport of track and field and the specific team selected.  I was first 

interested in the influence of sport type on the dynamics of a team from my previous 

participation in the sport, and membership on the team in varying roles (i.e., athlete and 

coach).  Specific to the team selected, I was a member on the team for six years, and was 

elected team captain by my coaches for two of those years.  From my athletic 

experiences, I had preconceived notions of the division within the team socially, giving 

me the impression that the team was immediately divided into subgroups based on the 

event type.  In my capacity as team captain, I became aware of the amount of 

responsibility placed on those in leadership roles to integrate athletes and maintain 

harmony within the team.  Furthermore, I transitioned from athlete to coach for an 

additional year, and this experience added to my perspective that the divisions within the 

team were due to the nature of the sport, dictated by the need to create smaller more 

manageable training groups. Additionally, my experience coaching gave me insight into 

the potential discrepancy in opinions and established team objectives between the athletes 

and coaches.  

Because of this unique experience with the team, I spoke at great lengths to my 

co-investigator in regards to my biases about the inevitability of subgroup and clique 

formation and the “exceptional factor” of individual sports like track and field.  

Specifically, track and field is an extreme form of individual sport with multiple complex 

layers unique to this sport, while also involving a team component at every competition.  

Through multiple conversations throughout the research process, I was encouraged to 

question my preconceived notions about the social environment of track and field, while 
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also acknowledging certain advantages to being an “insider” in the study.  Importantly, 

whereas it is critical to remain open to the perspectives of others, having an intimate 

knowledge of the team allowed me to gain rapport with participants and transition into 

deeper, more reflective questions that could otherwise be unattainable by an “outsider” 

with less knowledge of the sport. Additionally, my previous experiences allowed for a 

richer interpretation of the data throughout the analysis. 

3.1 Design 

Flexible data collection methods were used to allow for breadth and depth within 

the data, thus contributing to my understanding of both individual and collective views 

and to our perspectives of the general functioning of the team (Benzies, & Allen, 2001).  

A qualitative approach provided insight pertaining to how coaches and athletes perceived 

and interpreted their teams’ environment (Maykut & Morehouse, 2002), with the specific 

use of semi-structured interviews to explore various perspectives within the team (i.e., 

head coach, event coaches, athlete leaders, athletes) at two separate time points 

throughout the season (i.e., early and post season).  The interviews were developed with 

the aim of exploring the mechanisms that are used to facilitate member interactions and 

total team functioning, and to explore member perceptions and experiences with regards 

to subgroups and cliques.  Additionally, interviewing participants over time provided 

insight into the changes that occur in the team’s dynamic over the course of a track and 

field season. 

3.2 Participants 

A single Canadian intercollegiate (i.e., USport) athletics team was selected, 

wherein the team was composed of four smaller teams: female track and field, male track 
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and field, female cross-country, and male cross-country.  All four disciplines of track and 

field were represented (i.e., sprinters, throwers, jumpers, and distance runners), and all 

athletes currently competing for the team were eligible to participate.  Within this team, 

15 participants were purposefully sampled to ensure that researchers captured the unique 

perspectives of various social agents within the team (e.g., Patton, 2015).  Participants 

included the head coach, three event coaches, five team captains, and six athletes who 

represented each training group, event type, and year of eligibility.  Of the eleven 

athletes, five were male and six were female.  Nine athletes made the conference roster (3 

males, 5 females), and 6 made the USport national roster (3 males, 3 females).  Head and 

event coaches consisted of three males and one female, and were between the ages of 47-

63 years (Mage = 52.5; SD = 7.19) and had 1-19 years of coaching experience coaching 

with this team specifically (M = 8.75; SD = 8.34).  Athletes were between the ages of 19-

23 years (Mage = 20.90; SD = 1.38) and were between their first and fifth year of 

eligibility with the team (M = 3.55; SD = 1.04).  Of note, one female multi-event athlete 

was chosen as a jumper but became a heptathlete after agreeing to participate in the 

interviews.  In addition, another female participant dropped out of the study immediately 

after the first interview due to becoming a national team member and deciding not to 

compete for the university.  

3.3 Interview Guide 

3.3.1 Demographic information. Prior to their involvement in the interviews, 

athletes were asked to complete a brief demographic questionnaire (see Appendix D).  

This document provided the researcher with advanced notice pertaining to the athlete’s 

age, gender, participating events, sport and team tenure, leadership status, previous 
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performance indices, academic year, and program of study.  In line with symbolic 

interactionism, this information was critical for contextualizing the athletes’ position 

(both physical and status oriented) on the team and previous experience in the sport.  

3.3.2 Semi-structured interviews. A semi-structured guide comprised of open-

ended questions was utilized for all interviews, however slight variations were necessary 

due to the different roles held by participants (e.g., coaches, athletes; see Appendices E & 

F).  The interview guide was oriented toward the confluence of several bodies of 

literature, involving group dynamics (e.g., Carron & Eys, 2012), sport typologies (e.g., 

Evans et al., 2012), and subgroups and cliques (Martin et al., 2015).  In addition, the 

general structure followed suggestions put forth in the literature, beginning with 

introductory questions (to build rapport and encourage participant discussion and 

reflection), followed by transition (to introduce and begin discussions on 

subgroups/cliques) and key questions (to target the main objectives of the research), to 

finally, concluding questions (to investigate related concepts and provide an opportunity 

for closing remarks; e.g., Patton 2015).  During the key questions, participants were 

queried as to their perceptions of the nature of individual sport (e.g., coaches and athletes, 

“How does the social environment influence individual and team performances?”), but 

also in relation to the structure of their team (e.g., coaches, “Describe what it is like 

coaching a specific smaller group of athletes within a bigger team?”; coaches and 

athletes, “Please describe the extent to which athletes from separate training groups, 

academic programs, or of different ages interact?”), and in terms of subgroups and 

cliques generally (e.g., athletes, “Thinking about your team, can you describe what might 

make you consider yourself to be a member of a subgroup or clique?”).  It is important to 
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note that probing questions were incorporated to develop a greater understanding of the 

athletes’ perspective and to encourage a deeper reflection on specific responses (e.g., 

Patton, 2015).  For instance, when asking how subgroups and cliques either promoted or 

hindered team functioning, participants were probed to explain which members were 

responsible for the functioning of the team and what strategies the team currently utilized.  

Objectives of the interview guides changed across the two time-points, where the 

first interview focused on obtaining an idea of the perceptions within the team generally 

(e.g., “In your own words, can you describe what a subgroup means to you?”), while the 

second interviews explored ongoing interactions and processes during the season, and 

how events may have changed participants views of the social environment (e.g., “How 

have your interactions with your training partners changed over the course of the 

season?”).  The second interviews also sought to determine if the initial interview had 

raised members awareness of the smaller groupings (i.e., subgroups and cliques) within 

the team (e.g., “Can you talk about any changes that may have happened based on your 

awareness or orientation towards subgroup and cliques?”). 

3.4 Procedure 

Once approval from the institutional research ethics board was granted, the team 

was recruited from USport Canada and independent intercollegiate coach contacts.  

Letters of information for athletes and coaches were given to the head coach to 

disseminate with the registration forms at the first team meeting.  Registration forms were 

collected by the head coach, who then sent a master list of all athletes and coaches and 

their contact information to the research team.  One-on-one interviews were conducted at 

two time points, during early season (November 22 - January 7) and late season (March 
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12 - 17) and took place over the phone or in person according to the preferences and 

availability of each participant.  Early season interviews lasted between 45 to 96 minutes 

(M = 66.90; SD = 15.81) in duration, with post-season interviews being slightly shorter 

(28 to 97 minutes; M = 51.37; SD = 19.49).  Prior to commencing each interview, 

participants were informed of the voluntary nature of the study and their ability to 

withdraw at any time with no negative consequences, and provided consent for having 

the interviews audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim.  The transcriptions resulted in 

258 pages of single spaced text for the early season and 185 for the late season 

interviews. 

3.5 Analysis 

To account for the complexities and contradictions often inherent within 

qualitative data (Phoenix & Orr, 2017), two compatible yet distinct analyses were 

conducted.  First, a thematic analysis was deemed most appropriate as it is not wedded to 

a specific theory, and allows for a deeper, flexible interpretation of the data (Sparkes & 

Smith, 2014).  As suggested by Braun, Clarke, and Weate (2016) thematic analysis 

consists of six phases, designed to identify, analyze, and report meaningful patterns 

within and across a dataset.  Phases 1 and 2 consist of familiarization and coding, 

respectively.  Familiarization involves immersion in the data, which was achieved by 

listening to the audio recordings, transcribe the files, read the transcripts, and record 

initial impressions in a research journal.  The following phase involved initial coding, 

whereby the transcripts were reviewed and tagged for meaning units—segments of text 

containing single ideas or pieces of information.  As certain groups (e.g., coaches vs. 

athletes; sprinters vs. distance runners) provided unique perspectives, I coded transcripts 
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in groups to gain insight on any differences in perspective emanating from positionality 

within the team.  Transcripts were coded by coaches and athletes, and then by event type, 

and finally by training group.  Phases 3 through 6 encompass the production and 

reporting of themes within the data.  Themes were developed by organizing and grouping 

meaning units according to patterns within the data (i.e., to produce higher-order themes 

and sub-themes).  In the case of this study, important features involved the training 

groups (often portrayed as subgroups), issues revolving around team functioning, and the 

significance of athlete leaders.  Identified themes were refined in Phase 4, meaning that 

each theme was reviewed by the researcher, and specifically discussed with a critical 

friend (i.e., the co-author) to ensure an accurate representation of the dataset, as well as 

coherence and relevance to the research questions.  Themes were appropriately defined 

and labelled in Phase 5, while also being continuously reviewed for clarity and 

coherence.  Finally, Phase 6 represented the most organic phase, which involved writing 

the report.  During Phase 6, the researcher expanded and collapsed themes in an attempt 

to maintain coherence throughout the developing story, and relevance to the research 

questions.  

 The second data analysis selected was exception analysis, which was employed to 

account for contradictions to the central themes initially identified (Phoenix & Orr, 

2017).  By identifying the discrepancies within the data, I was able to highlight the 

nuances and intricacies of a large team with a complex social environment.  Throughout 

the process of thematic analysis, pieces of data that did not “fit” with the recurring 

themes were pulled and coded separately rather than being discarded as outliers (Phoenix 

& Orr, 2017).  These distinctive data were not meant to replace the central themes, but 
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rather, to work in tandem with the thematic analysis to highlight the complexities of 

working with such a multifaceted case.  Exceptional codes were used to delve further into 

the various perspectives of the participants by reflecting upon questions in relation to 

identity (i.e., how does their identity within the team change with perspective?), 

connection (i.e., how are they connected with the team—both physically and socially?), 

and experience (i.e., do their status or positions within the team, or previous experiences 

alter their viewpoints?). 

To maintain confidentiality, participants names were replaced with a code. 

Participants were separated into either coaches (C) or athletes (A).  Due to the low 

number of coaches on the team making coach identities easily recognizable, they were 

coded by number only, with no other identifying characteristics included (e.g., C1).  

Athletes were distinguished between females and males (i.e., Female or Male) and 

primary event type (i.e., Jumps, Sprints, Throws, Distance, and Multievent).  Finally, for 

both coaches and athletes, their excerpts are identified as coming from early (Early) or 

late-season (Post) interviews.  For example, a female jumpers’ early season excerpt 

would be accompanied with ‘A1.Female.Jumps.Early’. 

3.6 Methodological Rigor 

Specific actions were taken throughout the research process to ensure 

trustworthiness of the results.  Following best practices for quality research, Tracy’s 

(2010) eight hallmarks of qualitative research—which extend across a range of 

theoretical affiliations—were chosen to reflect the criteria best suited to evaluate our 

research.  However, researchers have recently cautioned the use of universal criteria for 

establishing rigor (e.g., Smith & McGannon, 2017), so I have purposefully selected only 
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those criteria that align with our approach.  These criteria include: (a) worthy topic, (b) 

sincerity, (d) credibility, (e) resonance, and (f) significant contribution. 

This project aligns with the current group dynamics literature, as the study of 

interdependence within individual sports and the implications of subgroup and clique 

formation are topics experiencing recent interest (e.g., worthy topic).  The hope is that the 

investigation of team interdependence from various social agents on a team (i.e., coaches 

and athletes) and across an entire season is conceptually compelling, and will advance 

our understanding of the mechanisms that facilitate team functioning within individual 

sport settings (e.g., significant contribution).  

Remaining honest and transparent throughout the research process was critical.  

As such, a pilot interview was completed prior to conducting interviews with athletes to 

gauge interview length and to practice the use of probe questions. Additionally, due to the 

nature of symbolic interactionism, inherent biases held by myself were addressed 

throughout the analysis process I have competed on this university track and field team in 

the past and been appointed as a formal leader as both an athlete and coach.  As such, my 

previous positions on the team and experiences in the sport contributed to both the quality 

and depth of interview questions and probes, in addition to richness obtained from the 

process in relation to the interpretation of the data. 

The use of multivocality and multiple frameworks guaranteed the credibility of 

the findings.  Although it is not our intention to find a singular truth, we do aim to 

explore multiple facets and create a consistent interpretation of our results (Tracy, 2010).  

Our objectives also satisfied both resonance and significant contributions as they are 

defined by Tracy (2010).  Notably, track and field was identified as an ideal sport to 
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investigate subgroups and cliques as they are an inherent feature within this setting.  As 

such, a wide range of independent sport types are likely to have potential transferability 

in relation to our findings.  In addition, significant contributions to the group dynamics 

literature are possible from an in-depth investigation from a variety of social agents 

across the duration of the season.   



 

31 
 

Chapter 4 

Results 

The two time-point interview process with team members representing a range of 

perspectives afforded a rich understanding of the current case.  In addition, my 

experiences as both a competitive athlete and coach within this sport enabled me to more 

intimately engage with participant responses.  As a result, the research question was best 

explained by the creation of two overarching themes pertaining to the structural 

inevitabilities in the sport of track and field, and the specific strategies and mechanisms 

used by members to improve athlete experiences and ensure effective team functioning.  

In the following section, participant quotes and my own perspectives are used to (a) 

introduce each overarching theme, (b) provide a comprehensive account of each 

subtheme, while paying particular attention to their implications for athlete interactions, 

grouping (for subgroups and cliques) tendencies, and team functioning, and where 

possible, (c) explore “exceptions to the rule” that were identified from differing 

perspectives of athletes and coaches.  Finally, when discussing the smaller entities within 

the team, the neutral or non-value laden, yet often very adaptive sub-entities will be 

referred to as subgroups, whereas the toxic, debilitative groups will be referred to as 

cliques. 

4.1 A Team Divided: Inherent Constraints for Track and Field Settings  

Throughout the interview process, it became clear that both athletes and coaches 

were aware that athlete experiences and the eventual functioning of this team revolved 

around the following inevitabilities: Track and field has an inherent multitude of 

structural constraints that directly impact the social environment, and the teams’ 
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composition changes greatly throughout the season.  Due to these factors, it appeared as 

though the team began its season fractured rather than unified, and had to work diligently 

to create the sense that they were one united team.  The athletes described these efforts as 

necessary due to the nature of the sport, and explicitly spoke to factors pertaining to sport 

type, event types, facility and scheduling limitations, team size, and changes in team 

composition over time. 

4.1.1 Sport type: How do you define a team?  Unlike many sport teams, track 

and field has numerous overt faultlines ingrained within the team.  As one example, the 

total team is composed of multiple smaller teams, such as a cross-country team and an 

indoor track and field team for both men and women.  Athletes from cross-country 

represent their own team from September to November, and transition into the track and 

field team from December to March.  They become known as the “distance group” within 

the larger team, resulting in identity differences among teammates.  “The subgroup…a 

big one forms because the people who are on cross-country, they’re doing a whole 

different sport and they’re coming into track.  So, I would say that automatically they 

have this bubble around them.” (A7.Male.Sprints.Post)  This athlete is specifically 

referring to the differentiation between the distance group and the speed/power group, 

which is comprised of the sprinters, jumpers, and throwers.  

In addition to the cross-country and track and field teams, the team can be 

separated by gender.  Although men and women train and travel together, they compete 

separately and often identify as being two separate teams.  When speaking of their ‘team’ 

with respect to performance, participants were often referring to their gendered team; 

however, this did not seem to have much influence on the social interactions within the 
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team as they all train with one another.  That said, a significant component of co-ed sport 

teams that became a recurring theme throughout the interviews was the inevitability of 

romantic relationships among teammates. Relationships were discussed at length, and 

coaches even went as far as explicitly condemning them, “Well, I would say… when a 

couple breaks up, right…I think that’s maybe why some coaches really try to put the 

kibosh on some relationships between group members.  You have to really watch for 

that” (C1.Post).  Most participants who spoke about dating within the team explained it as 

inevitable, but also as a source of tension amongst members.  Within sport, it is novel to 

have a team that is composed of several smaller teams, and the inclusion of gender-based 

teams is an added complexity.  However, it is important to note they are nonetheless all 

members of the same team who all contribute to total team performances during 

competitions. 

While individual results are the predominant focus for the majority of the indoor 

season, the championship meets (i.e., conference meets, USport National Championship) 

revolve around a team result where individual performances add points to the team score.  

Accordingly, teammates are both competitors and training partners, which can be quite 

challenging as the success of a teammate may negatively influence personal results:   

Because we compete with our training group.  In your event it’s personal. 

Like, you have a friend to support you while you’re competing but you’re 

also competing against them… so it’s hard not to be grumpy when a 

rookie does better than you.  But then also you’re very happy for them 

because their hard work is paying off. (A3.Female.Throws.Post) 
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All track and field programs also have relay teams, and these further complicate the 

positional competition among teammates.  Members of the relay teams must work 

together with their teammates, yet selection and deselection can create tension amongst 

the team.  As a male distance runner states,  

I think that there’s always interesting dynamics with relay teams… So 

there’s occasionally like a tiff with that, or people, like, talking about 

politics.  I know there’s, there’s kind of politics like about who gets seen 

for relay teams when they’re training with other coaches…but that’s kind 

of the bureaucracy of track. (A11.Male.Distance.Post) 

Exception: Training in separate clubs.  A unique feature of the current case is 

that athletes are able to train in their separate clubs, as opposed to training as one large 

interuniversity team. Although most athletes train within the same club, which has been 

unofficially designated as the university club, some athletes choose to stay with an 

unaffiliated city club they were a member of in secondary school.  This means that 

university athletes are also training with club athletes who may be older or younger than 

themselves.  From previous experience, I acknowledge that this can have a significant 

impact on the dynamics of the team, as athletes may identify with their teammates in 

uniform only.  One athlete, who trains outside of the university club, described the 

experience of training apart from teammates, “Throughout the season I really didn’t put 

an emphasis on the [university team] at all… [my coach] would show up to my [meets], 

so I just treated it like a club race and I would kind of just separate myself.” 

(A6.F.Distance.Early) Fortunately, most athletes minimized the effect training in separate 

clubs had on the integration of outside athletes into the larger team.  One veteran athlete 
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highlighted the change in how outside club athletes were integrated into the team this 

year, “with the people in different clubs, I’ve noticed pretty good inclusion with clubs 

this year…I don’t think it’s a limit unless people make it a limit.” 

(A11.Male.Distance.Post) 

4.1.2 Event types: A predisposition to division. Track and field teams in 

Canadian university sport have the specific constraints listed above (e.g., the smaller 

designated teams with the total team), in addition to smaller groups that are specific to 

each event.  Within this particular case, the event groups were: distance runners, 

sprinters, jumpers, and throwers. Training groups are created within these categories, 

with the exception of the jumpers who train in vertical (e.g., high jump) and horizontal 

(e.g., long jump) jumping specific groups.  There is little overlap between events within a 

training group, and thus, athletes are naturally divided into subgroups based on their 

event type.  Participants explained these event-type subgroups as inherent to the sport due 

to a common interest and a large amount of time spent together during training. 

Our team is kind of unique in the sense that we’ve, like, already formed 

subgroups. Each training group has kind of divided themselves into a 

group of our team. But then even within each training group, I think, 

cliques could evolve from them. And sometimes it’s per event, 

sometimes it’s skill level. People can stick together with people they 

have training partners with, but mostly I would say that individual 

training groups are the ones that are most closely connected, but then, 

most separated from others. (A4.Female.Sprints.Early) 
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As stated, the presence of these training groups creates close-knit smaller subgroups.  

However, these subgroups can often fragment the team as a whole and limit interaction 

among teammates from varying groups. 

Probably one of the faults, I would say, is that I don’t know too much 

about the other events in track. So I don’t know what their competition 

is like, I don’t know what they’re coming in ranked, and that’s maybe 

something I could work on…As opposed to my sprint groups where I 

know what’s a good time, what’s a good ranking for them, what they are 

striving for. So I would say I know less about them in a track sense, that 

aren’t in my events. (A7.Male.Sprints.Post) 

A number of participants noted that whereas event types would create natural 

subgroups at the beginning of the season, the range of personalities across different 

events were a strong reason why training groups remained associated exclusively as the 

season progressed.  Some participants used these differences to explain the tendency for 

athletes of a similar event type (i.e., sprinters) to band together into a subgroup.  

Throughout the interviews, I made multiple notes as to how the different event types 

were described within the team.  Distance runners were seen as introverted and insular, 

sprinters as having overbearing personalities and acting ‘high and mighty,’ jumpers as 

being more dramatic and interested in social activities, and throwers being the laidback 

approachable type that got along with everyone.  

In addition to an event attracting a particular personality type, some athletes 

commented that the nature of an event created differences in competition between 

teammates.  For instance, field event athletes have several attempts during their 
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competitions and athletes perform one at a time, resulting in long waiting periods 

between events.  During this time, athletes often interact with one another.  Conversely, 

distance runners and sprinters compete against their opponents head-to-head and have 

fewer interactive opportunities.  One athlete used their previous experiences in multiple 

events to comment on the differences between jumpers and sprinters:  

At a competition, the jumpers have more time to actually talk to each 

other like, there’s literally time in between jumps to…ask them how the 

last jump went or use their last jump to motivate you for your next jump, 

which is super different because in jumps there’s six jumps each, right, 

and in a race there’s just one race…In a race, maybe you talk a little bit 

in the warm up, you say good luck, but secretly in your head you’re like, 

‘I’m gonna kick your ass.’ And then you get to the line, you race, and 

that’s the only chance you had to put it all on the track and compete 

against that person… it’s a more casual atmosphere at jumps, you’re just 

hanging out waiting for your next jump, talking about whatever. 

(A2.Female.Multievent.Early) 

4.1.3 Facility and schedule limitations: Nowhere to call our own. Another 

constraint pertaining to the structure of the team was the limited facilities, which in turn 

affected the scheduling of training between the training groups.  As is the case with a 

number of Canadian universities, there is no designated field house for the team to 

practice as a collective.  This team trained in a shared facility where all clubs in the city 

trained at overlapping times.  With only two 400m lanes, six 100m lanes and a single 

jump pit, there is physically not enough space for everyone to train at the same time—and 
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by extension, limits the interactions between training groups.  Additionally, throwers 

must train separately from the rest of the team for safety reasons, and vertical jumpers 

must train separately because their mats take up considerable space on the track.  A male 

distance runner discussed how the limited facility and schedule availability fractures the 

group through limited interactions: 

We don’t really talk at practice because they’ll be doing their jumps stuff, 

they sometimes start later than us or earlier than us. Part of it is hours 

that they have access to the pits, or the pole vault mats, or high jump 

mats. Sometimes they’re in [another facility], we’re pretty fractured in 

that regards. (A11.Male.Distance.Early) 

A problematic biproduct of infrequent interactions during practice is that the 

precedence for separate subgroups is set leading into competitions.  However, the 

opposite is also true, whereby this team division increases proximity within training 

groups, resulting in closer bonds.  

Going into this season there were people that I’d never met before. So I 

think it just, like it isolates training groups more but that’s kind of okay 

because your training group, they’re there to watch you anyways, right? 

You’ve got a really good support network with your training group but I 

guess it makes the team less unified because people train at different 

times in different locations, like, you don’t always see the other training 

groups or know what’s going on. (A3.Female.Throws.Post) 

4.1.4 Team size: How big is too big? One of the most talked about constraints to 

the groups’ dynamic was the absolute size of the team.  Because of the multitude of 
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events, a team can often involve over 100 athletes.  All participants were aware that team 

size drove the necessity and inevitability of splitting into smaller subgroups, “…It kind of 

is impossible to have like a really good team dynamic with all 100 people on your team. 

It ends up being…the 20 or so people that are in your subgroup you can end up being like 

a lot closer.” (A8.Male.Jumps.Early)  Although this athlete viewed the presence of the 

subgroups as beneficial to feelings of inclusion in an otherwise too large of a team, a 

common perception was the reality that a large team broken into small subgroups inhibits 

one’s ability to get to know all teammates. “I couldn’t even identify them all. I see their 

names on the list and I see their faces at the track, but if you lined them all up, I could 

probably identify half of them.” (C1.Early) 

4.1.5 Change over time: Who’s a part of this team anyway? The dynamics 

within the team changed throughout the season.  At the beginning of the season, the team 

was segregated between the training groups.  Due to team size and limited facilities, 

training groups interacted separately, forming subgroups who rarely interacted outside of 

that subgroup.  Interestingly, as the season progressed, the team size decreased 

substantially through roster cuts.  For instance, of the 114 athletes at the beginning of the 

season, 62 made the traveling roster, 47 then were selected for the conference roster, and 

22 eventually qualified for USport Championships.  Participants noted that through this 

progressive selection process, the cohesion at the entire team level improved.  This was in 

part due to the decreased team size, but also in combination with the increased interaction 

opportunities through proximity and travel, as evidenced by the following sprinters 

statement:  
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I know as the men we’re all, last year specifically, very close. Once we 

got to the [conference] roster I knew every guy’s event and every guy’s 

name and stuff like that so as the season starts the subgroups are pretty 

determined. As the season goes on, maybe when subgroups lose some 

people because they’re not making the travelling roster or they’re just 

being around each other more, they begin to blend a little bit and they 

begin to maybe either come to like larger subgroups or just the subgroups 

kinda thing is dissolved and it’s just a group of people on a team. 

(A7.Male.Sprints.Early) 

Once the athletes began traveling together and the roster was cut down, the 

division between the subgroups minimized.  From the perspective of the researcher, the 

general awareness around the social environment was not well understood until the 

postseason interviews.  Through informal discussions, both athletes and coaches 

acknowledged this shift in the social environment once the team began to travel together, 

as athletes shared bus rides and hotel rooms, rookies (i.e., first year athletes) got to know 

the other athletes, and athletes interacted between competitions.  In fact, several 

participants made informal remarks during the early season interviews about their 

inability to speak about the social interactions on the team because they hadn’t had many 

outside of their training groups.  One athlete in particular, a male sprinter, spoke of the 

cyclical nature of the team, where every season they started divided and became united as 

the season progressed, only to begin the process again the following year: 

Not being able to train and to witness kind of other groups I think 

segregates [the team], and that’s why every year there’s like this, “okay 



 

41 
 

we’re splitting up into our training groups and this is our subgroup” and 

then as [conference meet] comes we’re a team again. And it works up 

into that every year and then loses it and then works up into it and loses 

it. It’s just a constant cycle. (A7.Male.Sprints.Early) 

Additionally, athletes who made the conference and national rosters spoke of 

those rosters as being the most close-knit rosters because those athletes had similar values 

and goals within the team, compared to the rest of the team.  Championship rosters were 

also described by a male jumper as being the most unified due to similar athlete 

objectives:  

As you get into the championships like [conference] and [USport], the 

team kind of narrows down, right? You end up being with the people 

who are the most committed at the end, so [conference] it thins down and 

then [USport] thins down a ton. And it’s just a really good group of 

people then, I think. Like, people who are really team oriented, so I think 

even if you don’t necessarily get along, or if you wouldn’t be friends 

outside of track, you still have that common ground of, you know, you’re 

all here to compete and you all did well. (A8.Male.Jumps.Post) 

Although these five factors (i.e., sport type, event type, facility and schedule 

limitations, team size, and team composition over time) have been explained separately, 

it is important to note that they overlap creating a complex and tumultuous dynamic for 

the team to navigate. For instance, this team is immediately divided into smaller teams 

(e.g., cross-country vs. track and field), which are still too large to form close 

connections, so those smaller teams are further divided into training groups (e.g., jumpers 



 

42 
 

vs. sprinters), which form natural subgroups.  These subgroups prefer to interact within 

themselves due to many factors such as similar interests and personalities, and training 

limitations.  Finally, the team varies in levels of teammate competitiveness depending on 

the event (e.g., jumps, sprints, or relays).  All of these structural factors must be 

considered, and have clear implications for the way athletes and coaches manage the 

dynamics within the team.  

4.2 Making Lemonade Out of Lemons  

As can be gleaned from the preceding section, the structure of the sport does not 

naturally lend itself to the development of a unified team.  Consequently, much of the 

conversations with the participants revolved around how to bring this fragmented team 

together over the course of the season.  Overall, the management of the social 

environment within this team consisted of four main parts: (a) general team building (TB) 

activities, (b) the significance of the leadership core, (c) consistent and quality 

communication among members, and (d) individual buy-in to promote team functioning 

and individual performance.  

4.2.1 Team building: Bringing the team together. One of the main strategies to 

bring the team together and encourage interaction amongst members was through various 

TB activities.  It was apparent that TB activities changed during the season, with early 

structured activities eventually giving way to more organic interactions. 

Participants discussed the use of TB at the beginning of the season as this was an 

ideal time for forced interaction at the total team level—rather than simply within 

training groups.  Events such as team testing or the ‘rookie party’ were emphasized as 

both activities divided the total team into smaller groups with the intention of grouping 
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teammates who wouldn’t normally interact.  For instance, a veteran jumper explained the 

importance of the first social gathering as a whole team—the rookie party: 

Obviously you know about the rookie party, the first thing we do every 

year and that serves a purpose beyond just being a fundraiser for the team 

and just a fun time. There’s a specific purpose to it and that’s that 

everyone gets to know everyone on the team. So, like the relays and stuff 

we do are stupid, but there’s a point in that we want to mix people as 

much as possible. Just so that early on there’s relationships forming 

outside of people’s events and outside of people’s comfort zone. 

(A10.Male.Jumps.Early) 

To be clear, the ‘rookie party’ had zero tolerance for initiation activities and was only 

used as a social gathering for new and veteran members to get to know one another.  

From my experience, this was critical for helping to integrate new and old athletes and 

those from differing training groups.  It enabled interactions that were more difficult 

during training and were meant to facilitate communication once competition began. 

From the current team’s perspective, it was pivotal in setting the tone for the season.  

Interestingly, despite the importance of these full team interactions, they were very rare 

as most TB was separated by the gendered teams.  Through discussions with team 

captains, this was mainly due to the feasibility of gathering a team of that size.   

In the post-season interviews, there was a noticeable shift to discussing informal 

team interactions.  Many participants considered the organic interactions, which occurred 

on the bus rides, hotel rooms or while watching teammates compete, to be more 

meaningful than the structured activities at the beginning of the season.  As noted by an 
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athlete leader, “I’ve always tried my best to make sure the team building was as natural 

and organic as possible, I don’t really believe in making people hang out.  I just don’t 

think there’s very good relationships that form that way.” (A10.Male.Jumps.Early)  

As an example of an organic team building event, a story that was discussed by 

athletes and coaches alike was on an out of country meet last year where the bus broke 

down and the team was forced to wait for hours for repairs: 

When our bus broke down…we were sitting in this gas station parking 

lot and it was snowing hard…at one point a bunch of throwers and some 

of the jumpers looked at each other and said “let’s roll” and they got off 

the bus and started a snowball fight. And then the sprinters…went around 

the back of the bus so they could come from the flank. So it became 

three-way. And the rest of us were just watching this out the windows of 

the bus laughing, because it was such a spontaneous moment…and it 

wound up being something that brought everybody together, it wound up 

being an example of a team bonding thing… And honestly, that was 

notable and they will remember it. Always. (C1.Early) 

All participants brought up the importance of these spontaneous interactions that 

are not mandated by the team.  Participants discussed how this one incident brought the 

team together and that they still interact and are closer friends with those who were a part 

of the snowball fight.   

Exception: Walking a tightrope between helpful and problematic. It is important to note 

that athletes discussed a fine line of effective and ineffective TB approaches.  In fact, 
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certain strategies appeared to have a detrimental effect, with the women’s team having 

too many mandated activities whereas the men had too few: 

It was actually kind of opposite, the women’s team had something almost 

every weekend, whereas the men’s team had like one thing. I think we 

could have benefitted to have a couple more… And I think the girls team 

might have overdone it a bit. I think a lot of girls were feeling forced that 

they had to hang out together. It wasn’t fun anymore so there’s a middle 

ground. You don’t need to force people to hang out together, but there is 

team events that everyone should come to and learn to get along. 

(A8.Male.Jumps.Post) 

Additionally, the mandated team events appeared to have the opposite effect, 

where athletes felt like they were forced to interact with their teammates which 

discouraged participation.  Evidently, careful planning and purposeful events are required 

to avoid detrimental effects from having events, just to have events:  

People get frustrated and it’s not positive for the team anymore once they 

don’t want to be there.  They’re coming just because they want to make 

an appearance and leave as soon as possible.  It’s better when you plan 

things and people want to come, like you don’t have to tell people to 

come. (A2.Female.Multi.Post) 

4.2.2 The role of the leadership core. Consensus across the team was that the 

management of the social environment was up to team leaders (i.e., coaches and athlete 

leaders).  These team members were noted as having the most influence over the 

dynamics of the team and were tasked with bringing everyone together during the season.  
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4.2.2.1 Coaches. Almost all participants agreed that coaches influence should be 

indirect in nature.  As such, coaches aimed to create a positive atmosphere without 

directly intervening with the team.  While there was wholehearted agreement of their 

direct impact on athlete and team performances, coaches were also seen as the first 

source of influence for the general climate during training.  Participants discussed how 

the atmosphere created by coaches caused a trickledown effect to the athletes.   

I think it comes from coaches taking interest in athletes that aren’t their 

own. I think once, a lot of people… the way their coach acts is the way 

that they’ll be expected to act so they’ll act in accordance. This comes 

from leadership is what I’m trying to say. (A7.Male.Sprints.Early) 

As stated, if coaches are positive and engaged in the team, their athletes were likely to do 

the same, whereas if the coaches created a negative atmosphere through antisocial 

behaviours (e.g., gossip, exclusivity) their athletes would follow suit.  

Exception: When intervention is necessary. Despite the general idea that team 

environment should be handled by the athletes, a few coaches expressed the need to 

enforce rules.  Rules such as zero tolerance for bullying, no cellphones at practice, and 

creating variety in training partners were seen to minimize the negative outcomes of 

subgroups or “cliquey-ness” within the group.  A coach of a larger group explained the 

outcome of implementing a no cellphone rule at practice, “We implemented a no 

cellphone rule at practice this year…and even a couple of athletes have mentioned…,‘I 

like that rule, because we actually have to talk to each other now’… It enhances 

communication, not having the cellphones.” (C1.Early) 
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4.2.2.2 Formal athlete leaders. Team captains are selected by the coaching staff 

every year with the goal of having a male and female representative for both the cross-

country and speed/power groups.  This year five captains were named, including two 

female speed/power captains.  Generally, the captain group would comprise of at least 

one returning captain to help mentor new captains in their role as formal leaders, yet this 

year there were two. 

 One coach described the role of the captains as being “to build that team 

culture…because we have the subgroups, it’s really upon the captains to kind of build a 

sense of team amongst all those subgroups. That’s their main role”. (C2.Post)  Both 

coaches and athletes emphasized the importance of captains modelling appropriate team 

norms and ideals.   

I’ve always felt that people watch what the captains did and learn from 

them and then when they have the opportunity to be captain they kind of 

know. I mean the ideal is that you have a good captain, an experienced 

captain, and then another person is put into the captain role to work with 

them and then it just kind of carries over…I kind of hope that people 

kind of learned from previous captains and kind of carry on and 

recognize the kind of traditions and culture that helped the team be 

successful in the past. (C2.Early) 

 Additionally, the captains are charged with increasing interaction opportunities 

among team members, often being in the form of events such as team dinners, 

fundraisers, formal TB activities, and general social outings.  The importance of creating 

these opportunities is discussed by a coach: “I would say using the captains to help create 
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these opportunities…Those kinds of events that would give you a chance to bring people 

together…To overcome the barriers it’s just you have to create the opportunities”. 

(C1.Post) 

Exception: Team captain selection. The post season interviews uncovered a 

significant barrier to the effectiveness of team captains.  Several athletes believed that 

certain captains lacked the qualities of a leader which meant they were not fulfilling their 

roles as team captain. For instance, one athlete commented, “people had to pick up some 

slack for those who were supposed to be in leadership roles… even if we weren’t in the 

leadership roles in our groups or if we weren’t captains.” (A8.Male.Jumps.Post)  

Similarly, another athlete commented on the negative influence some captains were 

having on the overall atmosphere.  

The leaders are kinda in that clique that might be a little exclusive to people, a 

little more elitist values and not all the captains…you have two captains on both 

sides and they haven’t gotten past the idea that ‘hey, we should put our own 

vendetta down and focus on how our actions and behaviours are affecting the 

team’. I think you need captains that think like that to be successful. 

(A7.Male.Sprints.Post). 

Making sure that the right people became captain seemed to be critical, and 

athletes also highlighted the need for them to be representative of the total team.  As one 

coach put it, “I can’t remember the last time we ever had someone from throws being the 

captain.  The men’s sprints group is not represented at all right now.” (C4.Early)  This 

same coach was keen to make changes to how captains will be selected moving forward.  

Clearly, formal leaders play a critical role in ensuring the proper functioning of sport 
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teams, and their selection process and team representation are likely augmented in a sport 

like track and field. 

4.2.2.3 Informal Athlete Leaders.  Aside from the formal role of the captains, all 

participants were aware of the need for informal leaders on the team.  These leaders were 

generally seen as the veteran athletes on the team who, similar to the captains, acted as 

mentors and role models: 

I would say as a 3rd, so a little bit more of a vet on the team, even though 

I wasn’t a captain this year, it is my role to get people involved who 

either are younger on the team or usually wouldn’t get involved. It’s 

good for people in my situation, like older people on the team, to 

positively influence that environment because if we don’t do it, no one 

will (A8.Male.Jumps.Early) 

Coaches also identified leaders within their training group and used them to integrate new 

members and communicate with the group.  One coach in particular highlighted the 

necessity for informal leaders within each training group: 

…It’s using the veteran athletes to keep an eye on the rookies and bring 

them along, or when somebody joins the group partway through the 

season to make sure they know what’s happening, keep them up to speed. 

I think any coach would zero in on their positive leaders and capitalize 

on that. If you’ve got a positive leader in your group, of course you use 

them for good. (C1.Post) 

4.2.3 Communication expectations. A consistent subtheme that was discussed 

by all participants was the concept of clear and constant communication between 
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members of the team.  Whether that be between coaches or athletes, it was clear that 

proper communication was needed to ensure positive team functioning.  Proper 

communication involved interactions between coach-to-coach, coach-to athlete, and 

athlete-to-athlete. 

4.2.3.1 Coach-to-Coach. Coaches all described building positive relationships 

between coaches in a hope to model positive relationships to athletes, “I don’t want it to 

be awkward, that doesn’t make for a good team environment. And if I do that, my guys 

are going to see that.” (C3.Early) It appeared that all coaches had positive relationships 

this season, predominantly as a result of matching philosophies and objectives: 

I think it’s the best it’s ever been in the 15 years that I’ve been there, 

we’re definitely all on the same page, we have similar philosophies in 

coaching…So yeah, we’re all definitely on the same page and we’ve had 

some really good conversations and I mean it’s not as territorial as it used 

to be. (C4.Post) 

Coached felt that maintaining well-mannered relationships with fellow coaches would 

facilitate a positive atmosphere within the team as a whole. 

4.2.3.2 Coach-to-Athlete.  Part of providing a positive training environment was 

creating an atmosphere that encouraged open dialogue. One coach discussed his coaching 

philosophy of allowing athletes to speak openly with him in order to build trust and buy-

in, “...yes I’m the coach…but it’s not like you can’t talk to me…Because I always want 

the athletes to feel like they can talk to me, so that they understand why they do what I 

tell them to do” (C3.Early).  By allowing discussion between coach and athletes, it was 

hoped that athletes would buy-in to the training philosophy and improve work ethic.  
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Additionally, newer coaches on the team emphasized building trust with the athletes by 

relating to them based on their own experiences, “I may not have the credentials as far as 

coaching levels and all that, but I come in with a lot of knowledge of just how I 

competed… and they like that because they can say something and I’m like ‘I know what 

you mean.’ Because I’ve been there.” (C3.Early) 

Exception: When communication breaks down. From a majority of the 

conversations, it was evident that this year had more team conflict than previous seasons, 

most of which stemmed from sudden coaching changes early in the season.  This is 

atypical as the coaching staff is generally quite stable year to year, resulting in stability 

among training groups.  Athletes were forced to find new groups to train with and tension 

rose within the entire team due to poor understanding of expectations.  Although coaches 

emphasized a need for constant open and honest dialogue with athletes, they did not 

follow-through when faced with challenges.  One athlete, who was involved in the 

coaching changes saw the issue stemming from poor communication from coaches to 

athletes, “There was a lot of uncertainty around what were the available options for all 

the athletes…it wasn’t always communicated the best by the coaches, what they thought 

was the best option for everyone.” (A10.Male.Jumps.Early)  

4.2.3.3 Athlete-to-Athlete. In relation to athlete to athlete communication, the 

largest barrier to overcome was initiating and maintaining interactions between the 

training groups.  As previously mentioned, this is mainly combatted by the athlete 

leaders, both formal and informal, through role modeling and TB, and translating team 

norms was critical and often more effective coming from the athletes rather than coaches.   
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 I try and impart training philosophy or even just knowledge about how 

the team works and how the roster’s supposed to work and that sort of 

thing. … Because, like, [coach] can say it in an email, but I think when 

someone has a discussion with you and kind of explains why, that helps. 

(A11.Male.Distance.Early) 

Exception: Unaware of their own impact. Although most athletes were acutely 

aware of the dynamics between athletes, there were times when I noticed large 

inconsistencies with their awareness of how their own behaviour impacted the group.  For 

instance, during the present season one group of male athletes did not seem aware that 

their actions were construed as bullying by the rest of the team.  Two athletes exemplified 

the contrast in how a lack of awareness of how cliques could lead to negative team 

outcomes.  First, a male athlete’s perspective of events: 

I think there was probably one or two times where the girls found the 

guys annoying…the guys are like a little cut loose with their jokes or 

whatever…Which would be maybe something I noticed a little more this 

year than other years but it’s probably just kind of a function of the sense 

of humour on the team and stuff, I don’t think it was particularly related 

to anything else. (A11.Male.Distance.Post) 

Second, a contrasting view from a female athlete: 

A negative outcome would probably be from the distance boys…sort of 

enabling each other to be mean and rude to other members of the team. 

There’s a lot of drama surrounding that, a lot of girls crying and that sort 

of thing and some bullying…Silver lining coming from that, it united the 
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girls team and the rest of the guys’ team more, the guys would be like 

‘we’re not gonna go with them, we’re not associated with them.’ 

(A5.Female.Distance.Post) 

4.2.4 Buy-in or bust. The final aspect to consider when managing the team’s 

social environment is the buy-in from individuals to the team’s goals and norms.  Buy-in 

was described as the commitment to the team’s goals, actively being a part of the team, 

and working hard in both training and competition. These behaviours were believed to 

improve the functioning of the team, and one athlete used the following analogy to 

reinforce the point:  

The way I think about it…a functioning engine is one that works and it 

moves and propels the vehicle forward….so you may have all of the parts 

to it and they may all still be intact and working, but…if they’re not firing 

together and in synergy then they’re not going to move forward, they’re 

not going to have momentum …I think functioning would definitely be 

working off each other and moving towards that common goal. 

(A1.Female.Multievent.Early) 

Overall, most participants acknowledged that buy-in influences team 

performance, and the best way to improve individual buy-in was through improving the 

social ties members had to the team.  Participants noted the impact of small gestures, 

such as showing interest in people’s performances from other events.  One athlete 

highlighted this by relating interest in an event to showing respect for your teammates, “I 

would never watch distance running…or really be that interested in it.  But I can be 
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interested in what my friends are doing or what people on the track team are doing 

because I’m interested in them as a person…” (A10.Male.Jumps.Early) 

Additionally, athletes and coaches spoke about how a positive training 

environment comprised of close social ties impacted athletes’ buy-in to the team and 

motivation in training.   

I think it creates an environment where you get to suffer together and so 

when you’re having a bad day, somebody else is having a good day, they 

can pick you up. And then that commitment to each other to show up…I 

think the social part of that makes it more enjoyable to be there every 

day, even though every day isn’t necessarily the most enjoyable. 

(C2.Post) 

Additionally, when everyone bought into the team’s performance, not just their own, it 

motivated athletes to push harder during competitions. “It really motivated people to do 

well, and when I saw my teammates doing well...I was like I have to do well because 

they’re doing really well. You don’t want to waste people’s work, you want the team 

title.” (A11.Male.Distance.Early) 

Exception: A different perspective. Although buy-in to the team’s objectives and 

the establishment of social connections was seen as important to most members, its 

importance seemed to depend on the ability level of the athlete.  Some participants noted 

that national-level athletes placed less value on the social interactions within the group, 

with one athlete reflecting: 

It always makes me laugh ‘cause…when [athlete] first moved here said, 

“I’m not here to have friends, I’m here to have training partners”… and 
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it just goes to show a different outlook of her goal. Like, [the team] was 

a means to an end, it was scholarship, it was extra competitions to get in, 

and like it affects your practice, but, the goal for her was always 

Olympics, so therefore the relationships didn’t matter as much. But, that 

being said, for a lot of people the relationships are what keeps them in 

the sport. (A1.Female.Multievent.Early) 

As a summary, making lemonade out of lemons was a priority for the members of 

the current case, and the mechanisms largely utilized to bring together a divided team 

involved TB activities, leaning on the behaviours of the leadership core, ensuring 

adequate and open communication, and reinforcing buy-in for the team’s objectives.   
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Chapter 5 

Discussion 

The purpose of the present study was to investigate how sport structure could 

predispose a team to subgroup and clique formation and how this predisposition would be 

experienced and managed by team members.  The case study format involving a single 

group with interviews at multiple points throughout a season afforded an in-depth 

exploration of these research questions.  In addition, the use of multivocality (e.g., 

coaches and athletes in varying positions) was significant as much of the research to date 

has involved a single perspective (e.g., coach or athlete) from different teams.   

Within the following section, the main themes that were generated from the 

interviews will be discussed in terms of their contributions to the literature.  Specifically, 

and in line with the original research question, the degree to which sport structure 

predisposed this team to subgroup and clique formation and limited athlete interactions 

will be explored first.  The second section will then describe the overt emphasis that this 

team placed on managing the social environment, largely with the intention of increasing 

team buy-in, functioning, and eventual performance.   

5.1 Structure 

The very nature of track and field can contribute to the emergence of subgroups 

(and potentially, deleterious cliques).  Specific to this study, the team had a multitude of 

inherent constraints, such as teams within teams, groups being separated by event and 

facility limitations and large team size, all of which predisposes subgroup formation.  

Results indicated the presence of both purposeful and non-purposeful reasons for the 

team breaking into smaller groups, most of which aligned with previous literature on 
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subgroup and clique development. The following section will discuss three main 

structural constraints the team encountered in relation to previous research.  First, the 

team’s disposition to be divided into smaller teams, and further separated by event and 

facility limitations will be situated within theories of natural subgroup development (e.g., 

Faultline Theory; Lau & Murnighan, 1998).  Second, the purposeful development of 

subgroups due to team size and transience of membership will be evaluated against work 

in inclusion/affiliation and optimal distinctiveness research (e.g., Baumeister & Leary, 

1995; Brewer, 1991).  Finally, the section will conclude with discourse pertaining to the 

varying levels of interdependence in track and field, and results from this case will be 

contrasted to the original typology advanced by Evans et al. (2013).  

One of the main reasons for the natural divide into subgroups appeared to 

originate from the influence of sport and event type on athlete interactions.  There are 

numerous examples of attributes within the team which will align certain members 

together, while separating them from others.  For instance, athletes who were members of 

the cross-country team remained divided once they joined the total group.  Similarly, the 

men’s and women’s teams remained separated between cross-country athletes, creating 

even stronger divisions within the total team.  This can be explained by the Faultline 

Theory which suggests that observable dividing lines (i.e., faultlines) increase in strength 

proportionally with the amount of attributes a smaller group shares in comparison to the 

larger group (Lau & Murnighan, 1998).  Evidence specific to sport supports such 

contentions, whereby Allen, Greenlees, and Jones (2013) highlighted that certain 

personalities gravitate toward certain roles and positions within a team, and that those 

personalities can influence interactions and group processes.  This might further inform 
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the tendency for like individuals to gravitate toward similar events, thus reinforcing the 

faultlines.  Whereas sport and event type were noted as the predominant forces dividing 

the team into smaller subgroups (i.e., training groups), facility/scheduling limitations and 

team size appeared to exacerbate the issue.  Thatcher and Patel (2012) acknowledged that 

faultlines are stronger in groups who experience greater intergroup differences, which 

lends support to our findings that a multitude of inherent factors on the team compounded 

to render the establishment of smaller entities inevitable. 

Perhaps the most significant of these compounding factors was the sheer size of 

the track and field team.  Although it was noted that this team was uncharacteristically 

large at the beginning of the season—with a total of 114 athletes—it is not uncommon for 

a travel roster to include close to 80 athletes.  The teams’ inclination to subdivide into 

subgroups aligns with the theorizing of Baumeister and Leary (1995), who suggest there 

is a limit to how large a group can be before its members purposefully divide into smaller 

groups.  Their rationale is that people seek high quality relationships, and this was 

evident in the current research.  Athletes described the desire for fewer more intimate 

relationships compared to superficial interactions with every team member.  Athletes also 

described the improvements in cohesion amongst the travel roster as cuts were made, 

with camaraderie between groups peaking during the USport National Championship 

(when the team had its fewest members).  This lends support to the idea of friendship 

quality over quantity (Falci & McNeely, 2009), in that the demands of maintaining 

relationships with fewer athletes of a similar ability do not outweigh the rewards (e.g., 

teammates support at competition).  
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The ODT perspective can also be used to explain the current findings pertaining 

to team size.  Specifically, considering that the track and field team was too large for 

athletes to know one another more than superficially, breaking into subgroups was 

necessary for individuals to establish a sense of identity (Brewer, 1991).  These training 

groups, and eventual conference rosters, were more likely to identify and compete for 

their university team, while also remaining distinct by belonging to a smaller group of 

individuals (e.g., “I’m a sprinter for the University team”).  Indeed, while at the 

beginning of the season subgroups seemed to develop naturally, over the course of the 

season, their existence became more purposeful in an attempt to create a sense of 

belonging in a sport that seems inherently segregated.  This aligns with the subgroup 

typology from organizational psychology (Carton & Cummings, 2012), whereby 

members are believed to purposefully seek subgroup affiliation for resources, affiliation, 

and status.  

In addition to the complexities of varying personalities, talent differences, and 

event specialties, athletes within individual sports must often compete against their 

teammates.  Positional competition has been identified as being omnipresent within team 

sport, and research by Harenberg and colleagues (2016a, 2016b) indicates that variables 

such as personal predispositions, team norms, and coach input can affect an athlete both 

positively (e.g., increased motivation, higher performance) and negatively (e.g., 

frustration, team conflict).  These processes are similar in individual sport and are 

accentuated by its structure resulting in direct competition against teammates for team 

selection and placement, which could cause athletes to act more competitively in general 

(e.g., De Dreu, 2007).  Specific to this team, competition between teammates arose 
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during team selection for traveling and conference rosters as well as for the relay teams. 

However, both athletes and coaches emphasized balancing competitiveness and 

supportiveness between teammates of the same event at and away from competition.  

Canadian Interuniversity coaches (with some being from track and field) actually 

discussed the importance of creating shared objectives and support during positional 

competition between teammates (Harenberg et al., 2016b).  Accordingly, the level of 

interdependence experienced by athletes appears to feature prominently within their 

interactions and experiences (Harenberg et al., 2016a).  Results indicate that the team 

became increasingly cohesive at conference meets and national championships, where 

superordinate goals are emphasized.  Athletes at these competitions acknowledged a 

desire to perform well for their team, and be supportive of teammates they normally 

wouldn’t interact with, which is in line with previous interdependence literature in sport 

(Donkers et al., 2018; Evans et al., 2013).  

It is worth noting however, that the concept of interdependence in individual 

sports might be more complicated than previously described.  In this regard, the current 

case does not fit adequately within the initial typology advanced by Evans et al. (2012).  

For instance, complicated sports whereby multiple smaller teams and events exist, and 

multiple levels of interdependence are present are not ideally represented.  As explained 

by participants, track and field overlaps with many of the categories suggested by Evans 

et al. (2012) depending on the event or competition.  In an individual event such as long 

jump, athletes do not impact teammate outcomes, but are often in direct competition.  

Conversely, on the same team, athletes will be members of a relay group that must work 

collaboratively to accomplish their objectives.  These varying levels of interdependence 



 

61 
 

within the same team and throughout a competition are an example of an omission within 

the current typology, which the authors conceded to be a possibility with the preliminary 

framework (Evans et al., 2012).  Accordingly, it is important for researchers and 

practitioners to be aware of the complexity of sport types, and future efforts might 

consider hybrid classifications for certain sport types (e.g., collective-cooperative sport 

where there remains a team outcome but teammate influence may vary).   

Overall, the structure of this sport and team are such that the team will naturally, 

and inevitably, fracture into smaller groups within the larger team.  Constraints on the 

team can compound, resulting in the impact on the social environment and athlete 

experiences being more pronounced and more difficult to manage.  Results from this 

study are in agreement with previous subgroup research which emphasizes that it is not 

the presence or absences of subgroups that should necessarily be of emphasis, but rather, 

that investigations should revolve around the behaviours undertaken by subgroup 

members, and the relative outcomes experienced across the team.  As such, the following 

sections will speak specifically to the management strategies undertaken by the current 

team to ensure subgroup outcomes remained positive and did not interfere with the 

functioning of the team (in other words, did not become cliques).   

5.2 Management of the Social Environment 

Generally, management strategies were used to combat the inherent divide caused 

by the structural constraints described previously. A recurring objective discussed by 

team members was to build “buy-in” towards the teams objectives, and teammate 

interaction and support. Participants perceived this buy-in to be a direct by-product of 

increased cohesion among members, evidenced by having all athletes working towards a 
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collective goal, following team norms, and adhering to the team’s philosophy. This 

description of buy-in aligns with the definition of cohesion, specific to both task (athletes 

working together towards a common performance outcome) and social (quality social 

interactions between teammates) orientations (Carron et al., 1985). Importantly, despite 

extensive research supporting associations between cohesion for both group (e.g., 

increased performance, decreased conflict) and individual-level (e.g., increased passion, 

role satisfaction) outcomes (e.g., Carron, Colman, Wheeler, & Stevens, 2002; Eys & 

Carron, 2001; Paradis, Martin, & Carron, 2012), Eys and Brawley (2018) recently called 

for additional work explaining how teams go about developing cohesion. Therefore, the 

following section will describe the specific mechanisms undertaken to create a sense of 

buy-in and cohesion (e.g., TB, leadership roles, communication), all with the overarching 

purview to exploring how the efforts impacted the subgroups within the team.   

5.2.1 Teambuilding.  The participants spoke at length about their use of TB 

strategies, and these discussions were categorized based on the direct use of the term by 

participants, but also through my knowledge of the strategies that fall within the general 

conceptualization of the process (e.g., Carron & Spink, 1993). Strategies involving goal 

setting, social outings, and purposeful superordinate activities (e.g., fundraisers) were 

used to improve interactions and unity among the team. The use of TB is an important 

consideration for this team, as a meta-analysis demonstrated such interventions to have a 

medium to large effect on performance outcomes (Hedges g = .71), and intercollegiate 

sport was the only level of sport with a significant effect (g = .48; Martin, Carron, & 

Burke, 2009). Furthermore, participants emphasized team goal setting as being their 
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major focus, which is relevant given that this was the most effective type of intervention 

within the TB literature (g = .71; Martin et al., 2009).  

Both athletes and coaches also discussed the importance of bringing the whole 

team together and increasing opportunities for interaction outside of the track 

environment to minimize the development of subgroups—and more specifically, the 

potential for subgroups to become problematic cliques.  This is consistent with previous 

research involving subgroups and cliques, whereby athletes discussed the necessity to 

foster interpersonal relationships, increase teammate proximity, and augment empathy 

and awareness among members (Martin et al., 2015).  Similarly, most activities 

undertaken by the current team were led by the athletes—mainly the leadership group—

which also aligns with suggestions advanced by elite level coaches for managing 

subgroups and cliques (Martin et al., 2016).  Indeed, providing athletes with the 

autonomy and ownership over the group will increase their likelihood to invest time and 

energy into ensuring its effective functioning (e.g., Paradis & Martin, 2012).  Finally, it is 

worth noting that the athletes did discuss excessive amounts of mandatory activities as 

being problematic, emphasizing the need to consider the quantity and quality of the 

activities. When things seemed forced, many athletes resented the process and 

acknowledged the benefits of having more organic opportunities to interact. This aligns 

with findings from elite rugby athletes in the UK who described the benefits of authentic 

interactions with team members for building quality relationships on and off the field 

(Wagstaff et al., 2017). 

A novel contribution to the TB literature was the fact that participants described 

the changes that occurred with strategies over the course of the season. At the beginning 
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of the season, emphasis was placed on formal team activities (e.g., socialization party, 

goal setting sessions, fundraisers), whereas they transitioned to more informal and 

organic activities (e.g., games on the bus, team dinners before/after meets, birthday 

parties) once the competition season began. Although the formal TB activities at the 

beginning of the season align with strategies used in previous literature (e.g., Senécal, 

Loughead, & Bloom, 2008), the more informal strategies implemented throughout the 

season have obtained less systematic research attention.  Notably, whereas researchers 

advocate for season-long TB activities (e.g., Brawley & Paskevich, 1997; Martin et al., 

2009), this is traditionally with respect to the same specific intervention protocol (e.g., 

team goal-setting). As such, future research would benefit from exploring season-long 

purposeful TB activities, regardless of what the activities actually are. Such an approach 

would enable teams to react more organically to the needs of their teams, and allow 

athletes more ownership over the strategies they deem most beneficial to their teams’ 

composition. As evidenced in the current study, athletes described the diminished 

emphasis on cliques as the season progressed, and the activities became more self-

directed and situation relevant.  

5.2.2 Leadership Roles.  The second strategy was the use of the team’s 

leadership in implementing and promoting an inclusive and interactive team 

environment.  The roles of both the coaches and the athlete leaders were important for 

creating and maintaining a positive social environment on the team.  Additionally, these 

roles were interconnected, meaning that the roles of the leadership were shared between 

the coaches, captains, and informal leaders without hierarchy (Cotterill & Fransen, 2016).  

However, while each member of the leadership team played a role, the athlete leaders 
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were seen as having more influence over the team than the coaching staff.  Coaches 

largely focused on creating a positive atmosphere that allowed for open communication 

with athletes in the hopes that positive communication would trickle down to the 

interactions between athletes.  Specifically, results from this study are similar to Martin 

and colleagues (2016) findings that subgroup management should be the responsibility of 

the athletes, and coaches should avoid micromanaging the team as coaches are typically 

only aware of the interactions between teammates during formal team time.   

The fact that athlete leaders (formal and informal) were used to improve team 

functioning throughout the season aligns with previous research supporting the impact of 

athlete leaders for constructs such as task and social cohesion, collective efficacy and 

performance (e.g., Fransen, Haslam, et al., 2015; Fransen, Van Puyenbroeck, et al., 2015; 

Loughead, Hardy, & Eys, 2006; Price & Weiss, 2011).  Specific to this team, multiple 

team captains were chosen in an effort to share responsibility in planning and 

implementing TB activities and other team management tasks (i.e., task, social and 

external roles; Loughead et al., 2006).  Shared leadership roles can increase team member 

perceptions of collective efficacy and social connectedness, and therefore team 

functioning (Fransen et al., 2014; Fransen, Van Puyenbroeck, et al., 2015).  Indeed, team 

captains have the ability to foster team functioning by showcasing confidence in their 

team through positive communication and support of their teammates (Fransen, Haslam, 

et al., 2015).  

Similarly, this team emphasized its use of informal leadership to supplement the 

team captains, with informal athlete leaders holding social and motivational 

responsibilities by acting as role-models.  Informal leaders were seen as the more socially 
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influential or “popular” members of the team.  A recent review by Cotterill and Fransen 

(2016) lends support to this concept by concluding that informal leaders wield substantial 

influence within the team and can often bridge the social gaps between teammates.  

Athletes who were viewed as effective leaders on the team referenced wanting to be seen 

as role-models for values and positive norms.  Many of the elements which made up an 

effective role model (e.g., supportive, hard-working, team-oriented, high ability) mirror 

findings from peer-mentorship research. Specifically, peer-mentorship has been shown to 

positively impact athlete satisfaction, commitment, perceptions of the team (e.g., task and 

social contributions), and coach leadership (Hoffman & Loughead, 2016).  Generally, if 

these informal leaders bought into minimizing the faultlines in the team (e.g., age, cohort, 

event, gender), then the rest of their group would be more inclined to follow (Martin et 

al., 2016). 

Although there was general agreement between the results and the athlete 

leadership literature, several questions remain.  Specifically, this team indicated 

dissatisfaction with who and how team captains were chosen.  Overall, athletes felt they 

were not properly represented by the captains chosen. Furthermore, not all captains were 

accepted by teammates as they did not “fit the mold” of what athletes were looking for in 

a leadership position.  Fransen, Van Puyenbroeck, and colleagues (2015) noted that social 

connectedness is of great importance to perceptions of leader effectiveness, and athletes 

are more likely to accept captains who display high quality leadership behaviours. Within 

social identity theory, leadership effectiveness largely depends on the ability to create and 

manage a shared identity within the team (Cotterill & Fransen, 2016).  As such, 

protypicality and social attraction are factors that largely influence support for leaders 
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(Hogg, 2001) and if these factors are not present, a leaders impact on a team will be 

diminished—which was the case with select captains on this team.  Because athletes did 

not have a say in the selection process for team captains, there is an increased likelihood 

that there will be discontent based on who is selected. 

5.2.3 Communication.  Finally, open communication between all members was 

seen as imperative for proper team functioning.  Effective communication has been 

linked to many team processes such as motivation, concentration, skill acquisition, 

creating and transmitting team goals, role responsibility, and increased task and social 

cohesion (Eys, Surya, & Benson, 2017; Yukelson, 1993).  In the current study, regardless 

of communication pathway (i.e., coach-to-coach, coach-to-athlete, and athlete-to-athlete), 

consistent attributes characteristic of effective communication were present.  Participants 

described positive communication as supportive, open/honest, and consistent across all 

members, which is consistent with previous research.  As an example, in a study 

comparing communication patterns between successful and unsuccessful tennis pairs, 

successful teams used consistent and predictable communication patterns for problem 

solving (Lausic, Tenebaum, Eccles, Jeong, & Johnson, 2009).  Additionally, in the 

creation of a measurement scale of effective communication, Sullivan and Feltz (2003) 

proposed that communication consisted of acceptance (consideration and appreciation for 

teammates), distinctiveness (creating a shared but unique identity as a team), positive 

conflict management (constructive ways of dealing with disruption), and negative 

conflict management (emotional, personal, confrontational).  Within this same study, 

support, togetherness, and conflict management were initial themes that teams deemed of 

great importance for proper team functioning and increased cohesion.  
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That said, negative conflict management was negatively correlated to task 

cohesion (Sullivan & Feltz, 2009), which holds true with this study. Indeed, a breakdown 

in communication further fractured the team and was seen as a probable cause for the 

development of cliques, thus leading to negative behaviours such as in-team fighting and 

bullying.  Specifically, team changes due to a sudden coaching departure left many 

athletes unsure as to their place within the team, resulting in emotional and personal 

confrontations against team members (both coaches and athletes).  This is contrary to 

previous studies which place a high importance on maintaining constructive 

communication with both athletes and coaches as it provides an opportunity to manage 

conflict before it intensifies (e.g., Dupuis et al., 2006; Sullivan & Feltz, 2009).  Overall, 

while the team stressed the importance of communication, their implementation of 

specific strategies to improve communication could be improved.  

Similarly, in a recent summary of intra-team communication, Eys and colleagues 

(2017) referenced pivotal times throughout a season when effective communication was 

critical. For instance, the sudden absence of a team member, typically based on injury.  

Athlete injuries are common in sport and if not handled properly, can lead to role 

confusion or ambiguity and the development of team tension (Eys et al., 2017).  During 

unexpected changes to a team, it is important for a clear communication of modifications 

to team expectations be understood.  This scenario can be easily applied to departures of 

any team member, including a coaching staff. As mentioned above, this team did not 

have the necessary strategies in place to properly communicate structural changes to the 

team and their unity suffered as a result.  Although it is clear that this is a critical time for 

effective communication, what these strategies should constitute is still unclear and it 
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would be worthwhile for future research to explore how to minimize the disruption of 

team member changes. 

Finally, similar to the results from other work on subgroups in sport, awareness 

was a key factor in the presence of positive or negative behaviours from subgroup 

members. Specifically, when referring to cliques, most athletes were unaware of how 

their behaviour was perceived by the rest of the team.  This is in line with work by Martin 

and colleagues (Martin et al., 2015, 2016; Wagstaff et al., 2017) who stated that 

individual awareness within the team could prevent negative outcomes such as isolation, 

in-team fighting, bullying, and decreased motivation to continue with team.  In-team 

fighting could also potentially be prevented through a reciprocal discussion by both 

coaches and athletes of team goals, values, and expectations at the beginning of the 

season.    

Coaches and athletes alike were able to give personal accounts of how buy-in 

contributed to both the positive and negative outcomes for the current team.  Some 

examples of positive outcomes were reported as soft lines between training groups where 

the groups remained supportive, all athletes were working collectively towards a common 

goal, and an increased adherence to the team’s objective and philosophy. Conversely, 

negative outcomes stemming from lack of buy-in and clique issues were hard lines 

between training groups where the groups remained exclusive from one another with 

minimal interactions, increased team conflict, decreased adherence to the team’s 

philosophy, and decreased motivation to return to the team. Overall, the behaviours and 

outcomes exhibited by the team lend support to research by Martin and colleagues 
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(Martin et al., 2015, 2016; Wagstaff et al, 2017) on subgroup and clique development in 

sport.  
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Chapter 6 

Conclusion 

Track and field is a sport that is inherently composed of faultlines that naturally 

divide the team into smaller subgroups (and potentially cliques). Furthermore, as this is 

also an individual sport, where individual goals may be emphasized over team goals, 

social interactions have the potential to remain exclusive to these training groups creating 

further divides between subgroups. Therefore, the management of the social environment 

is imperative to bringing the groups together as a team. Overall, athlete buy-in to team 

norms and objectives was seen as the foundation to building cohesion and maintaining 

team functioning within a divided team. In order to gain buy-in, this team focused on 

effective TB, clarifying leadership roles, and open communication. Clearly, there is 

plenty of research in each of these areas to support the use of these three strategies. 

Therefore, it is not this teams use of these strategies that contributes to the current 

literature, but rather how they are integrated into the team’s goals for social cohesion and 

ultimately performance – specifically in an individual sport which has limited research.   

If implemented properly, the team will see positive subgroup outcomes while avoiding 

the potential pitfalls associated with exclusionary divided teams. 

6.1 Study Strengths 

 Considering that groups are dynamic entities, it can be quite challenging to 

capture and synthesize perspectives from an entire team.  This study was able to gain a 

well-rounded understanding of how it acknowledged and managed subgroup and clique 

development from the perspective of multiple positions within the team.  Importantly, I 

was able to consolidate differing opinions between coaches and athletes, and between 
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athletes from various events, pertaining to how the team worked within the constraints of 

the sport to enable effective functioning.  This was significant as this study was able to 

integrate the findings of previous research (e.g., Martin et al., 2015, 2016) which, by 

using single vantage points (e.g., athletes), may have missed important inconsistencies 

within the team.  Additionally, the use of multiple time-point interviews over the course 

of the season allowed me to explore changes within the team over time, such as the shift 

in subgroup membership at conference meets toward the end of the season.  Findings 

from this study suggest that subgroups and cliques are indeed dynamic and can vary 

significantly in terms of membership throughout a season, and therefore the management 

strategies used should also change over time.  These interviews also allowed the 

researcher to observe changes in team member awareness of the social environment, 

which varied significantly between the preseason and postseason interviews.   

While the use of multivocality and multiple time points were seen as beneficial, it 

must also be noted that using two forms of analyses contributed to the depth of our 

understanding. By exploring the larger themes, and the exceptions to those themes, I was 

able to discover important information that may have been otherwise overlooked. For 

instance, an important finding from the results was the need for TB activities; however, a 

balance must be struck between quality and quantity or efforts may in fact bother or 

alienate involved members. 

 Finally, my previous experience on the team as both an athlete and a coach were 

instrumental to the recruitment process, interview implementation, and data analysis.  

Because of my previous positions, I not only had access to the team, but had immediate 

rapport with most team members and was able to quickly build trust with those who did 
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not know me prior to the study.  Additionally, I understood the sport and the obstacles 

this team in particular faced which meant I understood what participants were referring to 

throughout the interviews.  This intimate understanding of the team allowed me to 

advance effective probe questions which significantly contributed to the collection of rich 

data.  As an example, I had an acute understanding of the relationships between training 

groups and was able to establish a more in-depth conversation around why the 

interactions between teammates were the way they were.  Additionally, I was able to use 

the immediate tension on the team to observe issues in the management of the teams’ 

social environment, as participants were open to discussing tensions within the team due 

to these changes. My previous experience also facilitated a deeper analysis of participant 

responses as I could contextualize perspectives based on an athlete’s position within the 

team.  Indeed, a different researcher who was not closely connected with the sport or this 

team may not have been able to make the same connections.  

6.2 Study Limitations 

 Despite the numerous strengths associated with this study, there are also several 

limitations that must be acknowledged.  First, whereas I was able to make the most of a 

problematic coaching situation, the extensive changes within the team may have 

distracted from the study’s purpose.  Participants often responded to questions regarding 

the overall social environment by focusing on the immediate concerns about coaching 

changes, and therefore training group changes.  While these results were valuable in 

understanding how useful the teams’ management strategies actually were, the team 

became an extreme exception to the rule and generalizations must be met with caution. 
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 In a similar vein, because the structure of the team changed substantially at the 

beginning of the season, the two time-points may not have been sufficient in adequately 

monitoring the resulting changes to the team’s dynamic.  Preseason interviews took place 

immediately following the coaching changes, but before the impact of these changes took 

effect, and post season interviews required participants to be reflective of the season.  By 

including additional time points during the competition season, the study may have 

gained better insight into the effects the changes were having on individual experiences 

and social interactions.  Geographical and logistical reasons limited this within the 

current study; however, future research would do well to consider additional data 

collection periods to more specifically explore the changing dynamics throughout a 

season. 

 Finally, as is the case with most research involving human subjects, recruitment 

can often be an issue, and this study was no exception.  Although recruitment of the team 

as a whole was not a challenge, individuals’ willingness to participate in the interviews 

appears biased towards athletes who knew me which led to a propensity for older 

athletes, primarily within the speed/power events.  This resulted in three distance athletes 

being recruited (two of whom were captains and automatically selected), and only two 

participants who did not have some form of previous interaction with the researcher prior 

to this study.  Additionally, athletes who agreed to participate were overall quite high 

performing, with 9 of 10 athletes who completed both interviews making the conference 

roster, and 6 of 10 athletes qualifying for USport National Championships.  Because of 

the ability levels of these athletes, they may have a different opinion of the social 

environment and commitment to the team than those who do not make these high-level 
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rosters.  However, this is not dissimilar to research in other fields where adequate 

recruitment and thus representation is a common concern (e.g., epidemiological research; 

Thompson, Heller & Rody, 1994). 

6.3 Future Directions 

 It is expected that this study will inform several future directions.  Specifically, 

although semi-structured interviews allowed for greater depth of investigation of 

subgroup impact on an individual sports team, the inclusion of additional methodologies 

could have expanded my understanding of the current case. For instance, the addition of 

observation research may be well-served in this area and as it would allow for an 

objective assessment of athlete interactions and team functioning.  This inclusion would 

enable comparisons to be made between members’ perceptions of the social environment 

and what is observed, especially when considering the discrepancy between how different 

athletes viewed social situations. Considering recent advancements in systematic 

observation in sport (e.g., Turnnidge & Côté, 2016), this could be a worthwhile future 

direction. Another potential methodology could involve the use of social network 

analysis (SNA; Borgatti & Everett, 2018). Here, the social interactions between team 

members could be mapped in comparison to their actual positions within the various sub-

teams (e.g., sprinters, throwers), which would provide context for where athletes fall 

within the social structure of the group.  By mapping interactions over the course of the 

season, we could contextualize how sport structure influences athlete interactions and 

subgroup formation.  

 Although our research question was answered throughout this project, many 

questions remain. First, findings from this study emphasized the teams desire to manage 
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the social environment from one season to the next.  However, the idea of managing 

situations is inherently thought of as reactive and viewed as placing a band-aid on 

fundamental issues within the functioning of the team (e.g., Hackman, 2012).  This is 

especially true in regards to this particular team as sudden changes to personnel brought 

to light issues that were previously undetected (e.g., discrepancy between what they say 

and what they do in regards to open communication between athletes and coaches).  

Future research should aim to explore and implement strategic planning interventions to 

ensure a solid foundation beyond the management strategies used on this team, and 

across seasons rather than within one particular season.  

Additionally, although individual sport differs from team sports, its dynamics are 

not necessarily “exceptional”.  Specific to track and field, this sport is so different from 

other sports, that it may be beneficial to look elsewhere for guidance as different 

environments may be generalizable regardless of context (Carron & Eys, 2012).  For 

instance, groups outside of sport have developed many strategies to ensure their proper 

functioning and results from a similar group type could be generalized to track and field.  

For instance, Lickel and colleagues (2000) proposed a typology of varying group types, 

emphasizing the generalizability of processes that occur within (e.g., sports teams and 

work groups both work towards a specific task).  Additionally, Hackman (1990) proposed 

that generalizations across contexts may be acceptable if the groups in question include 

social systems, interdependence, varying roles, a common task/goal, and an 

organizational context.  Perhaps the structure of a track and field team may be better 

compared to a large organization or business unit, which is broken into smaller groups 
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(e.g., departments or teams), where each group is working towards a collective goal but 

display varying levels of interdependence.  

6.4 Personal Reflection 

 My position on the team created an interesting dynamic both with my interactions 

with participants and for my overall perceptions of the study.  My previous involvement 

in the sport and on this team were both beneficial and detrimental at various points 

throughout the research process.  As an example, my previous relationships with 

participants altered interactions through the interview process.  At points, I found that 

participants assumed my understanding of the team’s present environment and did not 

elaborate on key issues such as the structure of the team, or key TB strategies used.  

However, this was easily opposed with probing questions and more often than not, my 

relationship with the team proved beneficial to the richness of the data collected.  For 

instance, I was often able draw connections between topics (e.g., previous conflict 

between athletes and coaches on the team) or ask about constructs on the team that other 

researchers may not have be aware of (e.g., university team training within separate 

clubs, changes from previous team norms).  

One large barrier to working with this team was the constant communication 

required to ensure full participation. These efforts often made me feel as though I was 

bothering participants, a sentiment I may not have experienced with a different team.  

Additionally, there were moments of discrepancy between how participants responded 

when they were speaking to me as a researcher, and when they would speak to me as a 

friend or colleague.  Due to this change in response, it was imperative that I remained 

reflexive after every interview and keep detailed notes of any informal conversations with 
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participants. These conversations were more beneficial than detrimental as they allowed 

for deeper insight into a participants true perceptions of the environment on the team.  

Overall, the research process was a positive one, and in my opinion, the benefits of my 

prior interactions with the team far outweighed the disadvantages.  
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Appendix B 
Letters of Information 

Below is the letter of information signed by the athletes at the beginning of their 

season. Originally, this study included the collection of an additional questionnaire 

package at multiple time points. However, due to unforeseen circumstances these 

questionnaires fell outside of the scope of this thesis and were not analyzed.  

Athlete Letter of Information  

This letter is meant to provide information pertaining to a recent research project for 
which your team has been invited to participate. This research is being conducted by 
Kelsey Saizew, a Master’s candidate under the supervision of Dr. Luc Martin, and 
alongside Veronica Allan, a PhD candidate, in the School of Kinesiology and Health 
Studies at Queen’s University in Kingston, Ontario. This study has been granted 
clearance by the General Research Ethics Board according to Canadian research ethics 
principles (http://www.ethics.gc.ca) and Queen's University policies 
(http://www.queensu.ca/urs/research-ethics). 
 
What is this study about? The purpose of this research is to better understand the social 
processes within your sport team. Specifically, we are interested in the interactions and 
relationships within your group.  
 
What does participation in this study involve? If you are interested in taking part in the study, it 
will involve the completion of an online questionnaire package (15-20 minutes) at four points 
throughout the season. You may also be invited to take part in an early season and late season 
semi-structured phone interview (10-12 athletes from your team will be invited). If you are invited 
and agree to take part in the interview, it will take approximately 40-60 minutes of your time at 
each time point and will be audio-recorded. We will contact you directly via email if you are one 
of the athletes randomly selected to participate in the interview.  
 
Is my participation voluntary? Yes. Although it be would be greatly appreciated if you 
would answer all material as frankly as possible, you should not feel obliged to answer 
any material that you find objectionable or that makes you feel uncomfortable. You may 
also withdraw at any time without experiencing negative consequences. If you decide to 
withdraw before or during the study, simply contact Kelsey Saizew (using the contact 
information provided at the end of this letter). You should feel absolutely no pressure to 
take part or continue participation if you do not want to. 
 
What are the risks of participating in this research? There are minor risks associated 
with participating in this study, as participants may be asked personal questions regarding 
their interactions with others on the team both at and away from the track. Although there 
are minor risks, we will do everything possible to minimize these risks. Participants are 
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not required to answer any questions that they are uncomfortable with and participants 
will be referred to a local clinic or phone line through the Canadian Mental Health 
Association (http://www.cmha.ca/get-involved/find-your-cmha/) if any of these questions 
trigger emotional distress. 
 
What are the benefits of participating in this research? As a participant, you will be 
making important contributions to our research. We anticipate that this study will help us 
to better understand the social processes in a sport like track and field. However, we 
cannot guarantee any direct benefits other than the compensation that will be provided. 
 
Will I be compensated for my participation?: Your participation in this study will be 
compensated with a team dinner, at a time chosen by your head coach, valued at $200.00. 
Athletes who complete the online questionnaires will also be entered into a draw for one 
of three $100.00 VISA gift cards.  
 
What will happen to my responses? We will keep your responses confidential. The 
only investigators who will have access to the identities of participants will include 
Kelsey Saizew, Luc Martin, and Veronica Allan. All other members of the research team 
will only have access to de-identified data and interview transcripts and will have signed 
a confidentiality agreement.  In addition, we will have your name and contact information 
in a separate location to that of your questionnaire and recorded interview data. Data will 
be stored in a controlled access location (e.g., locked office, password protected files) in 
the School of Kinesiology and Health Studies at Queen’s University for a minimum of 
five years after the completion of the study as per University requirements. Although we 
might present our findings at conferences or in other outlets, no individual information 
will be included. Should you be interested, you are entitled to a copy of the findings, 
which could come in the form of the actual refereed publication or a general summary. 
 
What if I have concerns?  Any questions about study participation may be directed to 
lead researcher Kelsey Saizew or supervising researcher Luc Martin (contact information 
below). Any ethical concerns about the study may be directed to the Chair of the General 
Research Ethics Board at chair.GREB@queensu.ca or 613-533-6081. 
Again, thank you. Your interest in participating in this research study is greatly 
appreciated. 
 

Athlete Email Contact Correspondence for Semi-Structured Interviews 

Dear [name of athlete], 
 
My name is Kelsey Saizew and I am the lead researcher for a study in which you and 
your team are currently taking part. The purpose of this study is to assess team members’ 
perceptions of how sport structure influences social processes, specifically, subgroup and 
clique formation within a varsity track and field team. At this point, you will have 
completed the first of four questionnaires for the project, and we are hoping to obtain 
more in-depth information pertaining to those questionnaires from interviews with 
several randomly selected athletes and coaches. We would appreciate the opportunity to 
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discuss the topic (i.e., the social processes present within an individual sport team) with 
you in an interview lasting approximately 40-60 minutes. This interview will be 
conducted over the phone, and if you agree to take part, all we ask is that you respond to 
this email to schedule an interview time. Please note that you will be asked to participate 
in a second semi-structured interview of a similar nature and length at the end of your 
season. 
 
I would like to take this opportunity to thank you for the consideration of your 
involvement.  Please do not hesitate to contact myself (at the information below) if you 
have any questions or comments. In addition, if you have any concerns, please feel free to 
contact the Chair of the General Research Ethics Board at chair.GREB@queensu.ca or 
613-533-6081. 
 

Coach Letter of Information 

This letter is meant to provide information pertaining to a research project for which your 
team has been invited to participate. This research is being conducted by Kelsey Saizew, 
a Master’s candidate under the supervision of Dr. Luc Martin, and alongside Veronica 
Allan, a PhD candidate, in the School of Kinesiology and Health Studies at Queen’s 
University in Kingston, Ontario. This study has been granted clearance by the General 
Research Ethics Board according to Canadian research ethics principles 
(http://www.ethics.gc.ca) and Queen's University policies 
(http://www.queensu.ca/urs/research-ethics). 
 
What is this study about? The purpose of this research is to better understand the social 
processes within your sport team. Specifically, we are interested in the interactions and 
relationships within your group.  
 
What does participation in this study involve? If you are interested in taking part in the study, it 
will involve taking part in two semi-structured interviews throughout your season. The interviews 
will take place over the phone and will take approximately 40-60 minutes of your time at each 
time point and will be audio-recorded.  
 
Is my participation voluntary? Yes. Although it be would be greatly appreciated if you 
would answer all material as frankly as possible, you should not feel obliged to answer 
any material that you find objectionable or that makes you feel uncomfortable. You may 
also withdraw at any time without experiencing negative consequences. If you decide to 
withdraw before or during the study, simply contact Kelsey Saizew (using the contact 
information provided at the end of this letter). You should feel absolutely no pressure to 
take part or continue participation if you do not want to. 
 
What are the risks to this research? 
There are no known risks associated with participating in this study. 
 
What are the benefits to this research? 
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Your participation in this study will be compensated with a team dinner, at a time of your 
choosing, valued at $200.00. Additionally, as a participant, you may be making important 
contributions to the research literature. We anticipate that this study will help to 
researchers to understand the social processes in a sport like track and field. We cannot 
guarantee any direct benefits other than the compensation that will be provided. 
 
What will happen to my responses? We will keep your responses confidential. The 
only investigators who will have access to the identities of participants will include 
Kelsey Saizew, Luc Martin and Veronica Allan. All other members of the research team 
will only have access to de-identified data and interview transcripts and must have signed 
a confidentiality agreement.  In addition, we will have your name and contact information 
in a separate location to that of your questionnaire and recorded interview data. Data will 
be stored in a controlled access location (e.g., locked office, password protected files) in 
the School of Kinesiology and Health Studies at Queen’s University for a minimum of 
five years after the completion of the study as per University requirements. Although we 
might present our findings at conferences or in other outlets, no individual information 
will be included. Should you be interested, you are entitled to a copy of the findings, 
which could come in the form of the actual refereed publication or a general summary. 
 
Will I be compensated for participating? For participating in the study the team will be 
compensated with a team dinner, valued at $200.00, at a time deemed most convenient to 
the team.  
 
Is my participation voluntary? Yes. Although it be would be greatly appreciated if you 
would answer all material as frankly as possible, you should not feel obliged to answer 
any material that you find objectionable or that makes you feel uncomfortable. You may 
also withdraw at any time without experiencing negative consequences. If you decide to 
withdraw before or during the study, simply contact Kelsey Saizew (using the contact 
information provided at the end of this letter) of your desire to do so. You should feel 
absolutely no pressure to take part or continue participation if you do not want to. 
 
Do I need to consent to participating? Yes, although this is also completely voluntary. 
No negative consequences will originate should you decide not to participate. If you wish 
to take part in this research, please contact Kelsey Saizew (contact information below).  
 
What if I have concerns?  Any questions about study participation may be directed to 
Kelsey Saizew or supervising researcher Luc Martin (contact information below). Any 
ethical concerns about the study may be directed to the Chair of the General Research 
Ethics Board at chair.GREB@queensu.ca or 613-533-6081.  
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Appendix C 
Verbal Consent Script 

Hello, my name is Kelsey Saizew. I am a researcher from Queen’s University in the 
school of Kinesiology and Healthy Studies. I am conducting a research study called “A 
faultline-informed case-study of subgroups in an individual sport setting”. The goal of 
my research is to understand the social processes within your team. Specifically, we are 
interested in the interactions and relationships within your group. It will take about 40-60 
minutes of your time to complete this interview.  Are you interested in learning more 
about participating in my study? 
 
Participant: No/Yes.  

NO  =   Is it that you don’t have the time right now?  
If yes: May I call you at another time?  
If no:  Thank you for your time. Have a good day.  

YES  =   Okay, thank you. Is this a good time to conduct the 
interview? 

 
Because I don’t want to miss anything that you are saying, do you agree to allow me to 
record our interview? YES/NO 
 NO     =   Then may I take written notes? 
 
I will let you know when I am about to turn on the recording device before I do so. Okay? 
If you don’t want me to record some parts of what you tell me just tell me to stop 
recording or say “off the record” and I will stop the recorder and then I will start it when 
you are ready to have me do so. Does that sound all right with you? 
 
Participant: YES/NO. 
 
Description of research project: 
Before we start, I would first like to provide you with some information about my 
research project and about your rights as a participant. Feel free to ask me any questions 
that you might have at any time.  
 
Because this is a research project, it has to be reviewed and cleared by the General 
Research Ethics Board at Queen’s University to make sure that it complies with Canadian 
research ethics’ principles and Queen’s University policies. Do you understand what I 
mean by this?  
 
Participant: YES/NO. 
 
Explain benefit to participant: 
As a participant, you may be making important contributions to the research literature. 
We anticipate that this study will help to researchers to understand the social processes in 
a sport like track and field. We cannot guarantee any direct benefits other than the 
compensation that will be provided.  
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Explain voluntary nature: 
This information is standard for all participants in research but it is important that you 
understand that your participation is completely voluntary. It is my responsibility to 
provide you with all the information about my research project so that you can properly 
decide if you want to participate or not.  
 
For my research project what I am asking participants to do is answer questions regarding 
your experiences with the social environment of your current team and previous teams. 
You do not need to answer anything that makes you feel uncomfortable. You can provide 
me with answers such as “I don’t know”, “I can’t remember”, or “I don’t want to 
answer”. That’s okay.  You can also stop this interview at any time by just telling me to 
do so.  If you want to stop participating, then I will stop the audio recording immediately 
and destroy all data collected. Is this okay? 
 
Participant: YES/NO. 
 
Explain risks if any: 
Sometimes there are risks involved with participating in research. You should know that 
there are minimal risks that we want you to be aware of before you agree to participate in 
my research. We will be asking you personal questions regarding your interactions with 
others on the team both at and away from the track. To minimize any risks to you, I will 
keep all of your responses confidential and use a pseudonym when reporting my findings. 
However, due to the low number of participants involved in the interviews, it is possible 
that participant’s unique experiences and expertise may make identification possible. 
Additionally, you do not have to answer any questions that make you uncomfortable. Are 
you worried about any of these risks? Do you still want to participate in my research? 
 
Participant: YES/NO/Unsure. 
 
Explain safeguards to protect privacy and/or confidentiality: 
To protect your privacy I would like to hide your identity by using a codename or a 
pseudonym. By doing this I will do my very best to protect your privacy and 
confidentiality. The information I am collecting right now is called the raw data. In order 
to ensure your privacy and confidentiality I will remove any personal information that 
might identify you from the raw data. This cleaned version or de-identified version is my 
scientific data. Do you understand what I mean?  
 
Participant: YES/NO. 
 
Only myself, my supervisor Luc Martin, and my co-investigator Veronica Allan will be 
aware of who said what and we will not reveal this information to anyone. The raw data, 
which includes your personal information or information that can identify you (for 
example, your name, mailing address, postal code, identifiable physical features), will be 
stored a password protect computer. The scientific data (i.e., the information that doesn’t 
include your personal information) will be made public in scientific publications, 
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conferences, etc…  I might also share the scientific data with other researchers but they 
will never have access to the raw data. Any personal information that I have collected 
about you I will destroy 5 years after I have published all of my research findings.  
 
 
Explain reimbursement/compensation/gift – if any: 
As a thank you for your time, our lab will compensate your team with a team dinner at a 
time of your head coach’s choosing.   
 
Explain contact information: 
Great. I want you to know that you can contact myself or Luc Martin if you have any 
questions about your participation in this research project or if you have any questions 
about the research itself. If you have any concerns about how I have conducted the 
research or about your rights as a participant you can contact the Chair of the General 
Research Ethics Board at Queen’s University by email or you can call them. They have a 
1-800 number that you can use. You should keep it somewhere safe should you have 
need of it in the future.   
 
Do you feel ready to start the interview or do you have any other questions before we 
start? 
 
Participant: YES/NO. 
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Appendix D 
Demographic Questionnaire 

Age (in years): ____________   

Gender: £  Female  £ Male 

Hometown: _________________________________________________ 

Do you currently live at home:  £  Yes  £ No 

 

Program of Study: ___________________________________Year of Program: 

____________ 

Current GPA: ___________ 

 

Year of Eligibility: ___________ 

Coach(es): 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

Events: 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

Best finish/performance from previous season (ex. Season’s best, personal best, 

competition standing) : 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

How many previous track and field conference teams have you been on (ex. Athletes who 

represent university at CanWest or OUA conference meet): _________ 

Of the teams above, have your teams ever won a team championship: £  Yes £ No 

Is yes, please list the team and year: 

______________________________________________________________________ 
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______________________________________________________________________ 

 

Are you a formal leader (i.e., designated team captain)  £  Yes  £ No 

 

Are you an informal leader (i.e., mentor, role model, representative)    £  Yes £ No 
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Appendix E 
Early Season Interview Guides 

Athlete Early Season Interview Guide 

Introductory Script 
Now that we’ve had a chance to go through the study’s purpose, consent, and the 
confidentiality agreement, I will give you an idea of what today’s interview will consist 
of.  The interview will take approximately 40-60 minutes to complete. I will ask you a 
series of questions relating to the team structure and social environment on your track 
team. While I have developed a series of questions, I’d like you to know that I may, at any 
time, ask you questions relevant to the interview. The responses from this interview will 
depend on the individual being interviewed, so please be aware that there are no right or 
wrong answers, and that we simply want you to speak honestly and to provide as much 
detail as possible. Your opinions and perspective are very much appreciated and 
welcomed. 
Do I have your permission to audio record this interview? Do you have any questions or 
concerns before we begin?  
 
Section A: Opening Questions 
1. How old are you? 
2. What year of eligibility are you in? 
3. What events do you train for? 
4. What is your favorite event? 
5. Do you consider yourself to be a leader on the team? 

• Why or why not? 
b. What about in your training group? 

• Why or why not? 
6. How did your previous season go? 

a. How are you feeling about the upcoming season? 
• Probe for offseason/preseason activities… 

b. What are your goals for the upcoming season? 
 
Section B: Descriptive Questions 
7. In as much detail as possible, can you describe your training environment? 

a. What does your training group look like (e.g., how many people, who, which 
events, who is/are your coach(es), when do you train)? 

b. Generally, do the athletes in your training group get along? 
c. Do you and your training partners interact outside of practice?  

 
8. Describe the role that this team plays in your life as a whole. 

a. How included do you feel in this team?  
• In your training group? 

b. How invested are you in the team’s goals (e.g., conference title, standing at 
nationals, any goals set by the group at the beginning of the season)? 
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9. Something we’re particularly interested in are the smaller groups that develop within 
a larger team. In your own words, can you describe what a subgroup means to you? 

a. If I were to use the word clique, would you see that as different from a 
subgroup? 

• Why or why not? 
b. Can you provide an example of positive outcomes that have emerged from the 

presence of subgroups/cliques on your team? 
• Alternatively, can you provide examples of negative outcomes? 
• Can you think of any other situations in which the existence of 

subgroups or cliques has resulted in a notable outcome? 
c. Generally, what are your perceptions of subgroups on teams? 

 
10. Thinking about your team, would you consider yourself to be a member of a 

subgroup or clique? 
a. Why/why not? 
b. If so, tell me about this subgroup. 

• Who is in this subgroup? 
• What types of characteristics or behaviours might lead you to believe 

this to be a subgroup?  
c. How does your membership in this subgroup influence your training? 

a. What about your performance at competitions? 
b. More generally, how does your membership influence your sense of 

belonging on the total team? 
 
11. Tell me about some of the other subgroups within the team. 

a. Can you map out the team as a whole (how many groups, what coaches, what 
events, when do they train)? 

b. Can you describe whether athletes from separate training groups, academic 
programs, or of different ages interact or not? 
• If so, where might these interactions take place? 
• If not, why might that be? 

c. When you think about your teammates from your own event, what are your 
interactions with them like compared to those outside your event? 
• How do you feel about your interactions with teammates from other 

events this year?  
• Why do you think these interactions are different? 

 
12. Describe how the current structure of your team might influence team functioning? 

 “Team functioning can mean many things. So, someone might think it’s an 
environment that facilitates individual performances. Another might see it as 
reflecting opportunities for athletes to feel as though they are a part of a group, 
or someone else might see it as the success of the team as a whole, with little 
conflict or controversy—to provide some examples. Can you discuss how the 
structure of your track and field team might facilitate or inhibit these?” 
a. What does 'team functioning’ mean to you in the context of your current 

team? 
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b. Describe how the subgroups work together within your team to promote team 
functioning?  

o Probe for who dictates these behaviours… are there specific people 
on the team who have a larger influence on “bringing the entire 
team together?” 

c. In contrast, how might these subgroups create barriers to team functioning? 
o Probe for how people might get around these barriers? i.e., the 

leadership group, the coaches, etc. 
 
13. Tell me about a time when this team’s social environment really impacted the group – 

for example, the unity or cohesiveness of the group, communication and interactions 
between teammates, etc.? 

a. Has there been a time when the social environment influenced your individual 
performance? 

b. Has the social environment influenced team performance? 
c. Does the make-up of the team – for example, being split into separate training 

groups or practicing at different times etc. - influence the social environment? 
d. Describe how opportunities for team building might affect the social 

environment.  
• Can you describe any team building activities your team currently uses? 

 
14. Something that is often discussed with regard to athlete satisfaction/performance, but 

also team effectiveness as a whole, is roles. 
a. How would you describe your role on the team? 
b. What is the role of the head coach, assistant coach, team captains? 
c. Does anyone else play an important role on the team? 

 
Section C: Closing Questions 
15. What are your expectations for the team this season? 

 
16. Based on your past experiences as a track and field athlete, what do you value most 

about being a part of a team? 
 

17. Is there anything else you would like to add, or you think we missed? 
 

Thank participant for their time and contribution 
 

Coach Early Season Interview Guide 

Introductory Script 
Now that we’ve had a chance to go through the study’s purpose, consent, and the 
confidentiality agreement, I will give you an idea of what today’s interview will consist 
of.  The interview will take approximately 40-60 minutes to complete. I will ask you a 
series of questions relating to the team structure and social environment on your track 
team. While I have developed a series of questions, I’d like you to know that I may, at any 
time, ask you questions relevant to the interview. The responses from this interview will 
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depend on the individual being interviewed, so please be aware that there are no right or 
wrong answers, and that we simply want you to speak honestly and to provide as much 
detail as possible. Your opinions and perspective are very much appreciated and 
welcomed. 
Do I have your permission to audio record this interview? Do you have any questions or 
concerns before we begin?  
 
Section A: Opening Questions 
18. How old are you? 
19. How long have you been coaching? 
20. How long have you been with the Dinos? 
21. What events do you coach? 
22. How did you get into coaching? 
23. How did your previous season go? 

a. How are you feeling about the upcoming season? 
• Probe for offseason/preseason activities… 

b. What are your goals for the upcoming season? 
• Probe for personal goals, their specific units’ goals, and the teams 

more generally 
 
Section B: Descriptive Questions 
24. In as much detail as possible, can you describe the team’s training environment? 

d. What does the training group that you’re specifically involved with look like? 
o Probe for how many people, who, which events, other coaches you 

work with, when do the athletes train 
e. Generally, do the athletes in your training group get along? 
f. Would you say that your athletes interact outside of practice?  

o What would lead you to think this? 
 
25. Describe the role that this team plays in your life as a whole. 

a. How included do you feel with the other coaches on this team?  
b. How invested are you in the team’s goals (e.g., conference title, standing at 

nationals, any goals set by the group at the beginning of the season)? 
 

26. Something we’re particularly interested in are the smaller groups that develop within 
a larger team. In your own words, can you describe what a subgroup means to you? 

d. If I were to use the word clique, would you see that as different from a 
subgroup? 

• Why or why not? 
e. Can you provide an example of positive outcomes that have emerged from the 

presence of subgroups/cliques on your team? 
i. Probe for athlete outcomes and coach outcomes 

• Alternatively, can you provide examples of negative outcomes? 
i. Probe for athlete outcomes and coach outcomes 
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• Can you think of any other situations in which the existence of 
subgroups or cliques has resulted in a notable outcome of anyone 
associated with the team? 

f. Generally, what are your perceptions of subgroups on teams? 
 
27. Tell me about some of the subgroups within the team. 

d. Can you map out the team as a whole? 
a. Probe for how many groups, what coaches, what events, when do they 

train 
e. Can you describe whether athletes from separate training groups, academic 

programs, or of different ages interact or not? 
• If so, where might these interactions take place? 
• If not, why might that be? 

f. When you think about your athletes from the same event, what are their 
interactions like compared to those outside their event? 
• How do you feel about the interactions of the athletes from different 

training groups this year? 
• Why do you think these interactions are different? 

 
28. Could you discuss how the current structure of your team might influence team 

functioning? 
 “Team functioning can mean many things. So, someone might think it’s an 
environment that facilitates individual performances. Another might see it as 
reflecting opportunities for athletes to feel as though they are a part of a group, 
or someone else might see it as the success of the team as a whole, with little 
conflict or controversy—to provide some examples. Can you discuss how the 
structure of your track and field team might facilitate or inhibit these?” 
d. What does 'team functioning’ mean to you in the context of your current 

team? 
e. Describe how the subgroups work together within your team to promote team 

functioning?  
o Probe for who dictates these behaviours… are there specific people 

on the team who have a larger influence on “bringing the entire 
team together?” 

f. In contrast, how might these subgroups create barriers to team functioning? 
o What strategies do you implement with your training group to 

combat these barriers? 
g. Describe what it is like coaching a specific smaller group of athletes within a 

bigger team 
o What are some benefits to working with a smaller group? 
o Alternatively, what are some barriers? 

 
29. Tell me about a time when this team’s social environment really impacted the group – 

for example, the unity or cohesiveness of the group, communication and interactions 
between teammates, etc.? 
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e. Has there been a time when the social environment influenced an athletes’ 
individual performance? 

f. Has the social environment influenced team performance? 
g. Describe how opportunities for team building might affect the social 

environment.  
• Can you describe any team building activities your team currently uses? 
• Can you describe any activities you use with your training group? 

 
30. Something that is often discussed with regard to athlete and coach 

satisfaction/performance, but also team effectiveness as a whole, is roles. 
d. How would you describe your role as a coach on this team? 
e. In terms of the leadership group, how would you describe the roles of the head 

coach, assistant coaches, and team captains? 
f. Does anyone else play an important role on the team that we should discuss? 

 
Section C: Closing Questions 
31. What are your expectations for the team this season? 

 
32. Based on your past experiences as a track and field coach, what do you value most 

about being a part of a team? 
 

a. What do you believe your athletes value most about being a part of a team? 
 

33. Is there anything else you would like to add, or you think we missed? 
 

Thank participant for their time and contribution 
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Appendix F 
Post Season Interview Guides 

Athlete Post Season Interview Guide 

Section A: Opening Questions 
1. Describe how your indoor season went. 

a. How did you do in your individual events? 
b. Can you tell me whether you met your personal goals for the season? 

• Why or why not? 
2. How did the team do? 

a. How did the team perform relative to the goals that were set at the beginning 
of the season? 

 
Section B: Descriptive Questions 
3. In as much detail as possible, can you describe your training environment? 

g. Generally, do the athletes in your training group get along? Why or why not? 
h. Do you and your training partners interact outside of practice? 

• If yes: Tell me about those interactions. 
• If no: Why not? 

i. How have your interactions with your training partners changed over the 
course of the season? 

• Why do you think these changes occurred (or why do you think they 
remained so consistent?) 

j. How included do you feel in your training group? 
o In the overall Track and Field team?  

§ Can you provide some examples to help me understand what 
makes you feel included (or not)? 

 
4. From our previous conversation, you described a subgroup as ___________. Do you 

still agree with this definition? 
a. Why or why not? 
b.  You previously defined a clique as __________. Do you still agree with this 

definition? 
• Why or why not? 

c. After discussing subgroups/cliques with me during the first interview, can you 
talk about any changes that may have happened based on your awareness of or 
orientation toward them? 

 
5. Can you provide examples of positive outcomes that have emerged this season from 

the presence of subgroups/cliques on your team? 
b. Alternatively, can you provide examples of negative outcomes? 
c. Can you think of any other situations in which the existence of subgroups or 

cliques resulted in a notable outcome for the team? 
d. Generally, have your perceptions of subgroups on teams changed from the 

start of the season? 
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6. Previously, you considered yourself to be a part of these subgroups or cliques: 

_________ (go through these one at a time) 
a. Now that the season is over, would you still consider yourself to be a 

member? 
• Why or why not? 

b. Do you consider yourself to be a part of any new subgroups? 
c. If so, tell me about this subgroup. 

• Who is in this subgroup? 
• How did you become a member of this group? 
• What types of characteristics or behaviours might lead you to believe 

this to be a subgroup?  
d. How did your membership in this subgroup influence your training? 

• What about your performance at competitions? 
• More generally, how did your membership influence your sense of 

belonging on the total team? 
 
7. Tell me about some of the other subgroups within the team. 

g. How have these subgroups changed over the course of the season? 
 
8. When you think about your teammates from your own event, describe your 

interactions with them compared to those outside your event. 
• How do you feel about your interactions with teammates from other 

events this season?  
i. Probe for other faultlines… maybe gender, cohort, program of 

study 
 
9. How has the current structure of your team influenced team functioning throughout 

the season? 
e. Describe how the subgroups worked together within your team to promote 

team functioning?  
• Probe for who dictated these behaviours… are there specific people 

on the team who have a larger influence on “bringing the entire 
team together?” 

f. In contrast, how did these subgroups create barriers to team functioning? 
• Probe for how the team might get around these barriers? i.e., the 

leadership group, the coaches, etc. 
 
10. Tell me about a time, this season, when this team’s social environment really 

impacted the group – for example, the unity or cohesiveness of the group, 
communication and interactions between teammates, etc.? 

h. Describe how the social environment impacts individual sports like track and 
field. 

o Probe for specific examples from the current season 
i. How has the social environment influenced your individual performance? 
j. How has the social environment influenced team performance? 
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k. Does the make-up of the team – for example, being split into separate training 
groups or practicing at different times etc. - influence the social environment? 

o Why or why not? 
l. Describe how team building opportunities your team used this year affected 

the social environment.  
 
11. Something that we discussed previously about athlete performance and satisfaction, 

as well as team performance, is roles. 
g. How would you describe your role on the team? 

o How has this changed over the season? 
h. Have your perceptions of other people’s roles changed? 
i. Can you discuss how roles might influence the various groups that people 

gravitate towards? 
 
Section C: Closing Questions 
12. Describe the highlight of your season. 

 
13. From your experience this season, what did you value the most of being a part of this 

team? 
 
14. Is there anything else you would like to add, or you think we missed? 

 
Thank participant for their time and contribution 

 

Coach Post Season Interview Guide 

Section A: Opening Questions 
15. Describe how your training group’s indoor season went. 

a. How did your athletes do in their events? 
b. In terms of season objectives: 

• Did you meet your personal coaching goals for the season?  
1. Why or why not? 

• Did your athletes meet their individual goals for the season? 
1. Why or why not? 

16. How did the team do? 
a. How did the team perform relative to the goals that were set at the beginning 

of the season? 
 
Section B: Descriptive Questions 
17. In as much detail as possible, can you describe the team’s training environment? 

k. Generally, do the athletes in your training group get along? 
o Do athletes between training groups get along? 

§ Can you provide some tangible examples that would lead you 
to believe that they do or not? 

l. Would you say that your athletes interact outside of practice?  
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o What would lead you to think this? 
m. How would you describe the relationships between the various coaches on the 

team? 
o How included do you feel with the other coaches on the team? 

§ Can you provide some examples to help me understand what 
makes you feel included (or not)? 

 
18. From our previous conversation, you described a subgroup as ___________. Do you 

still agree with this definition? 
a. Why or why not? 
b. You previously defined a clique as __________. Do you still agree with this 

definition? 
• Why or why not? 

c. After discussing subgroups/cliques with me during the first interview, can you 
talk about any changes that may have happened based on your awareness of or 
orientation toward them? 
 

19. Can you provide examples of positive outcomes that have emerged from the presence 
of subgroups/cliques on your team? 

e. Alternatively, can you provide examples of negative outcomes? 
f. Can you think of any other situations in which the existence of subgroups or 

cliques resulted in a notable outcome for the team? 
g. Generally, have your perceptions of subgroups on teams changed from the 

start of the season? 
 
20. Tell me about some of the subgroups within the team. 

h. How have these subgroups changed over the course of the season? 
 
21. When you think about your athletes from the same event, describe their interactions 

compared to those outside their event? 
i. How do you feel about the interactions of the athletes from different training 

groups this year? 
a. Probe for other faultlines… maybe gender, cohort, program of study 

 
22. How has the current structure of your team influenced team functioning throughout 

the season? 
g. Describe how the subgroups worked together within your team to promote 

team functioning?  
• Probe for who dictated these behaviours… are there specific people 

on the team who have a larger influence on “bringing the entire team 
together?” 

h. In contrast, how did these subgroups create barriers to team functioning? 
• What strategies do you implement with your training group to 

combat these barriers? 
i. Describe what it is like coaching a specific smaller group of athletes within a 

bigger team. 
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• What are some benefits to working with a smaller group? 
• Alternatively, what are some barriers? 

 
23. Tell me about a time when this team’s social environment impacted the group – for 

example, the unity or cohesiveness of the group, communication and interactions 
between teammates, etc.? 

m. Describe how the social environment impacts individual sports like track and 
field. 

o Probe for specific examples from the current season 
n. Do you have any examples of how the social environment might have 

influenced an athletes’ individual performance this season? 
o What about for team performance? 

o. Describe how opportunities for team building affected the social environment 
this year.  

o How might team building activities have been implemented more 
effectively?  

 
24. Something we discussed previously in regards to athlete and coach 

satisfaction/performance, but also team effectiveness as a whole, is roles.  
j. Describe your role on the team? 

o How has this changed over the season? 
k. Have your perceptions of other people’s roles changed? 
l. As a coach, can you describe how you use athlete roles to help with team 

functioning? 
 
Section C: Closing Questions 
25. Describe the highlight of your season. 
 
26. Based on your experiences this season, what do you appreciate most about being a 

part of this team? 
j. What do you believe your athletes appreciate most? 

 
27. Is there anything else you would like to add, or you think we missed? 
 

Thank participant for their time and contribution 
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Appendix G 
Participant Demographic Data 

Participant Demographics 

Participant Gender 
Leadership 

Role  
Age 

(years) Event Type 

Experience 
on Team 
(years) 

 
Coaches 

 
1 Female Assistant Coach 49 Jumps 3 

2 Male Head Coach 63 Distance 19 

3 Male Assistant Coach 47 Sprints 1 

4 Male Assistant Coach 51 Sprints and 

Jumps 

12 

 
Athletes 

 
1 Female N/A 23 Multi-events 4 

2 Female Captain 22 Multi-events 5 

3 Female N/A 20 Throws 2 

4 Female Captain 23 Sprints 5 

5 Female Captain 21 Distance 3 

6 Female N/A 19 Distance 1 

7 Male N/A 21 Sprints 4 

8 Male N/A 20 Vertical Jumps 3 

9 Male N/A 19 Horizontal 

Jumps 

3 
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10 Male Captain 21 Horizontal 

Jumps 

4 

11 Male Captain 21 Distance 4 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


