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Abstract 

Sport research intimates that the presence of subgroups within a superordinate team can 

vary from being facilitative to debilitative at both the individual and team levels (e.g., Martin et 

al., 2015). Interestingly, researchers have made limited progress in documenting the processes or 

mechanisms that shape athlete perspectives and experiences with subgroups. Specifically, how 

do athletes observe the smaller entities that emerge within their superordinate teams, and what is 

it about them that renders them more or less favorable? The purpose of this thesis was to advance 

a conceptualization of athlete experiences with subgroups in sport.  

A four-phase qualitative design rooted in critical realism was employed, whereby: (1) six 

focus group interviews (n = 28 interuniversity athletes) were conducted, (2) a preliminary 

conceptualization based on relevant theory and themes from Phase 1 was proposed, (3) group 

dynamics scholars (n = 5) took part in a conceptualization review process, and (4) a subsample 

of athletes from Phase 1 (n = 6) was reengaged for individual reflection interviews. All four 

phases contributed to the development of a conceptual sport subgroup framework that suggests 

athlete experiences with subgroups are based on the extent to which they recognize their 

presence (i.e., observability) and the associated behaviours (i.e., behavioural) demonstrated by 

the observed subgroups. These two dimensions subsequently inform individual athlete affective, 

cognitive, and behavioural outcomes.  

Herein, I summarize the relevant literature pertaining to subgroups, describe the 

methodological processes adopted for this study, advance the resulting subgroup 

conceptualization, discuss the theoretical and practical implications of the findings, and conclude 

by highlighting study strengths, limitations, and possible future directions, and provide a 

personal reflection.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Groups are an inevitable feature in the context of sport. Indeed, sport represents 

social activities where the outcomes of participation rely heavily on interactions between 

individuals (Carron & Eys, 2012; Eys et al., 2019). For instance, sport researchers have 

explored the relative impact teammate interactions can have on the social environment, 

such as the formation and quality of relationships (e.g., coach-athlete, Jowett & 

Ntoumanis, 2004; athlete-athlete, Weiss & Smith, 1999), the level of cohesion exhibited 

by a team (e.g., Carron et al., 1985), the social identity of members (e.g., Martin et al., 

2018) and ultimately, the likelihood of achieving athletic success (Carron et al., 2002). 

As a collective, this body of literature is situated within the field of group dynamics, 

which is “dedicated to advancing knowledge about the nature of groups, the laws of their 

development, and their interrelations with individuals, other groups, and larger 

institutions” (Cartwright & Zander, 1968, p. 19). Interestingly, this body of literature 

specific to sport has largely focused on the dyadic relationships that exist within a team 

or constructs that involve the total team. As a consequence, an overlooked topic has been 

the “group(s) within a group”—also described as subgroups (Martin et al., 2015). Given 

that recent advances in sport psychology literature emphasize the inevitability and 

subsequent impact of subgroups on athlete experiences (Martin et al., 2015; Martin et al., 

2016), further investigation is warranted. 

Although more recent research pertaining to subgroups in sport advocates for a 

nuanced understanding of the construct, the traditional discourse revolving around any 
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smaller grouping of athletes within a superordinate team has been one of avoidance and 

trepidation (e.g., Yukelson, 1997). The general message of “avoid at all costs” is 

particularly interesting considering that sport researchers had yet to explore the construct 

directly. Further, such a position is also questioned when considered in relation to 

evidence from the broader fields of psychology (e.g., developmental, social, 

organizational) that do not support an automatic negative portrayal. Notably, this body of 

research highlights various antecedents to subgroup development, in addition to a range 

of outcomes (both positive and negative) that emanate from their presence.  

As a general summary, it is clear that the formation of subgroups can be driven by 

an individual’s innate need for belonging (Baumeister & Leary, 1995), while also 

balancing the need for differentiation, autonomy, and control that is more likely achieved 

in smaller groupings of individuals (Brewer & Gardner, 1996). In task-based contexts, 

subgroup formation can also be purposeful, whereby individuals strive to attain various 

resources and knowledge that will benefit their position within a group (Carton & 

Cummings, 2012). Conversely, it is equally likely that individuals instinctively seek out 

membership with others who are most similar to them (e.g., age, ethnicity)—resulting in 

the development of hypothetical dividing lines (i.e., faultlines) that can create observable 

divisions within a group (Lau & Murnighan, 1998). Clearly, there are numerous 

antecedents that must be considered in relation to subgroup development, and these range 

from being purposeful to more unintentional in nature. 

 While it is imperative to understand why subgroups form, emphasis is also often 

placed on the relative impact that they have for members and groups as a whole. 

Research from social and developmental psychology suggests that a strong identification 
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with a peer/subgroup can lead to enhanced feelings of self-worth (Tarrant et al., 2006). 

Further, being a member of, and identifying with, multiple groups has been associated 

with greater interpersonal skills as well as more effective conflict resolution abilities 

(Ebrahimi, 2005). However, whereas subgroup membership has benefits, peer rejection 

from such groupings has been associated with decreased life satisfaction and can have 

detrimental effects on one’s overall psychological wellbeing (Bagwell et al., 1998). 

Interestingly, subgroup membership itself has also been linked to various negative 

behaviours and outcomes such as an increased likelihood of exhibiting antisocial and 

aggressive behaviours (Bagwell et al., 2000), participating in delinquent activities (e.g., 

smoking; Verkooijen et al., 2007), and experiencing increased intra-group conflict and 

decreased work productivity (Thatcher & Patel, 2012).  

Although these fields emphasize both the potential facilitative and debilitative 

outcomes that emanate from subgroup presence, as previously alluded to, traditional sport 

research has focused largely on negative implications. Until recently, the majority of 

group dynamics literature in sport has promoted the disbandment of subgroupings 

through team building interventions to in turn, increase the likelihood of enhancing team 

cohesion and ultimately, achieving success (e.g., Bloom et al., 2008). Researchers in the 

sport psychology field have sought to gain a more comprehensive understanding of 

subgroups. Martin and colleagues (2015) emphasized that subgroup development was an 

inevitable and variable process, and described various facilitative (e.g., source of support, 

motivation, inclusion) and debilitative (e.g., feelings of exclusion, isolation, impediment 

to performance) outcomes for both individuals as well as the total team. Further, through 

discussions with coaches, Martin et al. (2016) reported the importance of effectively 
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monitoring subgroups within a team to avoid the potential negative outcomes resulting 

from problematic cliques.  

Extending this research, Wagstaff et al. (2017) explored the dynamic nature of 

subgroups longitudinally. Results reiterated the presence of both facilitative (e.g., source 

of support, positive role modelling) and debilitative (e.g., exclusion, isolation of 

members) implications, yet extended our understanding to highlight that their prominence 

increased during times of extreme success and failure. Saizew (2018) built on this 

research by exploring subgroups in a team inherently composed of smaller units (i.e., a 

track and field program) and by seeking perspectives from a range of members (e.g., 

coaches, captains, non-leaders). Saizew highlighted the importance of taking into 

consideration the social environment and a team’s level of buy-in to their collective 

objectives when exploring the effects of subgroups.  

Whereas these studies serve to reinforce a more well-rounded approach to 

examining and understanding subgroups, limitations remain. For example, for a construct 

that heavily relies on the interactions between group members, these studies have only 

targeted one perspective at a time (i.e., one on one interviews with an athlete or coach). 

Thus, it may be beneficial to explore this construct in a group setting where diverse 

opinions can be shared and contrasted. Further, and more importantly, to advance this 

line of research, there is a need to conceptualize this construct from the perspectives of 

athletes themselves. More specifically, by achieving a better understanding from athletes 

and thus, direct perceptions of subgroups, a more thorough depiction of various elements 

that represent experiences with subgroups can be obtained. Hence, this information will 
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further elucidate how athletes perceive and interpret subgroups that are present within 

their teams, and how those perceptions and interpretations influence athlete experiences.  

 Therefore, the purpose of this thesis was to advance a conceptualization of athlete 

experiences with subgroups in sport. More specifically, we looked to address what 

subgroup dimensions greatly influenced/shaped athletes’ experiences to aid in the 

conceptualization of this construct. As such, a four-phase qualitative study was conducted 

with intercollegiate athletes and research experts within the field of group dynamics to 

develop a more nuanced understanding of subgroups in sport. The following chapters 

describe in detail the research process, which comprises a review of relevant literature 

(Chapter 2), a description of our paradigmatic position and the methodology employed 

(Chapter 3), a presentation of the research findings (Chapter 4), a discussion relating to 

the results (Chapter 5), and a summarizing conclusion that will cover the strengths and 

limitations of the research, future directions, and finally, a personal reflection (Chapter 

6).  
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

The importance of group dynamics regarding goal achievement and performance 

is well documented within sport psychology (Carron & Eys, 2012). The dynamics within 

a group will impact the achievement of team outcomes and are also influential for 

individual athlete experiences within a team (Carron & Eys, 2012; Eys & Beauchamp, 

2007). Despite the benefits associated with quality teammate interactions and friendship 

in sport, group dynamics researchers have traditionally focused on constructs involving 

the team as a whole, such as cohesion (e.g., Eys et al., 2009), collective efficacy (e.g., 

Short et al., 2005), and group conflict (e.g., Paradis et al., 2014). Further, when specific 

relationships within a team are explored, the focus has largely been at the dyadic level 

such as athlete-athlete (e.g., Weiss & Smith, 1999) or coach-athlete relationships (e.g., 

Jowett & Ntoumanis, 2004). While continued investigation of these topics is necessary, 

less attention has been directed towards the smaller groups within a team, also referred to 

as subgroups. Established literature within the broader fields of psychology and recent 

evidence in sport suggest subgroups play an impactful role in shaping group member 

experiences (e.g., Carton & Cummings, 2012; Wagstaff & Martin, 2018). Accordingly, 

the following sections within Chapter 2 will provide a general introduction of the 

subgroup topic (2.1), an overview of foundational psychology literature (encompassing 

definitions and perspectives on development and resulting consequences; 2.2), a 

description of subgroup research specific to the sport context (2.3), and the overarching 

purpose of this thesis (2.4). 
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2.1 General Introduction to the Topic of Subgroups  

Subgroups have been described as tightly knit groupings whereby members form 

reciprocating relationships with others (Henrich et al., 2000). More specifically, Martin 

and colleagues (2015) define them as, “inevitable, variable, and identifiable 

subgrouping(s) of athletes within a team who exhibit particularly close task and/or social 

bonds” (p. 90). Such groupings have been found to affect not only team level outcomes 

(e.g., productivity; Lau & Murnighan, 2005), but also an individual’s wellbeing (e.g., 

enhanced self-esteem; Tarrant et al., 2006). While researchers have noted that subgroups 

can be both beneficial and detrimental (Wagstaff & Martin, 2018), athletes’ perceptions 

of them are ultimately shaped by their perceived utility and associated outcomes (Martin 

et al., 2015). As such, athletes tend to describe subgroup development as an inevitable 

and normal process that provides opportunities to develop strong social ties with 

teammates, enhance team cohesion, and potentially facilitate team and individual 

performance (Wagstaff et al., 2017). On the other hand, when a subgroup no longer 

positively contributes to team functioning, athletes often label them as cliques (Martin et 

al., 2015). Athletes describe cliques as exclusive and antisocial, leading to an increase in 

team conflict and a decrease in team productivity (e.g., Martin et al., 2015; Martin et al., 

2016). Considering that subgroups represent an inevitable feature within sport teams, and 

that they can impact members in both facilitative and debilitative ways, further 

assessment of athlete perspectives will contribute to a greater understanding of what they 

are and how they influence member experiences.  

Whereas there have been recent efforts to explore subgroups in the sport context, 

historically, this construct has received relatively little attention. One possible 
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explanation for the lack of assessment could be the widespread belief that they are 

detrimental to team success and should be avoided at all costs (e.g., Yukelson, 1997). 

Indeed, the discourse pertaining to subgroup research has emphasized the negative 

outcomes associated with their membership including, for instance, ostracism and neglect 

(Yukelson, 1997), alienation (Bloom et al., 2008), and the unlikelihood of goal 

attainment (Eitzen, 1973). Interestingly, a restricted focus on the debilitative outcomes 

does not align with other psychology domains that emphasize the potential for facilitative 

outcomes to also emanate from their presence. A considerable amount of research across 

the contexts of social (e.g., Adler & Adler, 1995), developmental (e.g., Bagwell et al., 

1998), and organizational (e.g., Carton & Cummings, 2012) psychology have produced a 

more representative understanding of subgroups that highlights a wide range of potential 

outcomes. Given that emerging research in sport has been heavily grounded in findings 

from the aforementioned fields of psychology, it is important to take this literature into 

consideration prior to describing sport specific research.  

2.2 Foundational Psychology Literature 

2.2.1 Subgroups defined—What are they? As subgroups have been described 

as an inevitable feature within sport teams, it is worth introducing how they have been 

defined in the broader psychology literature. Generally, recognizable smaller groupings 

of individuals within a larger group have been described as peer groups, cliques, and/or 

subgroups (e.g., Brown & Dietz, 2009; Carton & Cummings, 2012; Henrich et al., 2000). 

Members of these smaller groupings exhibit unique structural features or behavioural 

tendencies that are distinct from the superordinate group. In fact, when defining how to 

distinguish a subgroup from the total group, Carton and Cummings (2012) suggest two 
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criteria constitute a subgroup: (1) they must be a subset of members belonging to the 

same total group, and (2) that subset is characterized by its unique interdependence from 

the total group. While slightly varying definitions of this construct exist across research 

domains, a general consensus is that subgroups are smaller groupings that emanate from a 

larger group and furthermore, are observably distinct due to unique behaviours, whereby 

subgroup members rely on one another in ways that differ from the remainder of the total 

group. Building off of the characteristics that define a subgroup, it is also important to 

consider what factors influence their development.   

2.2.2 Development perspectives—Why do they form? There are many 

explanations as to why subgroups form, one of the broadest reasons being that humans, 

regardless of age, are social species who exhibit an inherent need to establish 

interpersonal relationships (e.g., Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Ryan & Deci, 2000). 

Through relationships and continued interactions, groupings form and individuals begin 

to categorize themselves and others into ingroups or outgroups (i.e., the ‘we’ vs. ‘they’ 

distinction; Brewer & Gardner, 1996). The relationships experienced within these 

subgroups fulfill a need for belonging and acceptance that cannot be achieved in larger 

groups (Brewer & Gardner, 1996; Forsyth, 2014). Similarly, Optimal Distinctiveness 

Theory emphasizes that individuals seek membership within smaller groupings to 

adequately fulfill feelings of belongingness and acceptance while importantly, also 

maintaining a sense of autonomy and uniqueness from the total group (Brewer, 2012). 

Thus, seeking subgroup membership is often described as being socially driven.  

A second reason as to why subgroups form moves beyond the need for 

individuals to belong and more so, for the acquisition of resources and information. 
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Carton and Cummings (2012) suggest that subgroups are characterized by three 

underlying factors: identity, resources, and knowledge. Identity-based subgroups are 

regulated by the values of team members, resource-based subgroups are regulated by the 

resources team members possess, and knowledge-based subgroups are regulated by how 

information is shared and processed by members (Carton & Cummings, 2012). Whereas 

this line of research emphasizes the purposeful nature of subgroup development, it is 

important to recognize that subgroups can form due to inadvertent reasons.  

A third theory related to subgroup development is informed by the work of Lau 

and Murnighan (1998), who suggest the formation of subgroups is due to hypothetical 

dividing lines (i.e., faultlines) that are based on group member attributes or behavioural 

tendencies. As described in social and organizational psychology, a combination of 

characteristics such as race, gender, and socioeconomic status all contribute to the 

development of faultlines (e.g., Lau & Murnighan, 2005; Meyer & Glenz, 2013). 

Faultlines not only impact the structure of a group (i.e., how many members the group 

has), but also the interactions, productivity, and intra-group processes that occur within a 

group (Lau & Murnighan, 2005). Lau and Murnighan (2005) highlight that within a 

world of diversity, individuals inherently desire to be part of groups with members that 

are similar to themselves. Interestingly, depending on the strength of a faultline, various 

outcomes can be observed. For example, strong faultlines can result in increased intra-

group conflict and poorer performance when members feel they cannot interact with 

individuals outside of their direct subgroup. In contrast, weaker faultlines have the 

potential to enhance team communication across subgroups (Lau & Murnighan, 1998; 

2005). Therefore, in addition to the work of Carton and Cummings (2012), it can be 
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observed that subgroups form unintentionally and result in varying outcomes depending 

on the strength of the faultline.  

Altogether, while a better understanding of what subgroups are and why they 

form is critical, further advancement of this topic would not be needed if subgroups did 

not greatly impact the members involved. As evidence suggests subgroups to have a 

strong influence on individual membership as well as for the superordinate (e.g., Adler & 

Adler, 1995; Bagwell et al., 1998; Thatcher & Patel, 2012), exploring the outcomes 

associated with their presence is necessary.  

2.2.3 The impact of subgroups—Why should we care? There are a variety of 

outcomes associated with subgroups that range from facilitative (e.g., enhanced social 

and emotional competencies; Ebrahimi, 2005) to debilitative in nature (e.g., increased 

likelihood of participating in risky behaviours; Ellis & Zarbatany, 2007; Prinstein & La 

Greca, 2004). From a developmental perspective, being a member of a subgroup(s) has 

been associated with many positive outcomes such as experiencing an increase in social 

and emotional support (Ebrahimi, 2005), less difficulty when coping with developmental 

tasks (Bagwell et al., 1998), and higher levels of self-esteem (Tarrant et al., 2006). 

Ebrahimi (2005) reinforced the idea that those who are considered “social butterflies”—

in that they interact simultaneously with various friendship circles—gain social support 

through these groups, experience higher levels of intimacy, more social and emotional 

support, and can communicate with others more effectively. Subgroup membership can 

also lay the foundation for quality intimate relationships in the future, promote an easier 

transition into adulthood as well as serve to enhance feelings of companionship, 

belongingness (Ebrahimi, 2005), and support (e.g., Tarrant et al., 2006). Further, lower 
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levels of peer rejection have been observed to improve overall quality of life for youth, 

enhance one’s ability to successfully transition into adolescence, and experience higher 

levels of self-worth (Bagwell et al., 1998).  

From an organizational perspective, there has been a focus on maximizing the 

benefits and minimizing the costs of group diversity to enhance work production 

(Thatcher & Patel, 2012). Members within moderately strong faultline subgroups report a 

greater sense of connection with the total group that can result in a stronger social 

identity and thus, lead to enhanced member satisfaction and performance (Lau & 

Murnighan, 1998). Subgroup membership has also been associated with an increase in 

task achievement within one’s subgroup through higher quality social interactions and 

can provide individuals with an array of resources to achieve group objectives (e.g., 

Carton & Cummings, 2012). Along these lines, subgroups contribute to fostering an 

environment where individuals can share information more readily and collaborate with 

members to develop creative solutions to resolve work problems (Carton & Cummings, 

2012). While these studies highlight the potential positive outcomes associated with 

subgroup membership at both individual and group levels, it is important to recognize 

that not all research has been consistent with these findings, and that various negative 

outcomes have been identified.   

Researchers also describe subgroups as being debilitative, negatively impacting 

individuals across the lifespan (e.g., Bagwell et al., 2000). Adler and Adler (1995) found 

membership rejection to increase individual isolation and ostracism in children, while 

Bagwell and colleagues (2000) viewed exclusion from pre-adolescent subgroups to be a 

source of loneliness and a factor that could trigger the development of depression. Not 
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only has it been observed that subgroups can take an emotional toll on individuals, but 

membership can also promote the uptake of aggressive and delinquent behaviours among 

members depending on the popularity or social dominance exhibited by a group 

(Closson, 2009). Higher-status leaders may act more aggressively towards lower-status 

members to maintain conformity within the group and in turn, negatively impact group 

dynamics (e.g., Closson, 2009; Ellis & Zarbatany, 2007). These delinquent behaviours 

that are exhibited by high-status subgroup members have the tendency to promote high-

risk behaviours such as smoking (Ennett & Bauman, 1994), binge drinking, and having a 

higher number of sexual partners amongst the rest of the group (Prinstein & La Greca, 

2004). Further, maladaptive behaviours can be associated with long-term consequences 

including, psychological distress, academic failure, and criminal misconduct (Ellis & 

Zarbatany, 2007).  

In addition to the aforementioned maladaptive developmental outcomes, 

organizational psychology findings highlight the potential for subgroups to negatively 

impact task productivity depending on the strength of the faultline. This includes workers 

experiencing identity threat or identity fragmentation that can impede the achievement of 

a work team’s overall objectives (Carton & Cummings, 2012). Similarly, stronger 

demographic faultlines have been associated with greater intra-team conflict and a 

decrease in cohesion, member satisfaction, and overall work team performance across 

subgroups (Thatcher & Patel, 2012). Teams that have strong subgroup boundaries, often 

experience lower group member satisfaction as the groups are more likely to be less 

affectively integrated (i.e., the extent to which members feel they can develop quality 

interpersonal relationships with their work team members; Cronin et al., 2011). When 
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faultlines are strong, individuals feel as though they cannot interact with members outside 

of their immediate subgroup and thus, result in the formation of weaker or less 

satisfactory relationships within the superordinate work team. As such, the strength of a 

faultline may play a critical role in determining whether the outcomes associated with a 

subgroup are deemed beneficial or detrimental.  

The literature presented emphasizes the complex nature of subgroups in terms of 

what they are, why they form, and the relative outcomes associated with their presence. 

This information was influential for the emerging research in sport, which will be 

described in detail in the following section.   

2.3 Subgroups in Sport 

While the direct investigation of subgroups has progressed in sport, it is important 

to note that this topic has been examined in a more indirect manner through the 

exploration of other group related constructs within the field for some time (e.g., 

cohesion, Carron & Chelladurai, 1981; teamwork, Yukelson, 1997). For example, the 

early work of Carron and Chelladurai (1981) investigated the relationship between a 

team’s level of cohesion and performance. Results of this study suggested that levels of 

cohesion exhibited by a team could be influenced by two types of forces that divide 

teammates: (1) task forces (i.e., coalitions) and (2) social forces (i.e., cliques). Here, the 

authors emphasized that the socially oriented cliques led to a lack of team cohesion and 

success. On the other hand, coalitions assisted in enhancing team cohesion and 

performance as individuals worked effectively together to achieve team goals.  

This negative portrayal of cliques has been reinforced through team building 

literature, where researchers have generally promoted the avoidance of any type of 
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subgrouping with the hopes of uniting teammates in the pursuit of mutual objectives (e.g., 

Yukelson, 1997). For example, Brawley and Paskevich (1997) emphasized the 

importance of eliminating structural group properties such as cliques to enhance team 

functioning. Similar conclusions have been drawn in youth sport. For example, Ryska et 

al. (1999) highlighted that in their attempt to enhance team cohesion, it was integral for 

coaches to disband intrateam cliques and praise overall team cooperation. Similarly, 

Bloom and colleagues (2008) recommended that for team-building interventions to be 

effective with youth, negative team influences such as social cliques should be reduced or 

eliminated. Eitzen (1973) also explained that the presence of cliques on youth basketball 

teams decreased the likelihood of achieving success and further, that a lack of goal 

attainment could promote the subsequent development of more subgroupings. Thus, it 

can be observed that even at the grassroots level of sport where the formation of 

interpersonal relationships can aid in the achievement of positive youth development 

(Fraser-Thomas et al., 2005), subgroupings had been largely portrayed in a negative light.  

The concept of subgroups/cliques has also surfaced at the elite level of sport. 

Fletcher and Hanton (2003) reported that elite level athletes discussed cliques as a source 

of organizational stress on the team that often resulted in a lack of social cohesion as well 

as tension between athletes. Similarly, the presence of subgroups has been associated 

with a decrease in team cohesion (Eys et al., 2009) as well as an increase in intra-team 

conflict (Paradis et al., 2014). Altogether, the aforementioned studies support the notion 

that the presence of subgroupings within a superordinate group equates to negative 

outcomes. However, given the lack of studies that have explicitly and directly examined 

subgroups, purposeful studies to explore this complex construct were warranted.  
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Recent advances in subgroup literature specific to sport provide a more well-

rounded understanding of subgroupings, where both positive and negative outcomes have 

been found. For example, Martin et al. (2015) sought to further understand their 

formation and implications through semi-structured interviews with intercollegiate 

athletes. Athletes described subgroups as being observably distinct from the rest of the 

team, and that members shared clear behavioural tendencies and characteristics. In 

addition, athletes viewed their utility as being both positive (e.g., source of support) and 

negative (e.g., potentially isolating) at the individual and team level. Importantly, 

regardless of the relative impact on teammates or the team as a whole, athletes felt 

subgroups to be an inevitable feature that could vary in composition due to characteristics 

such as injury or sport-specific position. A wide range of factors were also believed to 

influence their formation (e.g., age, skill level, athlete proximity, and individual 

similarities/preferences). In summary, Martin and colleagues highlight the variability and 

inevitably of subgroups and that their utility varies, often contingent on structural 

constraints (e.g., team size, sport type) and athlete behavioural tendencies (e.g., social 

preferences).  

As coaches play an integral role in team dynamics, Martin et al. (2016) also 

explored coach perceptions of subgroups in sport. The authors’ analysis of the semi-

structured interviews exemplified that coaches saw subgroups to be an inevitable feature 

within sport teams due to a variety of factors such as age, culture, and living 

arrangements. While it was understood that subgroups were inevitable, coaches discussed 

various strategies to prevent the rise of problematic subgroups such as establishing an 

inclusive and positive environment, promoting a team philosophy or group “buy-in,” and 
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placing the responsibility of teammate relationships on the athletes themselves. Overall, 

open communication and fostering positive and healthy relationships led to the presence 

of facilitative subgroups.  

Building from the exploratory work of Martin colleagues (2015) and Martin et al. 

(2016), Wagstaff and colleagues (2017) emphasized that longitudinal investigations were 

needed due to the dynamic nature of this construct. Semi-structured interviews were 

conducted over three time-points during an elite rugby team’s season. Results from this 

study highlighted that athletes were well aware of subgroups within their teams, that they 

were largely seen in a positive light, and could improve cohesion and protect against 

conflict. A key finding of this study was that subgroup membership changed over time 

and that their presence was most prominent during times of extreme success (winning 

streaks) and failure (losing streaks). A tipping point when subgroups transitioned from 

being positive to negative was also described. These negative subgroups became 

exclusive and often embodied antisocial tendencies. Therefore, athletes suggested that it 

was important that groups who could potentially become debilitative be monitored with 

pro-active strategies such as becoming aware of, and recognizing, people’s values and 

beliefs at the beginning of the season.  

To further understand the change in subgroup composition overtime, Saizew 

(2018) conducted a season-long case study with Canadian intercollegiate track and field 

athletes/coaches. Findings indicated that various structural constraints that existed within 

the team (e.g., event type, facility scheduling) impacted subgroup formation. Further, the 

sheer size of a track team (e.g., at the beginning of the season there were 114 athletes) 

promoted the development of smaller groupings within the team with the purpose of 
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fostering more intimate relationships with teammates. As a result, both athletes and 

coaches emphasized the importance of managing the social environment, promoting buy-

in to the team, and increasing cohesion to achieve a collective goal. This study 

highlighted the importance of considering sport structure when studying subgroups.  

2.4 Summary of the Literature and Purpose of the Study  

Recent advances in sport highlight the inevitability and variability of subgroup 

formation, the various characteristics that influence their development, as well as the 

potential for both adaptive and maladaptive outcomes to emanate from their presence. 

Despite these advancements, various limitations remain. For example, while the relative 

impact subgroups have is heavily dependent on the interactions between its members 

(Wagstaff & Martin, 2018), advancements in this field have only examined this construct 

through the lens of one individual at a time. Thus, it may be beneficial to study this entity 

in a group setting (i.e., focus groups), where individuals can share and discuss their 

perspectives with one another. Further, and more importantly, whereas the described 

literature reinforces a more well-rounded and nuanced approach to examining subgroups, 

there is a need to advance our understanding by purposefully exploring how subgroups 

are perceived and experienced by athletes. Previous efforts have considered antecedents 

and consequences of subgroup presence, but have yet to specifically conceptualize the 

ways that members identify or interpret them. In other words, what do athletes see that 

suggests the presence/existence of subgroups, and how do they evaluate and experience 

them?  

Given these gaps in existing literature, continued investigation of the structural 

and behavioural dimensions that influence/shape athletes’ perspectives through group 
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discussion is necessary to aid in a more thorough conceptualization of this construct. 

Accordingly, the purpose of this study was to systematically investigate how athletes 

perceive subgroups—with the purview of advancing a conceptualization of athlete 

subgroup experiences. To accomplish this, a four-phase qualitative design was conducted 

with intercollegiate athletes and researchers whose specialties fall within the field of 

group dynamics research.  
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Chapter 3 

Method 

3.1 Qualitative Methodology 

 My research approach was guided by a critical realist (CR) ontology pertaining to 

athletes’ perceptions and experiences of subgroups (Maxwell, 2012). A CR ontology 

emphasizes the belief that an objective reality exists; however, individuals cannot 

interpret this reality objectively as one’s truth is developed through their own unique 

subjective experiences (Maxwell, 2012). As such, and based on existing literature, I 

assumed that subgroups were inevitable and often driven by various forces such as 

faultlines or a group’s structure. Nevertheless, I also assumed that athlete interpretations 

would vary depending on their own subjective experiences, whereby even athletes on the 

same team might see subgroups in unique ways. In addition, my research was guided by 

the epistemological assumptions of symbolic interactionism which highlight that people 

develop meanings about their worlds through interactions with other individuals and their 

environments (Benzies & Allen, 2001). The underpinning assumptions of symbolic 

interactionism are as follows: (1) humans interpret the world through meanings that they 

attach to things, (2) meanings are developed through interactions with others and in 

various contexts, and (3) attaching meaning is a dynamic process with new interactions 

continually taking place (Benzies & Allen, 2001). Athlete interactions with teammates 

vary and thus, I had to consider how these interactions could influence their perceptions 

and subsequent experiences with subgroups. 
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3.2 Positionality  

 Based on my philosophical approach, it was critical that I reflected on my own 

positionality as a researcher and former intercollegiate athlete and its potential influence 

on the entire research process (e.g., development of the research question, participant 

recruitment, data collection, analysis, and interpretation). The broad topic of team 

dynamics became of interest to me through my personal experiences of identifying as a 

member of certain subgroups on my track and field/cross country teams. I was a U Sports 

athlete (i.e., Canada’s interuniversity athletics governing body) on those teams for four 

years and while a member, I fulfilled many roles such as being named captain for the 

women’s teams in my third and fourth years. As the captain, I felt as though I was a 

member of multiple subgroups simultaneously. My experience within this role was 

positive and resulted in the development of many life-long friendships. Prior to engaging 

in this research, I had developed preconceived notions about what subgroups were and 

how they could influence one’s behaviour.  

Taking into consideration my unique experience with subgroups, it was important 

to reflect upon my positionality of being a partial “insider” (i.e., a former member of the 

population of interest; Adler & Adler, 1994) with my co-investigators and to consider 

both the potential advantages and disadvantages associated with such a position. Being an 

insider can facilitate a greater understanding of the construct of interest due to similar 

lived experiences, while also enabling a stronger rapport with participants and 

contributing to a richer collection of data (Bonner & Tolhurst, 2002). Despite the 

aforementioned advantages, it was also critical to consider the potential limitations of 

being an insider. Insiders could lack objectivity due to the similarities between the 
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researcher and participants and further, there is the potential for researchers to have 

difficulty balancing their identity of being a researcher versus a participant (Unluer, 

2012).  

Given the advantages and disadvantages associated with being an insider, I 

explored my position through extensive discussion with my co-investigators. Throughout 

the research process, my supervisor, Dr. Luc Martin, and a co-author on the submitted 

manuscript, Dr. Blair Evans, consistently challenged my assumptions, thoughts, and 

findings about subgroups. As one example, the “Observability” dimension (to be 

discussed in subsequent sections) was originally divided into voluntary and involuntary 

categories; however, after discussing this dimension with Dr. Martin and upon further 

reflection, these categories did not appear to accurately reflect all characteristics of this 

dimension. As a result, the research team decided to proceed with surface-level and deep-

level characteristics as those dimensions more accurately described my findings. Upon 

reflection, I believe that my previous knowledge and experience with the topic assisted 

me in more thoroughly understanding participants’ perspectives and furthermore, aided in 

a richer interpretation of the data collected.  

3.3 Design   

The research design was developed in accordance with iterative methodological 

frameworks where researchers have engaged key stakeholders throughout the research 

process to aid in the conceptualization of a psychosocial construct. For instance, 

strategies used to integrate researchers and stakeholders are evident in efforts to define 

‘fun’ in youth sport (Visek et al., 2015), quality participation in Para sport (Evans et al., 

2018), and engagement in educational settings (Fredricks et al., 2016). Importantly, 
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incorporating a range of perspectives combined with the use of existing theory can aid in 

more thoroughly understanding a phenomenon of interest (Jason et al., 2016).  

As such, a four-phase qualitative design was adopted. Phase 1 engaged athletes as 

active agents in the process of better understanding subgroups using focus group 

interviews. Focus groups are a form of semi-structured interview, whereby the 

interviewer elicits participant perceptions on a topic while simultaneously benefiting 

from the presence of others who also share their own personal experiences—thereby 

enhancing the depth of data collected (Kitzinger, 1994). Themes were then constructed 

based on the focus group data from Phase 1 in accordance with existing relevant 

literature, and a preliminary subgroup conceptualization was developed (i.e., Expert 

Review; Phase 2). Phase 3 involved a complementary two-step expert review with 

researchers from the field of group dynamics. First, experts were recruited to (1) critically 

appraise the preliminary findings from Phase 1 and (2) suggest relevant theory/research 

that had not been considered. Second, once expert comments were reviewed by myself 

and Dr. Martin and revisions were made, an updated expert review package was 

redistributed to the same experts for a second appraisal and opportunity to highlight 

remaining thoughts (i.e., Revised Expert Review). Phase 4 involved the re-engagement of 

a sub-sample of athletes from Phase 1 who participated in athlete reflection interviews. 

This final phase provided us with an opportunity to explore topics advanced during the 

expert review and to give athletes an opportunity to contribute additional insight (e.g., 

Smith & McGannon, 2018). This design aligned with our CR approach as athletes served 

as active agents in the research process and we engaged topic experts to challenge the 

fallibility of theory and explore alternative explanations for subgroup experiences 
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(Fletcher, 2017). In addition, a CR methodological framework was adopted to analyze the 

data (see section 3.7 for details).  

3.4 Participants  

3.4.1 Focus group interviews. Given the unique characteristics of the university 

sport context, 28 athletes (57% female) between the ages of 20 and 32 years (Mage = 23.0 

years; SD = 2.88; See Table 1) were purposefully sampled to participate in the focus 

group interviews (n = 6). U Sports athletes can compete for up to five years (U Sports 

HQ, 2019) and thus, athletes could speak to the subgroup composition within their teams 

and how they had experienced them over time. Further, interuniversity athletes—

regardless of sport type (i.e., interdependent and independent)—must compete as a 

member of their overarching university team. Therefore, even athletes who participate in 

individual sports, must interact with teammates on a daily basis to enhance overall team 

rankings (Podlog, 2002). Importantly, these interactions could potentially increase time 

spent with team members and thus, enhance one’s ability to reflect on their social 

interactions within one’s team (Podlog, 2002). The focus groups involved four to five 

athletes from a range of sport types (e.g., soccer, ice hockey, rowing, swimming) that 

generated rich discussion through varied perspectives will still being managable for the 

researcher (Kitzinger, 2005). On average, athletes had 13 years of sport specific 

experience (SD = 5.13). Two focus groups served as pilot interviews where athletes were 

strategically selected as their demographic information coincided with the population of 

interest and thus, could provide relevant insight as to whether the interview guide needed 

restructuring. The four remaining focus groups (n = 5; 5; 5; 4) included athletes across 

the five years of U Sports eligibility.  
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Table 1  

Demographic Information of Participants 

Participant characteristics   
 n % 
Gender  
     Male 
     Female 

 
12 
16 

 
42.9 
57.1 

Leader Status 
     Informal (e.g., mentor) 
     Formal (e.g., captain)  

 
23 
15 

 
82.1 
53.6 

Sport Type 
     Baseball (M) 
     Basketball (W) 
     Cheerleading (W) 
     Cross Country Running (M/W) 
     Fencing (M) 
     Field Hockey (W) 
     Figure Skating (W) 
     Football (W) 
     Hockey (M/W) 
     Rowing (M) 
     Soccer (M/W) 
     Swimming (W) 
     Track and Field (M/W) 
     Volleyball (W) 

 
1 
1 
1 
5 
1 
1 
2 
1 
3 
2 
5 
1 
4 
2 

 
3.60 
3.60 
3.60 
17.9 
3.60 
3.60 
7.14 
3.60 
10.7 
7.14 
17.9 
3.60 
14.3 
7.14 

Year of U Sports Eligibilitya 
     1 
     2 
     3 
     4 
     5 

 
1 
1 
5 
8 
4 

 
5.30 
5.30 
26.3 
42.1 
21.0 

Note. Two athletes participated in both cross country running and track and field. 

Thirteen athletes identified as both informal and formal leaders.  
aU Sports eligibility does not include pilot focus group participants (n = 19). 
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3.4.2 Expert review. For inclusion as an expert reviewer, participants required a 

doctoral degree and an active research position in a program relevant to the field of group 

dynamics. Using a convenience sampling approach, we sought an equal representation of 

males and females (60% male; n = 5; Robinson, 2014), a range of experiences (i.e., 

positions varied from Assistant Professor to Professor), and an international perspective 

(i.e., participants were from institutions across Canada, United States, United Kingdom, 

and the Netherlands).  

3.4.3 Athlete reflection. Athletes from Phase 1 were invited to participate in 

athlete reflection interviews (83% female; n = 6) from a variety of independent and 

interdependent sports (i.e., volleyball, cross country, soccer, and fencing) and represented 

a range of experiences at their current level of competition.  

3.5 Focus Group Interview Guide  

3.5.1 Demographic information. Prior to participating in the focus groups, 

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

This document provided advanced notice of information pertaining to an athlete’s age, 

gender, program/year of study, sport team, year of eligibility, position on the team, and 

whether they were a formal/informal leader. The collection of this information aligned 

with our symbolic interactionist approach which highlights the importance of 

contextualizing an athlete’s interactions within their environment to develop a more 

comprehensive understanding of participants’ experiences (Benzies & Allen, 2001).  

3.5.2 Focus group interviews. A semi-structured guide comprised of various 

open-ended questions was used for all six focus group interviews (See Appendix C). 

These questions assisted in structuring the focus group; however, athletes had the 
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autonomy to discuss relevant experiences that deviated from the script. The structure of 

the guide was developed from a review of extant subgroup literature from various fields 

of psychology (e.g., organizational, Carton & Cummings, 2012; developmental, Bagwell 

et al., 2000) in addition to sport specific group dynamics/subgroup literature (e.g., Martin 

et al., 2015; Wagstaff et al., 2017). The guide was first piloted with two focus groups to 

ensure questions were asked in a clear and concise manner. Feedback from these 

interviews provided insight as to which questions needed revising to increase overall flow 

of the conversation and to enhance understanding of the questions being asked (e.g., 

When athletes were asked to provide a description of their team’s general grouping 

makeup, probing questions that focused on the number, size, and composition of the 

subgroup were added). Throughout data collection, minor changes were made to the 

focus group script (e.g., simplifying technical terms).  

The interview guide was divided into three main sections that coincided with 

suggestions put forth in qualitative methodology literature (i.e., introductory questions, 

key questions, and concluding questions; Patton, 2015). The first section aimed to 

develop a rapport across all participants in the focus groups by having them introduce 

themselves and describe their backgrounds as athletes (e.g., “What sport do you play?”, 

“Do you fulfill any specific roles on your team?”). Once rapport with and across the 

participants was established, I provided the definition of a subgroup to orient all 

participants to the topic of interest and to transition into the key questions. In section two, 

participants were queried on the specific dimensions of a subgroup. Questions included: 

“Can anyone provide an example of when you had teammates that you would have 

considered as being in subgroupings?”, “Thinking about different points throughout the 
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season such as training camps, pre-season, during, and post-season, can you speak about 

any differences that you might have seen across those groupings?”, and “Can you provide 

any examples of when a subgrouping might have been very helpful to either an individual 

on your team, or the team as a whole?” When necessary, I probed participants to develop 

a more in-depth understanding of the athletes’ perspectives (e.g., “Could you tell me a 

story about when that happened?”), or I engaged with specific participants to ensure that 

everyone had their opinions heard (e.g., “[Name], do you have any personal experiences 

or thoughts to add?”). When participants were probed, I used neutral language to remain 

impartial and made it clear that no one was required to answer any questions that they did 

not feel comfortable speaking to. Section three provided participants the opportunity to 

add any additional information that was not previously discussed and to explore athletes’ 

opinions of possible future directions worth investigating. Questions included, “Are there 

specific examples that you weren’t able to fit in during our discussion?” and “If you were 

to give advice to a coach or captain of your team about how to best manage subgroups, 

what would you say?” 

3.6 Procedure  

3.6.1 Phase 1. Using focus groups, I sought to crystallize the defining features 

that athletes saw when considering subgroups within their teams. Once ethical approval 

was obtained from the institutional research ethics board (See Appendix D), participants 

were recruited from Canadian U Sports teams. Participants were recruited through 

existing personal connections, word of mouth, and snowball sampling techniques. A 

letter of information was disseminated to potential participants throughout the 

recruitment process both in person (e.g., guest lecture presentations) and online via social 
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media platforms (e.g., Facebook; See Appendix E). Athletes who were interested in 

participating were asked to contact the primary researcher directly. A date and time for 

the focus groups were agreed upon by all participants and each provided a signed consent 

form prior to commencement (See Appendix E). The pilot focus groups were conducted 

in person during the month of February and lasted 68 and 71 minutes. The remaining four 

focus groups were conducted in person or virtually (i.e., Skype) during the months of 

May and June and lasted 57, 71, 66, and 49 minutes in length. These focus groups were 

audio recorded and subsequently transcribed verbatim.  

Participants were reminded to respect the confidentiality of their fellow focus 

group participants and to not discuss participation outside of the focus group. To uphold 

the confidentiality of participants, athletes’ names were replaced with a code based on 

their focus group number, assigned participant number, and the sport they participated in, 

for both the transcription process and the extraction of quotes in the results section (e.g., 

Focus group 1, Participant 1, Men’s Rowing = FG1, P1, M Rowing). Athletes referred to 

themselves as their participant number before speaking during the focus groups to ensure 

accuracy of the transcriptions. The focus group transcriptions resulted in 62 pages of 

single-spaced text.  

3.6.2 Phase 2. The preliminary conceptualization was developed based on 

relevant subgroup literature from the extant fields of psychology (e.g., social, 

organizational, developmental, sport) and themes developed from the focus group 

interviews. A subgroup conceptualization package titled, Expert Review, was created 

which included descriptions of relevant theories/research, a visual representation of the 
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proposed conceptualization, and descriptions of specific dimensions along with 

supporting athlete quotes (see Appendix F for the document that was distributed).  

3.6.3 Phase 3. Researchers were invited to participate in this phase through 

current research collaborations, word of mouth, and through the use of snowball sampling 

techniques during the month of September. An expert recruitment letter was distributed 

via email (See Appendix G) and consent was demonstrated by engaging in the feedback 

process and returning the Expert Review package with comments. Upon agreeing to 

participate, the expert reviewers had one month to analyze the document and were 

encouraged to provide wide-ranging input and to enrich the theoretical engagement with 

the proposed dimensions to aid in providing the most accurate explanation for the 

findings. Throughout the document, reviewers were asked to comment on the quality of 

descriptions and representativeness of athlete quotes, and to offer additional insight based 

on their expertise (e.g., “Do any other theories or group dynamic principles come to mind 

for this dimension?”, “Are there particular theories/research we have identified that you 

feel do not necessarily fit?”). After analyzing the experts’ suggestions, a Revised Expert 

Review package was developed (See Appendix H) and re-sent to the expert reviewers 

one month later requesting any additional feedback they would be willing to share based 

on the revisions. 

3.6.4 Phase 4. Additional athlete input was sought to ensure resonance and clarity 

pertaining to the conceptualization. A preliminary results package was created based off 

of the Revised Expert Review for athletes to read titled, Athlete Reflection. Athletes from 

Phase 1 were emailed directly and asked to participate in an athlete reflection interview 

(See Appendix I). The purpose of this reflection was to have the athletes review the 
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preliminary results document and provide any additional insight based on our 

interpretation of their perspectives and experiences (Smith & McGannon, 2018). Six 

athletes who agreed to participate were emailed a package with revised results (See 

Appendix J) and were asked to review the package. I then met with them in person (n = 

2) or over the phone (n = 4) and asked questions such as, “Do these findings still resonate 

with your current subgroup experiences?”, “Are there specific elements of the paper that 

need clarification?”, and “Do the supporting quotes accurately represent the targeted 

subgroup dimension?” These conversations lasted on average 11 minutes (SD = 3:26), all 

of which were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim. Given that the athletes had one 

week prior to the scheduled conversation to review the document, comments and 

suggestions were ready to be asked and thus, interview discussions were targeted and 

responses were concise. 

3.7 Analysis  

I set-out to identify themes across participant responses, with the primary 

objective of constructing a broader theoretical conceptualization regarding how athletes 

experienced subgroups. While the analysis process extended across all four phases, it is 

important to note that the majority of active analysis occurred in Phases 1 (i.e., focus 

group analysis) and 3 (i.e., aligning our interpretations with those of researchers). As 

such—and in congruence with our philosophical position—we adopted a critical realist 

approach advanced by Fletcher (2017) consisting of three distinct stages: (1) the 

identification of demi-regularities (i.e., development of themes), and the processes of (2) 

abduction (i.e., theoretical redescription) and (3) retroduction (i.e., modifying, 

supporting, or rejecting existing theories). Transcription analysis was an iterative process 
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whereby each focus group was analyzed after it was transcribed. In doing so, this allowed 

us (i.e., my supervisor and I) to refine the analysis process throughout the study and 

further, allowed each focus group to subsequently highlight pertinent topics that needed 

additional attention.   

3.7.1 Focus groups. I familiarized myself with the data by listening to and 

transcribing each audio file and by reading the resulting transcriptions. I then began to 

look for trends—also described as demi-regularities—within the data set. As suggested 

by Fletcher (2017), it was integral that I actively engaged with fallible theory throughout 

the entire analysis to identify possible explanations for the participants’ experiences. 

Thus, I participated in what is described as a “directed coding” process, in which I 

constructed codes from the transcriptions that aligned with relevant existing theories. For 

example, the concept of a subgroup being “observable” stemmed from both the athlete 

experiences highlighted in the transcriptions as well as from Faultline Theory (Lau & 

Murnighan, 1998) and typologies from organizational psychology literature (Carton & 

Cummings, 2012). Quirkos Analysis Software, Version 2.1, facilitated the creation of a 

visual mind map of the initial 53 codes (see Figure 1). In addition to the qualitative 

analysis software, I used a manual physical flow chart to organize my thoughts and 

arrange the higher-order themes (see Figure 2). The use of “sticky notes” allowed me to 

rearrange and revise wording throughout subsequent focus group sessions and the 

analysis process. The provisional codes were combined and refined throughout the 

completion of the focus groups and resulted in five preliminary higher-order themes that 

served as the foundation of the conceptualization (see Results, Figure 3). 
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3.7.2 Expert review. Phase 3 of this study was purposefully conducted to align 

with the processes of theoretical redescription (i.e., abduction) and to explore contextual 

conditions/mechanisms that led to the observed trends (i.e., retroduction; Fletcher, 2017). 

In relation to abduction, upon completion of the expert review, I extracted comments and 

categorized them into two separate documents: resource extraction (i.e., additional 

resources provided by the experts) and comment compilation (i.e., organized the experts’ 

comments into the specific dimensions they addressed). After the comments were 

extracted, my supervisor and I met to discuss the experts’ suggestions and made changes 

to the package where appropriate. The process of retroduction involved the use of 

feedback from the researchers pertaining to relevant research and suggestions for the 

structure of the proposed subgroup diagram. Changes were made accordingly and 

resulted in a Revised Expert Review package that was re-sent to the reviewers requesting 

final feedback. All five responded with their approval and three provided additional 

resources to enhance our revised diagram and proposed dimensions (i.e., abduction) as 

well as responses regarding overarching ideas and theories (i.e., retroduction). For 

example, one reviewer recommended including a diagram that visually encompassed all 

dimensions and their respective subdimensions that influenced the way in which athletes 

experienced subgroups.  

3.7.3 Athlete reflection. Phase 4 of this study emphasized athlete opinions. A 

review of the athlete reflection interview transcriptions commenced and they were 

analyzed iteratively. Athletes unanimously agreed that the information presented in the 

package was applicable to their own experiences and further, provided relevant examples 

in accordance with information that was discussed in the document (i.e., retroduction). 
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Some athletes noted that the terminology used throughout was difficult to comprehend at 

times, which warranted discussion between my supervisor and I in terms of future 

knowledge translation applicability. The analysis of the focus groups, expert reviews, and 

athlete reflections resulted in a Conceptual Sport Subgroup Framework that can be used 

to describe athlete subgroup perceptions and experiences. 

3.8 Methodological Rigor  

Several steps were taken to enhance rigor throughout the research process while 

ensuring alignment with the philosophical approach. These steps included, triangulation, 

member reflections, ensuring coherence throughout the entire project, and applying the 

notion of critical friends. Each step was used to develop a thorough and accurate 

understanding of subgroups from the perspectives of the population of interest, and will 

be described in the following section.  

3.8.1 Triangulation. Triangulation refers to the use of multiple methodological 

processes to develop a more thorough understanding of the construct in question (Patton, 

2015). To ensure rigor throughout this thesis, method, theory, and data source 

triangulation were optimized. Method triangulation (i.e., the use of multiple methods to 

collect data, Carter et al., 2014) was applied throughout Phases 1, 3, and 4. Information 

was gathered from the focus group discussions, expert review commentary/feedback, as 

well as through athlete reflection interviews to provide a more holistic understanding of 

subgroups. Theory triangulation refers to applying multiple theories to analyze and 

support data (Carter et al., 2014). During the development of the Expert Review and 

Athlete Reflection packages, theories from multiple fields of psychology were used (e.g., 

Optimal Distinctiveness Theory, Brewer & Gardner, 1996; Self-Categorization Theory, 
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Turner et al., 1987) to assist in more accurately describing our findings. Last, data source 

triangulation involved the collection of data from different types of people (Carter et al., 

2014). As discussed with method triangulation, the perspectives of both athletes (from a 

range of sport types, tenure, and status) as well as a diverse field of experts (e.g., varying 

nationalities, gender, topics of expertise within group dynamics) were used to gather an 

array of perspectives.  

3.8.2 Member reflections. Given that a CR approach does not seek to determine 

the ultimate truth but, rather, a fallible representation of the subjective experiences of 

participants (Fletcher, 2017), I chose to implement member reflection interviews as one 

method of enhancing rigor. Unlike member checks where participants are asked to verify 

results, member reflections are an opportunity to co-create with the population of interest 

(Smith & McGannon, 2018). These reflections provided an opportunity for the athletes 

and I to generate additional insight relevant to participants’ perspectives by conversing 

about the proposed framework. 

3.8.3 Achieving coherence. I sought to ensure coherence throughout the research 

process (i.e., alignment of ontology/epistemology, methodology, and process of analysis; 

Carter, 2010). As such, it was integral that the CR approach was taken into consideration 

at the beginning of the study, aligned with our selected methodology (i.e., the four phases 

previously discussed) as well as our analysis and interpretation of the results (Carter, 

2010). The latter was satisfied by adhering to the guidelines put forth by Fletcher (2017) 

for CR analyses (i.e., identifying demi-regularities, abduction, and retroduction).  

3.8.4 Critical friends. I discussed my findings with critical friends (i.e., Drs. 

Martin and Evans) to maintain reflexivity throughout the research process. Smith and 
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McGannon (2018) note that the dialogue achieved through conversing with critical 

friends can provide researchers with important feedback to develop a richer 

understanding of the data. Drs. Martin and Evans’ knowledge of subgroups provided 

insight when working through the analysis and consistently challenged my assumptions 

to better understand the underpinnings of my results thus, enhancing the quality of my 

work. For example, the process of how to best represent the findings using the framework 

was discussed on numerous occasions by all three of us to ensure that my interpretations 

aligned with the athletes’ perceptions and experiences.  
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Chapter 4 

Results 

4.1 Subgroup Conceptualization Development Process 

The development of the conceptualization was an iterative process, where the 

resulting themes from the focus group analysis were first integrated with existing 

literature. Athletes offered a range of perspectives in relation to their subgroup 

experiences and more specifically, described various dimensions that influenced their 

perceptions. After focus group analysis, a preliminary Conceptual Subgroup Framework 

was developed. This framework was further refined through a review process with 

experts and athletes. Due to the four distinct phases of data collection and analysis, the 

following section will (a) describe the preliminary results from Phases 1 through 3, (b) 

summarize the main changes to the framework post expert review, and (c) advance a final 

subgroup framework based on Phases 1 through 4 (i.e., focus groups, preliminary 

conceptualization, expert reviews, and athlete reflections).  

4.2 Athlete Focus Groups, Preliminary Conceptualization, and Expert Review   

The ways that athletes perceived subgroups appeared to be contingent on several 

overarching structural, behavioural, and affective dimensions. The specific sub-

subdimensions ranged from their observability within a team, the variability of their 

membership, certain behavioural dispositions of members toward other team members, 

the compatibility between different subgroups, and how athletes generally felt about their 

presence (see Figure 3). 

As a brief summary (see Appendix F for detailed preliminary results), the 

Structural dimension was divided into Observability (i.e., boundary characteristics that 
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made subgroupings observable) and Variability (i.e., dynamic features of subgroups that 

influenced membership permeability). The Behavioural dimension was comprised of 

Organizational Integration (i.e., subgroups’ associated behaviours) and Organizational 

Orientation (i.e., the subgroup buy-in as well as the compatibility between subgroups). 

The Affective dimension encompassed athletes’ overall feelings and emotions elicited 

from subgroup experiences.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

The expert reviewers also enriched the descriptions of the dimensions by drawing 

parallels between concepts from organizational psychology and the features that athletes 

identified to distinguish subgroups (i.e., surface and deep-level characteristics; Lau & 

Murnighan, 1998) as well as the behaviours of subgroup members (i.e., organizational 

citizenship; Organ, 1988). The review process also revealed several issues with how the 

proposed dimensions were described. For example, pertaining to the Observability 

dimension, one reviewer commented, “Athletes spoke to both factors for initial grouping 

(e.g., housing arrangements) as well as downstream consequences or mediating 

mechanisms (e.g., closeness). I am wondering to what extent it would be worthwhile to 

Figure 3 
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distinguish these aspects?” This comment prompted discussion between my supervisor 

and I as to whether Observability should be re-framed to encompass varying levels of 

characteristics. Another expert reviewer highlighted that the flow of the diagram could be 

altered to better represent the experiences of athletes: “I’m starting to think that the 

compartmentalization of your model may not necessarily be the best fit or representation. 

You separate the dimensions, but they seem to influence one another. Perhaps consider a 

more linear approach: Structural-Behavioural-Affective?” The other experts had similar 

comments concerning the presented diagram and thus, such comments informed the 

second iteration of the framework.  

4.3 Major Revisions 

 Upon re-evaluating the focus group transcriptions, proposed themes, and 

reviewers’ comments/suggestions, the following main changes were made to the 

subgroup framework: (1) the subgroup dimensions were revised to emphasize larger 

overarching themes versus highlighting specific features of each dimension, (2) the 

nature of the original framework changed (i.e., the revised framework takes into 

consideration how each dimension influences one another), (3) the Variability dimension 

was removed and aspects of this dimension are now described across dimensions, and (4) 

a new section dedicated solely to the outcomes of subgroup interactions was created. 

Please refer to Appendix H for the Revised Expert Review package that provides a more 

extensive summary and visual representation of the main changes.  

4.4 Athlete Reflections  

 In addition to the Revised Expert Review package, the aforementioned major 

revisions were also the foundation of the Athlete Reflection package. Athlete reflections 
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during Phase 4 were useful in reinforcing the applicability of the conceptualization from 

an athlete’s perspective along with other important features such as their dynamic nature. 

Athletes commented on how their own subgroup membership had changed since 

partaking in their focus group interview as one athlete in particular highlighted: 

It's such an interesting concept because different subgroups will form and then de-

form quite spontaneously at times. I know even from when we did the focus 

group, my role has changed dramatically, my subgroup membership has changed 

enough that I wouldn’t consider the same kind of subgroup membership now… I 

just think it's interesting to see how I personally answered things back then 

because I think the quotes accurately depicted what I was saying but I don’t know 

if I would say the same things now. (M Fencing) 

In addition, athletes provided researchers with comments pertaining to the terminology 

used throughout the document as some technical terms needed further 

explaining/clarification (e.g., prototypicality). Thus, this warranted discussion amongst 

the research team in terms of knowledge translation applicability and how to best present 

this information to the population of interest.  

4.5 Proposed Conceptual Sport Subgroup Framework   

The proposed framework presented herein is the result of an iterative process that 

took place across all phases (See Figure 4). The way athletes experience subgroups 

involves a dynamic process influenced by the inevitable presence of observable faultlines 

within a team, and the degree to which these faultlines are accentuated or curtailed by 

member behaviours. It is the interaction between these two dimensions that informs 

athlete experiences (i.e., affect, behaviour, and cognition). The following sections 
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describe the two main subgroup dimensions, their respective sub-dimensions, and three 

resulting outcomes associated with an athlete’s subgroup experience. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.6 Observability  

The Observability dimension represented the extent to which an athlete sees 

subgroups within their team. Athletes described subgroups relative to characteristics that 

drew members together (e.g., position, age, social preferences). One athlete stated: “It’s 

quite divided for track and field, more or less there is distance, sprints, throws, and 

jumps. There’s definitely a divide between sprints and distance, I don’t see myself 

hanging out with any sprinters…it’s mainly just your own event” (FG2, P3, M Track and 

Field). Descriptions of observability were then further delineated in relation to surface-

level or deep-level characteristics.  

4.6.1 Surface-level characteristics. Surface-level characteristics united members 

based on overt commonalities such as age, gender, and team tenure. A fencer described 

Figure 4 
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subgroups relative to differing facets of their group, ranging from event subgroups to 

team tenure and academic program: 

There are quite a few different subgroups in my sport because there’s three 

different disciplines in fencing, so people tend to group themselves along or 

within those groups. I’ve noticed that there tends to be groupings among returning 

people and newer people, and then also being a grad student, it seems that there 

are subgroupings of undergraduates that you feel apart from as well. (FG1, P3, M 

Fencing) 

Through group discussion, athletes explained that the boundaries of surface-level 

characteristics were more rigid and that their development was often inadvertent: “There 

are definitely subgroups that you see right away from an athlete’s school year because 

people automatically come in with them. Rookies don’t know anyone, so they get to 

know each other” (FG1, P4, W Soccer). As such, surface-level characteristics seemed to 

promote subgroup development based on explicit commonalities between team members 

and furthermore, were often characteristics that athletes had little control over.   

In addition, athletes also described groupings that were especially observable such 

as those that formed in larger teams where “pockets” of athletes shared greater 

interdependencies with one-another than the rest of the team (e.g., track and field groups 

with numerous events): “In track and field, there are subgroups because it's groups based 

on events. So there is a group of jumpers, long distance runners, and sprinters” (FG4, PA, 

W Track and Field). In contrast, being on a smaller team prompted interaction with 

members outside of their subgroup; as a rower recalled, “I see myself being friends with 

everybody on the team and not really being part of a secluded clique. I do notice cliques, 
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but they don’t have that big of a boundary where you can’t talk to them” (FG1, P2, M 

Rowing). Thus, clear faultlines based on athlete surface-level characteristics and team 

structure represented important reference points when considering observability.  

4.6.2 Deep-level characteristics. Athletes noted that over time, subgroups were 

distinguished by less apparent and more deep-level characteristics. These ranged from 

athletes’ long-term career goals, overarching values and beliefs, as well as unique 

individual characteristics such as personality types. One athlete shared:  

Within my team we have some guys who like to party a lot and others who are 

more focused, hardworking, and more dedicated to their sport and academics. I 

pick my spots to party, I have my priorities set—my sport is the most important 

thing, then my academics second, and social life comes third. (FG2, P1, M 

Hockey) 

While these subgroups took longer to form, they were seen as more impactful and valued 

in an athlete’s life long-term—as extended by Participant 5:  

I think when rookies come in, they are automatically like, “Oh we are rookies” 

and they stick together. I think as older athletes get to know the younger athletes 

then subgroups shift from being a veteran/rookie group to subgroups based on 

personalities and different traits. (FG2, P5, W Volleyball) 

Whereas subgroups originally formed based on overt surface-level characteristics, as 

teammates got to know one another better, they tended to be based on more subtle but 

meaningful commonalities.  
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4.7 Behavioural 

 In contrast with simply observing subgroups, athlete descriptions of their 

experiences were largely defined by the behaviours enacted by subgroup members. 

Indeed, athletes stressed that it was the behaviours subgroups portrayed that primarily 

influenced athlete outcomes. Athletes emphasized that subgroups portrayed both 

facilitative (e.g., acting as a role model) and debilitative behaviours (e.g., demonstrating 

superiority) as well as described the extent to which members embraced or resisted 

broader goals and norms from the superordinate team.  

4.7.1 Organizational citizenship. Organizational citizenship refers to the 

citizenship-like behaviours of subgroup members directed towards fellow members or 

another subgroup(s). For example, a cross-country runner shared: 

In relation to running, subgroups that are more skilled—the top runners—would 

help out the subgroups that are less skilled and new to running to help motivate 

them, give them tips if they have never raced before, if they don’t know what to 

eat before a race, all of the things that come along with running and racing that 

the newer, less experienced group would look up to. (FG3, P2, W Cross Country)  

Similarly, another athlete recalled that their leadership subgroup acted as a source of 

support to their newer members:  

I found the leadership group was very supportive of the rookie class because they 

struggled a lot. Obviously, it’s a big transition for any athlete coming into first 

year of university so they had lots of questions and the leadership group helped 

integrate them into the culture. The leadership group did a good job of always 
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being there to answer questions and provide moral or physical support. (FG1, P5, 

W Soccer)  

While athletes described numerous occasions when subgroups were supportive of, and 

acted as role models for other subgroups on their teams, athletes also conversed about 

detrimental behaviours. One athlete recalled, “I know that the men’s soccer team at 

[University] got into a lot of trouble for hazing, it was kind of like, ‘Well the older guys 

did this to us so why wouldn’t we do this to the younger group?’” (FG2, P4, W Cross 

Country). The athlete went on to further explain that the younger athletes would “follow 

the leaders” in terms of the behaviours exhibited by influential subgroup members: 

Our captain for the women’s team this year had been in undergrad for a while, I 

think she started to lose focus and didn’t really care as much so she wouldn’t go 

to class. The rookies saw that and decided they didn’t want to go to class either, 

so it really depends on how certain subgroups see and respect other groups. (FG2, 

P4, W Cross country) 

Thus, depending on the behaviours exhibited by key members, other subgroup members’ 

behaviours could vary from being beneficial to detrimental in nature.  

4.7.2 Organizational alignment. In addition to behaviours directed towards 

specific subgroup members, athletes also discussed various behaviours that demonstrated 

alignment or malalignment with the superordinate team. This was evident in numerous 

types of behaviors, but especially related to the extent that members adhered to team 

norms and persisted to achieve collective outcomes or expectations. For example, athletes 

described a variety of instances where members of subgroups either “bought in” or went 
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against the team culture. One athlete explained how influential members of a subgroup 

could enhance buy-in of the total group: 

For instance a group says, “Oh let’s go out tonight” but someone in that group 

reminds them, “Well no we have a race this weekend so that’s not smart of us” 

and if that person is the leader in that subgroup then the other people will be like, 

“Yeah you are right…I’m not going to go out either, we will just have a relaxing 

night in”. I think there is always a leader within a subgroup that strongly 

influences what that group does…when we are buying into a team’s philosophy—

we are buying in as our group. (FG3, P2, W Cross Country) 

One athlete emphasized how subgroups embodying aligning behaviours increased 

productivity:  

You can’t skip practice otherwise the three other guys in your four-person boat 

can’t row—physically impossible. Boat groups have an ingroup accountability 

standard that then reinforces to the rest of the team that this whole block of six 

people show up on time every day—they get the best boats and the fastest times 

and if you are not in that group you are obliged to match that group. (FG1, P2, M 

Rowing) 

Not surprisingly, athletes also described instances where members of small groups 

seemed to be defined by tendencies to resist imposed team expectations:  

In terms of the graduating fifth years, they sometimes had the mentality that if 

they didn’t want to run, they had control over it, so they would convince our 

coach or strength and conditioning interns that the team as a whole felt like we 

didn’t need to do conditioning. That group would approach them and convince 
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them, and then we wouldn’t run. Short term we are happy because we don’t have 

to run, but long term it is affecting our skill…they had our coach wrapped around 

their fingers. (FG1, P5, W Soccer)  

Multiple athletes also described the group of injured athletes as more likely to experience 

malalignment as a result of an emotional and physical detachment from their team:  

The injured subgroup’s goals aren’t aligning with the team’s goal because they 

are hurt and are not feeling part of the team. I’ve seen a lot of those players 

grouped together and go out often, drink together, not train…they don’t really do 

anything for themselves and they just take that time off more as a vacation and the 

time to be bitter towards the rest of the team. (FG3, P1, W Volleyball)  

While athletes recognized that subgroups sometimes did not see eye to eye, everyone 

wanted their team to be successful. As one participant said, “My team might be in 

competition with each other, but everybody wants the same end goal so it all comes 

together” (FG2, P1, M Hockey). It was important to the athletes that ultimately, the 

negative behavioural outcomes of subgroups did not detract from the overarching goals 

of the team.  

4.8 Interplay Between Observability and Behaviours 

The ways that athletes seemed to experience subgroups—or the relative impact 

that subgroups had over time—were based on the intersection between characteristics 

that helped define subgroup boundaries and the behaviours enacted by subgroup 

members. For instance, characteristics of the group structure linked to subgroup 

observability (e.g., group size; event membership) were also featured within discussions 

of citizenship behaviours. One athlete described how subgroups distinguished by gender 
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and event type competed for resources in ways that led to competitive behaviours 

between subgroups:    

Open weight women and light weight men row effectively the same boats, so we 

are almost competing over equipment…if one boat wants an exceptionally good 

coxswain and the other boat needs a coxswain, then those boats tend to clash. If 

there is competition for resources between boats, cliques can get pretty nasty. 

(FG1, P2, M Rowing)  

Further, subgroup status appeared to influence which behaviours members embodied in 

the eyes of their teammates: 

There is a top seven group that competes in championships every year. There 

seems to be a shift in who feels like they are in the exclusive subgroup…whoever 

is in the top seven feels like they are better, they deserve more treatment 

opportunities from trainers, and they are more confident in a way compared to 

other people. (FG2, P4, W Cross Country) 

As such, “higher-status” subgroup behaviours (e.g., captains) often had a stronger impact 

on the team than behaviours associated with “lower-status” subgroups (e.g., non-starting 

players). Further, participants explained that the status of a group also influenced whether 

athletes could simultaneously experience multiple subgroup memberships:  

The most skilled runner is probably the most valuable runner on the team, is 

popular between the coach and the other athletes, and the other runners are 

looking up to that top runner to try and get on their level, and they get more 

attention from the coach…[they] are more likely to be in that subgroup that is 

engaging with everyone. (FG3, P2, W Cross Country)  
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Thus, depending on the defining characteristics of a subgroup, the behaviours portrayed 

by subgroup members and the subsequent impact of these behaviours had varying effects. 

4.9 Athlete Subgroup Experience Outcomes  

 Given that a main emphasis for advancing a conceptualization was to explore how 

athletes experienced subgroups, it was important to consider how the interplay between 

observability and behaviours influenced individual athletes. Here, a wide range of 

outcomes was described spanning affective, behavioural, and/or cognitive examples. 

4.9.1 Affective. Athletes described various pleasant and unpleasant feelings 

pertaining to subgroups. For example, one athlete described that as a new member on the 

team, being friends with the older subgroup of athletes made them feel happy and 

included: 

In my first year I knew an older guy who was already on the team from my 

hometown. Through him, I was able to become friends with the older guys more 

so than some of the first years. That made me feel good, made me feel cool, like I 

was more so part of the team than the rest of the rookies. (FG3, P5, M Soccer)  

Athletes described being part of a smaller group within the team as an opportunity to gain 

acceptance and ultimately, feel better about themselves. In contrast, interactions with 

subgroups also elicited unpleasant emotions such as frustration and disappointment. As 

one athlete recalled, “Speaking from somebody who is not really part of one of those 

central orbits, it does feel a little isolating at times” (FG1, P3, M Fencing). In addition, 

one athlete explained how interactions with subgroups also elicited unpleasant emotions 

such as frustration:  



 

51 

I have friends that you know have been struggling recently and it’s been 

frustrating for them and for the rest of us because we feel for them but they’ve 

had to deal with you know—they used to be in the high performance group and 

now they have fallen off the back of workouts and now they have been moved 

down to the lower performing subgroup and I've noticed a bit of distance growing 

between me and him and the rest of our group in that top training group. (FG4, 

P1, M Track and Field)  

Interestingly, the change in subgroup membership elicited positive and/or negative 

feelings dependent on the status of the subgroup the athlete moved into. 

4.9.2 Behavioural. Athletes stressed how interactions with various subgroups 

stimulated both adaptive as well as maladaptive behavioural responses. In terms of 

adaptive behaviours, one athlete recalled: “A lot of the varsity team—men and women 

included—did so well that all of our novices were motivated to push and train harder so 

that they could achieve that next year” (FG1, P2, M Rowing). In contrast, maladaptive 

behaviours (e.g., blaming athletes for losing) were also exhibited:  

When you do have success it’s easy, everything is going great, there is no 

blaming, everyone is working towards one goal. When you start losing it’s easy to 

divide up and turn against each other…success definitely eliminates those 

subgroups versus when you are not doing so great. It’s easy to blame the other 

position…I’d say definitely when you are losing it’s easy for the libs to say, “Oh 

that person can’t kill a ball, they aren’t doing their job, I’m doing all I can but 

they aren’t doing their job”. (FG3, P1, W Volleyball) 
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Similarly, another athlete commented, “It turns really quickly into the ability to point 

fingers and the people who aren’t playing are quick to separate and be like, ‘It’s not our 

fault, we didn’t play’ and put that blame on the people that did play” (FG2, P5, W 

Volleyball). It was during those times of hardship and failure that often resulted in 

maladaptive behaviours by teammates such as blaming athletes for their losses.  

4.9.3 Cognitive. Athletes described cognitive outcomes of their subgroup 

experiences that often centred around an athlete’s self-worth and identity. One athlete 

explained how their level of self-worth was frequently associated with which subgroup 

they belonged to: 

I feel like when you are included in something it makes you feel a lot better about 

yourself, it’s almost like you are in that top performance group you are on the top 

of the world—you are the best person ever and when you are not in that high 

performance group you feel like you are not even worth it, why are you on the 

team, should I be even taking advantage of all of these different resources because 

you are on the team, could they be going towards the people that are doing better? 

(FG2, P4, W Cross Country)  

An athlete’s self-worth was often measured by which training subgroup they belonged to 

and the associated status with the subgroup. In addition, subgroup membership also 

impacted an athlete’s identity. One athlete explained how over time, they developed more 

confidence in their subgroup membership and as a result, experienced a stronger identity 

associated with that group: “I would say my positive subgroup experiences were during 

my third and fourth year… It was a lot of factors but one of them was knowing where 

you fit in better… knowing who your subgroups were.” (FG4, P3, W Figure Skating). 
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Over time, athletes had the opportunity to develop and strengthen various relationships 

within their subgroups and as a result, led to more positive subgroup experiences and 

increased self-confidence in their subgroup membership.   
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Chapter 5 

Discussion 

The purpose of this thesis was to investigate athletes perceptions of subgroups and 

more specifically, to propose a conceptual framework that represents how athletes’ see 

and experience them. Through an iterative process of engaging with key stakeholders and 

existing literature, a conceptualization that represents how athletes perceive and 

experience subgroups in sport is proposed—both in terms of the key dimensions evident 

in these perceptions (i.e., observability, behaviours, associated outcomes), as well as the 

theoretical propositions about how the dimensions relate. More specifically, and in line 

with a critical realist approach (Fletcher, 2017), abduction and retroduction were 

employed to situate the conceptualization within relevant existing theories that can 

inform how athletes perceive and experience subgroups in sport. Within this chapter, I 

will more thoroughly describe how the identification of demi-regularities and the 

processes of abduction and retroduction contributed to the proposed framework, and how 

this framework can be situated within existing relevant literature. This chapter will then 

be followed by Chapter 6 which will involve a general conclusion encompassing study 

strengths and limitations, implications/potential future directions, and a personal 

reflection.  

5.1 Observability  

Several concepts pertaining to each dimension can be closely linked with 

propositions of Social Identity Theory (SIT; Tajfel, 1981) and Self-Categorization 

Theory (SCT; Turner et al., 1987). SIT refers to one’s self-concept derived from 

membership to a specific social group (Tajfel, 1981). Extending from SIT, SCT refers to 
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one’s own identification as a member of a social group and importantly, has been shown 

to influence a range of cognitive and behavioural processes such as perceptions of 

cohesion, communication, emotional regulation, and intergroup relations (Turner et al., 

1987; Turner & Reynolds, 2011). Within the current research, it was clear that athletes 

could readily self-identify which groups they belonged to, and could also recognize other 

groups that existed outside of their direct membership. Accordingly, athletes had a keen 

awareness of the social ties present within their teams, which is emphasized by the 

observability dimension in the conceptualization—athletes can see subgroups. The degree 

to which groupings were observably categorized did vary based on the surface and deep-

level characteristics, which also aligns with the entitativity literature that describes the 

importance of the strength of group boundary delineation (Campbell, 1958). It was 

apparent that deep-level characteristics held greater significance and meaning to an 

athlete in comparison to surface-level groupings.  

Pertaining to surface-level characteristics, Lau and Murnighan (1998) emphasized 

that individuals instinctively seek membership with those most similar to them. Thus, it 

was not surprising that athletes’ original grouping tendencies were shaped by shared 

characteristics such as one’s sex or age. In comparison, deep-level characteristics align 

more closely with Carton and Cummings’ (2012) position, where subgroup formation is 

described as purposeful in the pursuit of obtaining resources or to strengthen one’s 

identity. While it was evident that subgroups could form due to inadvertent and advertent 

reasons, factors such as team structure increased the likelihood of subgroup formation. 

This is supported in the literature where individuals seek to develop higher quality 

relationships with others that can only be fulfilled in smaller groupings (Saizew, 2018; 
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Baumeister & Leary, 1995). As such, members from larger teams (e.g., track and field) 

may have been more inclined to form subgroup memberships in comparison to athletes 

on smaller teams (e.g., rowing) to fulfill social and emotional needs that could not be met 

with the total team. Altogether—and situating observability within the aforementioned 

research—although it was apparent that athletes joined subgroups for both inadvertent 

and advertent reasons, it became clear that for athletes to have either positive or negative 

experiences with subgroups, they needed to first be able to observe them. While 

observability provided a foundational understanding in regard to subgroup identification, 

results suggested it was not so much the mere presence of these groupings that had an 

impact on an athlete, but more so, the behaviours associated with them (Martin et al., 

2015). Therefore, it was integral to explore the behavioural tendencies associated with 

subgroups. 

5.2 Behavioural 

 Whereas seeing subgroups is clearly important, athletes emphasized that the 

behaviours enacted by members of their own, or other subgroup(s), ultimately impacted 

their experiences. When prompted to discuss the impact of members’ behaviours, 

descriptions aligned with the construct of organizational citizenship behaviour (OCB) 

(i.e., demonstrating helping behaviours without the promise of a reward; Organ, 1988). 

Importantly, behaviours such as civic virtue, conscientiousness, and sportspersonship 

have been shown to promote effective team functioning as well as enhanced group 

member satisfaction (Organ, 1988) and performance (Podsakoff et al., 1997). Such 

prosocial behaviours are valuable in sport teams for facilitating processes like support, 

social affiliation, and task coordination (Kavussanu & Stanger, 2017). The reasons that 
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subgroup members embodied or disembodied OCBs could also be partially explained by 

Social Exchange Theory (Gouldner, 1960), whereby individuals are more inclined to 

engage in OCBs when they expect the team to benefit from such interactions. For 

instance, athletes belonging to the veteran subgroup spoke to recognizing the 

performance benefits of developing as one cohesive team, and thus, were more inclined 

to integrate newer teammates into day-to-day interactions. Conversely, more self-

advancing behaviours were exhibited when there were no perceived benefits of 

interacting cooperatively with other teammates or groupings (e.g., positional competition 

between boat-based rowing subgroups; Harenberg et al., 2019). 

 Beyond the OCBs towards subgroup members, athletes also described the broader 

context of member behaviours in terms of their alignment with the superordinate team’s 

culture. They reflected on how subgroups could be defined via a tendency for members to 

align with or resist the norms, objectives, or values advanced by the remainder of the 

team. Here, the degree to which a subgroup’s behaviours reflected the team’s general 

normative expectations (i.e., prototypicality; Hogg, 1996) appeared to vary depending on 

the strength of one’s social identity to that total group. Subgroup members within the 

athlete leadership grouping who identified strongly with the team, seemed more likely to 

internalize group norms (Terry & Hogg, 1996). In contrast, members who were more 

detached from the team (e.g., injured athletes), had less incentive or interest in adopting 

prototypical behaviours (Terry & Hogg, 1996). 

The prototypicality of a subgroup was particularly reflected in the extent that 

‘belonging’ to a subgroup influenced athlete buy-in to the superordinate team’s vision 

(Hogg, 1996). Subgroup member buy-in seemed to be linked to a variety of social 
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identity propositions such as a shared understanding of team norms (Hogg, 2014) and the 

level of interdependence exhibited within/across subgroup members (Johnson & Johnson, 

1989). In relation to establishment of team norms, athletes emphasized the importance of 

setting clear expectations early on in the season to promote an enhanced buy-in across the 

team. Hogg (2014) emphasized that when members have clear expectations as to what 

behaviours are deemed prototypical (e.g., punctuality at practice), individuals are more 

likely to uptake such behaviours. In addition, situations where members shared outcomes 

or had to cooperate influenced the alignment of subgroup behaviours in ways that would 

be predicted by interdependence theory (Johnson & Johnson, 1989). For example, 

individual sport athletes highlighted that to achieve an optimal team score, subgroups had 

to rely on one another’s performances. Thus, it was important to act in ways that 

represented the betterment of the team (e.g., all track and field events demonstrating high 

work ethic), which in turn, would enhance the overall team ranking (e.g., positive 

outcome interdependence; Johnson & Johnson, 1989). 

5.3 Interplay Between Dimensions 

In determining how subgroups influenced athlete experiences, it was integral to 

consider the interplay of the advanced dimensions. For instance, it seemed as though the 

status of a subgroup had an overarching impact on both observable characteristics and 

associated behaviours of groupings. As highlighted by Social Dominance Theory 

(Sidanius & Pratto, 2001), social systems are naturally group-based and often mould into 

a hierarchical structure to reinforce conformity between members. Thus, it was observed 

that behaviours of higher-status subgroups (e.g., captains) often had the strongest impact 
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on athletes’ subgroup experiences in comparison to lower-status subgroups (e.g., non-

starting players).  

5.4 Individual Athlete Outcomes   

The interaction between the dimensions resulted in a wide range of athlete 

outcomes (i.e., affective, behavioural, and cognitive in nature). Emotions directed 

towards an athlete’s own subgroup can be explained along the lines of Intergroup 

Emotion Theory (Smith, 1993), whereby the strength of one’s social identity influences 

the strength of emotions tied to a group. One example of this came from a story of an 

athlete who strongly identified with the high-performance group and sustained an injury 

that resulted in training in the lower-performance group. The athlete discussed that this 

shift in membership led to negative emotions such as shame and embarrassment, which 

could presumably be linked to an experience of being unable to enact the behaviours tied 

to their athlete and team member identity. Specific to sport, a review by Tamminen and 

Bennett (2017) emphasized the interpersonal aspects of emotions such as happiness, 

excitement, sadness, or shame and more specifically, proposed that emotions were shaped 

by interactions with teammates. Depending on the strength of one’s identity with the 

team, these emotions could be experienced collectively whereby all subgroup members 

experienced an emotion simultaneously (e.g., pride after winning a championship; 

Tamminen et al., 2016). Research emphasizes that this shared positive affect has 

beneficial implications such as the strengthening of social ties, team cohesion, and 

enhancing performance (Kelly et al., 2014).  

Various behavioural responses were also instigated by subgroup members that 

ranged from having adaptive (e.g., helping behaviours; Barsade, 2002) to maladaptive 
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functions (e.g., lack of cooperation; Tamminen et al., 2016). Drawing from existing 

organizational and sport psychology literature, people are more likely to engage in 

prosocial behaviours in response to positive interactions with others (e.g., winning) while 

negative interactions (e.g., losing) often result in antisocial behaviours (e.g., Benson & 

Bruner, 2018; Spector & Fox, 2002). Thus, athletes who experienced more positive 

interactions with their or other subgroups (i.e., increased OCBs, aligning behaviours) 

described acting more favourably as a result. The role of status related to behaviours 

described by athletes also relates to sport literature. For instance, and similar to that of 

Social Dominance Theory (Sidanius & Pratto, 2001), Tamminen and colleagues (2016) 

noted that high-status group members have the power to engage in antisocial behaviours 

(e.g., exclusion, ostracism) toward lower-status groups, and that these behaviors were 

heightened when the group experienced adversity or poor performance. Thus, promoting 

the uptake of OCBs and aligning behaviours amongst subgroups is critical for the overall 

team’s success.  

Cognition-related consequences of subgroups were also discussed in relation to an 

athlete’s identity and self-worth. To fulfill social and emotional needs (Baumeister & 

Leary, 1995), humans self-categorize their social memberships into either in-group or 

out-group distinctions. These distinctions can enhance (or threaten) an individual’s sense 

of belonging and strengthen one’s identity (Brewer & Gardner, 1996). More specifically, 

collective identities (i.e., interpersonal bonds that form out of commonalities) can 

enhance one’s self-worth and self-esteem due to strong intra-group similarities (Brewer 

& Gardner, 1996). As such, the experience of membership within groups containing 

individuals similar to them, positively impacted athletes’ perceived self-worth/esteem. 
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Furthermore, Benson and Bruner (2018) highlight that these intra-group similarities are 

strengthened when athletes experience prosocial teammate behaviours. Thus, the uptake 

of OCBs could promote the strengthening of one’s social identity and self-esteem 

associated with a specific subgroup over time (e.g., Bruner et al., 2017). Postmes and 

colleagues (2005) highlight that when interactions between individuals or groups socially 

validate a person, this also often results in a strengthened social identity. This was most 

apparent in the newcomer subgroup where new athletes sought to increase feelings of 

belongingness by developing close ties with other first-year athletes. In contrast, 

interactions that resulted in a compromised subgroup membership (e.g., a change in 

membership due to injury) often resulted in social exclusion, identity threat, and lowered 

self-esteem that resulted in antisocial behaviours (Bruner et al., 2017). Overall, these 

cognitive consequences led to a lack of team commitment. 
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Chapter 6 

Conclusion 

Subgroups have received increased research attention, largely due to the 

understanding that they can greatly impact both the individual athlete as well as team 

level outcomes (e.g., Martin et al., 2015; Martin et al., 2016; Wagstaff et al., 2017; 

Saizew, 2018). Despite the proliferation of subgroup research, little was known about the 

specific dimensions of a subgroup that athletes perceive/see or think about that ultimately 

shape their experiences. Thus, it is the hope that my master’s thesis has positively 

contributed to a more all-encompassing conceptualization of subgroups and further, has 

provided a more nuanced and well-rounded approach to studying this construct in the 

sport context.  

6.1 Study Strengths  

 Through the implementation of a four-phase qualitative study, this research 

enabled us to gain a more thorough understanding of subgroups from multiple 

perspectives (e.g., athletes from a range of teams/roles and a diverse sample of group 

dynamics researchers). While athletes’ perspectives provided a rich description as to 

which dimensions directly influenced their own experiences (i.e., Phase 1), experts within 

the field of group dynamics assisted in providing complementary perspectives in relation 

to situating our findings in relevant literature (i.e., Phase 3). Further, the use of additional 

athlete reflections (i.e., Phase 4) provided athletes with the opportunity to reconsolidate 

our findings in relation to their own experiences. This last process provided a critical 

opportunity for athletes to reflect on their subgroup membership and highlight any 

relevant information that stood out to them that was not gathered during Phase 1.  
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 The use of technological advances such as the online discussion platform Skype, 

assisted in conducting focus groups that recruited participants from a variety of 

geographical locations and thus, enhanced the heterogeneity of the sample. Virtual focus 

groups reduced geographical drawbacks and provided the opportunity to gather 

information from a wide variety of participants (e.g., sport, age, position, experience) that 

could enhance the breadth of our findings. In addition, the athletes in this study had 

intense schedules involving both athletic and academic commitments so not having to 

organize transportation to and from a particular location and being able to take part from 

wherever was most convenient to them facilitated recruitment. 

 The level of coherence achieved throughout all stages of this research project 

(e.g., study design, data analysis) in relation to our ontological and epistemological 

assumptions strengthened the methodological aspects of this study. While adopting a CR 

ontology is not uncommon, Fletcher (2017) highlights that there is currently a lack of 

coherence exhibited throughout research projects, where the methodology and processes 

of analysis do not accurately reflect one’s ontological approach. Considering this, it was 

integral to ensure that a CR approach was taken into consideration throughout the entire 

research process (e.g., engaging with fallible theory) and as such, contributed to a deeper 

understanding of subgroups through the lens in which the study’s purpose was situated.  

 Finally, my own personal experience of being a former U Sports athlete was 

relevant throughout the stages of recruitment, execution of the focus groups, and the 

analysis of all phases. My previous involvement within the athletic community assisted in 

garnering potential participants’ interests and as such, aided in planning and effectively 

executing the focus groups. Similarly, my athletic background assisted me in developing 
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a unique and strong rapport with my participants due to our shared experiences and 

enhanced my ability to more thoroughly understand the perspectives of the participants. 

The rapport I had established during Phase 1 also played a role in regard to participant 

retention for Phase 4 of my study, as athletes were readily willing to participate in the 

athlete reflection interviews.  

6.2 Study Limitations 

 Despite the aforementioned strengths, it is important to acknowledge various 

limitations. In relation to the focus groups, while technology aided in the focus group 

recruitment of athletes from across the country, conducting focus groups over Skype did 

bring about various challenges. For example, during two of the focus groups participants’ 

laptops died, which disrupted the flow of conversations. Further, depending on the 

strength of one’s connectivity to Skype, some sentences were harder to transcribe then 

others due to participants’ volume settings, individuals cutting out, and participants 

talking over one another which decreased the clarity and quality of the recording. Moving 

forward, it would be important to take into consideration the potential advantages as well 

as disadvantages of utilizing technological aids and if technology is used, to consider 

developing the appropriate strategies to mitigate these drawbacks in advance.  

 In relation to the research sample, while participants were recruited from a variety 

of sports, years of eligibility, and roles, due to the use of convenience and snowball 

sampling, there is nevertheless a risk of homogeneity throughout the focus groups. It was 

ensured that no more than two participants were from the same team in one focus group; 

however, across the four main focus groups, several participants were from the same 

team. This may have provided a narrower perspective in relation to which subgroups 
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existed on one’s team and whether they were seen in a positive or negative light. Whereas 

differing perspectives may have been gained by ensuring no overlap in team members, 

future research may also benefit by taking the opportunity to interview team members 

together as was done by Wagstaff et al. (2017) and Saizew (2018), but in focus group 

format. Such an approach would enable a rich description pertaining to the 

agreement/disagreement of subgroups within one’s team. Similarly, the narrow scope of 

participants in this study is worth considering (i.e., Canadian U Sports sample), and 

follow-up efforts would benefit from conducting similar research with populations that 

vary in age (e.g., adolescence) and in level of performance (e.g., elite or professional 

leagues).     

6.3 Future Directions   

 It is expected that this study will inform future research and practical application. 

While studies to date have explored subjective experiences (e.g., Wagstaff et al., 2017; 

Saizew, 2018), a worthwhile future direction could be to develop a questionnaire to 

measure athlete experiences with subgroups. The conceptualization serves as a guiding 

framework for initial item construction and development of scales that could measure the 

prevalence and relative impact of subgroups within a team. From a practical perspective, 

such a tool could enhance coaches’ and athletes’ understandings of the importance of the 

social environment and how subgroups influence important team processes.  

As subgroups are described as having both positive and negative implications for 

sport teams, researchers have called for a greater focus on the techniques and strategies 

that aid in maximizing the benefits instead of solely focusing on disbandment (e.g., 

Martin et al., 2016; Wagstaff et al., 2017). As such, the proposed conceptualization 
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aligned with established team building literature (e.g., Holt & Dunn, 2006; Carron et al., 

1997) could inform intervention attempts that enlighten coaches and athletes to the 

nuanced nature of subgroups. Furthermore, this conceptualization could guide evidence-

informed strategies to promote specific behaviours that increase the likelihood of optimal 

team functioning (e.g., strategies that focus on enhancing OCBs) and the achievement of 

success (e.g., enhancing team buy-in). 

6.4 Personal Reflection  

 Whereas the social environment in sport can bring about various positive 

outcomes for athletes such as a sense of belonging, companionship, and enhanced self-

worth, it is apparent that sport too can be a source of exclusion, isolation, and ostracism. 

Moving forward, it will be important for research contributions to work towards 

cultivating a sport environment that can best promote the aforementioned beneficial 

outcomes of teammate interactions. As such, it is my hope that through my master’s 

thesis, I have been able to shed light on a construct that shapes the athlete experience and 

has the potential to greatly enhance the social environment within sport. With an 

increased understanding and a more holistic approach to studying subgroups, it is the aim 

that individuals within the sport environment—coaches and athletes included—can 

absorb this information to enhance the interactions between athletes to subsequently, 

result in the attainment of long-term individual and team level success. As I continue to 

remain involved within the research realm of sport, I look forward to implementing the 

knowledge gained throughout this project to enhance athlete experiences and ultimately, 

assist in fostering a sport context where the facilitative outcomes of subgroups undermine 

any potential debilitating implications. 
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Appendix A 

Statement of Change 

No changes were made from the approved thesis proposal that occurred in: April, 

2019.  
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Appendix B 

Athlete Demographic Questionnaire 

 

Full Name: _____________________________ 

Age (in years): __________  

Gender: £  Female  £ Male £ Other (please specify): ____________  £ Prefer not to say 

Hometown: _________________________________________________ 

 

Program of study: ________________________________ Year of program: _____ 

Current GPA (specify on what scale): ___________________________________ 

 

Sport: _________________________________ 

Year of Eligibility: _________________ 

Years of experience in the sport specified above:  ___________ 

Current position on team: __________________________________ 

 

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 C 

Focus Group Script 

General introductory thoughts:  

I would like to begin by thanking each of you for your willingness to participate in my 
research today. Over the next period of time, I will be bringing up topics specifically 
pertaining to subgroups and will provide all of you with opportunities to discuss your 
perceptions and experiences as they relate to sport. We’ve specifically selected a focus 
group format as it will allow you to build off of each other’s thoughts, and to discuss the 
topics amongst yourselves. As such, it’s very important that everyone feels like they have 
a voice and are provided with an opportunity to speak. At time to time, I may ask for your 
specific opinion, but please feel free to jump in with a comment or response at any time. I 
would also like to note here that if at any time you feel that you do not want to carry on 
with the discussion, you may withdraw with absolutely no consequences. Finally, you 
can be sure that the information you share will remain confidential and will eventually be 
presented in aggregate form. Do you have any questions before we begin? 

Definition to orient all interview participants: 

“Cliques are an inevitable, variable, and identifiable subgrouping of athletes within a 
team who exhibit particularly close task and/or social bonds. Their utility varies and the 
behaviours that members within cliques exhibit ultimately generate facilitative or 
debilitative individual or group-level outcomes.” (Martin et al., 2015, p. 90) 

Indicators of the Subgroup Dimensions discussion: 
1. Observability Dimension: 

a. To begin, could we please share a couple of stories/examples from our 
own sport history- times when we had teammates that ended up splitting 
into subgroupings?  

i. What was it about these groups that allowed you to identify them?  
ii. Now in general, could you describe the characteristics of these 

groupings? 
1. Probe for number, size, composition, etc. 
2. Could all athletes see these subgroups?  
3. Do you think the team as a whole would recognize all these 

different subgroups? 
iii. Could you describe which group you belong to/do not belong to?  

1. How did you come to this conclusion?   
2. Would other groups within the team come to the same 

conclusions? 
3. Would the team as a whole come to this conclusion?  

2.  Structural Dimension: 
a. Thinking about different points throughout the season such as training 

camps, pre-season, during and post, did you ever notice if these groups 
you identified changed?  
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i. How did you notice they changed throughout the season? 
ii. Did specific events occur to lead to this change?  

1. Probe e.g., injury, first years becoming more integrated 
into the team, travel teams (More overt->informal), do 
subgroups form from other subgroups (age->personality) 

iii. Have you ever changed subgroups? (If no, why?) 
1. How many subgroups are you involved in?  
2. Is/was it easy to move in and out of these groups? 
3. Did your movement impact other subgroups or the team 

(positive or negative)?  
4. How did this move impact you?  

iv. Did you notice other people on the team ever change subgroups? 
(If no, why do you think people remain in the same groups?) 

1. Which members can move in and out more easily between 
groups? 

2. Is it harder for some athletes to change groups? 
3. How does this movement impact the person/subgroup/team 

as a whole? 
3. Organizational Orientation Dimension: 

a. We’ve talked about how you can identify subgroupings, how they might 
(or might not) change over time, and how people can (or cannot) move 
between them. I’d like to now ask some questions about some of the 
things that they do in terms of their behaviours or tendencies. Picture a 
subgroup on your team and tell me about what they do? 

i. Can you provide any examples of when a subgrouping might have 
been very helpful to either an individual on your team, or the team 
as a whole? 

ii. Are there also times when a subgrouping might have tried to 
improve things for its group members, perhaps at the detriment of 
the remainder of the team?  

1. Probe/help responses based on elements of “power” or 
status and things like playing time, information, resources, 
etc. 

2. Would the subgroup itself see their actions as being 
detrimental?(i.e. the starting line-up convincing coach not 
to run, they may think that’s what the team wants but also 
could be detrimental to other players’ performances) 

3. Would other subgroups and the overall team come to the 
same conclusion? Why or why not?  

b. Something that we talk about a lot at the individual athlete level is “buy-
in” to a team’s philosophy or the team’s objectives. Can you discuss how 
this general idea might exist at a subgrouping level? 

i. What is the team’s overall philosophy/buy-in?  
ii. Are there certain groups more/less likely to embody the team 

philosophy? 
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iii. Do specific subgroups have different buy-ins/Do the subgroups 
have their own philosophies that don’t align with the team’s 
philosophy? 

c. It’s really important for teams to have a general identity in terms of what 
the typical member might act like, some of the things that they believe in, 
or try to embody. I’d like you to discuss some examples of when a 
subgrouping demonstrated “prototypical” team behaviours, and what it 
might have meant for the total team.  

i. What are some typical behaviours the entire team embodies? 
1. Do some groups exemplify the prototypical behaviours 

more so than others? If yes, why do you think so? 
ii. What are some typical behaviours in your own subgroup(s)?  

1. (e.g., commitment, hard work, perseverance)  
iii. Do other subgroups have their own typical behaviours?  

4. Organizational Representativeness Dimension: 
a. I’m really interested in hearing about how various subgroupings align with 

the total group, and show interest in integration pertaining to objectives, 
norms, and expectations.  

i. Do you think your own subgroup aligns with the total team 
objectives/goals? 

ii. How do you think other subgroups and the team would describe 
your subgroups goals? 

iii. Which subgroups don’t and do align with the total team? 
b. If you can think about the different subgroupings that might have been 

present within your team, can you give me some examples of when they 
might have aligned or complimented each other? 

i. Describe some examples when subgroups had the same 
goals/values/objectives 

ii. Were there instances when the opposite was true?  
1. I.e., Subgroups were not compatible/did not work well 

together  
iii. How would your coach describe the goals/expectations of the 

subgroups on your team versus the total teams’ goals/objectives? 
5. Affective Dimension: 

a. When you were aware of subgroups on your team, how did those 
subgroups make you feel (i.e., were there some groups that had more 
positive/negative feelings associated with them?) 

i. Let’s spend the next little bit of time simply talking about the 
general feelings that we have when we think about these 
groupings, and if there are examples or situations which stick out 
to you in terms of when a clear emotion or mood was associated 
with something about a subgrouping on your team. 

ii. When you had to interact with teammates who were in a different 
subgroup then your own, such as working or spending time with 
someone outside of your group, what was that interaction like? 
Positive/negative/neutral?  



 

85 

 
General concluding thoughts: 

So, is there any advice you would give to someone in that position being coach/captain 
what would you do to alleviate some of those things, to a first year what would you have 
liked to have to change your experiences? 

I’ve asked the specific questions that I was hoping to discuss with you today, but I’d 
like to take this opportunity to allow any of you to bring things up that we may have 
missed that you consider important to this discussion. Do you think we missed anything? 
Are there specific examples that you couldn’t fit in during our discussion?  
Thank you for your time today, we really appreciate your input and value your 
perspectives. 
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Appendix D 

General Research Ethics Board Approval 
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Appendix E 

Combined Letter of Information and Consent Form 

Study Title: “Exploring Student-Athlete Perceptions of Cliques” 

Name of Principal Investigator: Cailie McGuire, School of Kinesiology and Health Studies, 
Queen’s University  

Name of supervisor: Dr. Luc Martin 

 I am inviting current interuniversity athletes to take part in a research study. This study is 
being conducted by Cailie McGuire, a Master of Science Candidate, under the supervision of Dr. 
Luc Martin within the School of Kinesiology and Health Studies at Queen’s University. This 
research project is being funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council.  

What is this study about? The purpose of this study is to measure athlete perceptions and 
experiences pertaining to cliques in sport. If you agree to participate, I will interview you in a 
focus group format of 6 to 8 athletes for one hour (maximum of 2 hours) in the sport psychology 
laboratory in the School of Kinesiology and Health Studies. These focus group sessions will be 
audio-recorded and later transcribed. There is a risk that some of the questions may upset you 
during the focus group. If you feel upset after the interview, please call the Queen’s Student 
Wellness Services at (613)-533-2506 (http://www.queensu.ca/studentwellness/home). There are 
no direct benefits to you as a participant. Study results will help inform researchers on how 
student-athletes perceive cliques in sport. If you agree to participate, you will be put in a draw to 
win one of three prepaid $50 amazon gift cards.  

Is my participation voluntary? Participation in this study is voluntary. You do not have to answer 
any questions you do not want to. You can stop participating in this study at any time without 
penalty/impact on your academic standing. You may withdraw from the study up until the day 
before your focus group session by contacting Cailie McGuire (13cm115@queensu.ca). You may 
request to have your data withdrawn from the study until the research paper has been submitted 
for publication by contacting Cailie McGuire (13cm115@queensu.ca). Due to the nature of the 
focus group discussion, it is difficult to near impossible to identify and remove individual 
information; however, if you wish to discontinue the study, the principal investigator will try their 
best to remove your information from the analysis of the transcribed focus group session. 

What will happen to my responses? Your confidentiality will be protected to the extent permitted 
by applicable laws. The only people who will have access to the identities of participants will be 
Cailie McGuire, Dr. Luc Martin and participants within the focus groups. Focus group 
participants will be asked to respect the confidentiality of their fellow participants and to not 
discuss the focus group material outside of the study. Other members of the research team will 
only have access to de-identified information and will have signed a Confidentiality Agreement. 
Any identifying information will be stored separately from your data on an encrypted USB key 
that will be stored in the locked Sport Psychology Lab. Data will be stored on a password 
protected laptop in a controlled location in the School of Kinesiology and Health Studies for at 
least five years after the study has been completed as per Queen’s University Policy. After this 
period, the de-identified information will be deposited into the Queen’s University’s Institutional 
Repository. Any identifying information will be destroyed five years after study closure. In 
addition to the principal investigator and study team, a transcriber who has signed a  
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Confidentiality Agreement will have access to the data. The Queen’s University General 
Research Ethics Board (GREB) may see your study data for quality insurance purposes.  

I plan to publish and present the results of this study in academic journals and at conferences. I 
will include quotes from some of the interviews when presenting my findings; however, the 
quotes will be unanimous (i.e., they will not have names) and all potential identification 
information will be removed. During the interview, you may also let me know if you say anything 
that you do not want me to quote.         

Should you be interested in the results of this study, you can request 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 the research can be directed towards primary 
researcher Cailie McGuire or supervising researcher Dr. Luc Martin. Any ethical concerns about 
this study can be directed towards the Research Ethics Board at chair.GREB@queensu.ca or at 1-
844-535-2988 (Toll free in North America). Call 1-613-533-2988 if outside North America. 
Please note that GREB communicates in English only.  

Your participation in this study is greatly appreciated.  

 

Cailie McGuire, MSc Candidate 

School of Kinesiology and Health Studies 

Queen’s University 

28 Division Street, Kingston, ON, K7L 3N6 

Office: KHS 401 

Phone: (613) 533-6000 ext. 78207 

Email: 13cm115@queensu.ca  

Dr. Luc Martin, PhD, Associate Professor 

School of Kinesiology and Health Studies 

Queen’s University 

28 Division Street, Kingston, ON, K7L 3N6 

Office: KHS 302C 

Phone: (613) 533–6000 x79140 

Email: luc.martin@queensu.ca 

 

This Letter of Information provides you with the details to help you make an informed choice.  
All your questions should be answered to your satisfaction before you decide whether or not to 
participate in this research study. Keep one copy of the Letter of Information for your records and 
return one copy to the researcher, Cailie McGuire. You have not waived any legal rights by 
consenting to participate in this study.  

By signing below, I am verifying that: I have read the Letter of Information and all of my 
questions have been answered. 

You have my permission to use quotes/audio-recorded information: 

 �  Yes  � No 

I understand that all information and identities discussed in the focus group is to remain 
confidential and I will not discuss this information outside of the focus group  

�  Yes  � No          
  

I wish to receive a copy of these results:  

�  Yes  � No          
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If yes, my email address is: ____________________________     
      

I have read the above statements and freely consent to participate in a focus group: 

 �  Yes  � No 

 

____________________________ ______________________ _________________ 

Signature of Participant/Guardian/ PRINTED NAME Date 

Substitute Decision-Maker 

 

____________________________ ______________________ _________________ 

Signature of Person Conducting   PRINTED NAME & ROLE Date 

the Consent Discussion 
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Appendix F 

 Expert Review Package 

Perceiving and Experiencing Subgroups in Sport: A Conceptual and Qualitative Approach 

Cailie McGuire1, M. Blair Evans2, & Luc J. Martin1 
1Queen’s University, 2Western University 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary: 

Recent advances in group dynamics research suggest subgroups to be an inevitability in sport, and 
that their presence can have facilitative and debilitative implications at both athlete and team levels (e.g., 
Wagstaff & Martin, 2018). To better understand how subgroups impact athletes, it is important to further 
explore the perceptions and experiences of the athletes themselves. As such, the purpose of this study 
(Phase 1) was to advance a series of dimensions expected to be indicative of the way that athletes perceive 
subgroups in sport.  

A preliminary list of dimensions reflecting the perceptual experience of subgroups was created—
informed by the literature from divergent fields of psychology (e.g., social, developmental, 
industrial/organizational) and emerging research in sport. These dimensions were discussed in detail 
through face-to-face or virtual focus group interviews with 28 athletes (54% female; Mage = 23.1) from a 
range of sports (e.g., soccer, ice hockey, rowing). Audio recordings were transcribed verbatim and 
subsequently coded to identify themes. The proposed subgroup dimensions include: Observability, 
variability, organizational integration, organizational orientation, and affective. These dimensions represent 
the numerous ways that subgroups are observed/experienced by athletes.  

Importantly, and in line with a critical realist approach, our analysis will progress from 
establishing themes to further situating our work as theory and research laden. As such, we are including 
experts in team dynamics within the “abduction” (or theoretical redescription) and the “retroduction” 
(modifying, supporting, or rejecting existing theories) stages of analysis (e.g., Fletcher, 2017). Specifically, 
the dimensions were advanced from a set of ideas/concepts—and explored with athletes as active agents—
and it is our hope that as an expert in the field, you can further enrich our theoretical engagement with each 
dimension and aid in providing the most accurate explanation for our findings (Danermark et al., 2002; 
Fletcher, 2017).    

Subgroup Conceptualization Overview 

How we see them: 

 

Purpose: Phase 3 of this project involves a complementary critical review of the proposed dimensions by 
experts (i.e., you!) within the field of group dynamics. The purpose of this review is to reconsolidate 
athletes’ perceptions/experiences in relation to current subgroup literature. You will have the opportunity 
to examine the dimensions, provide feedback/comments, offer suggestions, and highlight potentially 
relevant research pertaining to the proposed dimensions. Once the expert reviews have been completed, 
responses will be compiled and synthesized, and recommended changes or revisions will be made where 
possible.
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As illustrated in Figure 1, the ways that athletes perceive/experience subgroups appear to be contingent on 
several overarching structural, behavioural, and affective dimensions. These general dimensions range from 
their observability within a team, variability in membership, behavioural dispositions of members toward 
other subgroups and the team generally, the compatibility between different subgroups, and how they 
commonly make athletes feel.  

What we are asking from you: 

 In the following sections, we will:  
(1)  Describe each dimension in detail based on theory and research 
(2)  Provide example quotes from athletes to portray the dimension 
(3)  Request feedback and suggestions based on your expertise throughout each dimension 

 
Structural Dimensions 

The Structural Dimensions, that is, Observability and Variability, refer to the various characteristics or 
features that represent or instigate thoughts about subgroups for athletes, and also describe the dynamism of 
such entities. Both dimensions are highlighted in Figures 2 and 3.  

Observability Dimension 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Theory and Research:  

The Observability Dimension (OD) represents an athlete’s ability to ‘see’ the various 
subgroupings within their team. The OD stems from the organizational psychology work of Carton and 
Cummings (2012) in which subgroups are classified as a subset of members belonging to a total group, and 
that are characterized by a unique interdependence from the superordinate group. Developmental 
psychologists also emphasize the ‘requirement’ that sub-entities be recognizable subdivisions within a 
superordinate group (Brown & Dietz, 2009).  

Figure 1. Subgroup Conceptualization 
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Figure 2. Descriptive Features of Observability Dimension 
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The theoretical propositions above ultimately support our expectation that (a) subgroups emerge 
when they show some type of independence from the rest of the group and (b) that athletes observing the 
subgroups is an important part of many outcomes related to subgroups. From our perspective, the OD 
represents the boundary characteristics of subgroups that enable athletes to distinguish them from the rest 
of the team. These boundary characteristics can range from designated role assignments (e.g., captain, 
leader), the sport structure (e.g., position), athlete demographics (e.g., age, gender, year), and athlete 
characteristics (e.g., academic versus social priorities). Therefore, the main overarching item of interest is 
what makes the subgrouping ‘noticeable’ to the athlete, or in other words, what differentiates it from the 
superordinate team so as to enable team members to ‘observe’ them.  

Feedback: 

 

 

 

WHAT DID THE ATHLETES HAVE TO SAY? 

The following quotes are meant to provide context for our perspective based on responses obtained by 
athletes. The identifiers accompanying each quote indicate the focus group number, the participant’s 
identification within the focus group (i.e., Participant A = PA), and the athlete’s gender and sport (e.g., 
FG4, PC, W Figure Skating). 

Boundary Characteristics 

“There are quite a few different subgroups in my sport because there are three different disciplines in 
fencing, so people tend to group themselves within those groups. I’ve also noticed that there tends to be 
groupings among returning people and newer people, and then also being a grad student, it seems that there 
are subgroupings of undergraduates that you feel apart from as well” (FG1, PC, M Fencing).  

“A lot of the time we get into groups by position… it’s the middles that are hanging out…but also in terms 
of starters and nonstarters. I’d say it does happen that especially with volleyball if you are a nonstarter you 
could potentially not see the floor for the entire season whereas starters will play every single point. So, it 
does turn into kind of a group that these are the people that play and these are the people that don’t. You 
hear people say, ‘Oh she doesn’t even play’ kind of thing” (FG2, PE, W Volleyball).  

“With my team we all live in groups of 4 or 5 different houses in the neighbourhood beside the school and 
it’s kind of been the same groups for the past three years. So I know that we have different subgroups 
throughout the team based on who we are living with because we end up just spending a lot of time with 
our housemates and even though we obviously have countless hours of practice and workouts, it’s you 
know—the little things whether you are sitting around doing homework or watching TV… that’s when you 
end up bonding with different people” (FG2, PA, M Hockey).  

“Two years ago, we had quite a few fifth years so that was a clique in itself in a sense that we called them 
the grandma’s of the team. But within, there were definitely individuals that would stick together, more of 
the loud outgoing type and a few more reserved that would be in a leadership position and still in the fifth 
year clique but as a subgroup less verbal in the changeroom and more reserved when it came to the 
pregame rituals” (FG1, PE, W Soccer).  

“Within my team we have some guys who like to party a lot and others who are a bit more focused, 
hardworking, and just more dedicated to sport and academics…I pick my spots to party. I have my 
priorities set, my sport is the most important thing, then my academics second, and social life comes third, 
so it’s almost divided into two on my team when it comes to that” (FG2, PA, M Hockey). 

“I think that groups kind of shift as rookies come in and people get to know people. I think when rookies 
come in, they are automatically like, ‘Oh we are rookies’ and they stick together. As the older athletes get 
to know the younger athletes groups kind of shift from being a veteran/rookie group to being based on 
personalities and different traits” (FG2, PE, W Volleyball).  
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Figure 3. Descriptive Features of Variability Dimension 

 

Figure 137. Descriptive Features of Variability Dimension 

 

Figure 138. Descriptive Features of Variability Dimension 

 

Figure 139. Descriptive Features of Variability Dimension 

 

Figure 3. Descriptive Features of Variability Dimension 

 

Figure 140. Descriptive Features of Variability Dimension 

 

Figure 141. Descriptive Features of Variability Dimension 

 

Figure 142. Descriptive Features of Variability Dimension 

Quote Feedback: 

Based on your knowledge of group dynamics research, please highlight the degree to which you think the 
example quotes are representative of the Observability Dimension. 

                            

-  

Additional Feedback: 

 

Variability Dimension 

-  

-  

-  

 

 

 

 

 

Theory and Research: 

The Variability Dimension refers to whether a subgroup’s composition changes throughout the 
season and what events or characteristics influence this change. Martin and colleagues (2015) highlight that 
subgroup composition varies considerably due to a variety of events (e.g., injury) or athlete (e.g., age, skill 
level) and team characteristics (e.g., team size). Wagstaff and colleagues (2017) emphasize that subgroup 
membership changes over time and furthermore, events such as success and failure lead to the most 
noticeable subgroup presence. Research from other domains such as education also support the variability 
in subgroup membership across time due to environmental features such as classroom size (Hallinan, 
1979). In accordance with existing literature, the Variability Dimension is characterized by two main 
features and one critical consideration. Feature 1: Subgroups are dynamic in nature due to athletes’ shared 
experiences. Feature 2: Athletes can be involved in multiple groups contingent on membership 
permeability. Critical consideration: An individual’s status within the team dictates their ability to move 
across groupings.  

Subgroups are described as dynamic entities as changing circumstances within the social 
environment can influence the structure of these groupings (Forsyth, 2014). As humans develop 
connections with others to fulfill their social and emotional needs, alterations to subgroup composition can 
be observed (Forsyth, 2014). For example, throughout an athlete’s season, events such as team conflict and 
failure can strengthen subgroup divides. In contrast, team bonding activities, proximity to the sport 
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environment (i.e., the further away from the sport environment the less evident subgroups are), and success 
can break down subgroup divides. Second, in relation to membership permeability, Campbell (1958) 
describes the rigidity or strength of a group’s boundaries dependant on the unifying characteristics of that 
group (i.e., some groups have naturally stronger borders). These group attributes and characteristics can 
then influence how alterable a group’s boundaries are and in turn, how frequently membership permeability 
or multiple group membership are experienced (Hamilton, 2007). In addition to these two features, the 
individual status of an athlete is also an important consideration. For example, subgroups that are of a 
higher status/more exclusive (e.g., captain, starting player), often have more rigid boundaries and are 
ultimately less likely to endorse members moving into these groups.  

Feedback: 

 

 

 

WHAT DID THE ATHLETES HAVE TO SAY? 

Dynamic Factors  

“I found especially the rookie [subgroup] was more consolidated near the end of the year. They became 
much closer together. They didn’t know each other at the start of the year, they just had this shared 
experience, however as they grew to know each other more that became more prominent I think” (FG1, PC, 
M Fencing).  

“We had a ridiculously good season this year considering past years. I would actually say it did a really, 
really good job of breaking down the barriers that had sort of cropped up before. In past years if you are not 
doing so well people don’t really have the opportunity to share in each other’s success, you end up a lot 
more grounded in your boat and your boat becomes the only thing that matters” (FG1, PB, M Rowing).  

“I think it’s interesting though because once you left the field those groups would kind of disappear. It was 
more seen in the game or during practice or something like that and once you got away from the soccer 
environment and it was back to [socializing] in the changeroom those groups weren’t really as apparent” 
(FG3, PC, W Soccer).   

Membership Permeability  

“I find myself in an interesting cross roads between a few different ones, at the start of the year I was more 
so—this is my first year at [University]—with that rookie group; however, I have been in the sport for a 
long time so I’m one of the better ones at my club and I am also one of the older ones. So as the year went 
on, I was less connected to that rookie group but also not quite as closely connected to the older and more 
experienced group because there is kind of a larger overlap between lots of experience and being older, so 
those relationships have been built up over a long time…where as I am coming into it not having been in 
this group for a long time but also being older so I’m sort of in between a few different ones where I don’t 
feel like I’m central to anyone” (FG1, PC, M Fencing).  

“I don’t really know if I particularly fell into a group. This past season with the formal leadership role I 
tried my best to be a part of every group or come close to every group possible and because of that, I don’t 
think I ever dedicate much time to just one group or clique or whatever it may be but if I were to have to 
put myself into a group of people I would probably more say the leaders on the team” (FG3, PE, M 
Soccer).  

Influence of Individual Status  

“I personally move fairly fluidly between all of the groups just because I am good friends with the house, I 
am one of the light weights, and there actually isn’t a heavy weight clique. I’m good friends with most of 
the women’s team as well so I sort of bounce quite easily and my role on the team [as captain] helps as 
well” (FG1, PB, Rowing).  
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 “I find that there are a few key members within the club probably like 4 or 5 that have large overlaps in 
their own characteristics with the larger cliques. So those would be the people that are in leadership 
positions…have a fairly high skill level, and also just have that type of personality that they are very 
charismatic and personable. I find those people tend to be everywhere which is good—you need those 
people. I find those people tend to be in every group” (FG1, PC, Fencing).  

“I think that the most skilled on the team, well for cross country for example, the most skilled runner is 
probably the most valuable runner on the team, is pretty popular between the coach and the other athletes 
on the team, and the other runners are looking up to that top runner to try and get on their level, and they 
probably get a little more attention from the coach in the sense of cross country and so not necessarily make 
relationships better but probably are more likely to be in that subgroup that is engaging with everyone” 
(FG3, PB, W Cross Country).   

Quote Feedback: 

Based on your knowledge of group dynamics research, please highlight the degree to which you think the 
example quotes are representative of the Variability Dimension. 

                            

 

Additional Feedback: 

 

Behavioural Dimensions 

The Behavioural Dimensions, that is, Organizational Integration and Organizational Orientation, 
refer to the specific behaviours subgroups exhibit and how these behaviours align with and impact other 
subgroups and the total team. The dimensions are displayed in Figures 4 and 5.  

Organizational Integration Dimension 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Theory and Research: 

 It is important to consider how subgroups behave and what the associated impact on individual 
athletes and the overall team will be. The Organizational Integration Dimension refers to the general 
behavioural tendencies of a subgroup and how these behaviours influence people within the team. Across 
the broader psychology literature, it is acknowledged that peer groups can have many benefits such as a 
decrease in social loneliness (Ebrahimi, 2005), enhanced self-esteem and self-worth (Tarrant et al., 2006), 

Figure 4. Descriptive Features of Organizational Integration Dimension 
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and improved work productivity (Thatcher & Patel, 2012). On the other hand, they can also promote 
delinquent behaviours such as smoking (Ennett & Bauman, 1994) and binge drinking (Prinstein & Greca, 
2004) and furthermore, can lead to neglect (Yukelson, 1997), alienation (Bloom, Loughead, & Newin, 
2008), and identity fragmentation (Carton & Cummings, 2012) for certain members.  

Whereas the majority of sport specific research prior to 2015 focused on the negative outcomes of 
subgroup membership, recent advances highlight that athletes acknowledge both facilitative and 
debilitative outcomes (Martin et al., 2015; Wagstaff et al., 2017). Accordingly, this dimension generally 
speaks to the overarching orientation of the subgroup being perceived by the athletes, generally 
demonstrating either: (1) beneficial behaviours (e.g., supporting teammates, acting as mentors, 
demonstrating good role modelling, being inclusive), as well as (2) detrimental behaviours (e.g., being 
exclusive, emphasizing or projecting power and/or status, demonstrating preferential treatment) as well as 
the contextualizing piece of the overarching intentionality of the exhibited behaviours (e.g., was a subgroup 
purposefully excluding an athlete?). These dimensions align with the work of Podsakoff, Ahearne, and 
MacKenzie (1997) who stress the importance for groups to embody Organizational Citizenship Behaviours 
(OCBs) (e.g., civic virtue, conscientiousness, courtesy) to enhance performance and satisfaction of group 
members. These helping behaviours have been found to decrease work conflict, increase cooperation 
amongst team members, and enhance team cohesion. 

Feedback: 

 

 

 

WHAT DID THE ATHLETES HAVE TO SAY? 

Beneficial Behaviours 

“A positive behaviour would be some of the upper years on the team planning little things to do outside of 
practice and competition, maybe little team dinners or coming over to just hang out and watch a movie or 
have snacks. Just little bonding events that were organized by the upper year students to get the team 
bonding and team together” (FG3, PB, W Cross Country).  

“Definitely with newer players coming in the group of older guys, experienced guys, can rub off on them, 
and help instill good habits and just kind of keep them on track” (FG2, PA, M Hockey).  

“I found the leadership group was very supportive of the rookie class because they struggled a lot, 
obviously it’s a big transition from any sport coming into first year university so they have lots of questions 
and just sort of integrating them into the culture. The leadership group was great at always being there for 
questions and moral or physical support” (FG1, PE, W Soccer).  

Detrimental Behaviours 

“I can think of players that I’ve played with where coaches adored them skill wise but other than that they 
were not great leaders. They knew they were good and put in the time they needed to, they knew they 
didn’t need to work out, or show up to the gym early, or do any of the extra steps to start and I know 
because of that, other players would get frustrated and annoyed and not want to talk to them, reach out to 
them, or rely on them knowing that they weren’t really helping anyone out, they were just there to help 
themselves” (FG3, PA, W Volleyball).  

“Especially people who live together and are with each other all of the time, inside jokes, certain subgroups 
talk to the same girls around the school or just know the same people. So, it’s kind of like when we are in 
the dressing room and even though these subgroups are spread out across the room, they will just be talking 
over the room or talking across the room to other guys within their group about these topics that are 
exclusive to them. It makes you feel left out, it’s kind of one of those things, if you are not going to share it 
with the rest of the team or explain it why bring it up? It’s not creating inclusion it’s doing the opposite” 
(FG2, PA, M Hockey).  
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“In terms of the graduating fifth years, they had the mentality that if they didn’t want to run they had 
control over it, so they would convince our coach or strength and conditioning interns that the team as a 
whole felt like we didn’t need to do conditioning. That group would approach them, they would convince 
them, and then we wouldn’t run. Which you know short term we are happy because we don’t have to run, 
but long term it is affecting our skill…they had our coach wrapped around their fingers” (FG1, PE, W 
Soccer).   

Intentionality 

“I don’t think that they are really [trying to exclude people], honestly they are just more into going out and 
having a good time. It’s less about this is who is going out, it’s like, ‘I’m going out, if you are coming with 
me, we are going to go out’ kind of thing. It’s not like they are purposely saying she isn’t going out, she 
doesn’t go out, she’s not coming” (FG2, PE, W Volleyball).  

“I wouldn’t say they are trying to exclude people. What I do notice is after parties when it’s not in town and 
people don’t necessarily go unless they are on the top team and they come back and start talking about it, 
that’s when I think there is some resentment from some people on the team when they feel they have been 
excluded” (FG2, PD, W Cross Country).  

Quote Feedback: 

Based on your knowledge of group dynamics research, please highlight the degree to which you think the 
example quotes are representative of the Organizational Integration Dimension. 
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Organizational Orientation Dimension 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Descriptive Features of Organizational Orientation Dimension 

 

 

 

Figure 143. Descriptive Features of Organizational Orientation Dimension 
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Theory and Research: 

 The Organizational Orientation Dimension refers to (1) the subgroup ‘buy-in’ to the team’s 
norms/vision and (2) the compatibility across various subgroups within the team. Martin and colleagues 
(2016) highlight that coaches recognize the importance of establishing group ‘buy-in’ or promoting a team 
philosophy to help mitigate the negative and promote the positive effects of subgroups. There are a number 
of reasons why a subgroup may not be representative of the total team’s goals ranging from differing 
opinions between the coaching staff and athletes, having poor role models/leaders, as well as injury 
isolating athletes from the team. However, subgroups that are representative of buy-in to the total team’s 
goals and objectives can be observed when there are positive influencers within a subgroup, coaches have 
set clear expectations and goals, and athletes are invested in the team’s success.  

 It is also important for subgroups to be compatible with one another. Yukelson (1997) suggests that 
subgroups have the potential to divide loyalties and decrease team cohesion. Therefore, it is critical for 
subgroups to be compatible along the premise that the more compatible subgroups are with one another, the 
more harmonious a team can function as a whole (e.g., Cruwys et al., 2016). In addition to these two 
indicators, it is important to note that the stronger a team’s identity is, the less influential incompatible 
subgroups are on the team as the overarching goal of achieving success becomes more powerful than the 
individual subgroup goals themselves.  

Feedback: 

 

 

 

 

WHAT DID THE ATHLETES HAVE TO SAY? 

Subgroup Prototypicality/Buy-in 

“Because we have a smaller roster compared to other schools’ track teams, basically everybody gets a shot 
to compete even at the [Conference] championships, so there tends to be groups of people that are basically 
just seeing it as they get to go on a bus trip to [City] for the weekend and that’s what they treat it as, and 
that’s not really conducive to the rest of the team’s effort to try and win a banner” (FG4, PA, M Track and 
Field).  

 “I think definitely if you establish a really good team culture right off the bat, you establish goals, I think 
that every single subgroup has the same goal as being a part of the team, and part of the sport. I think that 
you can definitely align every single subgroup into the same team goal and I think that’s when the team 
performs the best” (FG4, PD, W Swimming).  

“You can’t skip practice otherwise the three other guys in your four [boat] can’t row it. But the cliques that 
form have an ingroup accountability standard that then reinforces to the rest of the team when you are like, 
okay this whole block of six people shows up on time every day—they get the best boats and the fastest 
times and if you are not in that group you are obliged to match that group” (FG1, PB, M Rowing).  

Subgroup Compatibility  

“The [Academic All Canadians] subgroup would align well with other groups. I think it’s important when 
others see their teammates being recognized for it, then they try to achieve that so I think that was one that 
kind of transcends all of the subgroups, you know they want to do this, they want to set that goal for 
themselves” (FG4, PD, W Swimming).  

 “Because it’s open weight women and light weight men, they row effectively the same boats. We are sort 
of almost competing over some equipment in some respects and there’s a bit of preferential treatment going 
on from the coaching staff that didn’t go unnoticed as well as competition over coxons. So, if one boat 
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wants an exceptionally good coxon and the other boat needs a cox as well, then those boats tend to clash 
over the coxswain. I’d say if there is competition for resources between boat-based cliques it can get nasty” 
(FG1, PA, M Rowing).   

“In relation to running, subgroups that are more skilled like the top runners would help out the subgroups 
that are maybe less skilled and new to running maybe to motivate, maybe to look up to them, give them tips 
if they have never raced before, if they don’t know what to eat before a race, all of the things that come 
along with running and racing that the newer, less experienced group would look up to” (FG3, PB, W Cross 
Country).  

Considering the Impact of Team Identity  

 “I mean I completely agree with Participant E, it’s really—my team might be in competition with each 
other, but everybody wants the same end goal so it comes together” (FG2, PA, M Hockey).  

“Obviously the team goal is to do well so if you are training all the time it kind of you know bleeds out to 
everyone else, if these two guys are training six days a week or you know just doing that extra little bit then 
everybody is going to jump on board” (FG1, PA, M Rowing).  

“I think for the majority if you are on the team then most of the teammates would have the same goals 
overall to do with the specific sport and I think the coaches are very quick to point out the players who kind 
of need to pick their socks up and be more team oriented if they weren’t. On my team, the teammates hold 
each other accountable” (FG3, PC, W Soccer).  

Quote Feedback: 

Based on your knowledge of group dynamics research, please highlight the degree to which you think the 
example quotes are representative of the Organizational Orientation Dimension. 

                            

 

Additional Feedback: 

 

 
Affective Dimension 

 
 The Affective dimension encompasses an athlete’s feelings and emotions elicited from subgroup 
experiences. The specifics for this dimension can be observed in Figure 6.  
 

Affective Dimension   

 

 

 

 
Figure 6. Descriptive Features of Affective Dimension 
 

 

Figure 145. Descriptive Features of Affective Dimension 
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Theory and Research: 

 The Affective Dimension refers to an athlete’s emotional response when asked to reflect upon their 
subgroup experiences within their team. The sport context provides numerous opportunities for athletes to 
build interpersonal relationships with others including their coaches, referees, and teammates (Tamminen 
& Bennett, 2017). These interactions can lead to the development of various emotions such as happiness, 
anger, or enjoyment, that could potentially both hinder and/or promote the achievement of individual and 
team goals (e.g., Tamminen & Bennett, 2017; Tamminen & Crocker, 2013; Wolf et al., 2018). Martin and 
colleagues (2015) found subgroup development to be an inevitable process that can be experienced both 
positively and negatively by athletes, and these feelings stem predominantly from perceptions of 
inclusion/exclusion, belonging/isolation, pride/shame as well as feeling supported/unsupported and 
motivated/unmotivated. While subgroups are neither inherently good nor bad, athletes presumably label 
them based on how they affectively experience them. Indeed, we have seen that athletes tend to describe 
their feelings towards subgroup as being (1) positive or (2) negative. As the social context can greatly 
influence an athlete’s emotions, it is important to understand what athlete experiences and feelings 
contribute to the classification of a positive or negative subgroup, thus enabling athletes to employ the 
appropriate self- and interpersonal emotion regulation strategies to benefit themselves as well as the team.    

Feedback: 

 

 

 

WHAT DID THE ATHLETES HAVE TO SAY? 

Positive Feelings 

 “In my first year the guy who I knew that was already on the team from my hometown was older so 
through him I was able to become friends with the older guys more so than some of the first years. That 
made me feel good, made me feel cool, like I was more so part of the team than the rest of the rookies I 
think, but then I was also part of the rookie subgroup and that was great because it was a group of friends 
going right into first year university” (FG3, PE, M Soccer).  

“I found that the upper year girls did make a big effort to connect with us. I didn’t really feel that gap so 
much as being a rookie compared to the upper years and then as we got older, we tried to do the same thing 
for the new athletes that came in as well. So, I would say the grouping was very positive” (FG3, PB, W 
Cross Country).  

“It was positive in my experience where I started in a less experienced or less talented group and I slowly 
made gains and made improvements and I worked my way up through the group. So now I'm in the higher 
performance group and it’s personally very rewarding and it was a positive experience to you know 
transition between the subgroups” (FG4, PA, M Track and Field).  

“I feel like when you are included in something it makes you feel a lot better about yourself, it’s almost like 
you are in that top performance group you are on the top of the world, you are the best person ever” (FG2, 
PD, W Cross Country). 

Negative Feelings 

“They used to be in the high-performance group and now they have fallen off the back of workouts and 
now they have been moved down and I've noticed a bit of distance growing between me and him and the 
rest of our group in that top training group. So, I think there is definitely—you would experience it 
positively and negatively depending on how you are moving through the groups” (FG4, PA, M Track and 
Field).  

“Speaking from somebody who is not really part of one of those central orbits, it does feel a little isolating 
at times. This is really a specific case but we had a vote for the leadership position earlier this year and 

(1) Do any other theories or group dynamic principles come to mind for this dimension? 
(2) Are there particular theories we have identified that you feel do not necessarily fit? 

 
 

(3) Do any other theories or group dynamic principles come to mind for this dimension? 
(4) Are there particular theories we have identified that you feel do not necessarily fit? 

 
 

(5) Do any other theories or group dynamic principles come to mind for this dimension? 
(6) Are there particular theories we have identified that you feel do not necessarily fit? 

 
 

(7) Do any other theories or group dynamic principles come to mind for this dimension? 
(8) Are there particular theories we have identified that you feel do not necessarily fit? 

 
 

(9) Do any other theories or group dynamic principles come to mind for this dimension? 
(10) Are there particular theories we have identified that you feel do not necessarily fit? 

 
 

(11) Do any other theories or group dynamic principles come to mind for this dimension? 
(12) Are there particular theories we have identified that you feel do not necessarily fit? 

 
 

(13) Do any other theories or group dynamic principles come to mind for this dimension? 
(14) Are there particular theories we have identified that you feel do not necessarily fit? 

 
 

(15) Do any other theories or group dynamic principles come to mind for this dimension? 
(16) Are there particular theories we have identified that you feel do not necessarily fit? 
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there was myself and another person that could have filled the role that I ended up getting it and I felt that 
most of the people that voted for him were in his clique because he ended up not even being eligible for the 
position and people kind of knew that ahead of time but they still kind of voted for him anyway just 
because it was like [his] clique” (FG1, PC, M Fencing).  

“I have definitely been in that non-high performance group, I’ve been in the dumps and being there you 
kind of feel like the bar is pretty low so you don’t really have much to live up to which is kind of 
detrimental to the separation of the good and the bad runners because it’s like if I don’t do good at practice 
I’m just back at square one, I’m still in the group that is just not that great. No one is really looking at me 
like I’m supposed to be some hot shot or anything and it’s kind of detrimental to your performance in 
general because you don’t put in as much work…in that aspect, ‘Oh well if I don’t finish this rep or didn’t 
hit the pace I’m supposed to hit it doesn’t matter no one is really looking’” (FG2, PC, M Track and Field).  

“When you are not in that [high performance] group you feel like you are not even worth it, why are you on 
the team, should I be even taking advantage of all of these different resources because you are on the team, 
could they be going towards the people that are doing better?” (FG2, PD, W Cross Country).  

Quote Feedback: 

Based on your knowledge of group dynamics research, please highlight the degree to which you think the 
example quotes are representative of the Affective Dimension. 

                            

 

Additional Feedback: 

 

 
Conclusion 

 
 Thank you for taking the time to review and provide feedback on the proposed subgroup 
conceptualization. Your opinions and perspectives are greatly appreciated. If you would like a copy of the 
revised dimensions please indicate below. 
 
I would like a revised Subgroup Conceptualization document:  

Yes:            No: 

 The development of subgroups in sport is an inevitable process that has the potential to impact both 
individual and team level outcomes. The construction of this conceptualization will not only aid researchers 
in developing a more holistic approach to their future investigation, but will also promote the 
implementation of effective strategies to help mitigate the negative effects of subgroups, and promote the 
positive outcomes such as the achievement of individual and team success.  
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Appendix G 

Expert Recruitment Email 

Dear [name of expert], 
 
My name is Cailie McGuire and I am currently a second year Master of Science Candidate within 
the PLAYS Lab at Queen’s University under the supervision of Dr. Luc Martin. I am reaching out 
to you today to gauge your interest in serving as an expert reviewer for a portion of my thesis 
research. 
 
My research project focuses on athletes’ perceptions and experiences of subgroups in sport. We 
have completed focus group interviews with athletes (Phase 1) and have subsequently developed 
five subgroup dimensions that aid in their identification and comprehension of subgroups (Phase 
2). Phase 3 of this project involves a complementary Expert Review in which experts (i.e., You!) 
will consider our findings and provide suggestions or feedback to enhance the proposed 
dimensions.  
 
Attached in this email you will find the Expert Review package. Throughout this document, each 
dimension will be described in detail based on existing literature and will be reinforced through 
athlete quotes extracted from the interview transcripts. For each dimension, you will be asked to 
provide feedback in relation to theory, relevance of the quotes, and to provide any additional 
comments/suggestions deemed relevant. In addition to the Expert Review package, there is a 
reference list attached if you wish to refer to the sources we have cited throughout the document.  
 
If you choose to participate as an expert, please respond to this email stating your willingness to 
participate. We are hopeful that you could provide your review within 30 days of agreeing, at 
which time you can return the document to me (Cailie) via email. Should you agree to be 
involved, we will provide a $60.00 prepaid Amazon gift card upon receipt of your review.  
Thank you for taking the time to consider our request. Your participation and perspectives would 
be extremely valued and appreciated. Please let me know if you have any questions or concerns. 
Thank you, 
Cailie  
 
 Cailie McGuire, MSc Candidate    Luc Martin, Associate Professor  
 Email: 13cm115@queensu.ca    Email: luc.martin@queensu.ca  
 

School of Kinesiology and Health Studies 
Queen’s University 

28 Division Street, Kingston, ON, K7L 3N6 
Office: SKHS 401 

Phone: (613) 533-6000 ext. 78207 
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Appendix H 

Revised Expert Review Package 

Perceiving and Experiencing Subgroups in Sport: A Conceptual and Qualitative Approach 

Cailie McGuire1, M. Blair Evans2, & Luc J. Martin1 
1Queen’s University, 2Western University 

 

 

 

 

Revised Conceptualization: 

The proposed subgroup experience conceptualization now includes the Observability Dimension 
and the Behavioural Dimension. Observability is further delineated by surface-level and deep-level 
characteristics and Behavioural is comprised of organizational citizenship and organizational alignment 
(descriptions are provided throughout the subsequent sections).  

Importantly, these two main dimensions are influenced by several overarching assumptions 
throughout. Generally, we believe subgroups to be dynamic in nature, both in relation to their objective 
physical presence and an athlete’s subjective perceptions. We also propose that it is the interaction between 
the Observability and Behavioural Dimensions—as perceived by a particular athlete—that dictates an 
athlete’s perceptions. Finally, an athlete’s perception of subgroups within their superordinate team will 
result in a variety of outcomes spanning affective, behavioural, and/or cognitive domains. Together, the 
proposed conceptualization represents the nuanced and complex ways that subgroups are perceived by 
athletes.  

Summary of Major Revisions:  

A summary is provided below that highlights the main changes made to the original expert review that have 
refined our conceptualization of subgroups of how they impact the athlete experience:  

• The subgroup dimension descriptions have been revised to emphasize larger overarching themes 
that influence athletes’ subgroup experiences versus highlighting extremely specific features of 
each dimension.  

• The process of the original framework has changed (See Figure 3). Instead of suggesting that all 
three dimensions directly influence subgroup experiences, we now take into consideration how the 
dimensions influence one another to in turn, impact athlete outcomes.   

• The Variability Dimension has been removed and is now described as an overarching 
consideration throughout this document due to the fact that the dynamic feature of subgroups will 
influence both the Observability and Behavioural Dimensions.  

• The consequences or outcomes previously described in each subgroup dimension section have 
now been removed from the main descriptions. These outcomes are further discussed in the new 
section: “Individual Athlete Outcomes.”  

 
What we are asking from you, again: 

 In the following sections, we will:  
(1) Describe each revised dimension in detail based on your proposed theories and research, with 

revisions based on your suggestions.   
(2)  Request your final feedback and suggestions based on your expertise. 

Purpose: Upon completion of the expert review, all of the feedback/comments, suggestions, and additional 
highlighted relevant research were compiled and synthesized. This revised version of the Expert Review document 
includes the integration of the recommended revisions. We are hopeful that you can review this updated document 
and highlight any critical remaining thoughts. 
 
Purpose: Upon completion of the expert review, all of the feedback/comments, suggestions, and additional 
highlighted relevant research were compiled and synthesized. This revised version of the Expert Review document 
includes the integration of the recommended revisions. We are hopeful that you can review this updated document 
and highlight any critical remaining thoughts. 
 
Purpose: Upon completion of the expert review, all of the feedback/comments, suggestions, and additional 
highlighted relevant research were compiled and synthesized. This revised version of the Expert Review document 
includes the integration of the recommended revisions. We are hopeful that you can review this updated document 
and highlight any critical remaining thoughts. 
 
Purpose: Upon completion of the expert review, all of the feedback/comments, suggestions, and additional 
highlighted relevant research were compiled and synthesized. This revised version of the Expert Review document 
includes the integration of the recommended revisions. We are hopeful that you can review this updated document 
and highlight any critical remaining thoughts. 
 
Purpose: Upon completion of the expert review, all of the feedback/comments, suggestions, and additional 
highlighted relevant research were compiled and synthesized. This revised version of the Expert Review document 
includes the integration of the recommended revisions. We are hopeful that you can review this updated document 
and highlight any critical remaining thoughts. 
 
Purpose: Upon completion of the expert review, all of the feedback/comments, suggestions, and additional 
highlighted relevant research were compiled and synthesized. This revised version of the Expert Review document 
includes the integration of the recommended revisions. We are hopeful that you can review this updated document 
and highlight any critical remaining thoughts. 
 
Purpose: Upon completion of the expert review, all of the feedback/comments, suggestions, and additional 
highlighted relevant research were compiled and synthesized. This revised version of the Expert Review document 
includes the integration of the recommended revisions. We are hopeful that you can review this updated document 
and highlight any critical remaining thoughts. 
 
Purpose: Upon completion of the expert review, all of the feedback/comments, suggestions, and additional 
highlighted relevant research were compiled and synthesized. This revised version of the Expert Review document 
includes the integration of the recommended revisions. We are hopeful that you can review this updated document 
and highlight any critical remaining thoughts. 
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Defining Subgroups and Orienting Key Characteristics and Assumptions 

 
Subgroup Experience Conceptualization Overview 

What are they? 

Within sport psychology, subgroups are described as being, “an inevitable, variable, and 
identifiable sub-grouping of athletes within a team who exhibit particularly close task and/or social bonds” 
(Martin et al., 2015, p. 90). These subgroupings have been found to not only impact overall team outcomes, 
but influence members at the individual level as well. Given that athletes’ perspectives of subgroups are 
heavily shaped by their perceived utility and associated outcomes, it is important to be able to better 
conceptualize which elements of a subgroup influence and shape an athlete’s subgroup experiences.  

How we see them: 

 

 

 

 

 

As illustrated in Figure 1, subgroup development is a dynamic process influenced by (1) the 
inevitable presence of hypothetical dividing lines within a team (i.e., Observability) and (2) the degree to 
which these faultlines are accentuated or minimized by behaviours demonstrated by the subgroups (i.e., 
Behavioural). Both the faultlines and behaviours of subgroups can be present independently; however, it is 
the interaction between the two that renders them more or less salient in shaping athletes’ subjective 
subgroup experiences, and by extension, relevant consequences (i.e., affective, behavioural, and cognitive 
outcomes). Accordingly, as subgroups are described as dynamic entities, one must consider the overarching 
features that can alter the magnitude of the faultlines observed and the behaviours exhibited by a subgroup. 

Key Characteristics and Assumptions 

As subgroups are dynamic in nature, it is important to consider certain features that influence 
changes in subgroup composition/behaviours and by extension, the ways that athletes perceive them. The 
overarching dynamic features that impact subgroups include: (1) the stability of subgroup structure, (2) 
power and status motivation, and (3) fulfilling the desire to belong.  

(1) Group structure as point of reference: The structure of a subgroup is likely to produce predictable 
results in terms of subgroup members’ exhibited behaviours. Features of groups often precede how 
members interact (e.g., groups with shared goals often induce cooperation). As such, structure, and 
more importantly the stability of a subgroup’s structure (i.e., faultline) is important in terms of defining 
subgroups. Campbell (1958) describes the rigidity or strength of a group’s boundaries to be dependent 
on the unifying characteristics of that group (i.e., certain groups have more pronounced boundaries). 
These group attributes can then influence how alterable a group’s boundaries are and in turn, how 
membership is experienced by subgroup members (Hamilton, 2007). For example, a faultline 
pertaining to surface-level characteristics such as one’s age is more stable than one based on deep-level 
characteristics such as one’s values and preferences.  

(2) Power and status: The individual status of an athlete is also an important consideration. In relation to 
the Social Dominance Theory, Sidanius and Pratto (2001) highlight that social systems are naturally 
group-based and in turn, ensure specific hierarchical relationships are maintained to reinforce the 

Figure 1. Comparison of Original and Revised Subgroup Diagrams 

 

Figure 151. Comparison of Original and Revised Subgroup Diagrams 

 

Figure 152. Comparison of Original and Revised Subgroup Diagrams 

 

Figure 153. Comparison of Original and Revised Subgroup Diagrams 
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positions of dominance compared to those perceived as having less power and status. In sport, higher 
status subgroups (e.g., starting players, captains) are expected to observe less changes in their subgroup 
composition when compared to subgroups that are deemed lower status as it is harder for athletes to 
integrate themselves into these groups. However, these higher-status members also have the power and 
status within a superordinate group that enables them to move across groups more easily than lower-
status teammates. What this means is that athletes may also use subgroups as a function of status or 
power, and that these processes should be considered relative to the observability of subgroups and the 
behaviours of members in subgroups. 

(3) Fulfilling the desire to belong: Throughout the life span, humans develop connections with others to 
fulfill their social and emotional needs (Forsyth, 2014). In alignment with Optimal Distinctiveness 
Theory, humans characterize their social memberships into either ingroups or outgroups (i.e., the ‘we-
they’ distinction) to in turn, develop a greater sense of belongingness as well as a stronger identity 
(Brewer & Gardner, 1996). However, these perceptions are dependent on the size of the group one 
belongs to—the group needs to be large enough that members see the benefit of interacting with 
others, while small enough to ensure a satisfactory level of social interdependence (Brewer & Gardner, 
1996). For example, a sport team may be too big in structure to provide all members with the social 
benefits of belonging to a group. Thus, athletes begin to form smaller groupings within the 
superordinate team to maximize quality interactions and identity. In relation to this, we also recognize 
that inclusion within valued groups produces a host of valuable outcomes, whereas ostracism or 
exclusion from any type of grouping is aversive. As a result, we are approaching subgroups as entities 
that members may unconsciously pursue within groups—especially groups that are large in size—and 
that can be a source of inclusion as well as ostracism for members. 

Observability Dimension 

 
The Observability Dimension (OD) encompasses various faultline (i.e., boundary) characteristics 

or observable features that permit athletes to ‘see’ them.  
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Theory and Research:  

The OD represents the extent to which an athlete can recognize subgroups within their team. The 
OD has foundations within the organizational psychology work of Lau and Murnighan’s (1998) Faultline 
Theory and Carton and Cummings’ (2012) classification of subgroups. Lau and Murnighan (1998) describe 
faultlines as hypothetical lines that divide members based on various member attributes. Here, initial 
grouping tendencies are often due to more overt and surface-level characteristics such as one’s age, gender, 
and place of birth. However, as time progresses, groups are further refined, emanating from more subtle 
and deep-level characteristics such as an athlete’s values, social preferences, and priorities or motives. 
Inherent in the terminology of ‘observability’, is the need for the classification of a subgroup. In other 
words, athletes must be able to identify them for them to be considered a subgroup. For this to occur, 
Carton and Cummings (2012) suggest that a subgroup needs to be a subset of members belonging to a 
superordinate group that demonstrates some form of unique interdependence. From our perspective, the OD 
can be divided into two types of boundary characteristics: surface-level (e.g., academic program, year of 

Figure 2. Observability Dimension 
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school) and deep-level (e.g., preferences, values). In relation to the stability of faultlines or the variability 
of subgroups, we expect that deep-level characteristics are less rigid and have the potential to change 
compared to surface-level characteristics, but also that they will become more salient and impactful to 
athlete experiences over time. 

It is also important to note that an athlete’s subgroup self-identification may differ from how other 
teammates categorize that athlete’s membership. Therefore, we note the relevance of both (1) the 
application of Self-Categorization Theory (i.e., the extent to which an individual socially identifies with 
those who are like them; e.g., Turner, 1987) and (2) the entitativity of a subgroup (i.e., the extent to which a 
collection of individuals can be categorized as a bound group; Campbell, 1958). The entitativity of the 
group will vary depending on the faultline that categorizes the subgroup (i.e., the surface-level subgroups 
may be more readily observable than deep-level subgroups). Therefore, the main overarching items of 
interest are, which characteristics allow athletes to self-identity with a subgroup and furthermore, what 
makes subgroups noticeable to other teammates/subgroups. 

Behavioural Dimension 

While it is important for athletes to be able to recognize subgroups, in order to better understand 
how subgroups impact an athlete’s experiences, it is less about their objective presence and/or absence, but 
more so about the behaviours that these subgroups embody. Therefore, it is important to understand the 
interaction that exists between a subgroup’s observability and the behaviours that the subgroup portrays. 
Although we anticipate that members of subgroups can act in any range of ways (e.g., mentoring others, 
bullying, sport adherence), we are focused on (1) the scope of behaviours to which subgroup members 
engage in that demonstrate prosocial acts toward other subgroups (i.e., Organizational Citizenship) and (2) 
the degree that behaviours demonstrated by a subgroup align with those expected of them by the team (i.e., 
Organizational Alignment).  

Behavioural: Organizational Citizenship 

We must consider how subgroup members behave generally, and towards other athletes/subgroups 
within the superordinate team. Therefore, Organizational Citizenship refers to the potentially beneficial 
behaviours subgroup members exhibit within and towards subgroups.  

 

 

 

 

  

 

Theory and Research: 

Organizational Citizenship refers to the general citizenship behavioural tendencies of a subgroup 
(e.g., helping, civic virtue, conscientiousness, sportspersonship; Organ, 1988). Importantly, these 
behaviours have the potential to promote effective functioning of an organization (e.g., a team; Organ, 
1988). Subgroups can embody facilitative behaviours (e.g., acting as mentors/role models, leading by 
example), as well as detrimental behaviours (e.g., demonstrating superiority, belittling team members) that 
ostracize specific team members or other subgroups. As citizenship behaviours can enhance performance 
and satisfaction of group members (Podsakoff et al., 1997), it is important to consider which behaviours 
subgroups are embodying within and towards subgroups and how to promote positive interactions within 
the sport environment to in turn, achieve positive individual and team level outcomes.  

Figure 3. Behavioural Dimension 

 

Figure 3. Behavioural Dimension 

 

Figure 3. Behavioural Dimension 

 

Figure 3. Behavioural Dimension 

Behavioural 
Dimension 

Organizational 
Citizenship 

Organizational 
Alignment 



 

107 

The wide range of reasons for why subgroups may exhibit more or less citizenship behaviours is 
beyond the scope of this project; however, they likely relate to motives for power and status (e.g., Sidanius 
& Pratto, 2001), information and resources (e.g., Carton & Cummings, 2012), and perceptions of the 
benefit reciprocity. For instance, in line with Social Exchange Theory (Gouldner, 1960), when subgroups 
expect to benefit from citizen type interactions within a group, they will be more likely to do so. In this 
case, individual interests become shared goals that in turn, promote positive, collaborative interactions 
amongst subgroups (Johnson & Johnson, 1989). For example, when members recognize the benefit of team 
cohesion for overall performance, more elite athletes or a leadership subgroup may be more inclined to 
integrate less skilled teammates into day-to-day interactions instead of isolating them. Conversely, 
perceptions of negative interdependence (e.g., positional competition; Harenberg et al., 2019) could result 
in less citizen-type behaviours. For example, older starting players may exhibit more self-advancing 
detrimental behaviours towards younger starters to maintain their status and playing time.  

Behavioural: Organizational Alignment 

Organizational Alignment refers to the extent to which subgroups members’ behaviours align with 
a team’s overarching objectives.  

 

 

 

 

 

Theory and Research: 

 Organizational Alignment refers to whether subgroup behaviours reflect the team’s general 
normative expectations for behaviour (i.e., prototypicality; Hogg et al., 1993). In other words, whether or 
not subgroup behaviours are representative of the values and norms that a team deems important in 
achieving their overall goals. Subgroup behaviours can demonstrate alignment (i.e., adhering to team 
norms, rules, and expectations) or malalignment (i.e., not fulfilling the behavioural team expectations). For 
example, if a team has established that consuming alcohol is not permitted 48 hours before a competition, 
subgroups that abide by this rule are demonstrating behaviours that align with the team’s expectations. 
Whether a subgroup embodies these prototypical behaviours is important, as they will influence a team’s 
ability to achieve a collective vision and moreover, shape whether an athlete perceives a subgroup to be 
facilitative or debilitative. 

 Generally, it is expected that subgroup prototypicality would be reflected in the extent to which 
subgroup members ‘buy-in’ to the superordinate team’s vision (i.e., willingness to hold oneself accountable 
to team standards). Indeed, buy-in could be influenced by a variety of factors including perceptions of 
social identity (Terry & Hogg, 1996), shared understanding of a teams’ norms (Hogg, 2014), as well as the 
level of interdependence required between athletes within and across subgroups (Johnson & Johnson, 
2008). For instance, when members of a particular subgroup strongly identify with the superordinate team, 
this will increase the likelihood of internalizing team norms and behaviours (i.e., buying-in), and thus, will 
increase the likelihood of portraying prototypical behaviours that will influence a group’s overall success. 
In relation to the establishment of team norms, when members have clear expectations as to what 
behaviours are deemed prototypical, athletes will more likely uptake these aligning behaviours to satisfy 
the imposed expectations (Hogg, 2014). However, when the opposite it true (i.e., lack of clear team 
prototype/uncertainty surrounding expectations), subgroups will be less inclined to buy-in to these team 
norms and demonstrate misaligning behaviours (Hogg, 2014). It is also likely that interdependence will 
influence behavioural alignment. More specifically, the extent to which group members rely on one another 
to achieve goals (i.e., outcome interdependence) as well as contribute specific resources (i.e., resource 
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interdependence) have implications as to whether subgroups will buy-in to the team (Johnson & Johnson, 
2008). For example, and situating information as a resource, a first year grouping of athletes could be 
dependent on the more senior athletes to learn and embody team norms and values. As the behaviours that 
subgroups portray will greatly influence athlete outcomes, it is critical for all subgroups to buy-in to the 
team’s philosophy to in turn, promote the uptake and maintenance of prototypical behaviours to help 
achieve team level goals.   

An Athlete’s Subgroup Experiences: Individual Athlete Outcomes 

 The reciprocal relationship between the Observable and Behavioural Dimensions shape an athlete’s 
subjective subgroup experiences. As a result of this interaction between the dimensions, a wide range of 
outcomes can be dictated, manifested in a multitude of ways. However, for the purpose of this project and 
taking into consideration what the focus group participants reported experiencing, the outcomes of this 
interaction for an athlete can be generally described as either affective, behavioural, and/or cognitive 
consequences.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

Theory and Research: 

Affective: The affective outcome encompasses an athlete’s overall feelings and emotions elicited from 
subgroup experiences (e.g., happiness, enjoyment, anger, envy). The interactions between subgroups and 
the resulting behaviours can lead to the development of various pleasant and unpleasant emotions directed 
towards a subgroup/the team as well as general feelings athletes have about themselves that could 
potentially hinder and/or promote the achievement of individual and team goals (e.g., Tamminen & 
Bennett, 2017; Tamminen & Crocker, 2013; Wolf et al., 2018). Along the lines of Intergroup Emotion 
Theory, one’s social identity can influence an individual’s emotions tied to a specific group (i.e., group-
based emotions) (Smith, 1993). For example, when an individual who strongly identifies with the high-
performance training group on a cross country team experiences an injury that results in them training in 
the less skilled group, this individual may experience shame, embarrassment, and humiliation as they can 
no longer identify with that high-status training group. In addition, collective emotions—a form of group-
based emotions, can also be observed (i.e., emotions experienced collectively and simultaneously by a 
group) (Goldenberg et al., 2014). For example, this could be observed across all subgroups of a team who 
have just won a championship game and are feeling happy to be part of the team and more specifically, 
their subgroup.  

Behavioural: Depending on the interactions between subgroups, various responsive behaviours can be 
instigated by an athlete or their subgroup as a whole, that will shape how teammates are treated. Positive 
interactions and in turn, pleasant emotions often result in what is described as adaptive behaviours 
(Tamminen et al., 2016). For example, if a team wins a championship, the veteran subgroup may be more 
inclined to act as positive influencers or role models for the incoming athletes the next season to help 
achieve the same results. In contrast, unpleasant emotions that are elicited from negative subgroup 
interactions can lead to maladaptive behavioural outcomes (Tamminen et al., 2016). For example, if a team 
were to experience a loss, specific subgroups can quite often be targeted and blamed (e.g., goalies). Failure 
and loss often heighten behaviours of exclusion and ostracism by high-status groups towards the lower-
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status, targeted groups (Tamminen et al., 2016) thereby increasing the overall prominence of subgroups 
within a team.  

Cognitive: There are also varying cognitive related consequences of subgroup membership ranging from 
the strengthening or weakening of one’s identity (Thatcher & Patel, 2012), self-esteem (Tarrant et al., 
2006), and self-worth (e.g., Bagwell et al., 1998). Humans are social beings and have an innate need to 
belong (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Importantly, subgroup membership has the potential to fill that need. 
Collective identities (i.e., interpersonal bonds that form out of commonalities) can enhance one’s self-worth 
and self-esteem when there are strong intra-group similarities (Brewer et al., 1996). For example, the rookie 
subgroup may quickly consolidate at the beginning of the season as the young athletes look to form bonds 
and gain a sense of belongingness on their new team. When the opposite is true (i.e., when subgroup 
membership is compromised), individuals can experience social exclusion, identity threat, and lowered 
self-esteem which all in turn will promote negative emotional responses (e.g., hate) and result in 
maladaptive behaviours (e.g., aggressive towards teammates) (DeWall et al., 2011). For example, a group 
of athletes who are injured may not attend practice as frequently and begin to be excluded from team 
events. Over time, this could decrease one’s identity with the team as well as their overall sense of self-
worth and commitment to the team’s success. 
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Appendix I 

Athlete Reflection Recruitment Email 

 

Dear [name of athlete], 

Thank you for participating in Phase 1 of my thesis in which you participated in a focus 
group discussion. Today, I am reaching out to you today to gauge your interest in 
participating in an “Athlete Reflection” for a portion of my thesis research. 

As you are aware, my research project focuses on athletes’ perceptions and experiences 
of subgroups in sport. We completed six focus group interviews with athletes (Phase 1) 
that assisted in advancing a subgroup conceptualization (Phase 2). Experts within the 
field of team dynamics then participated in a complementary Expert Review where they 
provided feedback on each dimension of the conceptualization (Phase 3). We are now 
looking for athletes from Phase 1, to review the revised findings of this study and provide 
any additional insight based on your own experiences.  

Attached in this email you will find the Athlete Reflection package. Throughout this 
document, each dimension will be described in detail based on existing literature and will 
be reinforced through athlete quotes extracted from the interview transcripts. One you 
have read through the document, a time to discuss the findings with myself will be set. 
This meeting/phone call will last about 10 minutes in length and will be focused on your 
understanding of the package/whether you have any additional information to add.  

If you choose to participate, please respond to this email stating your willingness to 
participate. Should you agree to be involved, we will place you in a draw to win one 
$60.00 prepaid Amazon gift card upon receipt of your review.  

Thank you for taking the time to consider our request. Your participation and 
perspectives would be extremely valued and appreciated. Please let me know if you have 
any questions or concerns. 

Thank you, 

Cailie  
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Appendix J 

Athlete Reflection Package 

Perceiving and Experiencing Subgroups in Sport: A Conceptual and Qualitative Approach 

Cailie McGuire1, M. Blair Evans2, & Luc J. Martin1 
1Queen’s University, 2Western University 

 

 

 

 

Overarching Project Summary: 
 

Recent advances in group dynamics research suggest subgroups to be an inevitability in sport, and 
that their presence can have facilitative and debilitative implications at both athlete and team levels (e.g., 
Wagstaff & Martin, 2018). To better understand how subgroups impact athletes, it is important to explicitly 
explore their perceptions and experiences. As such, the purpose of Phases 1-3 was to advance a 
conceptualization expected to be indicative of the way that athletes perceive subgroups in sport.  

 
A preliminary list of dimensions reflecting the perceptual experience of subgroups was created—

informed by the literature from divergent fields of psychology (e.g., social, developmental, 
industrial/organizational), emerging research in sport, and through face-to-face or virtual focus group 
interviews with 28 athletes (54% female; Mage = 23.1) from a range of sports (e.g., soccer, cross country 
running, rowing). The conceptualization represented the numerous ways that we believed subgroups to be 
perceived by athletes. 

 
In line with a critical realist approach, our analysis progressed from establishing themes to further 

situating our work as theory and research laden. As such, Phase 3 involved experts in team dynamics to aid 
in the process of exploring ‘abduction’ (or theoretical redescription) and the ‘retroduction’ (modifying, 
supporting, or rejecting existing theories) for our themes within the analysis (e.g., Fletcher, 2017). 
Specifically, a document with the proposed dimensions was advanced based on a set of ideas/concepts that 
were explored with athletes as active agents, and a group of five experts were asked to assist in enriching 
our theoretical engagement with each dimension (Danermark et al., 2002; Fletcher, 2017). The suggestions 
and comments provided by the expert reviewers were integrated into our existing dimensions and resulted 
in a refined expert review package with a revised conceptualization.  

 
The proposed subgroup conceptualization now includes the Observability and Behavioural 

Dimensions. Observability is further delineated by surface-level and deep-level characteristics and 
Behavioural is comprised of organizational citizenship and organizational alignment (descriptions are 
provided throughout the subsequent sections). These two main dimensions are influenced by several 
overarching assumptions. These are discussed in detail within the document; however, generally, we 
believe subgroups to be dynamic in nature, both in relation to their objective physical presence and an 
athlete’s subjective perceptions. We also propose that it is the interaction between the Observability and 
Behavioural dimensions—as perceived by a particular athlete—that dictates an athlete’s perceptions. 
Finally, an athlete’s perception of subgroups within their superordinate team will result in a variety of 
outcomes spanning affective, behavioural, and/or cognitive domains.  

 
What we are asking from you: 
 In the following sections, we will:  

Purpose: The purpose of this review is to have participants from Phase 1 of the study reconsolidate their subgroup 
perceptions and experiences in relation to our summarized findings. Upon completion of the athlete review, all of 
the feedback, comments and suggestions, will be compiled and synthesized. We are hopeful that you can review this 
document that summarizes our findings and highlight any critical remaining thoughts. 
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the feedback, comments and suggestions, will be compiled and synthesized. We are hopeful that you can review this 
document that summarizes our findings and highlight any critical remaining thoughts. 
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(1) Describe each dimension in detail based on Phases 1-3 of this study. 
(2) Provide example quotes for each dimension. 
(3) Request your feedback on any areas that warrant clarification/further explanation. 
 

Defining Subgroups and Orienting Key Characteristics and Assumptions 

Subgroup Conceptualization Overview 

What are they? 

Within sport psychology, subgroups are described as being, “an inevitable, variable, and 
identifiable sub-grouping of athletes within a team who exhibit particularly close task and/or social bonds” 
(Martin et al., 2015, p. 90). These subgroupings have been found to not only impact overall team outcomes, 
but influence members at the individual level as well. Given that athletes’ perspectives of subgroups are 
heavily shaped by their perceived utility and associated outcomes, it is important to be able to better 
conceptualize which elements of a subgroup influence and shape an athlete’s subgroup experiences.  

How we see them: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As illustrated in Figure 1, subgroup development is a dynamic process influenced by (1) the 
inevitable presence of hypothetical dividing lines within a team (i.e., Observability) and (2) the degree to 
which these faultlines are accentuated or minimized by behaviours demonstrated by the subgroups (i.e., 
Behavioural). Both the faultlines and behaviours of subgroups can be present independently; however, it is 
the interaction between the two that renders them more or less salient in shaping athletes’ subjective 
subgroup experiences, and by extension, relevant consequences (i.e., affective, behavioural, and cognitive 
outcomes). Accordingly, as subgroups are described as dynamic entities, one must consider the overarching 
features that can alter the magnitude of the faultlines observed and the behaviours exhibited by a subgroup. 

 
Key Characteristics and Assumptions 

As subgroups are dynamic in nature, it is important to consider certain features that influence 
changes in subgroup composition/behaviours and by extension, the ways that athletes perceive them. Here, 

Figure 1. Overarching Subgroup Dimensions 
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we provide several overarching thoughts for your consideration prior to describing the revised 
conceptualization.  

(1) Group structure as point of reference: The structure of a subgroup is likely to produce predictable 
results in terms of subgroup members’ exhibited behaviours. Features of groups often precede how 
members interact (e.g., groups with shared goals often induce cooperation). As such, structure, and 
more importantly the stability of a subgroup’s structure (i.e., faultline) is important in terms of defining 
subgroups. Campbell (1958) describes the rigidity or strength of a group’s boundaries to be dependent 
on the unifying characteristics of that group (i.e., certain groups have more pronounced boundaries). 
These group attributes can then influence how alterable a group’s boundaries are and in turn, how 
membership is experienced by subgroup members (Hamilton, 2007). For example, a faultline 
pertaining to surface-level characteristics such as one’s age is more stable than one based on deep-level 
characteristics such as one’s values and preferences.  

I mean for the rowing team I think the only group that someone wouldn’t really able to jump in and be is 
from the weight classes. Like if coming from a heavy weight side to being like, ‘Oh I want to be part of the 
light weights’ it’s kind of hard, it’s not like I could actually physically drop down 165 pounds (FG1, PA, M 
Rowing; Stability of structure) 

(2) Power and status: The individual status of an athlete is also an important consideration. In relation to 
the Social Dominance Theory, Sidanius and Pratto (2001) highlight that social systems are naturally 
group-based and in turn, ensure specific hierarchical relationships are maintained to reinforce the 
positions of dominance compared to those perceived as having less power and status. In sport, higher 
status subgroups (e.g., starting players, captains) are expected to observe less changes in their subgroup 
composition when compared to subgroups that are deemed lower status as it is harder for athletes to 
integrate themselves into these groups. However, these higher-status members also have the power and 
status within a superordinate group that enables them to move across groups more easily than lower-
status teammates. What this means is that athletes may also use subgroups as a function of status or 
power, and that these processes should be considered relative to the observability of subgroups and the 
behaviours of members in subgroups. 

I think that the most skilled on the team, well for cross country for example, the most skilled runner is 
probably the most valuable runner on the team, is pretty popular between the coach and the other athletes 
on the team, and the other runners are looking up to that top runner to try and get on their level, and they 
probably get a little more attention from the coach…[they] probably are more likely to be in that subgroup 
that is engaging with everyone” (FG3, PB, W Cross Country; Status of subgroup)   

I don’t really know if I particularly fell into a group. At least this past season I think just with the formal 
leadership role I tried my best to be a part of every group or came close to every group possible and 
because of that, I don’t think I ever dedicated much time to just one group or clique or whatever it may be. 
But, if I were to have to put myself into a group of people I would probably more say the leaders on the 
team (FG3, PE, M Soccer; Status of subgroup) 

(3) Motives to form subgroups within teams: We are studying subgroups with an understanding that 
members are often motivated to seek them out. Throughout the life span, humans develop connections 
with others to fulfill their social and emotional needs (Forsyth, 2014). In alignment with Optimal 
Distinctiveness Theory, humans characterize their social memberships into either ingroups or 
outgroups (i.e., the ‘we-they’ distinction) to in turn, develop a greater sense of belongingness as well as 
a stronger identity (Brewer, 1996). However, these perceptions are dependent on the size of the group 
one belongs to—the group needs to be large enough that members see the benefit of interacting with 
others, while small enough to ensure a satisfactory level of social interdependence (Brewer, 1996). For 
example, a sport team may be too big in structure to provide all members with the social benefits of 
belonging to a group. Thus, athletes begin to form smaller groupings within the superordinate team to 
maximize quality interactions and identity. In relation to this, we also recognize that inclusion within 
valued groups produces a host of valuable outcomes, whereas ostracism or exclusion from any type of 
grouping is aversive. As a result, we are approaching subgroups as entities that members pursue within 
groups—especially groups that are large in size—and that can be a source of inclusion as well as 
ostracism for members. 
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I definitely saw a lot of it [Wearing team clothes] in our first and second year players, they were very 
proud to be wearing their gear and would wear it whenever they could and as you grew up on the team 
then that wasn’t so apparent with the leaders on the team— needing to always wear their varsity jackets 
everywhere, where the first years felt the need to carry their entire gear whenever they could (FG3, PA, W 
Volleyball; Sense of belonging) 

I found especially the rookie [subgroup] was more consolidated near the end of the year. They became 
much closer together. They didn’t know each other at the start of the year, they just had this shared 
experience (FG1, PC, M Fencing; Fulfilling social needs) 

Observability Dimension 

The Observability Dimension (OD) encompasses various faultline (i.e., boundary) characteristics 
or observable features that permit athletes to ‘see’ them.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Theory and Research:  

The OD represents the extent to which an athlete can recognize subgroups within their team. The 
OD has foundations within the organizational psychology work of Lau and Murnighan’s (1998) Faultline 
Theory and Carton and Cummings’ (2012) classification of subgroups. Lau and Murnighan (1998) describe 
faultlines as hypothetical lines that divide members based on various member attributes. Here, initial 
grouping tendencies are often due to more overt and surface-level characteristics such as one’s age, gender, 
and place of birth. However, as time progresses, groups are further refined, emanating from more subtle 
and deep-level characteristics such as an athlete’s values, social preferences, and priorities or motives. 
Inherent in the terminology of ‘observability’, is the need for the classification of a subgroup. In other 
words, athletes must be able to identify them for them to be considered a subgroup. For this to occur, 
Carton and Cummings (2012) suggest that a subgroup needs to be a subset of members belonging to a 
superordinate group that demonstrates some form of unique interdependence. From our perspective, the OD 
can be divided into two types of boundary characteristics: surface-level (e.g., academic program, year of 
school) and deep-level (e.g., preferences, values). In relation to the stability of faultlines or the variability 
of subgroups, we expect that deep-level characteristics are less rigid and have the potential to change 
compared to surface-level characteristics, but also that they will become more salient and impactful to 
athlete experiences over time. 

There are quite a few different subgroups in my sport because there’s in general three different disciplines 
in fencing, so people tend to group themselves along or within those groups. As well, I’ve noticed that there 
tends to be groupings among returning people and newer people, and then also being a grad student, it 
seems that there are subgroupings of undergraduates that you feel apart from as well (FG1, PC, M 
Fencing; Surface-level) 

A lot of the time we get into groups by position… it’s the middles that are hanging out…but also in terms of 
starters and nonstarters. I’d say it does happen that especially with volleyball that it’s a sport if you are a 
nonstarter you could potentially not see the floor for the entire season whereas starters will play every 
single point. So, it does turn into kind of a group that these are the people that play, and these are the 
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Figure 2. Observability Dimension 
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people that don’t play. You hear people say, ‘Oh she doesn’t even play’ kind of thing (FG2, PE, W 
Volleyball; Surface-level) 

I came in with a really large class so there was 13 of us, and there were subgroups even within our class 
actually based on social habits I guess you could say, so about a group of six people depending on who 
wanted to drink more, who didn’t, what their interests were moving forward (FG3, PC, W Soccer; Deep-
level) 

Within my team we have some guys who like to party a lot and others who are a bit more focused, 
hardworking, and just more dedicated to the sport and academics…I pick my spots to party. I have my 
priorities set, my sport is the most important thing, then my academics second, and social life comes third, 
so it’s almost divided into two on my team when it comes to that (FG2, PA, M Hockey; Deep-level).  

It is also important to note that an athlete’s subgroup self-identification may differ from how other 
teammates categorize that athlete’s membership. Therefore, we note the relevance of both (1) the 
application of Self-Categorization Theory (i.e., the extent to which an individual socially identifies with 
those who are like them; e.g., Turner, 1987) and (2) the entitativity of a subgroup (i.e., the extent to which a 
collection of individuals can be categorized as a bound group; Campbell, 1958). The entitativity of the 
group will vary depending on the faultline that categorizes the subgroup (i.e., the surface-level subgroups 
may be more readily observable than deep-level subgroups). Therefore, the main overarching items of 
interest are, which characteristics allow athletes to self-identity with a subgroup and furthermore, what 
makes subgroups noticeable to other teammates/subgroups. 

For track and field, it is quite divided when it comes to events, more or less, there is like distance, then 
sprints, then throws and jumps. There is definitely a divide between sprints and distance, I don’t see myself 
hanging out with any sprinters…it’s mainly just kind of like within your own event (FG2, PC, M track and 
field; Self-Categorization) 

There are definitely subgroups that you see right away from the year because people automatically come in 
with them, so those people [rookies] don’t know anyone as well, so they get to know each other (FG1, PD, 
W Soccer; Entitativity) 

From even day one of the tryouts the biggest grouping was just the old teammates versus the ones that were 
trying out which was I would say, the first day, first experience, there were already subgroups (FG4, PC, W 
Swimming; Entitativity) 

Behavioural Dimension 

While it is important for athletes to be able to recognize subgroups, in order to better understand 
how subgroups impact an athlete’s experiences, it is less about their objective presence and/or absence, but 
more so about the behaviours that these subgroups embody. Therefore, it is important to understand the 
interaction that exists between a subgroup’s observability and the behaviours that the subgroup portrays. 
Although we anticipate that members of subgroups can act in any range of ways (e.g., mentoring others, 
bullying, sport adherence), we are focused on (1) the scope of behaviours to which subgroup members 
engage in that demonstrate prosocial acts toward other subgroups (i.e., Organizational Citizenship) and (2) 
the degree that behaviours demonstrated by a subgroup align with those expected of them by the team (i.e., 
Organizational Alignment).  

Behavioural: Organizational Citizenship 

We must consider how subgroup members behave generally, and towards other athletes/subgroups 
within the superordinate team. Therefore, Organizational Citizenship refers to the potentially beneficial 
behaviours subgroup members exhibit within and towards subgroups.  
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Theory and Research: 

Organizational Citizenship refers to the general citizenship behavioural tendencies of a subgroup 
(e.g., helping, civic virtue, conscientiousness, sportspersonship; Organ, 1988). Importantly, these 
behaviours have the potential to promote effective functioning of an organization (e.g., a team; Organ, 
1988). Subgroups can embody facilitative behaviours (e.g., acting as mentors/role models, leading by 
example), as well as detrimental behaviours (e.g., demonstrating superiority, belittling team members) that 
ostracize specific team members or other subgroups. As citizenship behaviours can enhance performance 
and satisfaction of group members (Podsakoff et al., 1997), it is important to consider which behaviours 
subgroups are embodying within and towards subgroups and how to promote positive interactions within 
the sport environment to in turn, achieve positive individual and team level outcomes.  

In relation to running, subgroups that are more skilled like the top runners would help out the subgroups 
that are maybe less skilled and new to running maybe to motivate, maybe to look up to them, give them tips 
if they have never raced before, if they don’t know what to eat before a race, all of the things that come 
along with running and racing that the newer, less experienced group would look up to (FG3, PB, W Cross 
Country; Good role models/mentors—facilitative) 

I notice that like rookies tend to come in and they are looking forward to living away from home, and 
experiencing all that university has to offer whereas the vets tend to act like motherly figures, they’re kind 
of looking out for them, they are making sure they are drinking water at parties, they are getting home 
safely, I guess that’s a shift I’ve noticed where younger athletes tend to just focus on themselves and how 
they are feeling and then the older athletes tend to watch out for everyone and make sure they are alright 
(FG2, PD, W Cross country; Helping behaviours—facilitative) 

I know that the men’s soccer team at [University] got into a lot of trouble for hazing, it was kind of like 
‘Well the older guys did this to us so why wouldn’t we do this to the younger group?’ Another example, our 
captain for the women’s team this year had been in undergrad for a while, I think she started to lose focus 
and didn’t really care as much so she wouldn’t go to class, the rookies saw that and decided they didn’t 
want to go to class, so it really depends on how certain subgroups see and respect other groups (FG2, PD, 
W Cross country; Poor role models—debilitative) 

The wide range of reasons for why subgroups may exhibit more or less citizenship behaviours is 
beyond the scope of this project; however, they likely relate to motives for power and status (e.g., Sidanius 
& Pratto, 2001), information and resources (e.g., Carton & Cummings, 2012), and perceptions of the 
benefit reciprocity. For instance, in line with Social Exchange Theory (Gouldner, 1960), when subgroups 
expect to benefit from citizen type interactions within a group, they will be more likely to do so. In this 
case, individual interests become shared goals that in turn, promote positive, collaborative interactions 
amongst subgroups (Johnson & Johnson, 1989). For example, when members recognize the benefit of team 
cohesion for overall performance, more elite athletes or a leadership subgroup may be more inclined to 
integrate less skilled teammates into day-to-day interactions instead of isolating them. Conversely, 
perceptions of negative interdependence (e.g., positional competition; Harenberg et al., 2019) could result 
in less citizen-type behaviours. For example, older starting players may exhibit more self-advancing 
detrimental behaviours towards younger starters to maintain their status and playing time.  

I found the leadership group was very supportive of the rookie class because they struggled a lot, obviously 
it’s a big transition from any sport coming into first year university so they have lots of questions and just 
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sort of integrating them into the culture. The leadership group did a good job of always being there for 
question answering and moral or physical support (FG1, PE, W Soccer; Collaborative interactions—
positive interdependence) 

I can think of a couple of players that I have played with where coaches adored them skill wise but other 
than that not great leaders. They knew that they were good and they put in the time they knew they needed 
to put in just to play, they knew they didn’t really need to work out, or show up to the gym early, or do any 
of the extra steps to start and I know that because of that, other players would sometimes get frustrated and 
annoyed and not really want to talk to them, reach out to them, or rely on them knowing that they weren’t 
really helping anyone out, they were just kind of there to help themselves (FG3, PA, W Volleyball; Lack of 
helping behaviours—negative interdependence) 

Because it’s open weight women and light weight men, they row effectively the same boats. We are sort of 
almost competing over some equipment in some respect and there’s a bit of preferential treatment going on 
from the coaching staff that didn’t go unnoticed as well as competition over coxons. So, if one boat wants 
an exceptionally good coxon and the other boat needs a cox as well, then those boats tend to clash over the 
coxswain. So, I’d say specifically if there is competition for resources between boat-based cliques it can get 
pretty nasty sometimes (FG1, PA, M Rowing; Intra-team competition—negative interdependence) 

Behavioural: Organizational Alignment 

Organizational Alignment refers to the extent to which subgroups members’ behaviours align with 
a team’s overarching objectives.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Theory and Research: 

 Organizational Alignment refers to whether subgroup behaviours reflect the team’s general 
normative expectations for behaviour (i.e., prototypicality; Hogg et al., 1993). In other words, whether or 
not subgroup behaviours are representative of the values and norms that a team deems important in 
achieving their overall goals. Subgroup behaviours can demonstrate alignment (i.e., adhering to team 
norms, rules, and expectations) or malalignment (i.e., not fulfilling the behavioural team expectations). For 
example, if a team has established that consuming alcohol is not permitted 48 hours before a competition, 
subgroups that abide by this rule are demonstrating behaviours that align with the team’s expectations. 
Whether a subgroup embodies these prototypical behaviours is important, as they will influence a team’s 
ability to achieve a collective vision and moreover, shape whether an athlete perceives a subgroup to be 
facilitative or debilitative. 

You can’t skip practice otherwise the three other guys in your four [boat] can’t row it—physically 
impossible. But the cliques that sort of form have an ingroup accountability standard that then reinforces to 
the rest of the team when you are like, okay this whole block of six people shows up on time every day, 
every single day— they get the best boats and the fastest times and if you are not in that group you are 
obliged to match that group (FG1, PB, M Rowing; Alignment) 

In terms of the graduating fifth years, they sometimes had the mentality that if they didn’t want to run, they 
had control over it, so they would convince our coach or strength and conditioning interns that the team as 
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a whole felt like we didn’t need to do conditioning. That group would approach them, they would convince 
them, and then we wouldn’t do running. Which you know, short term we are happy because we don’t have 
to run, but in the long term it is affecting our skill…they had our coach wrapped around their fingers (FG1, 
PE, W Soccer; Malalignment) 

I think some people because we have a smaller roster compared to other schools’ track teams and what 
not, basically everybody gets a shot to compete— even at the [Conference] championships, so there tends 
be groups of people that are basically just seeing it as they get to go on a bus trip to you [City] for the 
weekend and that’s what they treat it as, and that’s not really conducive to the rest of the team’s effort to 
try and win a banner (FG4, PA, M Track and Field; Malalignment) 

I found especially in my undergrad when we had a smaller roster that people that were fast could have 
negative behaviour like for example breaking dry season or under-performing in school but because it was 
a small roster and they were the fastest people that they always got to swim, so I think sometimes people 
abuse that skill level and that can really bring down the morale of the team (FG4, PD, W Swimming; 
Malalignment) 

 Generally, it is expected that subgroup prototypicality would be reflected in the extent to which 
subgroup members ‘buy-in’ to the superordinate team’s vision (i.e., willingness to hold oneself accountable 
to team standards). Indeed, buy-in could be influenced by a variety of factors including perceptions of 
social identity (Terry & Hogg, 1996), shared understanding of a teams’ norms (Hogg, 2014), as well as the 
level of interdependence required between athletes within and across subgroups (Johnson & Johnson, 
2008). For instance, when members of a particular subgroup strongly identify with the superordinate team, 
this will increase the likelihood of internalizing team norms and behaviours (i.e., buying-in), and thus, will 
increase the likelihood of portraying prototypical behaviours that will influence a group’s overall success. 
In relation to the establishment of team norms, when members have clear expectations as to what 
behaviours are deemed prototypical, athletes will more likely uptake these aligning behaviours to satisfy 
the imposed expectations (Hogg, 2014). However, when the opposite it true (i.e., lack of clear team 
prototype/uncertainty surrounding expectations), subgroups will be less inclined to buy-in to these team 
norms and demonstrate misaligning behaviours (Hogg, 2014). It is also likely that interdependence will 
influence behavioural alignment. More specifically, the extent to which group members rely on one another 
to achieve goals (i.e., outcome interdependence) as well as contribute specific resources (i.e., resource 
interdependence) have implications as to whether subgroups will buy-in to the team (Johnson & Johnson, 
2008). For example, and situating information as a resource, a first year grouping of athletes could be 
dependent on the more senior athletes to learn and embody team norms and values. As the behaviours that 
subgroups portray will greatly influence athlete outcomes, it is critical for all subgroups to buy-in to the 
team’s philosophy to in turn, promote the uptake and maintenance of prototypical behaviours to help 
achieve team level goals.   

I think team captains and some older athletes—there is just natural leaders within groups, there are people 
that other people want to follow or want to be like and I think once those people buy-in to the philosophy, 
all of the people that want to be like those people and follow those people and as a by-product buy-in to the 
philosophy too. Then everybody that is not in the group and wants to be or is kind of striving to be part of 
that is all of the sudden starting to buy-in to the philosophy too. So, I think it all definitely stems from you 
know those natural leaders (FG4, PA, M Track and Field; Social identity).  

I think having just good role models in older age groups is definitely the best route to go because they 
[younger athletes] kind of just follow in, if you are not with the norm of that subgroup, like they are doing 
well, they are older, they are just going to fall apart, the best thing to do would be to emphasize the older 
age group to emphasize decent role models (FG2, PC, M Track and Field; Social identity) 

Say for instance a group is talking and are like, ‘Oh let’s go out tonight’ but someone in that group is like, 
‘Well no we have a game this weekend or a race this weekend it’s not smart of us’ and if that person is kind 
of like that leader in that subgroup then maybe the other people will be like, ‘Yeah you are right they are 
not buying-in to going out so I’m not going to go out either, we will just have a relaxing night’ or 
something like that. I think there is always a kind of like a leader within a subgroup even though they are 
their own subgroup but they kind of influence what that group does, and it is just like what we do in our 
social and our friend group right, we all wanna do what our friends are doing so we do that as a group so I 
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think the same thing we are buying in to the team’s philosophy—we are buying in as our group (FG3, PB, 
W Cross Country; Social identity) 

Three times throughout the year we do individual goal setting but then we also come together as a team 
and do groups of like four or five and we lay out our top ten goals for the next season and the coach makes 
sure they are SMART goals…then we also discuss them as a whole team and he gets them printed on a 
giant Bristol board and we put it up on the team room and before every game we also go over our three 
team goals for that specific game so I think that creates buy-in because everyone is like, ‘Oh yeah, we 
definitely all need to work on this specific thing’ (FG1, PE, W Soccer; Clear team goals) 

The upper leaders establishing team expectations and kind of those goals early on and reinforcing them so 
like obviously it is fine to be social and all of that but just kind of— I don’t really know how to explain but 
kind of nipping in the bud early any negative attitudes or things that could carry over and you know as 
someone mentioned there is kind of a leader of a subgroup and if that leader is like, ‘Oh I don’t want to go 
to this bon fire that’s so lame blah, blah, blah’, someone like that, that subgroup then adopts the same 
mindset potentially. So, kind of shutting down that early and just getting everyone on the same page, 
obviously not every single person on the team is going to be 100% bought-in but it helps to shut down any 
negativity or any entitlement early on (FG3, PC, W Soccer; Setting team expectations) 

Definitely with newer players coming in the group of older guys, experienced guys, can rub off on them, 
and I guess help instill some good habits and just kind of keep them on track (FG2, PA, M Hockey; 
Resource interdependence) 

An Athlete’s Subgroup Experiences: Individual Athlete Outcomes 

 The reciprocal relationship between the Observable and Behavioural dimensions shape an athlete’s 
subjective subgroup experiences. As a result of this interaction between the dimensions, a wide range of 
outcomes can be dictated, manifested in a multitude of ways. However, for the purpose of this project and 
taking into consideration what the focus group participants reported experiencing, the outcomes of this 
interaction for an athlete can be generally described as either affective, behavioural, and/or cognitive 
consequences.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Theory and Research: 

Affective: The affective outcome encompasses an athlete’s overall feelings and emotions elicited from 
subgroup experiences (e.g., happiness, enjoyment, anger, envy). The interactions between subgroups and 
the resulting behaviours can lead to the development of various pleasant and unpleasant emotions directed 
towards a subgroup/the team as well as general feelings athletes have about themselves that could 
potentially hinder and/or promote the achievement of individual and team goals (e.g., Tamminen & 
Bennett, 2017; Tamminen & Crocker, 2013; Wolf et al., 2018). Along the lines of Intergroup Emotion 
Theory, one’s social identity can influence an individual’s emotions tied to a specific group (i.e., group-
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Figure 5. Individual Athlete Outcomes 
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based emotions) (Smith, 1993). For example, when an individual who strongly identifies with the high-
performance training group on a cross country team experiences an injury that results in them training in 
the less skilled group, this individual may experience shame, embarrassment, and humiliation as they can 
no longer identify with that high-status training group. In addition, collective emotions—a form of group-
based emotions, can also be observed (i.e., emotions experienced collectively and simultaneously by a 
group) (Goldenberg et al., 2014). For example, this could be observed across all subgroups of a team who 
have just won a championship game and are feeling happy and proud to be part of the team and more 
specifically, their subgroup.  

In my first year the guy who I knew that was already on the team from my hometown was older, so through 
him I was able to become friends with the older guys more so than some of the first years. That made me 
feel good, made me feel cool, like I was more so part of the team than the rest of the rookies (FG3, PE, M 
Soccer; Pleasant emotions—happiness/enjoyment).  

Speaking from somebody who is not really part of one of those central orbits, it does feel a little isolating at 
times (FG1, PC, M Fencing, Unpleasant emotion—loneliness).  

I have friends that you know have been struggling recently and it’s been frustrating for them and for the 
rest of us because we feel for them but they’ve had to deal with you know—they used to be in the high 
performance group and now they have fallen off the back of workouts and now they have been moved down 
and I've noticed a bit of distance growing between me and him and the rest of our group in that top training 
group. So, I think there is definitely— you would experience it positively and negatively depending on how 
you are moving through the groups (FG4, PA, M Track and Field; Unpleasant emotions—frustration, 
disappointment) 

Behavioural: Depending on the interactions between subgroups, various responsive behaviours can be 
instigated by an athlete or their subgroup as a whole, that will shape how teammates are treated. Positive 
interactions and in turn, pleasant emotions often result in what is described as adaptive behaviours 
(Tamminen et al., 2016). For example, if a team wins a championship, the veteran subgroup may be more 
inclined to act as positive influencers or role models for the incoming athletes the next season to help 
achieve the same results. In contrast, unpleasant emotions that are elicited from negative subgroup 
interactions can lead to maladaptive behavioural outcomes (Tamminen et al., 2016). For example, if a team 
were to experience a loss, specific subgroups can quite often be targeted and blamed (e.g., goalies). Failure 
and loss often heighten behaviours of exclusion and ostracism by high-status groups towards the lower-
status, targeted groups (Tamminen et al., 2016).  

I’ve lived with four other girls on the team, so I find we go on off day runs together. It’s typically not 
something we post about in the group, it’s something we just talk about ourselves when we are home and 
that’s just who we end up running with (FG2, PD, W Cross Country; Maladaptive—Inadvertent exclusion) 

I have definitely been in a group of the not high performance, I’ve been in the dumps and being in there 
you kind of feel like the bar is pretty low so you don’t really have much to live up to which is kind of 
detrimental to the separation of the good and the bad runners because it’s like if I don’t do good at 
practice I’m just back at square one, I’m still in the group that is just not that great. No one is really 
looking at me like I’m supposed to be some hot shot or anything and it’s kind of detrimental to your 
performance in general because you don’t put in as much work…in that aspect, ‘Oh well if I don’t finish 
this rep or didn’t hit the pace I’m supposed to hit it doesn’t matter, no one is really looking’ (FG2, PC, M 
Track and Field; Maladaptive—demotivating).  

One thing that I noticed with cross country at least is that since there is a top 7 team that competes in 
championships every year there seems to be shift in who feels they are kind of more in the exclusive clique 
because I find that whoever is in the top 7 might feel like they are better, they deserve more treatment 
opportunities from trainers, so they kind of just like are more confident in a way compared to other people 
(FG2, PD, W cross country; Maladaptive—entitlement) 

Especially people who live together and are with each other all of the time, inside jokes, certain subgroups 
talk to the same girls around the school or just know the same people. So, it’s kind of like when we are in 
the dressing room and even though these subgroups are spread out among the changeroom, they will just 



 

121 

be talking over the room or talking across the room to other guys within their group about these topics that 
are exclusive to them. That definitely as someone who has witnessed this, it kind of makes you feel left out, 
it’s kind of one of those things, if you are not going to share it with the rest of the team or explain it why 
bring it up? It’s not creating inclusion it’s doing the opposite (FG2, PA, M Hockey; Maladaptive—
exclusionary).  

When you do have success it’s easy, everything is going great, there is no blaming, everyone is working 
towards one goal, maybe when you start losing it’s easy to divide up and maybe turn against each other but 
yeah, I’d say as mentioned before that um success definitely eliminates those subgroups a little but more 
than when it’s, when you are not doing so great it’s easy to I dunno blame the other person, blame the 
other position, I guess you know how I said that positions there are subgroups there I’d say definitely when 
you are losing it’s easy for the libs to say oh that person can’t kill a ball, they aren’t doing their job, I’m 
doing all I can but they aren’t doing their job and stuff like that I don’t know (FG3, PA, W Volleyball, 
Maladaptive—blaming) 

It kind of it turns really quickly into the ability to point fingers and kind of the people who aren’t playing 
are quick to kind of separate and be like it’s not our fault, we didn’t play our kind of thing and put that 
blame on the people that did play (FG2, PE, W Volleyball; Maladaptive—blaming) 

Cognitive: There are also varying cognitive related consequences of subgroup membership ranging from 
the strengthening or weakening of one’s identity (Thatcher & Patel, 2012), self-esteem (Tarrant et al., 
2006), and self-worth (e.g., Bagwell et al., 1998). Humans are social beings and have an innate need to 
belong (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Importantly, subgroup membership has the potential to fill that need. 
Collective identities (i.e., interpersonal bonds that form out of commonalities) can enhance one’s self-worth 
and self-esteem when there are strong intra-group similarities (Brewer & Gardner, 1996). For example, the 
rookie subgroup may quickly consolidate at the beginning of the season as the young athletes look to form 
bonds and gain a sense of belongingness on their new team. When the opposite is true (i.e., when subgroup 
membership is compromised), individuals can experience social exclusion, identity threat, and lowered 
self-esteem which all in turn will promote negative emotional responses (e.g., hate) and result in 
maladaptive behaviours (e.g., aggressive towards teammates) (DeWall et al., 2011). For example, a group 
of athletes who are injured may not attend practice as frequently and begin to be excluded from team 
events. Over time, this could decrease one’s identity with the team as well as their overall sense of self-
worth and commitment to the team’s success. 

I feel like when you are included in something it makes you feel a lot better about yourself, it’s almost like 
you are in that top performance group you are on the top of the world— you are the best person ever and 
when you are not in that [high performance] group you feel like you are not even worth it, why are you on 
the team, should I be even taking advantage of all of these different resources because you are on the team, 
could they be going towards the people that are doing better? (FG2, PD, W Cross Country; Self-worth) 

I think that’s kind of the gist of it, you know when there is talk happening in a team room and people are 
talking about XYZ that they did and if you weren’t involved you are kind of pining to be in that subgroup 
but also when you are in that subgroup it’s like all good times (FG2, PE, W Volleyball; Social identity) 

I would say my positive subgroup experiences were definitely closer to the latter end, so my third and 
fourth year… I think it was a lot of factors but one of them was knowing where you fit in better and being 
more comfortable…knowing who your friends are or in this case knowing who your subgroups are and 
being more comfortable (FG3, PD, W Figure Skating; Social identity).  

It was positive in my experience where I started in a less experienced or less talented group and I slowly 
made gains and made improvements and I worked my way up through the group. So now I'm in the higher 
performance group and it’s personally very rewarding (FG4, PA, M Track and Field; Self-worth/Social 
identity) 

Conclusion 

 Thank you for taking the time to review and provide feedback on the subgroup conceptualization. 
Your opinions and perspectives are greatly appreciated.  
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 The development of subgroups in sport is an inevitable process that has the potential to impact both 
individual and team level outcomes. The construction of this conceptualization will not only aid researchers 
in developing a more holistic approach to their future investigation, but will also promote the 
implementation of effective strategies to help mitigate the negative effects of subgroups, and promote the 
positive outcomes such as the achievement of individual and team success.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


