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LEVERAGING SPORT AS A CONTEXT
FOR CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT
The Benefits for Coaches

Samantha Bates and Dawn Anderson-Butcher
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Coach education and training on character development can improve young people’s sport experiences. How-
ever, less well understood is the prevalence of coaches trained on character-building strategies and whether 
those that participate in and value training on these topics have higher self-efficacy and success as a coach 
(e.g., defined by their satisfaction, likelihood to continue coaching, and career win percentages). Our study 
gathered cross-sectional survey data from 3,669 coaches in the state of Ohio. We first examined descriptive 
statistics to assess coaches’ prior training participation and current interests in two character-education train-
ing topics: (a) life-skill development through sport; and (b) morals and ethics. Next, we used MANOVA and 
follow-up post hoc analyses to examine associations among prior training participation and interests and 
coaches’ self-efficacy and indicators of success as a coach. Coaches who reported they had participated in 
trainings on life-skill development through sport and morals and ethics reported significantly higher levels of 
self-efficacy, satisfaction, and career win percentages than coaches who did not report prior participation in 
these training topics. Furthermore, coaches expressing greater interest and a desire for more training in these 
character education-related topics reported higher satisfaction levels and a greater likelihood of continuing 
coaching than those with no interest. Our findings have several important implications regarding coach edu-
cation and advance our understanding of how character development training that focuses on more than the 
Xs and Os can benefit coaches. 

Keywords: character development, coach education, training, youth sport, life-skill development

Coaches are key social agents who profoundly 
influence youth sport experiences (Ander-
son-Butcher & Bates, 2021; Riley et al., 
2017). Coaches play a critical role in promot-
ing, fostering, and shaping positive, develop-

mentally appropriate sport experiences 
(Camiré, 2014; Gould et al., 2007; Jones, 
2006). They also have opportunities to go 
beyond sport skill instruction and teach youth 
a broader set of positive youth development 
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(PYD) objectives (Baghurst & Benham, 2020; 
Gilbert & Trudel, 2004). PYD is a 
strength-based approach to child and adoles-
cent development that assumes all youth have 
the potential for positive developmental 
change (Lerner et al., 2005). PYD through 
sport is a term many scholars use to frame how 
children and adolescents can accrue optimal 
developmental experiences through their 
involvement in organized activities (Holt & 
Neely, 2011). Given sports’ broad reach, 
coaches trained to leverage sport as a context 
to teach character education, including life and 
social skills, have the potential to promote 
PYD and support youth in becoming healthy, 
successful, and productive young adults. 

Several criteria frame what effective 
coaches do to support character development 
through sport. Specifically, effective coaches 
prioritize life and social skill development 
through sport by drawing upon past coaching 
experiences, engaging in formal coaching edu-
cation (Gould et al., 2017), adopting holistic 
coaching philosophies (Camiré, 2014), and 
prioritizing continued learning (Pierce et al., 
2018). They also support moral development 
through modeling, consistently enforcing ethi-
cal behavior, and creating prosocial norms to 
guide behavior (Boardley, 2008; Lyle, 2019). 
Scholars argue effective coach education pro-
grams help promote a balanced approach to 
coaching by focusing on sport performance 
outcomes and overall healthy development 
(Cushion et al., 2003), often resulting in 
long-term positive outcomes such as improved 
character beyond sport (Holt & Neely, 2011). 
However, access to effective coach education 
and training in the United States often varies 
based on sport, organizational affiliation, level 
of competition (e.g., travel or recreational), 
oversight mechanisms, geographical region, 
and school- or community-based setting. 

Emerging research indicates coaches work-
ing in school and community settings often 
have no differing education and training 
requirements. Atkinson and colleagues (2022) 
recently explored education and training 
requirements for school-based coaches across 

all 50 states and the District of Columbia. 
Researchers found that most states mandate 
trainings focused primarily on traditional sport 
practices, such as teaching tactics and tech-
niques and addressing health and safety con-
cerns (Atkinson et al., 2022). For example, 
The National Federation of High Schools’ 
Fundamentals of Coaching (NFHS) training, 
required in 76% of states, focuses primarily on 
pedagogy-related topics such as developing a 
coaching philosophy, planning practices, and 
building tactical awareness (NFHS, 2022). In 
addition, two thirds of states (68%) required 
coaches to complete health-related training on 
injuries, heat-related illness, concussions, sud-
den cardiac arrest, cardiopulmonary resuscita-
tion, and automatic external defibrillators 
(Atkinson et al., 2022). Meanwhile, a mere 8% 
of states mandated character development or 
sportspersonship training, and only 39% 
required coaches to renew pedagogy-related 
trainings to maintain state-required coaching 
licenses. 

Scholars also noted additional nuances 
related to coach education and training influ-
encing youth sport. At the state level, Atkinson 
et al. (2022) also found only trainings desig-
nated for first-year school-based coaches 
focuses on curricular topics related to PYD 
and socioemotional health. Moreover, even 
when coaching in school-based settings, 65% 
of states allowed coaches employed in schools, 
hereafter referred to as coach-educators, to 
bypass basic coaching education and training 
requirements (Atkinson et al., 2022). Notably, 
training on mental health, socioemotional 
learning, and character education (i.e., “Char-
acter Counts!”) is commonplace in many U.S. 
school districts (Character Counts, 2023). Yet 
one wonders whether these professional devel-
opment activities provide coaches with trans-
ferable skills that extend beyond the classroom 
and into youth sport. Meanwhile, the land-
scape of coach education and training in com-
munity settings, whether within sport-specific 
organizations (e.g., U.S. Soccer) or recre-
ational, developmental, or competitive leagues 
(e.g., Amateur Athletic Union, YMCA, etc.), 
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is less well understood. Studies comparing the 
array of coaching practices and training 
requirements for coaches in community set-
tings would allow for a broader understanding 
of these complexities within youth sport. To 
date, we know little about whether trainings 
focused on character education are required for 
coaches in community settings.

Growing evidence also points to demo-
graphic shifts in the coaching profession. Schol-
ars examining the demographic profiles of 
coaches found that up to 50% to 70% of youth 
sport coaches are those not employed by schools 
and that do not have backgrounds in child devel-
opment or education (Anderson-Butcher et al., 
2021; Bates & Anderson-Butcher, 2022). As 
such, a majority of coaches come to the profes-
sion as community members, hereafter referred 
to as community-based coaches, who identify as 
unpaid volunteers, community members, par-
ents/caregivers, former athletes, and business-
people (Anderson-Butcher et al., 2021). With 
the demographic profiles of coaches shifting, 
there is a need to reexamine coaches’ training 
needs and interests. Based on available demo-
graphic indicators and training requirements, 
we can infer most coaches today receive very lit-
tle preparation in content areas such as child 
development, pedagogy, PYD, and character 
education (Atkinson et al., 2022). In fact, find-
ings from the first-ever National Coach Survey 
in the United States found that commu-
nity-based coaches report having less training 
and confidence in their coaching practices than 
coach-educators (Anderson-Butcher & Bates, 
2022). 

On a promising note, coaches want more 
supports to improve their practices. Vella et al. 
(2011) found coaches believe their roles 
should include the explicit development of a 
wide range of outcomes (including life skills 
and character building) and are interested in 
receiving additional training in PYD. These 
findings have been supported elsewhere. A 
recent survey found that 70% to 80% of 
coaches were interested in training focused on 
child development, life skills, and sport psy-
chology principles (see Anderson-Butcher et 

al., 2021). However, coaches often have lim-
ited access to resources and training, in gen-
eral, and especially on topics related to 
character development, teaching and instruc-
tion, and mentorship through sport (Falcão et 
al., 2012). When they do, trainings are often 
brief one-shot sessions that build awareness 
and buy-in instead of ones designed to develop 
specific PYD coaching skills. One training 
session on character development does not 
necessarily help coaches develop advanced 
skills or stay attuned to best practices in the 
field (Atkinson et al., 2022). In turn, coaches 
may benefit from additional sport-specific 
character development-related trainings and 
resources that help them advance their knowl-
edge, skills, and competencies.

Coach Training
on Character Development

Coach education and training can promote 
positive developmental and sport outcomes for 
student-athletes. Studies show that when 
coaches integrate the instruction of sport and 
life skills into the youth sport environment, 
coaches can positively influence student-ath-
lete efficacy, leadership behaviors, life-skill 
development, and motivation for continued 
sport participation (Bean & Forneris, 2017; 
Beni et al., 2017). Additionally, Smith and 
Smoll (2002) found a mastery approach to 
coach training increased athletes’ PYD out-
comes, including their self-esteem, self-worth, 
scholastic competence, and communication 
skills. Moreover, Martel (2015) reported that 
integrating sport science and child develop-
ment best practices into USA Hockey’s coach 
training resulted in a 10% increase in retention 
rates and improved physical literacy regarding 
sport skills, fitness levels, and tactical aware-
ness for athletes. Findings demonstrate how 
coach training improves participant experi-
ences and promotes PYD and character. 

Although coach education positively influ-
ences youths’ developmental and sport out-
comes, less well understood is whether coach 
training focused on character education bene-
fits coaches (Camiré, 2014). Scant is the litera-
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ture that explores how accessing trainings 
influences coach satisfaction, stress, and over-
all success as a coach. Furthermore, we need to 
understand whether training in character 
development helps coaches feel equipped to 
respond to and meet the socioemotional needs 
of their student-athletes. This may be espe-
cially relevant to the challenges coaches face 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Recent data 
from the Centers for Disease Control and Pre-
vention (2021) suggest a 40% increase in anx-
iety, depression, and thoughts of self-harm 
among youth over the past decade. Increasing 
stressors among youth today highlight the need 
for coaches to be knowledgeable about strate-
gies that cultivate positive youth sport environ-
ments to prevent adverse psychological 
outcomes (i.e., burnout, negative self-talk, 
etc.). Coaches need to know how to connect 
youth sport participants to supports and 
resources in their schools, districts, and com-
munities (Vella, 2019). 

Not surprisingly, coaches also experience 
high levels of stress in their roles, often 
equated with pressures regarding job security, 
high expectations, and perceptions of their 
own and their athletes’ performance (Norris et 
al., 2017; Potts et al., 2021). A recent study 
found that 88% of coaches reported their 
coaching experience was “moderately” or 
“extremely stressful” (Bates & Ander-
son-Butcher, 2022). In response, scholars 
argue high stress levels, matched with few 
training supports, contribute to high levels of 
coach turnover. Prior research noted approxi-
mately 35% of coaches leave the profession 
annually (Raedeke, 2004). Recent national 
data corroborate this statistic as 65% of 
coaches reported they were extremely likely to 
continue coaching, and 35% of coaches 
reported some ambivalence about returning to 
their current role (Anderson-Butcher & Bates, 
2022). Many contend that if youth sport pro-
grams focused more on fun, social activity, 
maximum participation, and skill develop-
ment, and less on winning, coaches would 
remain involved and achieve greater success 
and satisfaction (Fraser-Thomas et al., 2005; 

Smith & Smoll, 2002). Others build upon these 
ideas and propose that if coaches perceive the 
benefits of their roles to be high and the bur-
dens low, they will remain engaged in coach-
ing regardless of their overall success 
(O’Connor & Bennie, 2006). Certainly, the 
privatization of sport, increased pressure, and 
unrealistic expectations among parents also 
may add additional stressors for coaches. 

Thus, regarding coach training and educa-
tion, one wonders whether coaches who partic-
ipate in training on character education in sport 
feel more satisfied and perceive themselves as 
more likely to remain involved in youth sport 
(i.e., higher retention). The hope is that 
coaches who participate and value charac-
ter-building strategies will have more positive 
experiences, remain involved, and perform 
well in their roles, including winning more 
games. Our study sought to advance our under-
standing of the relationships between partici-
pation and valuation of training on character 
development through sport, self-efficacy 
regarding character development through 
sport, and success as a coach by examining the 
following research questions: 

1. What percent of coaches are trained on 
character development through sport top-
ics, and do training participation rates and 
interests vary based on coaching role 
(e.g., coach-educators vs. commu-
nity-based coaches)? 

2. Among coaches who have participated in 
training on character development and 
those who have never participated in 
training, is there a difference in coaches’ 
perceptions of their ability (i.e., self-effi-
cacy) to use character-building strategies 
in sport and their overall success as a 
coach (i.e., satisfaction, likelihood to con-
tinue coaching, and win percentage 
throughout their careers)? 

3. Among coaches who have an interest in 
additional training on character develop-
ment and coaches with no interest in addi-
tional training, is there a difference in 
coaches’ perceptions of their ability (i.e., 
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self-efficacy) to use character-building 
strategies in sport and their overall suc-
cess as a coach (i.e., satisfaction, likeli-
hood to continue coaching, and win 
percentage throughout their careers)? 

METHOD

Recruitment and Sample

This study used cross-sectional online sur-
vey data from 3,669 coaches in the state of 
Ohio. The institutional review board of the 
lead author approved all study procedures. 
Data were collected as part of a statewide sur-
vey to assess coaches’ backgrounds, training 
experiences, and perceptions. Researchers dis-
tributed the survey to the membership list of 
the Ohio High School Athletic Association and 
a comprehensive list of other state sport orga-
nizations (e.g., publicly available recreational, 
developmental, club, and travel sport organiza-
tions). Recipients of the email were encour-
aged to pass along the survey link to other 
coaches in their networks. All participants pro-
vided informed consent before participating in 
the survey. 

Of the participants in the study, 87% identi-
fied as male and 13% as female. In total, 11% 
of participants were between the ages of 18 and 
29, 22% were between the ages of 30 and 39, 
32% were between the ages of 40 to 49, and 
24% were between the ages of 50 to 59, and 
10% were 60 or older. A majority of the partic-
ipants identified as White (89%), followed by 
Black/African American (4%), Hispanic/
Latino (2%), multiracial (1%), and 4% chose 
not to identify their race. Additionally, 17% of 
coaches reported having less than 5 years of 
experience, 19% had between 6 and 10 years of 
experience, 33% had between 11 to 20 years of 
experience, and 31% had 21 or more years of 
experience. Approximately one third (32%) of 
coaches reported they were employed by a 
school (i.e., coach-educators), and 68% 
reported they were community-based coaches 
not employed by a school. Furthermore, 65% 
reported only coaching in a school setting, 5% 

reported only coaching in a competitive, devel-
opmental, or recreational setting, and 30% 
reported working in a school and another set-
ting (i.e., competitive, developmental, recre-
ational, other). Approximately 46% of coaches 
reported coaching high school-aged youth, 
whereas 54% reported coaching elementary 
and middle school-aged youth. 

Measures 

Survey Development. Our online survey 
assessed coaches’ participation and interest in 
additional character education training. A 
broad list of potential training areas was gener-
ated in the development phase. Example items 
created to assess participation and interests in 
trainings included life-skill development, sport 
skills and techniques, and mental health. The 
list was purposefully broad, allowing coaches 
to decide whether they had participated in 
training focused on each topic area. The 
authors sent the survey to peer experts in the 
field to provide feedback on the language, 
length, and readability. After revising the sur-
vey items based on feedback, we piloted the 
survey with approximately 25 coaches. We 
also asked for their feedback regarding the 
survey’s readability, content, length, and face 
validity. After another round of revisions, we 
distributed the online survey to coaches 
included in the Ohio High School Athletic 
Association’s coach directory and a compre-
hensive list of sport organizations in Ohio. 

Training Participation and Interests.
Questions about coach training histories were 
broken down into two categories. First, 
coaches reported on whether they had or had 
not previously participated in trainings on two 
character education-related topics: (a) life-skill 
development through sport and (b) morals and 
ethics. Response options included “have par-
ticipated” and “have not participated.” Second, 
we asked coaches whether they had a future 
interest or no future interest in participating in 
these two training topics. Coaches were asked 
to respond by clicking “interested in additional 
training” and “not interested in additional 
training.” Please note there was no specifica-
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tion of who provided the training content, 
when they accessed the training, who orga-
nized the training, or who facilitated the ses-
sions. We also did not gather information 
about the quality or effectiveness of the train-
ing. Coaches were asked to report generally 
whether they had or had not participated and 
whether they did or did not have interest in 
future training on each topic area. 

Coaching Self-Efficacy. Five items from 
the life and leadership through sport subscale 
on the Coach Beyond Readiness Index (Bates 
et al., 2023) were used to assess self-efficacy 
for engaging in sport-based character-building 
strategies. The Coach Beyond Readiness Index 
is an 18-item, psychometrically sound tool 
designed to assess coaches’ ability to support 
student-athletes on and off the field (Bates et 
al., 2023). Coaches were asked, “As a coach, I 
am confident in my ability to”: (a) teach life 
skills through sport, (b) develop athletes into 
leaders, (d) foster character development, 
(d) promote good sportspersonship, and (e) 
instill an attitude of respect for others among 
athletes. Coaches responded to each question 
on a 5-point Likert ranging from 1 = strongly 
disagree to 5 = strongly agree. The scale 
demonstrated good reliability among the sam-
ple (α = 0.85). Items were averaged to create 
an overall mean score that served as the depen-
dent variable for coaches’ self-efficacy to sup-
port character development in our analyses. 

Success as a coach. Three items assessed 
coaches’ perceptions of their success, including 
their satisfaction, likelihood to continue coach-
ing and win percentage throughout their career. 
Coaches were asked, “How satisfying is the 
coaching experience?” Coaches responded on a 
5-point Likert ranging from 1 = not satisfying at 
all to 5 = extremely satisfying. Coaches also 
reported on their coaching intentions, respond-
ing on a scale from 1 = extremely unlikely to 5 
= extremely likely to the question, “How likely 
are you to continue coaching?” Last, perfor-
mance as a coach was measured by one item 
exploring their overall winning percentage 
throughout their career. Coaches used the sur-
vey’s drag-and-drop function to indicate their 

overall winning percentage throughout their 
entire coaching career on a scale from 0% to 
100%.

Analytic Strategy 

Preliminary statistical analyses were con-
ducted using Version 28 of the Statistical 
Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). Data 
were first cleaned and screened. In total, 4,005 
respondents participated in the online survey 
and completed demographic indicators. Miss-
ingness ranged from 8% to 10% on key vari-
ables of interest. The results of Little’s Missing 
Completely at Random (MCAR) Test were 
significant (p > 0.05), disallowing data to be 
deemed missing completely at random 
(MCAR). However, additional univariate t 
tests examining subgroup differences did not 
demonstrate any systemic patterns of missing-
ness in these data, suggesting data were 
MCAR (Ender, 2010). Because of our large 
sample size, a small percentage of missing 
data, and chosen analytic approach, we utilized 
listwise deletion to analyze our complex sur-
vey data (Bell et al., 2009). Next, the distribu-
tional characteristics of each variable were 
examined, including skewness and kurtosis 
values. An acceptable level of skewness and 
kurtosis defined by criteria set by Kline 
(2005), where values less than three and 
greater than 3 and values less than 10 and 
greater than 10, respectively. We also exam-
ined scatterplots to explore whether the dataset 
included any outliers. No outliers were 
detected in our sample. 

Next, frequencies and descriptive statis-
tics were utilized to explore the means and 
standard deviations of each item on the mea-
sure. A t test was used to examine whether 
participation rates varied among coach-edu-
cators and community-based coaches. Then, 
MANOVA analyses were used to examine 
the mean differences between levels of the 
independent variables (i.e., participation and 
interest) on the dependent variables. MANO-
VAs protected the inflation of Type I error 
and allowed the researchers to examine 
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group differences and interactions for each 
dependent variable. When the MANOVA 
results indicated a significant difference 
among groups or interaction, follow-up t tests 
and one-way ANOVAs with Tukey post hoc 
tests were conducted to examine group dif-
ferences. Statistical significance was set at 
the p < 0.05 level. 

RESULTS

Frequencies and Descriptive Statistics

As shown in Table 1, 58% of the coaches 
reported they had participated in a training on 

life-skill development through sport. Further, 
60% of coaches in our sample had participated 
previously in training on morals and ethics. 
Most of the coaches in this study reported an 
interest in additional training on life-skill 
development through sport (73%) and morals 
and ethics (67%). When comparing participa-
tion and interest levels among coach-educators 
and community-based coaches, trends varied 
only slightly, and differences were nonsignifi-
cant (p > 0.05). Overwhelmingly, descriptive 
statistics indicated that most coaches, irrespec-
tive of their role as coach-educators or com-
munity-based coaches, were interested in more 
character education training (see Table 1). 

TABLE 1
Frequencies and Descriptive Statistics

Overall Sample
(N = 3,669)

Coach- Educators
(n = 1,153)

Community-Based 
Coaches (n = 2,516)

Independent Variables N % n % n %

Training Participation and Interests

Life-Skill Development Through Sport

Never participated 1,534 42% 481 42% 1,053 40%

Have participated 2,185 58% 672 58% 1,463 60%

Not interested in more 1,003 27% 323 28% 680 27%

Interested in more 2,666 73% 830 72% 1,836 73%

Morals and Ethics

Never participated 1,484 40% 481 42% 1,003 40%

Have participated 2,185 60% 672 58% 1,513 60%

Not interested in more 1,221 33% 388 34% 833 33%

Interested in more 2,448 67% 765 66% 1,683 67%

Dependent Variables Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Range

Self-efficacy 4.59 0.43 4.57 0.45 4.60 0.42 1–5

Satisfaction 4.65 0.58 4.60 0.60 4.67 0.57 1–5

Likelihood to continue coaching 4.39 1.01 4.38 1.02 4.40 1.01 1–5

Win percentage 62.15% 17.30% 61.33% 17.5% 62.52% 17.17% 1%–100%

Note: No significant differences at the p < 0.05 level among participation rates and interests by coaching role. Coach-
educators are defined as coaches employed by a school, whereas community-based coaches are those not employed by a 
school.
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Training on Life-Skill Development 
Through Sport

MANOVA. The results of the MANOVA 
showed a significant difference between 
coaches that had participated in a life-skill 
development through sport training and those 
who had not on coaches’ self-efficacy and all 
three indicators of coaching success (e.g., sat-
isfaction, likelihood to continue, and win per-
centage over career; Pillai’s Trace = 0.03, F (4, 
3662) = 30.96, p < 0.01, η = 0.03). Further-
more, significant differences existed between 
coaches interested in more training and those 
who were not interested in more (Pillai’s Trace 
= 0.01, F (4, 3662) = 9.58, p < 0.01, η = 0.01).

Main Effects. Follow-up t tests revealed 
coaches trained in life-skill development 
reported higher levels of self-efficacy, satis-
faction, and win percentages during their 
coaching careers than their peers who had 
never participated in this type of training (p < 
0.05; see Table 2). There were no significant 
differences in training participation and 
coaches’ likelihood to continue coaching (p > 
0.05). In addition, coaches interested in more 
training on life-skill development reported 
higher levels of satisfaction and a greater like-
lihood to continue coaching compared to their 
peers not interested in more training (p < 0.05). 
No significant differences existed between 
coaches’ interests and their self-efficacy or 
win percentages. 

Interaction Effects. The interaction 
between training participation and interests 
was statistically significant at the p < 0.05 
level (Pillai’s Trace = 0.00, F (4, 3662) = 2.48, 
p = 0.04, η = 0.00). Between-subjects analyses 
indicated these differences were based on the 
relationships among coaches’ training partici-
pation, interests, and win percentages through-
out their coaching careers (p = 0.03). Findings 
from follow-up one-way ANOVA analyses 
and Tukey posthoc tests indicated coaches 
who had participated and were interested in 
additional training on life-skill development 
(M = 64.34) and coaches who had participated 
and were not interested in additional training 

(M = 64.14) had significantly higher perfor-
mance outcomes (i.e., win percentages 
throughout their career) as compared to 
coaches who had never participated and were 
not interested in more training (M = 58.58) and 
those who never participated and were inter-
ested in more training (M = 61.17). Of note, 
the effect size indicates the interaction among 
variables was practically meaningless. Figure 
1 demonstrates differences in reported win 
percentages reported by coaches based on their 
training participation and interest.

Training on Morals and Ethics

MANOVA. Our second MANOVA 
showed a significant difference between 
coaches who had and had not participated in a 
training on morals and ethics and coaches’ 
self-efficacy and all three indicators of coach-
ing success (Pillai’s Trace = 0.04, F (4, 3662) 
= 42.53, p < 0.01, η = 0.04). Regarding inter-
ests, significant differences also existed among 
coaches interested in more training and those 
with no interest in additional training (Pillai’s 
Trace = 0.01, F (4, 3662) = 6.72, p < 0 .01, η = 
0.01). 

Main Effects. Follow-up t tests indicated 
coaches who had participated in training on 
morals and ethics reported higher levels of 
self-efficacy, satisfaction, and win percentages 
than their peers who reported no interest in 
additional training (p < 0.05; see Table 2). 
There were no significant differences in train-
ing participation and coaches’ likelihood to 
continue coaching. We also found that coaches 
interested in more training on morals and eth-
ics reported higher satisfaction levels and a 
greater likelihood of continuing coaching (p < 
0.05). No significant differences existed 
between coaches’ interests in morals and eth-
ics training and their self-efficacy or win per-
centages over their careers. 

Interaction Effects. The interaction 
among participation and interests for morals 
and ethics training was statistically significant 
(Pillai’s Trace = 0.00, F (4, 3662) = 2.76, p = 
0.03, η = 0.00), specifically the relationship 
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among coaches’ training participation, inter-
ests, and likelihood to continue coaching (p = 
0.02). Findings from the follow-up one-way 
ANOVA analyses and Tukey posthoc tests 
indicated coaches who had participated and 
were not interested in additional training (M = 
4.23) reported significantly lower likelihoods 
of continuing to coach as compared to 
coaches that had never participated in training 
on this topic and were interested in more (M = 
4.42) and coaches that had participated and 
were interested in more training (M = 4.49). 
Comparable to findings on training on 
life-skill development, the effect size indi-
cates the interaction among variables was 
practically meaningless, whereas the main 
effects were more meaningful in when exam-
ining relationships among variables. Figure 2 
overviews differences in coaches’ likelihood 

to continue coaching based on their training 
participation and interest. 

DISCUSSION

There is growing evidence to suggest that 
coach training is important for improving the 
quality of the sport experience for youth sport 
participants, but less well understood is 
whether participation and valuation of training 
on character development benefits coaches. 
Our study sought to examine differences 
among coaches’ levels of participation and 
interests in character education and their 
self-efficacy and success. Importantly, our 
study found 42% of coaches had never partici-
pated in life-skill development training, and 
only 40% had received training on morals and 
ethics. Of note, 67% to 72% of the coaches 

FIGURE 1
Participation and Interests: Life Skill Development through Sport Training
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reported being interested in receiving more 
character education-related training on these 
topics. Study findings confirm that training in 
character education-related topics is often lim-
ited, yet the desire for more training among 
coaches is strong. Furthermore, both sets of 
indicators confirm the growing demand among 
coaches, whether coach-educators or those 
from the community, to receive training in 
these areas (Anderson-Butcher et al., 2021; 
Bates & Anderson-Butcher, 2022; Falcão, 
2012; Ferris, 2015). Given youth’s growing 
mental health needs today (CDC, 2022) and 
the time youth spend playing sports, equipping 
coaches with character development knowl-
edge, skills, and competencies are increasingly 
important to the profession. 

As expected, we also found coaches who 
reported receiving training in life-skill devel-

opment and morals and ethics were more 
confident in their ability to teach charac-
ter-building skills. Findings are promising and 
demonstrate how education and training may 
benefit coaches and give them the tools to 
leverage sport as a context for PYD and other 
related outcomes. Beyond the potential ways 
coaches can support youth sport participants, 
coaches who participated in training on 
life-skill development and morals and ethics 
also had higher satisfaction levels and were 
more successful as coaches compared to their 
peers. Findings align with the notions of Smith 
and Smoll (2002) who argued that coaches 
who make sport fun and focus on development 
have greater success both interpersonally and 
professionally. Our results also reinforce argu-
ments made by O’Connor and Bennie (2006). 
O’Connor and Bennie (2006) found that 

FIGURE 2
Participation and Interests: Morals and Ethics Training
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coaches trained to use sport to teach life and 
social skills may perceive higher benefits and 
lower stakes in their roles and, in turn, feel 
more satisfied and enjoy greater success. 

Coaches with a high interest or valuation of 
learning additional character development 
strategies also reported greater satisfaction and 
a greater likelihood of continuing coaching 
than their peers who did not want to engage in 
additional training. In that case, our findings 
suggest that coaches who orient themselves 
toward wanting to leverage sport as a context 
that contributes to youths’ holistic develop-
ment generally have a more positive coaching 
experience and want to continue in their 
coaching roles. The first step in rebalancing 
sport and retaining coaches might be a focus 
on promoting the value of character education 
in sport and helping coaches recognize that 
they will benefit when they have this orienta-
tion. In other words, if coaches see the impor-
tance of leveraging sport for broader character 
development and PYD, as opposed to a sole 
focus on winning, more coaches will have pos-
itive experiences and greater satisfaction in 
their roles. The shift toward improving the 
youth sport experience through greater valua-
tion on character development will require 
support from sport leaders, school administra-
tors, and parents/caregivers. Understanding 
how to bring these stakeholders together to 
engage more coaches in trainings and supports 
around character education through sport is a 
promising area of future research. 

One of the most interesting findings from 
this study is related to the group of coaches 
who reported the highest winning percentages 
throughout their careers, a value often seen as 
a deterrent to holistic coaching practices. 
Those coaches who had participated in 
life-skill development through sport training 
(whether interested or not interested in more) 
reported higher winning percentages through-
out their careers. Furthermore, coaches with a 
high interest in learning more about morals 
and ethics (i.e., whether previously trained or 
not) also reported they were more likely to 
continue coaching compared to their peers 

with no interest who had been trained on this 
topic. Results suggest that coaches can still be 
successful in the traditional ways in which 
coach success is measured (i.e., satisfaction, 
wins and losses, and retention) even as they 
prioritize character education-related practices 
in sport. Stated another way, coaches may win 
games by teaching the Xs and Os and focusing 
on character development. Sharing these 
results with coaches can increase buy-in and 
aid in recalibrating the youth sport environ-
ment to focus more holistically on children’s 
overall health, development, and well-being. 
Alternatively, highly satisfied, confident, and 
successful coaches may pursue more training 
and educational opportunities than their unsat-
isfied peers. For sport leaders and administra-
tors, our findings point toward a need to focus 
on interpersonal, training, and organizational 
support to increase coaches’ job satisfaction 
and self-efficacy. 

Other implications of our findings can 
inform coach education and training programs 
nationally. Coaches want and need training on 
character development, which is true for 
coach-educators and community-based 
coaches in our study. Policy changes related to 
coach education and licensure are needed to 
increase access to training on these topics. 
Character education must be required and 
accessed by coaches beyond their first year in 
the profession. State leaders have opportuni-
ties to reengineer their licensure processes to 
reduce redundancy in coach training and 
increase knowledge, skills, and competencies 
related to character education (Atkinson et al., 
2022). The NFHS also can take our findings 
into account and embed more quality content 
on character education into their training to 
reach a significant number of coaches in the 
U.S. This notion seems imperative as most 
coaches are trained in sport tactics and tech-
niques and health and safety practices but not 
on character development despite high interest 
and valuation of these topics. Finally, we argue 
a national youth sport governing body oversee-
ing school-based sports can establish character 
development standards and expectations for 
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coaches across the United States. In doing so, 
coaches will be able to access quality training 
that emphasizes how character education ben-
efits both coaches and student-athletes. 

Limitations and Future Research

This research study has several limitations 
and opportunities to inform future research. 
First, the research team constructed several of 
the measurement tools used to gather these 
data specifically for this study. While the 
researchers could check for face and content 
validity and internal reliability, additional 
information about the validity of the tools 
remains unknown. Further, coaches 
self-reported whether they had participated in 
varying types of trainings in the past, many of 
which were broadly termed (such as morals 
and ethics). We only examined coaches’ par-
ticipation and interests in training and did not 
assess coaches’ perceptions of the quality of 
this training. Participants may also have bene-
fited from other types of professional develop-
ment opportunities beyond trainings that were 
not measured (i.e., seminars, reading books). 
Future research should explore participation in 
specific character education curricula more 
intentionally, as well as distill whether train-
ings were effective and high quality. 

Notably, our sample was largely biased 
toward coaches of school-based sports, White 
males, those with many years of experience, 
and those coaching in the state of Ohio. In the 
future, researchers can examine coaches from 
different backgrounds to understand more 
about how training benefits diverse coaches. 
Furthermore, using listwise deletion to handle 
missing data decreased our statistical power, 
increasing our likelihood of incorrectly finding 
a statistically significant result. Although our 
cross-sectional sample size was large, espe-
cially compared to other coaching studies, our 
responses may have been influenced by selec-
tion bias or other factors (e.g., access to tech-
nology to take the survey). Results should also 
be interpreted with caution and devoid of inter-
pretations of causality. One might argue that 

more confident, successful, and satisfied 
coaches may pursue more learning opportuni-
ties and are interested in becoming better com-
pared to their peers. Comparably, coaches in 
our sample also could be those with greater 
self-efficacy that are already more satisfied, 
committed, and successful than most. As evi-
denced by small effect sizes in this study, 
many other factors that were not measured 
likely influence performance, satisfaction, and 
retention outcomes. Further, our interaction 
effect sizes were likely influenced by our large 
sample size. Future studies can utilize longitu-
dinal designs to examine whether training in 
character education-related topics builds skills 
and improves coaching practices. 

Conclusion 

In closing, coaches trained to leverage sport 
as a context for character development have 
the potential to help youth be successful on the 
field and in life. Our finding advances our 
understanding of how training and valuation of 
character development through sport benefits 
coaches. Findings presented in the study sug-
gest when coaches are trained in character edu-
cation, they report higher levels of 
self-efficacy, satisfaction, and more success 
(e.g., win percentages) as a coach than those 
who are not. Our results can inform the future 
landscape of coach education to focus more on 
character development, given coaches in our 
study benefited when they focused on whole 
child development and not just the Xs and Os. 
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