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It has been my experience in my roles as an athlete, coach, and son of a coach that sport is a
powerful platform through which to learn the art of living well. The lessons we learn in sport
can be directly applied in the living of our daily lives. For example, remaining optimistic in
the face of a mistake on the field may prepare an athlete to stay positive after receiving a
low grade on an exam. An athlete’s physical exertion, leading to gains in strength and
stamina may transfer to a persistence in learning off the field. Winning with humility may
inform remaining humble after a job promotion or other personal achievement. And
persevering in the aftermath of loss is such an important personal quality. It requires a
skillful coach, though, to point out to players how lessons learned on the field can pertain to
their life in general. Given that much of sports is played while young - high school and
college - and that it’s mostly played in connection with schools, colleges and universities, it
seems fitting then that we should be intentional in applying the useful lessons learned
through sport to our lives off the field.

Organized sports play a large role in the culture of our society. According to the NCAA,
nearly 8 million high school students and half a million college students participated in
school sponsored athletic programs during the 2018-2019 school year (NCAA, 2020).
Participating in sports has many benefits including physical fitness, socialization, learning
and fun. Playing sports can also produce stress in the form of time pressure, pressure to win,
exposure to injury and exhaustion, and negative feelings based on playing time and
performance. (Flanagan, 2019) Societal acceptance of holistic, positive psychological
practices such as mindfulness, juxtaposed with the problem of anxiety, depression and
suicide suggests we should find more ways to incorporate a mental health practice into our
daily lives.

Coaches are clearly in a unique and powerful position as it relates to the potential for
impacting players. As team leader, the coach is ultimately responsible for team
performance and player development. The use of positive psychology methods in
combination with traditional coaching practices is a pathway to improved individual and
team performance, as well as enhanced wellness for athletes on and off the field. While
there are many aspects that could be explored as it relates to what can be learned and
applied through sport, this paper explores the possibility that a coach can teach athletes
how to use positive psychology to perform better on the field, while building habits of mind
that can help them to be happier, more productive and less prone to anxiety and
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depression, which is negatively affecting students in record numbers. Indeed, up to 44% of
college students report having symptoms of anxiety and depression, and 30% report feeling
depressed. Suicide is the 3rd leading cause of death for college students. (Mayo Clinic, 2021)
Among teens, 70% cite anxiety and depression as a problem amongst their peers. (Menasce
Horowitz, Graf, 2019)

Given the alarming rates of anxiety and depression amongst high school and college
students, and knowing that so many of them participate in sports, it seems logical that there
is an important connection and potential opportunity here. What if we could lever sports
participation in a way that had a lasting positive impact on the mental well-being of this
population? What if we could look at “coach” not only as a charismatic team leader, but also
as a powerful teacher who can help players manage stress and anxiety in ways that not only
help them to perform better as athletes, but more importantly help them to become more
resilient, joyful and positive when they are faced with the inevitable challenges of life off the
field?

The “Positive Psychology” movement has emerged over the last generation as an alternative
to the traditional approach of psychology as a “remedy” for a malady. Whereas the remedy
approach sought to cure problems, the Positive Psychology approach, most notably
championed by Dr. Martin Seligman seeks to enhance states of well-being, optimism, joy
and happiness. This approach looks for ways to enhance an individual’s well-being through
practices such as mindfulness, gratitude, and finding “flow.” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997) Positive
psychology dovetails nicely with an emerging form of coaching called “Vision Based
Coaching” (the word coaching used right now in the sense of life coaching or executive
coaching), which asserts that good coaching follows from identifying and developing one’s
“ideal self” as opposed to focusing on an individual’s current deficits as a starting point.
(Passarelli, 2015)

Dr. Seligman created a methodology around Positive Psychology with the acronym of
PERMA. PERMA stands for Positive Emotion, Engagement, Relationships, Meaning and
Accomplishment. To quickly summarize these 5 aspects, Positive Emotion is just that - the
fostering of a mental state of well being. Engagement refers to being involved in an activity
that challenges one’s skill set and produces a sense of “flow.” Some would describe this as a
state where they lose track of time and are wholly consumed and enjoying the activity.
Relationships are self-explanatory - we all need connection to others. Meaning has to do
with understanding that there is much more than the self. We are motivated to do things
for the good of others, or for a social cause, or perhaps for an institution such as a school or
college. Accomplishment is about successfully meeting the goal or desired outcome of
whatever one is involved in pursuing. (University of Pennsylvania School of Arts and
Sciences)

Coaches spend lots of time with their players. Depending on the sport, season and level
(High School or College), coaches and players can be together anywhere from 10 to 30 or
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more hours per week in durations of 8 weeks to 20 weeks or more. As the penultimate
leader of the team, coaches also have a lot of power. Thus, it is easy to see why a coach is
influential. Depending on the coach and style, players can become more or less anxious
while under the coach’s leadership. Those who play for coaches who are described as
“controlling” tend to have more stress than those coaches who support and promote player
autonomy. (Cho, Choi, Kim, 2019) Further, when coaches connect positively with players,
tend not to emphasize outcomes (win/loss) and tend not to appear overly evaluative,
players feel less anxious, and will have a better experience in their sport. (Baker, Cote,
Hawes, 2000). In a world where high school and college athletes are already feeling anxious
about their need to achieve, fit in, and meet parental expectation, having a controlling
overly critical coach will simply make matters worse.

Aside from being the winningest coach in sports history with winning percentage over 70%
and 11 NBA Championships, Phil Jackson is known for incorporating mindfulness practices
into his coaching practice while decentralizing control. (Cameron, Quinn 2011) As he said in
his book Eleven Rings: “After years of experimenting, I discovered that the more I tried to
exert power directly, the less powerful I became. I learned to dial back my ego and
distribute power as widely as possible without surrendering final authority.”

While I never coached professionals, I did have the privilege of coaching varsity boys
lacrosse at the Governor’s Academy in northeastern Massachusetts from 1996 until 2016.
Though I’d been a successful collegiate player and had two years of experience as an
assistant coach in 1987 and 1988, when I took over the program at Governor’s I really didn’t
have much experience in coaching. Mine is a typical path - a former player finds himself in
charge of 30 high schoolers who are eager for direction and hungry for success. My initial 3
or 4 seasons could be characterized as mediocre at best. Though I put in a lot of energy, I
found myself frustrated, yelling a lot and ultimately not very happy or successful.

Around 2000, I began reading in earnest. I read everything I could find and learned a lot
about John Wooden, Phil Jackson, Dean Smith and other well known coaches. I moved away
from an autocratic style (Cameron, Quinn 2011) to a more player centered approach all the
while learning as much as I could about the technical aspect of the game. I spent a lot of
time with college coaches soaking everything in. Soon things began to change. We won the
first of 8 league championships in 2002, and over my final 10 seasons, we went 153-15. More
importantly, I was receiving very positive feedback from my players and introducing more
and more elements of positive psychology into my coaching practice. I truly wanted to be in
partnership with my players, wanted each one to feel valued and also wanted each to see
his time on the team as valuable in shaping the man he was becoming.

As mindfulness, including yoga and meditation has become more and more prevalent in the
US, athletic teams have been embracing the practice. Dr. Keith Kaufman, along with his
colleagues Carol Glass and Tim Pineau, has developed a Mindful Sports Performance
Enhancement (MSPE) protocol modeled after Jan Kabat-Zinn’s renowned and widely used
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Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) program. Kaufman has tailored Kabat-Zinn’s
MBSR methods to the unique needs of athletes and coaches. The program progresses
through 6 segments - Building Mindfulness Fundamentals, Strengthening the Muscle of
Attention, Stretching the Body’s Limits Mindfully, Embracing “What Is” in Stride, Embodying
the Mindful Performer, and Ending the Beginning. (Kaufman, Glass, Pineau, 2018). In 2021, I
participated in a weekend workshop to become a certified MSPE instructor. I found the
program fascinating and have utilized it with some teams and athletes whom I work with.

While mindfulness may be an important factor in Seligman’s Positive Psychology model,
particularly with regard to Positive Emotion, clearly sports provide avenues into the other
pieces of PERMA as well. Engagement can be achieved in sports as athletes enter the flow
state, as described by Mihaly Csikszentmihaly in his book Finding Flow. (Csikszentmihalyi, M.
1997). With training and attention, athletes can recognize this state, access it more
frequently, and learn that they can also find it in their life outside of sport. The legendary
golfer Jack Nicklaus touched on this when he said: "Concentration is a fine antidote to
anxiety.”

Athletes and coaches obviously have access to Relationships as part of their teams,
particularly so for team sports athletes. Astute coaches would point out this important piece
of the athletic experience to players in order to maximize the potential here. Meaning,
another important aspect of Seligman’s PERMA theory, can be accessed in many ways by
sports teams and indeed we see this all the time. For example, when LeBron James was
interviewed after winning the NBA Championship while he was with the Cavaliers, he said
“we did this for Cleveland.” Tom Brady teared up when mentioning dedicating a Super Bowl
victory to his mother who was battling cancer.

Even when athletes don’t have specific external causes that create meaning, they can find it
in loyalty to their institution. Smart coaches create strong team cultures and are proud of
accomplishing goals on behalf of those institutions. Which brings me to Accomplishment,
the last of Seligman’s pillars. Clearly, playing sports has as a goal, accomplishment. Though
not all teams will win the championship, striving towards a common goal creates motivation
and winning validates hard work, dedication, teamwork and everything else associated with
a positive team culture. When athletes and teams win, they can feel motivated to continue
the practices that have enabled them to succeed.

It’s been my observation that most sports teams are structurally organized in a similar
fashion. Indeed, my anecdotal research suggests that coaches generally implement an
organizational structure that they experienced as a player, with perhaps a few minor
changes. From an org chart perspective, typically a Head Coach’s direct reports are the
assistant coaches, who are usually organized by team specialty i.e. offensive coordinator,
defensive coordinator, special teams coach, and/or position specifically - goalie coach, line
coach etc. Depending on how rigid the hierarchical structure is, players report to assistant
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coaches, who report to the head coach. Indeed on many teams, the Head Coach delegates
much of the one on one interaction with players to the assistant coaches.

Decision making tends to be quite centralized, with the Head Coach usually having the final
say. Sometimes, assistant coaches are given quite a lot of autonomy, but this is certainly not
always the case as often assistant coaches can be less experienced than a Head Coach. Head
coaches must also decide how formalized they want their structure to be. (Bauer, Erdogan,)
For example, some coaches have very specific guidelines for who sits where in the locker
room, how locker contents are organized, where players sit on the bus, as well as extensive
written team rules. While it is important to have a well organized team, an overemphasis on
rules and rigidity coupled with highly centralized decision making could potentially stifle
creativity from the players. (Bauer, Erdogan) Indeed, many coaches in their quest to control,
ignore the intellectual capital that resides in their players. After all, the players are the ones
actually out there playing the game.

Some coaches however have implemented a flatter organizational structure with an
emphasis on creativity, learning and player involvement. Adrienne Shibbles is one such
coach. In her 13 seasons as the Head Women's basketball coach at Bowdoin College, her
teams won 281 of 348 games. Shibbles was honored with NCAA Coach of the Year in 2019.
As a coach, Shibbles created a “flat” organizational structure wherein the players had much
more autonomy and responsibility than what one would see in a typical team.
Communication, trust, empowerment and accountability are themes that emerge when
exploring Shibbles coaching philosophy. “My passion for coaching goes beyond that I love
the game. It’s more about developing leadership through this tool that is basketball.”
(Olcott, 2019)

The culture of Shibbles teams, and many other successful teams, compares closely to that
of a supportive, extended family. As it pertains to the Competing Values Framework for
understanding organizational culture, Shibbles created a culture aligning most with the
“Clan” type as opposed to a more Hierarchical or Market type culture that seem to
predominate in sports. (Cameron, Quinn, 2011) It is my opinion that a sports team culture
most akin to a Market Culture would tend to create overwhelming pressure on the players
and be seen as a “win at all costs” type of team. A Hierarchical team structure as noted
before could stifle creativity and perhaps become too focused around rules, regulations and
operating processes. A Clan type culture, conversely, is inwardly focused and family-like,
where members recognize their connectedness, support each other and solve problems
together. (Cameron, Quinn, 2011) In this way, they can adapt and improvise within an
emotionally supportive environment that helps uphold the condition for them to thrive.

“Vision based coaching” is an emerging executive coaching model that could be utilized by
sport coaches who espouse positive psychology and are interested in developing the
leadership within their players. This model differs fundamentally from traditional coaching
frameworks in that it begins with a leader envisioning an “ideal self” then moving through a
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process to become that ideal self. In traditional coaching-client relationships, typically a
leader’s deficiencies (as determined by external evaluations i.e. a 360 assessment) are
identified, then work is done to make progress against those deficiencies. (Passarelli, 2015)
Vision based coaching plays off a leader’s intrinsic desire to change, thus creating internal
motivation. (Passarelli, 2015) Vision based coaching could be utilized by sport coaches as a
method to motivate players while helping them to become more effective on the field while
developing their own positive traits and leadership capability. This could have ripple effects
throughout a college campus or high school when athletes interact with their peers.

Coaches could be trained and educated to implement these elements of Positive
Psychology, and Vision Based Coaching while also evaluating their organizational structure
and team culture. Those of us who understand the intersection of these elements could
create a training program - online and in person - that would move coaches in this
direction. With an eye towards intentionality, coaches could learn to imagine both the coach
they want to become, and the organization they want to build. Armed with the know-how,
and with a mentor, a network of like-minded coaches, and a development program to
support them, coaches could really create meaningful and lasting change. Change that
would improve their lives, the lives of their athletes, and the very institutions they serve.

In conclusion, it has been a pleasure to further research this area of interest. While it’s long
been apparent to me that coaches, through the medium of their sport, have an opportunity
to positively impact their players, it’s also been my experience that many coaches don’t
fully (or at all) realize this. Even well paid college coaches can lack in this basic
understanding as they keep their eyes fixed only on winning. There is much research about
the health benefits of mindfulness. We know that coaches impact players. We know many
high school and college kids are suffering from mental health issues. It’s time we connect
these dots, move to action, and make a difference.

6/8



REFERENCES

Baker, J., Cote, J., Hawes, R., (2000). The relationship between coaching behaviours and sport
anxiety in athletes. Journal of Science and Medicine in Sport 3 (2): 110-119.
https://doi.org/10.1016/s1440-2440(00)80073-0

Barnes, A., Larcus, J., (2015), Positive psychology as a framework for leadership development
in recreation and sport. New Directions for Student Leadership (no. 147).
https://doi.org/10.1002/yd.20145

Bauer, T., Erdogan, B., An Introduction to Organizational Behavior. (Downloaded course
textbook - open source)

Cameron, K., Quinn, R., (2011) Diagnosing and changing organizational culture based on the
competing values framework. Chapter 3.

Cho, S., Choi, H., Kim, Y., (2019). The relationship between perceived coaching behaviors,
competitive trait anxiety and athlete burnout: A cross-sectional study. International Journal
of Environmental Research and Public Health. https://dx.doi.org/10.3390%2Fijerph16081424

Csikszentmihalyi, M. (1997). Finding flow: the psychology of engagement with everyday life.
Basic Books.

Csikszentmihalyi, M., Seligman, M., (2000). Positive psychology, an introduction. American
Psychologist, 55 (1), 5-14. https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0003- 066X.55.1.5

Dweck, C. Self-Theories: The Mindset of a Champion (Course reading).

Flanagan, L. (2019). Why are so many teen athletes struggling with depression. The Atlantic.
https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2019/04/teenathletes-mental-illness/58672
0/

Jackson, P., Delehanty, H., (2013). Eleven rings. The soul of success. Penguin Books

Kaufman, K., Glass, C., Pineau, T. (2018). Mindful sport performance enhancement: mental
training for athletes and coaches. American Psychological Association.

Mayo Clinic. (2021, September 7). What parents need to know about college students and
depression.

7/8

https://doi.org/10.1016/s1440-2440(00)80073-0
https://doi.org/10.1002/yd.20145
https://dx.doi.org/10.3390%2Fijerph16081424
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0003-
https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2019/04/teenathletes-mental-illness/586720/
https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2019/04/teenathletes-mental-illness/586720/


https://www.mayoclinichealthsystem.org/hometownhealth/speaking-of-health/college-stu
dents-and-depression

Menasce Horowitz, J., Graf, N. (2019, February 20). Most U.S. teens see anxiety and
depression as a major problem among their peers. Pew Research Center.
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2019/02/20/most-u-s-teens-seeanxiety-and-d
epression-as-a-major-problem-among-their-peers/

NCAA. (2020, April 8). Estimated probability of competing in college athletics.
https://www.ncaa.org/sports/2015/3/2/estimated-probability-of-competing-incollege-athl
etics.aspx

Olcott, S., (2019). Pass it on. Bowdoin Magazine 91 (1)
https://issuu.com/bowdoinmagazine/docs/fall_2019_pages_hr/s/10121249

Passarelli, Angela (2105). Vision-based coaching: optimizing resources for leader
development. Frontiers in Psychology. 6 (412)
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00412/full#:~:text=htt
ps%3A//doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00412

University of Pennsylvania School of Arts and Sciences. PERMA theory of well-being and
PERMA workshops.
https://ppc.sas.upenn.edu/learn-more/perma-theorywell-being-and-perma-workshops

8/8

https://www.mayoclinichealthsystem.org/hometownhealth/speaking-of-health/college-students-and-depression
https://www.mayoclinichealthsystem.org/hometownhealth/speaking-of-health/college-students-and-depression
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2019/02/20/most-u-s-teens-seeanxiety-and-depression-as-a-major-problem-among-their-peers/
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2019/02/20/most-u-s-teens-seeanxiety-and-depression-as-a-major-problem-among-their-peers/
https://www.ncaa.org/sports/2015/3/2/estimated-probability-of-competing-incollege-athletics.aspx
https://www.ncaa.org/sports/2015/3/2/estimated-probability-of-competing-incollege-athletics.aspx
https://issuu.com/bowdoinmagazine/docs/fall_2019_pages_hr/s/10121249
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00412/full#:~:text=htt
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.00412/full#:~:text=htt
https://ppc.sas.upenn.edu/learn-more/perma-theorywell-being-and-perma-workshops

