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For elite sport teams, where excellence in performance is a key element for success, a high

performing culture is required, built through shared values, beliefs and practices (New

Zealand Rugby, 2021). The concept of team culture regards the way in which a team plays

and behaves, and how dynamics contribute to team effectiveness (Taylor, 2013). Through

extensive research, common themes occurred in what individuals believed to contribute to a

positive team culture, and how behaviours, values and attitudes sustained effective team

work. As noted by a participant in a study by Webster, Hardy & Hardy (2017), it doesn’t

matter how many good players you have, if you haven’t got the right team dynamic, if the

environment is not right, you are going to go astray pretty quickly.” The culture in team

sports is influenced by multiple factors, including the engagement and attitudes of its

coaches, the feedback loop within the team, and the positive learning environment

experienced by team members (Kao & Cheng, 2005). The following response will discuss

such points and will provide an in-depth analysis of how this impacts team dynamics and the

occurrence of a positive culture within team sports. In addition, recommendations will be

outlined the further enhance team sport culture, and to contribute to the success and

performance of teams (Cruickshank, Collins, & Minten, 2013).

The definition of culture is quite broad; with research suggesting that it is the expression of a

team’s values, attitudes and beliefs about sport, competition and the game in which they are

playing (Coyle, 2009). Moreover, culture is a shared sense of vision and highlights the norms

of acceptable behaviour for the team and how they are to behave, communicate and deal

with conflict (Taylor, 2013). As described by Shannon Parry, Australian female rugby union

player, team culture requires “an environment that allows the player to be themselves,

comfortable to put themselves out there and make mistakes because they are trying (Parry,

2021). Having a positive team culture can significantly increase performance, cooperation

and collaboration and enhances the commitment of individuals to the sport (Cole & Martin,

2018). In a sense, team culture is quite similar to that of the corporate world as it enhances

the morale of individuals, freedom to express views and thoughts and supports the intrinsic
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motivation of team players within the team (Earnshaw, 2021). Furthermore, the prevalence

of a positive culture within team sports is fundamental as it has a significant impact on the

mental wellbeing of team members. Studies have shown that among young athletes, anxiety

and depression are more common in those who play individual sports than those that play

team sports. It has been found that a significant contributor to this, is the social

opportunities associated with team sports and the way in which this dynamic promotes fun

and stress relief (Pluhar, et al, 2019).

Through personal involvement in team sports, it is apparent that coaching staff have a

significant part in the success of a team, and the environment in which the team exists. For

coaches, the approach to developing and fostering a team is reflective of a vision or

philosophy put into action (Hedstrom, 2004). Furthermore, the objective of a coach is to

develop and deliver a positive experience for players, whilst ensuring that they develop

appropriately. Coaches are able to facilitate the process by emphasising inclusivity and

collaboration whereby all individuals feel safe to contribute their views and thoughts

equality and without repercussions (Taylor, 2013). As emphasised by Shannon Parry, “being a

leader for me isn’t just one role. I am a leader by actions and words. I try to create an

environment where players feel safe and comfortable. Being respected amongst the players

is a must, you can talk the talk but you must be prepared to walk the walk as well” (Parry,

2021). Additionally, Head Coach of the San Francisco 49ers NFL, Bill Walsh, outlined that

coaches should “Concentrate on what will produce results rather than the results

themselves; the processes rather than the prize.”

To achieve a positive culture in team sports, coaches can employ a range of strategies and

approaches that enhance morale and performance. To effectively engage teams and

enhance high-performance within the team environment, coaching can employ tactics, such

as understanding strategy for change, developing leadership capabilities and encouraging a

learning environment. Such approaches were outlined by All Black Legend, Andrew

Mehrtens, also recommending to turn standards into action and to co-write the purpose of

the team as a collective (Kerr, 2013). Many strategies that can be used to enhance positive

team culture and creates the emphasis that cultures need to be created by the players
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themselves. By doing so, players will feel a heightened sense of ownership over the culture

that they have created in conjunction with a heightened sense of responsibility and

accountability for team performance (Ohio University, 2020). In addition to this, coaches are

recommended to set clear expectations on team behaviour and how players interact with

each other and their opponents on and off the field. This is critical as it impacts the

perceived reputation of the team and can directly influence the attitudes on team members

on the field. It is very well known that although a player may have the talent, if they do not

have the right attitude, they may not progress within the sport. As emphasised by Daniel

Coyle in The Culture Code (2009) ‘Your talent will get you as far as the dressing room door,

how you behave gets you on fields and what fields you get on.” Strategies also include

conducting one on one sessions between players and coaching staff, with feedback provided

at the start, middle and end of each season (Kao & Cheng, 2005). Australian Mens 7s Head

coach, Tim Walsh attests ‘courageous authenticity’ as the best strategy for raising a player’s

self-awareness. Furthermore, he states how he is feeling at any given time about a player

and gives as much certainty as he can about a particular situation or feedback that players

are requesting.

As noted above, team culture requires intrinsic investment and dedication from individuals.

Team culture is grounded in an identified sense of mission and shared goals and has

significant implications for how the team functions and how athletes perform. Moreover,

when a team has a defined and understood culture, team members feel implicit pressure to

support and represent that culture (Taylor, 2013). This is emphasised in a quote by Tim

Walsh (2021) whereby he stated, ‘for individuals your character is destiny. For a team,

culture is your destiny.” Demonstrating values and positive attitudes can assist individuals to

secure positions on the field, as talent acquisition officers and coaching teams will look

further than skill to form teams. Individuals can contribute to team effectiveness by

interacting positively and contributing to a feedback loop. The environment in which the

team exists within has a significant influence over the success of team effectiveness, with

the environment setting the scene of how individuals are to behave. By having an

environment where players and coaches can have open, honest feedback allows players to
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operate and play with freedom, without a fear of being judged or criticised (Webster, Hardy

& Hardy).

A positive and productive culture in team sports is fundamental to driving performance and

achieving long-term results. As described above, culture in team sports describes a sense of

shared values, vision and objectives and are impacted by factors, such as the dedication and

commitment of coaches, the environment in which the players perform and how individuals

are intrinsically motivated. Coaches are encouraged to embrace change and risks, focussing

on building capability of players in addition to building trust and driving high performance

behaviours (Schroeder, 2010). ‘The more invested you are as a coach, the better the team

will do (Tim Walsh, 2021). Furthermore, coaches are recommended to establish rituals to

connect their teams to its core purpose, consistently reflecting on and evaluating team

effectiveness and performance and implementing change to improve dynamics. This is

evident in the rituals of the Aussie Women 7s side where they were awarded a ping pong

ball if a session they had completed met their team's standard and culture (as determined

by the team). The team had a tub to fill and how full this tub got would depict how they

performed at the Rio Olympics that season. This was a very successful practice to enhance

culture and team effectiveness as they were able to achieve a tub of 92% full and won a gold

medal at the Rio Olympics (Parry, 2021). Players are also a significant contributor to a

positive team culture and are encouraged to determine intrinsic motivation, and an inner

purpose that relates to an overarching goal.  In Dave Renie’s presentation on ‘A Wallaby

Perspective,’ Rennie explained his approach to coaching, outlining that the first thing he

does with his team is identify their purpose. This includes embracing differences, sharing

stories and songs to allow the players to feel accepted, get a collective understanding of who

they represent and a clear understanding of what success is to them. Furthermore, he

emphasised that team culture was just as much about being good people as it was about

being good rugby players. Moreover, as noted by Kerr (2013), ‘people want to be a part of

something larger than themselves. They want to be part of something they are really proud

of, that they will fight for, sacrifice for, that they trust.” By aligning personal motivations with

the company objectives, teams will effectively collaborate, and work exceptionally well with

each other, specifically on the field. This in turn, has a significant positive impact on the
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effectiveness and performance of the team, achieving strategic outcomes and implementing

required change moving forward.
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