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Youth sport coaches play a critical role in creating a solid foundation for positive 
youth development (PYD) and sport skills (Camiré, 2015). Positive youth development is an asset-
based approach that implies coaches should intentionally foster the personal and social skills needed 

in and outside sport (Lerner, Almerigi, Theokas, & Lerner, 2005). Although many coaches develop ways to 
include these qualities in their coaching practice, there are several opportunities as well as a set of strategies 
that may be useful to coaches involved in competitive youth sport. Hence, it is necessary to consider context-
specific strategies that may help coaches who want to promote PYD and sports development through com-
petitive youth sport. Previous articles in this journal (e.g., Mullem & Brunner, 2013) have suggested the need 
for helping coaches understand the processes that enhance their coaching practices.
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Opportunities for Positive Youth 
Development within Competitive 
Youth Sport

Competitive youth sport is a fertile platform that can be 
conducive to PYD outcomes such as perseverance, respect, 
teamwork and leadership development (Santos, Camiré, & 
Campos, 2016). As such, opportunities for PYD present them-
selves constantly.

First, the performance focus present in competitive youth 
sport provides meaning to the experiences as well as reflec-
tions and life lessons. Winning, losing and striving for team 
objectives, to name a few learning opportunities, may enable 
PYD during coachable moments (Côté, Turnnidge, & Evans, 
2014). To use the potential of competitive youth sport, coaches 
should 1) intentionally use these opportunities to foster PYD, 
2) highlight how these personal and social skills might be 
used outside of sport, and 3) provide support as athletes inter-
nalize and apply a particular skill. Additionally, PYD develops 
personal and social skills, could help athletes learn sport skills, 
and could influence game performance (Anderson, 1999). If 
athletes are able to define sound goals, lead others, develop 
self-control, and persevere, there is an increased likelihood 
that they will learn a vast array of sport skills. Finally, given 
that coaches spend significant amounts of time with athletes 
within competitive youth sport, it is possible to promote PYD 
and attain more outcomes in comparison with less demanding 
sport contexts such as recreational sports (Strachan, Côté, & 
Deakin, 2011).

Positive Youth Development Strategies for 
Competitive Youth Sport

This section presents four specific PYD strategies that fo-
cus on the nature of the competitive youth sport context. First, 
coaches involved in competitive youth sport have the dual role 
of facilitating performance outcomes and facilitating PYD out-
comes (Gilbert & Trudel, 2006). This role is time-consuming 
and demanding (Coakley, 2016), as coaches must define a spe-
cific set of personal and social skills that align with athletes’ 
characteristics during specific competitive periods of the season 
(e.g., preseason, off-season). Coaches could define these per-
sonal and social skills while focusing on the sport skills that 
are being developed. For example, if coaches aim to develop 
accuracy in free kicks, it might be valuable to define goal setting 
and perseverance as important skills on which to work. This 
integration process makes PYD a feasible endeavor and may 
contribute to the relationship between sport development and 
personal and social skill development.

Second, it is necessary to explicitly state these skills as PYD 
objectives so athletes can assess their own performance. The 
language used should consider the target age group to help 
athletes understand the meaning of leadership and what lead-
ership means for them in a practice or game. It is easier to de-
fine a small attainable PYD objective with a certain number of 
players and then expand those objectives to the whole team. 

Cultural and social forces (e.g., past experiences with former 
coaches, personal objectives) might in some cases lead athletes 
to not acknowledge the importance of these objectives.

Third, before changing a coaching practice entirely, coaches 
need to reflect on the possibility of using potential coachable 
moments that already exist in their coaching practice, team 
routines and strategies. If a coach assigns a warm-up leader in 
a nondeliberate manner and without a PYD focus, it would be 
beneficial to do it more deliberately and consistently over time. 
Furthermore, after shifting from a nondeliberate to a deliber-
ate approach, it is important to create new PYD strategies and 
integrate them progressively based on certain criteria:

•• Do they align with PYD objectives?
•• Do they lead athletes to discover for themselves the im-

portance of a specific skill during drills (e.g., a drill that 
requires teamwork and athletes are failing to do it)?

•• Is their value applied in coaching practice?
•• Do they promote reflection about institutionalized com-

petitive youth sport and provide a different outlook (e.g., 
the winning team stays in a drill vs. the losing team stays 
because there is a clearer need for improving)?

•• Do they help coaches to reflect and create their own PYD 
strategies (Pierce, Gould, & Camiré, 2017)?

Fourth, coaches should develop a sense of consistency be-
tween expectations and PYD objectives in games and practices, 
which means posing specific questions like: What do I accept 
for my team while losing and winning a game? What is the 
value given to a PYD objective in the first game and in the 
finals?

To capitalize on the opportunities that exist in competitive 
youth sport, coaches could develop a PYD mandate consistent 
with the nature of this context and truly integrate the approach 
in their coaching practice instead of drifting away from the 
principles behind competitive youth sport (Vella, Oades, & 
Crowe, 2011).
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