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Sammanfattning

Syfte: Syftet med studien &r att undersdka trdnarnas syn om talang, vad som krévs for att
utveckla det, hur detta kopplas till grit samt vilka tillvigagéngssitt de anvénder under 1
praktik som kan kopplas till grit egenskapen.

Metod: En kvalitativ studie bestdende av semistrukturerade online intervjuer genomférda med
sju trédnare fran olika sporter

Resultat:  Trénarnas perspektiv pa vad som kravs for att lyckas inom idrott lyfter fram hogt
virderade beteenden och tankesétt som 4r centrala inom grit som avgdrande. Tridnare
bor framja en autonomistddjande miljé med fokus pa att utveckla ett growth mindset
hos sina idrottare.

Slutsats: Grit-relaterade beteenden ses som avgorande for framgéng. Trdnare kan dra nytta av de
framhidvda metoderna for att utveckla grit.



Forward

The idea for this thesis topic emerged unexpectedly, upon encountering the word grit while going
through course literature. This led to research of its meaning and snowballed into reading more of
Duckworth’s work, summarized in her 2017 book Grit: Why Passion and Resilience are The Secrets to
Success. Furthermore, the current acknowledged phenomenon observed in adolescents, of suspending
participation in sport at an early age, has led to consider the role that grit could play in this case.

I would like to express my gratitude to Vassilis Sevdalis for being available during the writing phase
and for providing supportive and constructive feedback on the thesis. Additionally, my gratitude goes
to both the pilot participants and the coaches who took part in the thesis.
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1. Introduction

High achievement in the sport domain requires a long-term commitment to difficult endeavors. This
entails a multitude of setbacks (Sarkar & Fletcher, 2014). Athletes who possess traits such as grit,
could maintain this long-term commitment. Grit is defined by Duckworth (2017) as a non-cognitive
trait that has two facets: consistency of interest and perseverance of effort. Furthermore, Duckworth
and Alan et al. (2019) suggest that grit is a malleable trait that can predict achievement. Furthermore,
Duckworth identifies two pathways for cultivating grit: internally -through the four assets of interest,
purpose, practice and hope- or externally through conformity. While cultivating grit internally relies
mainly on the individual, coaches could still play a role in this cultivation through their coach-athlete
relationship and practices during training. In regards to the external pathway within the sport setting,
coaches often strive to establish a certain culture which often leads to conformity.

To a great extent, research on how to promote grit in athletes is scarce and the existing research has
predominantly focused on quantitative data measured by the Grit scale (Duckworth, n.d.).
Furthermore, the grit scale is a universal tool to measure grit in a non-domain specific context, making
understanding grit in sport-specific contexts limited (Morgan, 2016). In addition, there is a lack of
research on grit using qualitative methods, specifically regarding the role coaches play in cultivating
such a trait through their practices either internally through supporting and shaping the four identified
internal assets. In parallel, how they could cultivate it externally by utilizing conformity, a key social
phenomenon within group polarization, which in the sport context, entails that when an athlete is
exposed to the the group’s norm and behaviour, they might align their own to match the group’s
(Isenberg, 1986).

Aim and research questions

The aim of this research is to investigate the approaches coaches could apply to cultivate grit based on
the two pathways suggested by Angela Duckworth to cultivate grit. To address this purpose, the
following questions were formulated:

1. What is the perspective of coaches on the qualities of a successful athlete, talent and its
supporting factors?

2. What practices currently applied by coaches are associated with fostering grit?



2. Background
Grit and talent

The concept of grit is novel and has recently gained increased interest in psychological literature.
Angela Duckworth, a positive psychologist and a pioneer that has popularized the concept of grit,
defined it as a non-cognitive trait entailing perseverance and passion for long-term goals. The concept
consists of two facets: one emphasizes passion, which is described as consistency of interest in a long
term goal, whilst the other emphasizes perseverance, described as persistence of effort in pursuing the
long term goal (Duckworth, 2017). The basic premise of grit in the athletic context is that talent alone
plays a minor role in achieving success without sustained passion and persistent effort in the face of
setbacks, failures, and an unpredictable environment. Namely, individuals who may be low on talent
might compensate with a high level of grit, whilst individuals who possess a talent must compliment it
with grit.

As Duckworth explains, grit is a multidimensional construct characterized by four assets (interest,
purpose, practice, and hope). Both interest and purpose are interconnected through the facet of
passion, whilst practice and hope are tied to the facet of perseverance. As such, individuals who have
these assets defined and sharpened, have the capacity to internally grow grit with time, which leads to
sustained striving for long-term goals. In addition, such individuals are also adaptable and flexible in
their endeavors. In her research Duckworth proposes a hierarchy of goals, consisting of long-term
goals that require years to achieve, mid-level goals and low-level goals. Duckworth (2017) argues that
a gritty person is adaptable in his/her pursuit of the long-term goal, by considering switching or
abandoning goals of lower order when adapting to setbacks, failures or a plateau, but would keep
persistent pursuit of the long-term goal. This ability to adapt was viewed as necessary by interviewed
gritty athletes to remain on the path toward a long-term goal (Cormier et al., 2025).

Identifying talent, however, in the realm of athletics remains ambiguous (Baker et al., 2020). In
addition, a systematic review by Roberts et al. (2019) stating that coaches rely on a gut feeling when
identifying knowledge, and that there is an inconsistency in articulating what talent is, is advocating
for further research to probe coaches' understanding of talent. However, according to a definition
proposed by Duckworth, "talent is how quickly your skills improve when you invest effort.”
(Duckworth, 2017, p. 51). As seen from Duckworth’s perspective, talent is an innate ability to acquire
skill swiftly when combined with effort. Skill acquisition, however, does not result in
achievement/success unless it is polished consistently with persistent effort (Duckworth, 2017). In the
athletic sphere, there appears to be a few problematic layers in regards to talent. Sports scientists
researching this field, such as Baker et al. (2024), argue that it is time to avoid the word talent in
certain settings, such as when used generically leading to oversimplification of the complex
development process of athletes, and especially during early development stages, to avoid biases.
Duckworth further argues that another problematic layer emerges in regards to talent, known as the
naturalness bias. Duckworth argues that there is a hidden preference for those whom we think have
achieved what they achieved by talent. This argument regarding a bias is further supported by Roy et
al. (2024), who found that over 100 coaches rated a supposedly talented footballer as more mentally
resilient than an untalented player based on a pre-provided description, despite no difference in athletic
performance observed by the coaches during the experiment.

Validity of grit

Controversially, grit is still a fairly new concept, and there have been arguments regarding its novelty
compared to already established constructs. Published critical papers argue that grit is arguably
conscientiousness repackaged as a new word (Crede, 2018; Ponnock et al., 2020). Conscientiousness
is one of the big five personality traits and refers to the ability of perseverance, long-term planning,
thorough working, preference for structure, and work ethic (Grochowska, 2024). Duckworth et al.



(2007) argues that while both grit and conscientiousness have similarities in terms of preference for
long term goals, they differ in their temporality. Furthermore, conscientiousness could be rendered
transitory by setbacks, whilst grit is intertwined with setbacks. Finally, the unique complexity that
shapes the experience of competitive athletes adds a unique depth that can’t explain their drive
towards goal attainment by a domain-general trait like conscientiousness (Cormier et al., 2025). It is
however worth mentioning that the incremental validity of grit is still an ongoing debate, but grit has
been recognized as a valid variable in recent studies and has shown to exhibit positive desirable
outcomes such as academic success (Muenks, Yang, & Wigfield, 2018), psychological well-being and
life satisfaction (Vainio & Daukantaité, 2016).

The preceding section has outlined the definition and components of grit as presented in recent
literature, along with the main criticisms of the concept. This research paper builds upon Duckworth’s
perspective, whose work has predominantly examined grit within the educational domain, but the
concept has since been adopted and implemented in the field of sports, as will be demonstrated in the
subsequent section.

Grit in sports

Sport is a multidimensional concept which -depending on the sport- can include physical,
psychological, technical and tactical aspects that have to be developed over a long period of time.
Most worthwhile athletic achievements require a time-intensive journey in order to develop the
required aspects. Such journeys involve numerous stressors (e.g., life-work interface, injuries, family
issues) (Sarkar & Fletcher, 2014),making grit a coveted trait in athletes, from coaches’ perspective
(Legg, 2021). Recent research on grit has found that grit was a significant predictor of athletic
performance (Cormier et al., 2024), is positively associated with traits like persistence and
self-directedness (Apro et al., 2024), and has a direct positive influence on elite youth football
athletes’ performance (Larkin et al., 2023; Sigmundsson et al., 2020).

Moreover, sport literature has been investigating the reasons behind athlete dropout across different
ages, with the results concluding that the intrapersonal and intrapersonal factors were more associated
with dropout rates than structural difficulties (Crane & Temple, 2015). Furthermore, burnout has been
identified as the major catalyst for attrition in adolescent sports (Brenner & Watson, 2024; Sorkkila et
al., 2019). Relatedly, grit has been studied in collegiate student athletes, a group highly susceptible to
burnout, and the findings have identified grit as being a buffer against burnout symptoms in female
collegiate student-athletes (Gray et al,. 2023), and as a factor associated with higher capacity to
tolerate burnout symptoms (Barcza-Renner et al., 2024). That said, grit wasn’t directly related to
reducing burnout, but the passion facet of grit was negatively related to fear of failure (Birr et al.,
2024).

Furthermore, research suggests a strong correlation between grit and the athlete’s skill level.
Sigmundsson (2020), found that an elite football team scored higher in both grit facets in comparison
to lower ranking teams, implying that grit is characterizing higher level athletes. More on this positive
relationship between grit and the athlete’s level, is research suggesting that grit predicts a sustainable
athletic career in collegiate athletes aiming to compete in higher levels (Mayol et al., 2016; Nordvall et
al., 2019, Cazayoux & Debeliso, 2019). The aforementioned findings suggest that regardless of the
nature of the sport, gritty athletes are capable of proceeding into higher levels of competition and
training. Thus, the promotion of grit in athletes by coaches can be a highly valuable tool, in the process
of creating future competitive athletes.

Beyond athletic contexts, sport participation has been found to be a valuable tool to promote grit,
which carries over to other aspects of life, both among youth and their sustained participation in sport,
and among adults and their participation in sport later in life (Nothnagle & Knoester, 2025;
Mendizabal, 2024). Relatedly, among recreational triathletes, grit was found to be a factor behind their



choice of sustained participation in triathlons and their subjective well-being (An et al., 2024).
Furthermore, coaches prioritized grit over traits like conscientiousness and did not recognize a dark
side of grit (Tedesqui & Young, 2020).

3. Conceptual framework

The present study explores grit within the sport context through qualitative interviews. The conceptual
framework is grounded mainly on the published literature by Angela Duckworth, more specifically her
published book in 2017 Grit: Why Passion and Resilience are The Secrets to Success. In her seminal
work on grit as a predictor of success, Duckworth has inspired and been cited in subsequent research
studies that try to further discover relationships between grit and numerous other variables within the
context of sport (e.g., Larkin et al.,2016, Cousins et al., 2021, Mendizabal, 2024).

Duckworth’s work indicates that grit is a malleable trait that can be sculptured through two pathways
internally through four assets and/or externally. These two pathways inform the structure of the current
study, as the interview questions were developed to probe coaches’ practices in relation to these two
pathways.

Internal assets

Both facets of grit comprise two assets each. Below is a detailed description of these assets, which
collectively contribute to shaping an individual’s grit:

Passion

The first facet includes interest, as explained by Duckworth (2017), interest is not discovered during a
moment of epiphany or inward reflection but rather through life experience and interactions with the
outside world. Interest is built over time, even if not favored during the initial phase. What even
further deepens an individual's interest is the presence of encouraging supporters (e.g., coaches) as
they provide an ongoing stimulation and information to further develop an affinity for a subject.

The other side of passion is purpose, referred to simply as the idea that a gritty individual perceives
their effort as purposeful, with benefits extending beyond themselves (Duckworth, 2017). Both assets
form passion, a slowly long-lasting interest in an endeavour rather than an intense diminishing one.

Perseverance

The second facet, includes practice, more specifically deliberate practice, defined as structured,
effortful activities to improve a specific skill with a clearly defined goal (Ericsson, 2020).
Furthermore, Ericsson emphasizes that in the setting of deliberate practice, the role of the
teacher/coach is to provide immediate informative feedback followed by repetition and refinement.
Gritty individuals reported logging more hours of deliberate practice than their less gritty peers
(Larkin, 2023; Duckworth, 2017), and even finding the practice as more enjoyable and effortful
(Duckworth, 2017). A similar finding was reported by Tedesqui & Young (2017), who observed that
athletes' high perseverance score was a predictor for logged deliberate practice and consistent
engagement in their practice. This finding is also supported by Cocic (2024) who, in addition, found
that passion cultivates practice in earlier domain-specific practice, whilst perseverance is a bigger
predictor in later stages.

Complementing practice in the perseverance facet is hope, the notion that the individual's future can be
improved by their own efforts (Duckworth, 2017). A construct that is synonymous with the growth
mindset theory, defined by Dweck (2006), is the view that ability is malleable and can be developable
with effort. Furthermore, Duckworth (2017) notes that gritty individuals explain adversity in optimistic
ways, which leads to perseverance and seeking out new challenges to grow. Individuals with a growth
mindset also tend to exhibit grit (Sigmundsson & Haga, 2024). Coaches integrating strategies that



develop growth mindset and reduce fixed mindset beliefs can increase athletes’ ability to cope with
athletic challenges and setbacks, as both mindsets could co-exist in individuals (McNeil, 2024;
Duckworth, 2017). A similar finding was concluded by Albert (2024), where coaches promoting a
task-involving climate can help increase grit’s perseverance facet and the athlete’s perception that their
abilities are incremental. Moreover, regarding coaches' role, Braun et al. (2024) found a significant
positive relationship between athletes' perseverance and leadership behavior, specifically, positive
coach feedback.

Conformity

Another consideration proposed by Duckworth (2017) when aiming to cultivate grit is to consider the
role the external environment plays, by utilizing conformity. The reciprocal effect of a gritty group
culture can increase a newly joined individual's grit (Duckworth, 2017). Furthermore, positive
feedback and social support were positively correlated with grit (Donald, 2019). In addition,
autonomy-supportive coaching was a predictor of grit, as opposed to controlling coaching (Scharneck,
2017). Similarly, Duckworth (2017) suggested that a grit promoting culture is one that strikes the
balance between setting high standards, whilst providing a deep support for athletes during setbacks.
In line with this suggestion is the work by Cormier et al. (2025), who developed a grounded theory of
grit, concluding that grit is explained by adaptive cognitions adopted by athletes through both positive
and negative experiences. Most relevantly from Cormier’s work and in line with Duckworth’s work,
social support systems -enacted by coaches among others- play a role in developing the athlete’s grit,
by influencing the athlete’s understandings of success and failure, and by providing the athlete with
opportunities to succeed as well as exposing them to challenging situations.

Thus, the conceptual framework guiding this study builds on the research by Duckworth, that coaches
can either affect the development of grit internally in athletes through their engagement with the four
assets (of interest, purpose, practice, and hope) in their coach-athlete relationship. Alternatively,
coaches can also develop grit from externally, through conformity, using the influence of their
behaviour both in group or individual settings. By utilizing a qualitative method, the present research
seeks to understand the current coaches’ perspectives and practices in relation to the concepts
suggested in previous published literature. The current research is based on the coaches’ personal
experiences which may expand previous findings or reveal subtle nuances. Figure 1 presents the
concept map that guides the current study.
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(2017)
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3. Methodology

Data collection

The Swedish sports federation (Riksidrottsforbundet ) search engine was used, since it contains data
on all organized Swedish sports associations to find participants holding a coach position within these
associations. In addition, Google search engine was utilized to seek additional coaches that might
work independent of the federation governance. Potential participants were contacted by the emails
provided on the club's website or their business website. The sent email aimed to invite participants to
partake in a short 10-15 minute interview for a study on sport psychology. Digital interviews held on
the Zoom platform were scheduled for the responding participants, during which the interviews were
recorded after obtaining the participants’ consent. The interview questions were semi-structured,
formulated in an inviting manner, and covering each asset that promotes grit. By integrating each
component of the conceptual framework into a question or several questions, the goal was to generate
data that help answer the research questions. Leading up to the formation of the final interview
questionnaire, two pilot tests of the interview draft were performed, firstly with a media and
communication professor at the University of Sodermalm and secondly with an elite youth football
coach. Appendix 1 contains a list of the interview questions. Interviews were conducted in Swedish.

Participants

The interviewed coaches (n=7) were between 27 and 57 years old (M= 43.71, SD=10.19) and their
coaching experience varied from 3 to 20 years (M= 11.75, SD= 7.14). The sports they coached
included (swimming= 2, football=2, biking=1, handball= 1, ice hockey=1). Three of the coaches were
involved in training female athletes, while the other coaches trained males or both genders. The
coached athletes level varied from junior athletes (15 Y/O) up to semi-professional athletes (DIV 1,
elitettan, OS). All coaches had an athletic background in their respective sports.

Ethical considerations

The participants were made aware via the sent email that their identity, in addition to their club’s
identity will be kept anonymous. The participants were also made aware of the fact that the interview
will be recorded and transcribed. Ethical approval by participants was acquired either orally or in
writing, after reviewing the document provided by Gothenburg’s university (Information om
behandling av personuppgifter i utbildningssyfte vid Goteborgs universitet och samtycke till
deltagande i arbetet), in which participants were made aware of the purposes of the study, their rights
and contact information to the institution and the researcher.

Data analysis

The analysis followed a stepwise procedure consisting of six rigid, sequential phases for theoretical
thematic analysis as guided by Braun & Clarke (2006). The motive behind choosing thematic analysis
is due to several reasons, most importantly because it is easier than other qualitative methods and
accessible for researchers with little experience. In addition, it can summarize key features, similarities
and differences of a large body of data.

In the guide provided by Clarke (2006), a process of six steps is suggested for thematic analysis.
Firstly, the data corpus is transcribed verbatim, followed by reading and rereading of the transcription
to familiarize with the data. Secondly, generation of initial codes was conducted after clustering the
data into data sets approached by the research questions. Thirdly, the generated codes were collated
and then sorted into potential themes with the help of a mind-map. Fourth, a refinement of the
potential themes, by reviewing them in relation to the codes to discern which themes are weakly
supported, collapsable or need to be broken into additional themes to ensure that the themes cohere
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together. Fifth, defining the overarching themes and their sub-themes. Finally, producing a report of
analysis that relates back to the research questions with the help of data extracts in the form of quotes.

4. Results

In this part of the study, the results of the conducted individual interviews are presented into two
categories, aligned to the research questions: (1) Perspectives on successful athletes and talent; (2)
Practices to cultivate grit.

4.1. Perspectives on successful athletes and talent

The first set of questions focuses on investigating the coaches’ perspectives through their experiences
on the role of talent and the qualities to be possessed by successful athletes. The analysis yielded two
overarching themes: (1) Balanced positive process orientation; (2) Enthusiasm in need of holistic
support. See figure 2 for a thematic map of the subcategories that are merged into an overarching
category.
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Fig 2. A thematic map of the overarching themes based on coaches' opinions on talent and success qualities.

4.1.1 Balanced Positive Process Orientation

When asked what qualities should a successful athlete possess, the responses varied between the
undertaken approach to training by the athletes or a set of moral attitudes. A number of coaches
expressed the importance of having a balanced approach to athletic development across multiple
domains (e.g., technique and physiology). Furthermore, coaches expressed that athletic development is
an interdisciplinary process that extends beyond what happens in a training facility. Coach 4 expressed
the importance of balancing training with the other aspects affecting compensation outside training:

Consistency and quality in everything you do over a long period of time, both in your training
and outside the field, in how you recover, take care of yourself, and live your life is
fundamental. (Coach 4)

Dedicated, ambitious, attentive, empathetic, and perseverance keeps coming up repeatedly,
consistency. (Coach 6)

Another coach stated the importance of balancing training with recovery to avoid overuse injuries:
To find the balance between training and not crossing the line that leads to injury. (Coach 5)

Almost all coaches expressed that if an athlete is to be successful they must adopt a process-oriented
approach, focusing on the steps and methods leading to a certain goal, without focusing on the goal
itself. This approach is integrated with having the qualities of dedication, commitment and consistency
for a long-period of time:
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Increased drive for the process of getting better and taking steps within one’s sport. A desire
to develop rather than compare results with others. That's where | primarily see it in those
who return after iliness and those who continue year after year. (Coach 1)

Coaches also expressed that for success, an athlete has to adopt a set of both interpersonal and
intrapersonal attitudes. One of the coaches mentioned that an athlete should have a positive
perspective towards setbacks and in their team environment a set of moral traits towards their fellow
athletes:

They should view setbacks as a learning experience rather than a definition of their
performance... Being a good friend, taking care of everyone, avoiding gossip, and trying to lift
each other up. (Coach 3)

4.1.2 Enthusiasm in need of holistic support

The majority of coaches explicitly expressed that talent is congenital but not enough. The answers
showed that it resembles a mix of an aptitude for the sport and a tendency to train. Furthermore,
coaches expressed that talent could carry the athlete to a certain level of development but is
insufficient on its own for success. Coach 3 stated that talent makes up a small percentage of what
constitutes an elite athlete:

A talent is someone who has some kind of aptitude for what they do, being skilled... 20
percent of what you do, but you won’t reach elite level unless you put in the work... Those
who have come far have invested time in it despite having had an aptitude for it. (Coach 3)

Similarly, another coach emphasized that the will to train and endure training is crucial for an athlete's
development:

Talent for training is the most important... a good shot will get you quite far... but the talent to
want to train overtime and endure the training is the most important. (Coach 5)

Moreover, coaches were probed on the factors they believe are important to develop an identified
talent, and provided different answers in this regard. Some stated that there should be a holistic
approach that takes into consideration the different interconnected systems influencing the athlete’s
growth such as the psychological aspect, while others expressed the importance of establishing an
autonomy-supportive environment where athletes partake in decision making. Coach 6 voiced the
importance of listening to the athletes:

Listening, having an understanding of different individuals, and recognizing that the athletes
we train should not fulfill our goals but their own sport goals. Instead, it's about having a
dialogue about the athlete’s training so that they can be involved in decision-making. (Coach
6)

An elite football coach stated that nowadays there is an overemphasis on what can be measured in
terms of performance and little concern about what can’t be measured, such as the athlete’s psyche:

Support off the field. We talk far too much about hard values, but soft values are much more
important... Feeling well is much harder today... you have to see the person much more
behind what we do today. (Coach 4)

4.2. Practices to cultivate grit

The second set of questions aimed at investigating the current applied practices by the interviewed
coaches that are associated with cultivating the trait grit, either internally, by addressing passion
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through its assets (interest and purpose) and perseverance through its assets (practice and hope), or
cultivating grit externally by utilizing conformity through culture related to grit. The analysis yielded
the following themes associated with internal growth: (1) Adaptable stimulation; (2) Interpersonal
familiarization; (3) Informative customizable training; (4) Accommodating inclusive atmospheres; (5)
Transforming a narrow perspective; and the following themes associated with external growth: (6)
Inclusive and virtuous promoting culture; (7) Connection through resemblance. See Figure 3 for the
overarching themes and their corresponding assets.
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Figure 3 showcasing the merging overarching themes and the assets they affect which lead to either internal or external growth of grit.

4.2.1 Adaptable stimulation

The answers revealed that through their experiences, coaches have developed a repertoire of different
practices aimed to gradually stimulate the interest of an athlete into training upon noticing a disinterest
by an athlete during training. Their repertoire consists of sets of adaptable training practices and a set
of compassionate gestures to investigate any existence of underlying reasons. The majority of the
coaches agreed that adjusting training for a disinterested athlete is counterproductive, with the
exception of coach 2 who mentioned a difference in handling disinterested athletes based on their age.
For this coach, the younger athletes are allowed more playtime and a variation of exercises to
stimulate interest, whilst older athletes’ disinterest is not addressed.

| try to create varied exercises that they find fun, but with the older ones, if they don’t think it's
fun, it's no longer play. But with the younger ones, you could do more playtime. (Coach 2)

Another coach mentioned the importance of knowing the athletes and the activities that made them
start in the first place:
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| try to find things that they themselves... | don’t push them to do things... | focus on the
things that originally made them start with the sport. (Coach 1)

Other coaches stated the importance of making the athlete’s disinterest acknowledged which might
stimulate their interest when they notice that the coach is connecting on a personal level.

And that’'s why | keep calling his name all the time, because he has the interest in there
somewhere. (Coach 6)

Show that | see them. Because it can also have an effect if the coach acknowledges me.
Sometimes. If they say they think it's boring, | ask them why that is. (Coach 3)

A number of coaches mentioned holistically approaching disinterested athletes, by having spontaneous
conversations during training to understand that the athlete's interest fluctuates between training
sessions. Showing compassion whilst offering alternative acute adjustment during the training session:

| approach the player and ask how they are doing and if there’s anything | can do, because |
notice that the player is starting to fall outside the framework... the best thing is to run joint
training sessions or stand on the side and watch and be stimulated that way, or have an
individual session in the gym. (Coach 4)

This girl was uninterested in training and thought it was boring. The problem was that she
was behind in school. These kinds of things come to light if you take the time, which coaches
often miss... Not through formal meetings, but informal ones during warm-ups and stretching.

(Coach 5)

4.2.2 Interpersonal familiarization

Participants were probed on how they approach a conversation with the athletes revolving around the
purpose behind participating in their sport. All coaches stated that a dialogue to get to know the goals
behind participating in the sport is essential. On the subject of relating their participation with a
purpose, answers mostly consisted of communicating with the athletes to get to know their purposes
behind their participation. This familiarization with the athlete’s aims, helps coaches understand how
to boost motivation when needed . Coach 5 mentioned engaging in a dialogue to find out the reasons
his athletes specifically chose handball and quit other sports to help them reflect on their choices:

Dialogue about why they specifically chose handball, which sports they participated in before,
why they quit those, and not just that it was boring. (Coach 5)

Coach 3 also mentioned stimulating their purpose based on his prior knowledge, whilst also
mentioning that female athletes are harder to stimulate than males.

Some are there just for the social aspect, others to become the best in the world. | have
knowledge of why they are there and | stimulate them according to their "why". Female
players are more difficult to motivate. (Coach 3)

Echoing the athlete’s effort by giving their participation a transcending nature and bridging into the far
future. Coach 2 described giving athletes' practice a sense of meaning by reflecting his athletes’
choices and efforts it into the future:

They will have children of their own, and might become coaches themselves, so the dream
can live on through their children. (Coach 2)
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Coach 4 revealed that on an elite level, players already have their purpose figured. But what concerns
him is aligning their expectations with their age and developmental stage by fostering a focus on the
process:

Most have found their 'why' quite some time ago... but rather, we're working with a fairly
young group, some of whom are in a rush — but it's more about holding them back and
telling them they don’t need to be the best by next week. They shouldn’t see it as a
100-meter sprint, but as a marathon. (Coach 4)

4.2.3 Informative customizable training

In the coaches’ answers on what their applied practices to develop a specific realized weakness in the
athlete. The analysis revealed that overall coaches have an understanding of the individual differences
in learning, that there is no one size fits all approach. Additionally, utilizing external help to assess
weaknesses in the form of specialized experts could help address the problem from a broader scoop.
Coach 7, who is a swimming coach, a sport known for its heavily technical aspect, mentioned that in
her practice she incorporates a type of periodization in the form of focus periods aimed at isolating a
specific weakness in the technique:

We usually have focus days, focus weeks where today we specifically focus on... it can also
be monthly based too. (Coach 7)

Relatively, coach 4, an ice hockey trainer, mentioned that customized individual approach to each
athlete is most beneficial facilitated by making the athlete aware of their shortcomings and their
causes. Accompanied with immediate feedback during the learning process using different tools

Pinpoint the weakness. When | see it, | can work on the specific motor skill...It's very much
about pinpointing what the weakness is and what part of the weakness is actually the issue...
you can't teach shooting the same way for everyone. (Coach 3)

General programs and then specific programs based on what each player needs... | film with
my phone and immediately afterward show them how their technique looks. | give praise for
what is good and point out what is not. (Coach 5)

Constructing an individualized training plan through utilizing external resources helped one of the
coaches understand certain weaknesses, which through his domain expertise would have been difficult
to address. With The help of specialized experts in the field of physical performance:

With the physio team we laid out a plan for how we want this player to work, and it has
worked really well...adapting and individualizing much of the training for this player. (Coach 4)

4.2.4 Accommodating inclusive atmosphere

Regarding their experiences of sustaining hope among their athletes after being met with a setback,
coaches provided different answers based on the different natures of setbacks their athletes have
encountered. Broadly speaking, coaches provided examples that indicated taking measurements that
focus on keeping the athletes engaged with a focus on a comprehensive utilization of the athlete’s
capacity both mentally and physically.

These measurements start on a psychological level by making the athlete aware that development in
the athletic field has to be process oriented, under which transient performance should not impact their
self-efficacy. Subsequently, coaches highlight the positives in the performance and clarify to the
athletes through clear communication that they will not lose their potential positions in a team setting
to dissipate any fears of exclusion. On the physicality level, coaches adapt the planned training based
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on the type of setback either to address the weakness or to keep the athlete engaged during a rehab
phase. One of the coaches explains his approach in handling the impact of a setback on his athletes:

Talk to them about how it's a process, and that losing one match doesn’t define them.
Highlight what we did well and which components didn’t work... shift the focus from being
result-oriented to thinking more long-term. (Coach 3)

In an elite setting, a coach might have to adjust formations due to underperforming. Coach 4 states the
importance of clear healthy communication, which athletes are provided with the reasons which led to
the decision and the tools to regain their positions:

We have a dialogue and explain the reasoning behind the decisions we've made, while also
giving them the tools to earn back their spot... it usually leads to very healthy conversations,
with a lot of emotions involved. It's a dialogue, not a monologue. And then it's extremely
important to set small, achievable goals. (Coach 4)

Playing time, give them reassurance and explain why their performance has decreased.
Provide clarity within the group and explain that even though they’re injured, they still have a
place on the team and won’t be sent to another team, and that injuries are something
everyone will experience. (Coach 2)

Other coaches mentioned the value of directing the athletes focus during an injury to other developable
areas, through adjusting their training. While also emphasizing the importance of maintaining social
connection with their peers:

Try to involve them, ask how things are going, and help them realize that they now have a
great opportunity to build their physical strength. If it's a lower-body injury, they have the
chance to work on their upper body, do cross-training, or biking. (Coach 5)

We had a guy who got injured, so we set up a bike inside the swimming hall so he could be
with the team and not miss out on that sense of belonging. (Coach 7)

4.2.5 Transforming a narrow perspective

In response to the question about combating a fixed mindset in athletes, coaches highlighted that
athletes often end up in a narrow view on their ability to develop, leading them to dwell on negative
thoughts, a point that was specifically highlighted by two coaches of female athletes both explicitly
and implicitly. Every coach stated the crucial role they could play in stepping in to assist their athletes
escape this narrow view, during which their focus is mainly laid on trivial details or insignificant
goals. This assist is mainly to establish a growth mindset by highlighting the positive aspects in
performance, boost the athlete’s self-efficacy, and redirect the attention on self-improvement:

Even if you're competing against others, it's still yourself that you need to develop. (Coach 1)

One coach mentioned avoiding letting the athlete dwell on their thoughts and boosting their
self-efficacy through letting them participate in easier matches:

Give the person easier matches to rebuild their confidence. Don'’t just leave them on their
own. (Coach 2)

Other coaches also emphasize the importance of stepping in to broaden the athletes perspective by
focusing on the positives. One coach mentions utilizing modeling behavior where he connects with
athletes on a personal level by providing himself as a figure they can relate to. While another coach
mentions shifting their focus to the manageable:
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Show and mention that | also stumble and fail sometimes... try to steer them away from that
negative self-talk. (Coach 3)

Negativity is common among female athletes... shift the focus from what'’s difficult to what’s
good and what we can influence here and now. In many cases, they get stuck on frivial
things. (Coach 4)

Shift their focus away from things that are actually unimportant players often get caught up
in minor details. (Coach 5)

Adding depth to the question, coach 7 emphasized the importance of understanding how other aspects
of an athlete’s life affect their self-image and how this, in turn, can impact their performance in sport.
Thus the importance of involving mental training to disentangle the interrelated effects between
different disciplines :

It's unclear today... if there is tough pressure at school, which then becomes a reflection
almost a definition of their entire personality. This carries over into their sports, and we work
a lot on this through mental training. (Coach 7)

4.2.6 Inclusive and virtuous promoting culture

Participants were inquired about the set of shared values, beliefs, norms and behaviors they aim to
establish among their athletes. The responses given stated practices of leadership aimed at setting a
culture of virtuous behaviours in the athletes whilst supporting the athletes’ autonomy. Among the
named behaviours they aimed to establish were respectful behavior, modesty, accountability and
unreserved honesty. Other coaches focused more on having autonomy supporting culture that includes
the athletes' decision making in deciding and articulating the team’s culture itself or in decision
making. Furthermore, their description of such a culture includes giving a sense of relatedness to all
athletes regardless of the current performance level. Noticeably, three coaches mentioned the
importance of striking a balance between maintaining strict and demanding standards and allowing
flexibility when the circumstances permit. Coach 4 expressed aiming at establishing prosocial
behaviours and balancing between seriousness and lightheartedness:

Good friends in the locker room, a good atmosphere, who take social responsibility for each
other and support each other to make people feel good because they will perform better. So |
balance this with being 100 percent focused on the performance during the match itself,
mixed with joking with the players and switching to more fun when it's not a match. (Coach 4)

Other coaches expanded on the prosocial promoting culture, by integrating an autonomy supportive
culture where athletes are included in decision making prior to the start of the competition season:

It must not be so cozy that you can’t correct each other. But at the same time, it shouldn't go
the other way with negative comments either. We try to sit down before the season starts and
go through what the expectations are... then they can help add to how we should behave.
(Coach 5)

| want discipline. | expect them to listen... give them trust when it comes to behavior, we rely
on the players... discipline with a bit of a twinkle in the eye. (Coach 2)

Coach 4 plainly communicated establishing a transparency culture and open communication:

A culture where we encourage openness. We’ve allowed our players to be part of deciding
what kind of culture they want... they care for and support one another... and we can’t
achieve that without being honest and pointing out what needs to be improved. (Coach 4)
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4.2.7 Connection through resemblance

In the coach’s answers regarding whether they aim to be idolized, three of the coaches stated they do
not necessarily aspire to achieve becoming an idol, but they still aim to offer a relevant example to
their athletes which they can relate to. This example offers relevancy in the sense of current desired
efforts and behaviours, and draws upon the coach’s earlier experiences as an athlete themselves. The
purpose of providing such an example is to offer athletes a highly meaningful resonance that athletes
could connect with.

Describe it as bringing my experiences with me and adding them to their thinking... so that
whenever they have a tough time in school, they know it's possible because I've been there
myself. (Coach 7)

| train because it feels good to understand what they feel and to think about how they can
feel better. (Coach 6)

Other coaches highlighted living by example to become relevant to their athletes, specifically
practicing virtue and demonstrating humility that everyone even coaches still fail and learn:

To fully live out the process-oriented part... when | demonstrate the exercise and say ‘give it
your all,” | do the same myself... It is about practicing what you preach, and | also have to be
able to make mistakes and show that. (Coach 3)

If we require the player to come rested and take care of themselves for every training session
or match, then we must do the same ourselves. We also have to allow ourselves to fail just
as we allow the player to. (Coach 4)

5. Discussion

The aim of the present study was to investigate current coaches' views on success and practices for
promoting grit in athletes. More specifically, the investigation was largely guided by the currently
published literature by Angela Duckworth, who specifies two ways to promote grit. This section
analyzes and discusses the study’s results in relation to previous research on promoting grit, as well as
addressing the limitations of the study and its implications.

5.1 Method discussion:

Since the study aimed exclusively to investigate different possible practices by coaches that address
any of the assets presented in Duckworth’s work, a qualitative approach was deemed appropriate than
an open-ended questionnaire. As vocal communication allows for real-time interaction in case of
unclarity and even follow-up questions. Thus, the choice of digital semi-structured interviews to
explore the experiences was more feasible in this context.

However, there are a couple of limitations to the chosen execution. Firstly, carrying out digital
interviews limits the possibility of rich communication due to restricting the opportunity to establish
rapport which might lead to broadening the researcher’s perspective on the subject. Secondly,
interviews were conducted within a 15-minute time window as promised during the invitation phase to
ensure participation. The short time frame could have contributed to a diminished depth of detail as the
subject being covered is broad and complex.
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5.2 Results discussion

5.2.1 Coaches’ perspectives in relation to grit

Based on the coaches’ responses regarding qualities necessary for athletic success, the opinions
reflected qualities that highly align with the perseverance facet of grit proposed by Duckworth (2017).
Coaches frequently described success as a result of sustained process-focused effort over time for a
long-term goal, and explicitly endorsed prioritizing a process-orientation over
performance-orientation, which entails perseverance of effort. Additionally, they stated that during this
process, the idea of learning from setbacks and viewing failures as an opportunity to learn is essential.
This also intersects with the concept of a growth mindset, which is closely associated with grit, and
may serve as a foundation for developing the asset hope. Furthermore, none of the coaches explicitly
named talent as a necessary component for success. This aligns with the broader perspective suggested
by Duckworth (2017), that success is not contingent upon innate ability, but rather on consistency,
commitment and dedication which are all encompassed within the facet of perseverance. Although
interpersonal qualities such as high moral values are not outlined in Duckworth’s model of grit, they
may serve as social-environmental facilitators of perseverance by creating a cohesive training
environment.

Subsequently, when talent was mentioned in the interview, coaches generally viewed talent as
insufficient on its own to guarantee success. Contrary to Duckworth’s definition, coaches defined
talent more as a tendency to enjoy training and endure its demands, reflecting the importance of
passion. Furthermore, they stressed the necessity of supporting this tendency through a holistic
approach that considers multiple interconnected dimensions, including the athlete’s psychological
well-being, autonomy in decision-making, and broader environmental factors such as support from
coaches, teammates, and the athlete’s social and cultural environments (e.g., school, family). These
findings align with those of Johnson et al. (2008), who emphasized that elite athletic success involves
a dynamic, systemic interaction among multiple dimensions—namely intrapersonal, interpersonal,
lifestyle, training, and environmental—in athlete development.

In summary, although coaches did not refer to grit explicitly, they still described attitudes and
behaviors such as process-orientation, commitment, consistent effort, learning from setbacks and an
aptitude for training which together closely align with grit’s core components. Illustrating how grit
manifests in athletic settings. Aligning with Duckworth’s view that when talent is identified, grit
complements it, by further sharpening it, but talent is not a prerequisite for athletic success presuming
the athlete exhibits traits inherent to grit. The emphasis by coaches on both demonstrating a
consistency of interest and perseverance of effort for athletic success, draws attention to the
importance of practices which can foster grit.

5.2.2 Practices to Grow grit

While the athletes’ initial decision to participate in sport lies beyond the coach, the present findings
suggest that coaches play a vital role as suggested by Duckworth (2017) in stimulating and nurturing
the passion of athletes. This role is reflected in the coaches’ answers, in which they described a variety
of adaptive strategies that reflect efforts to reignite interest and nurture purpose, particularly when
signs of disinterest are observed.

A recurring theme was the coach’s ability to stimulate the athlete’s engagement by drawing on
personalized knowledge of what initially sparked the athlete’s interest in sport. This individually
tailored approach, ranging from varied, playful exercises for younger athletes to reflective bridging
conversations with older ones, demonstrates a commitment to maintaining the athlete’s passion. These
strategies, described as “adaptable stimulation” mirror the principles of autonomy-supportive
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coaching, in which perceived autonomy by athletes predicts sustained participation in the future
(Almagro et al., 2010)

Furthermore, what emerged under the theme “interpersonal familiarization” was the critical role of
relational coaching, under which coaches could understand the athlete’s ‘why’, leading to an
understanding behind the reason for sport participation, and sustaining motivation by aligning daily
effort with long-term goals. For instance, by situating an athlete’s present commitment in the context
of future identities (e.g., future parents), coaches provided a transcendent sense of purpose, which
could grow the athlete's grit, a concept mentioned in Duckworth’s works and supported in Lund et al.
(2019), where reported higher levels of purpose led to a higher score on the grit scale.

This deep, relational understanding of the athlete allows coaches to address motivational fluctuations
not only by modifying training, but by acknowledging and supporting the broader psychosocial and
contextual challenges athletes face (Branddo et al., 2024), whether it be academic struggles or social
dynamics, coaches who proactively initiate informal, compassionate conversations during warm-ups
or stretching sessions demonstrate a holistic awareness of the athlete’s life beyond sport. These
behaviors reflect what Surujlal and Dhurup (2011) found in their study, that athletes favor a coaching
style oriented toward human relations, where the coach is attuned to personal needs and emotional
states.

In regards to the perseverance facet, coaches mentioned helping in both the practical cultivation of
effort and the emotional maintenance of hope. In their practices to overcome a weakness, by assessing
each athlete with an individualized approach, acknowledging the uniqueness of each individual. This
individualized approach utilizes a versatile set of methods including focused periodization, pinpointing
the weakness, involving the athlete through immediate positive feedback which has shown to have a
significant positive relationship with athlete perseverance (Braun et al., 2024). Additionally, the
inclusion of external expertise in domains related to performance where the coach might lack insight.
All the above reflect a deliberate commitment to sustaining the athlete’s effort through practice, one of
the assets of perseverance.

In terms of promoting the hope facet, coaches named two approaches each corresponding to either
when athletes are faced with setbacks or doubt regarding their own abilities:

In regards to setbacks, coaches reported reshaping the environment so that it supports the athlete in
adapting to their new circumstances following a setback (e.g., injury) or establishing a supportive
environment that supplies the athlete with the necessary tools during a temporary setback (e.g.,
lowered ranking). Most importantly, communicating in a manner that is transparent and exploratory.
Noticeably, none of the coaches mentioned reminding their athletes of their proven capabilities which
elicits authentic pride, an emotional experience proven to develop grit (Gilchrist et al., 2018).
Nonetheless, their approach embodies self-compassion that fosters the development of authentic pride
and promotes internal motivation by encouraging failure as a part of process-orientation (Conroy et al.,
2006).

Concerning self-doubt, coaches highlighted that athletes tend to focus on trivial details if allowed to
dwell on their own thoughts without intervention. They highlighted the importance of intervening to
prevent athletes from falling into a negative mindset that narrows their focus, which creates a tunnel
vision where the athlete only sees the negatives and misses the bigger picture. In this regard, coaches
combat the athlete’s negative perspective of their own ability by rebuilding their self-efficacy in the
form highlighting the positives and reinforcing the idea that development is a continuous journey.

Summarizing the findings related to hope, coaches’ practices in regards to the hope facet align with
both the broaden-and-build theory and the growth mindset theory. Firstly, the broaden-and-build
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theory entails that experiencing positive emotions encourages exploratory actions and broadens one’s
repertoire of thoughts (Fredrickson, 2001), which coaches reported striving to achieve by creating
positive experiences for their athletes to prevent tunnel vision. Secondly, a growth-mindset entails that
abilities are not fixed but developed through hard work (Dweck, 2006). Participants explicitly named,
communicating to their athletes that failures are not only inevitable, but an essential part of setbacks
transforms how athletes interpret failures as a negative experience, a core element of growth-mindset
which is related to developing grit (Sigmundsson & Haga, 2024).

Among the named values in desired culture coaches strived to promote. A common thread was a
culture that balances between high standards and lightheartedness, and that also takes the form of a
flexible culture that inserts seriousness and virtues such as respect, honesty and accountability. Such a
culture is also outlined in Duckworth’s work (2017), as being able to promote grit through conformity.
When an athlete observes certain characteristics, such as consistency of effort and all what it entails of
qualities and behaviours in their teammates or coach, they would then tend to conform to the group’s
norms and behaviours directed mainly by the coach (Duckworth, 2017). Moreover, coaches also aimed
to instill a sense of non-judgmental behavior, where failures were embraced as an essential part of the
process. This approach aligns with the findings of Raphiphatthana et al. (2018), who found that
mindfulness -particularly acting with awareness and a non-judgmental attitude among students- is an
antecedent to grit.

Additionally, all coaches mentioned involving their athletes in shaping the desired culture. An
autonomy-supportive environment in turn boosts intrinsic motivation and sustained participation
(Almagro et al., 2010).

Moreover, in her work, Duckworth (2017) underscores the important role coaches could play in
displaying gritty behaviour as role models. Coaches with previous background in sport participation
could benefit from the fact that they could resonate with their athletes through their previous lived
experiences. Being exposed to a role model, which coaches naturally resemble in an established close
coach-athlete relationship, could further cultivate grit through positive conformity. This phenomenon
is observed in the interviewed coaches who, during their athletes’ difficult moments, recalled
examples of themselves when they were active athletes themselves and, furthermore, by embodying
the same mindset and behaviors they expect from their athletes, such as openly showing that failure is
a natural part of the ongoing process of growth as a coach.

5.3 Implications

The current findings build upon the work by Duckworth and have sought to highlight lived
experiences by coaches and their practices that can be related to Ducksworth’s work on grit. It is,
however, important to note, that whilst grit is a desirable trait -in that it ensures sustained participation
in sport and long-term pursuit of goals-, it should also be cautiously approached as being always a
positive trait, since the current research of maladaptive outcomes of grit is still scarce. Furthermore,
viewed through the lens of consistency of effort (passion), it is important to note that not all
individuals who quit a certain endeavor are considered of low grit; many reasons could exist, including
the matter of self-discovery, a process which occurs as a result of cognitive and personality
development. During development, one’s current interests may be highly susceptible to personality
changes, which typically takes considerable time to stabilize before reaching self-clarity (Briley et al.,
2017). This understanding is especially relevant in the realm of early sport participation, where current
evidence promotes early deliberate play, sampling, and later specialization as more beneficial to
promote successful athletes and long-term participation (Latorre-Roman et al., 2018).

Nevertheless, in light of the current findings, it remains the coach’s responsibility to foster a sense of
grit in their athletes, at the least during periods of emotional distress or physiological difficulty.
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Critical moments of adversity such as injury, loss, failure, or broader contextual challenges may
prompt athletes to make impulsive decisions to quit. Thus cultivating grit in athletes can serve as a
protective factor, enabling athletes to navigate hardship and avoid choices driven by transient
emotional states.

5.4 Limitations and future research

The current study aimed to highlight existing practices related to developing grit, primarily drawing on
Duckworth’s framework. This broad focus resulted in an attempt to link each grit-related asset to
current coaching practices, which consequently led to a very broad approach. Had the study
concentrated specifically on the hope facet, for example, it might have yielded more focused and
insightful results in that area.

Thus, future studies could benefit from specifying their area of focus—whether it be
autonomy-supporting climate, growth mindset, or other related areas associated with grit— and
examining their relationship to grit as potential mediators. Furthermore, future research should aim to
investigate any maladaptive outcomes of grit, as current evidence on this aspect remains limited and is
often addressed as a part rather than as a primary focus of the currently published studies. Although
the results of the current study are not generalizable to the broader population as it only includes seven
coaches of different sports and has mainly focused on current practices by coaches, two coaches noted
that female athletes often exhibit a tendency to respond more negatively to setbacks. As such, future
research could benefit from examining how coaches could help athletes overcome negative
interpretation specifically within the context of female athletes.
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Appendix 1 (interview questions)

Introductory questions:

e Hur gammal ar du?

e Vilken sport tranar du?

e Vilka aldrar du tranar?

e Vilken tavlingsniva har dina idrottare?

e Hur lang erfarenhet har du som tranare?

e Har du sjalv en idrottslig bakgrund?

Subject questions:

(Q1):

1. Vilka egenskaper behdver en framgangsrik idrottare ha?

2. Vad ar ditt perspektiv pa talang? Vilka faktorer ar viktigast for att utveckla en
lovande talang?

(Q2):

3. Vad gor du nar en idrottare visar ett ointresse under traningen, hur stimulerar du
deras intresse?

4. Hur jobbar du med att forbattra en idrottares specifika svaghet, till exempel teknik?
Kan du namna ett exempel och hur det gick?

5. Hur engagerar du dig i samtal med idrottarna om sadant som ligger bortom deras
idrottsutévande?

6. Nar en idrottare moter ett bakslag (till exempel misslyckas, skada, forlorar), hur
engagerar du dig med dem for att dverkomma det?

7. Hur hjalper du dina idrottare att motverka negativt sjalvprat?

8. Vilken typ av kultur stravar du efter att framja bland dina idrottare, och hur gar du
tillvaga for att gora det?

9. Stravar du efter att vara en forebild for dina idrottare? Hur i sa fall?
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