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Abstract

Athletics are extremely competitive, and organizations will attempt to maximize the
potential of their programs. Being a sound, cohesive unit leads to stronger bonds and a
better experience for members of a team. The road to building a unified team is nonlinear;
it has been suggested that certain methods of team-building can enhance the perceptions of
cohesion. It is believed that being achieving high perceptions of team cohesion can
positively influence results. The purpose of this synthesis was to review the literature on

methods to enhance team cohesion.
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Chapter 1 — Introduction

People play sports so they can enjoy the experience and win games. Sports are
extremely competitive, and because of that teams are constantly looking for any
competitive edge they can find. Coaches play a huge role in this process, as it was found
that having trust in a coach was correlated to a team’s performance and cohesion
(Abrantes, 2020.) Most members of a team want to win but being a close/cohesive unit can
help facilitate positive results. Players and coaches across the world view cohesion
differently, but ultimately the consensus is that teams want to have a high level of cohesion
(Senecal et al.,, 2008).There are no baseline studies yet that can conclude the overall impact
of team cohesion on performance, but it was reported that team-building can help with
player retention and cause group cohesion (Rovio, et al., 2010.) Working in harmony with
a group brings trust; teams that trust each other have the ability to focus on their individual
assignment more, leading to improved results. In an interview with former college student-
athletes, it was found that their experience improved with a flexible team environment,
player-led team-building, and task-oriented cohesion (Anderson & Dixon, 2018.) While
teammates do not necessarily have to get along to win games, more often than not the
teams that care about each other have been able to gel and stick together. The ability to
“buy in” to a team’s culture is an integral part for a student-athlete to be a part of
something bigger than themselves, while not wanting to disappoint the team. Athletics are
supposed to be enjoyable, but seasons are months long and require teammates and coaches
to be around each other for a significant amount of time. There have been occasions where
personal tensions can rise and erode a team’s cohesion. Leaders of a team must have a

growth mindset by showing their teammates/coaches the investment in each other for
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success (Fronteira, 2008.) There are different approaches to team-building, it truly is a trial
and error process. Bloom et al., (2018) found through interviewing coaches that they felt
team-building was about bringing the team closer as a unit and figuring out what the goals
for the season were. When cultivating cohesion, it is not just team-building activities that
enhances growth. Tough decisions to remove a player from the team because of
commitment, attitude, or effort may need to be made (Bloom, et al., 2018.) In many cases,
player-led initiatives have had the greatest effect on team cohesion. It was found that a
student-athletes’ experience can be enhanced by committing time to team-building, as they
performed better when they invest energy into their teammates (Anderson & Dixon, 2018.)
Having shared experiences created a strong bond between teammates, which gave them
more confidence in each other. Team-building activities may have the ability to positively

increase team cohesion.

Statement of the Problem

As noted, team-building can enhance team cohesion which in turn can impact the success of
a team. There are a variety of strategies that can be used to build team cohesion. These

strategies will be explored in this synthesis review.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this synthesis is to examine methods to enhance team cohesion.
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Operational Definitions

The key operational definitions are as follows:

1. Team-building: Process to facilitate the development of team cohesion (Bloom, et al.,

2003.)

2..Team cohesion: The process in which a group works together and stays united for a

common goal and objective (Abrantes, et al., 2020).

Research Question(s)

There are several questions that are relevant when discussing team cohesion. The

following are the research questions that will be reviewed in this synthesis:

1. Why is team cohesion important?

2. What are effective methods to attaining team cohesion?

Delimitations

The following are the delimitations of this synthesis:

1. The articles for this synthesis project were peer reviewed.

2. The articles used in this study were all published between the years of 2003 and 2022.

3. The articles focused on different team-building methods for building team cohesion.
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Chapter 2 — Methods and Procedures
The purpose of this chapter is to review the methods and procedures used to
determine the effects team building has on team cohesion. To find previous research, an
extensive search of the literature was completed. This chapter lays out the methods used in

finding the studies needed for this synthesis.

The studies collected for this synthesis were located using the EBSCO database from
the SUNY Brockport’s Drake Library. This database had several other sources that were

used within this search such as SPORTDiscus and Academic Search Complete.

The keywords used in the first search were team-building, team cohesion, and
sports. This search yielded only 115 results on the website, most likely due to this being a
narrow topic. After the initial search, refined it to only show studies that from 2000-2022.
This brought the results down to 96 total hits. The second limiter was choosing to only

include peer reviewed journals, which lessened results to 68 hits.

The second search using the EBSCO database from the SUNY Brockport’s Drake
Library utilized the keywords coach, team, and cohesion. Originally 393 studies appeared;
however, after limiting the search for peer reviewed articles written from 2020-2022, the

results lowered to just 60.

The third search using the EBSCO database was aided by using key phrases:
leadership, culture, sports. Originally there were 1209 results. After refining the data
column from 2005-2022 and only wanting peer-reviewed journals the results went down

582.
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A fourth search was conducted, this time a smaller number of articles were present.
Using the key terms collectivism, athletes, sports, and cohesion 3 articles appeared. All of

them could have been considered for this synthesis.

A fifth search was conducted to find more studies to review for this synthesis. After
using the key phrases team, cohesion, and collaboration, 328 results were found. The
results were whittled down 243 after only allowing peer-reviewed articles from 2000-

2022.

A final search was conducted to find one last article to use for the synthesis project.
The keywords put into the database were: team-building, sports, player. This populated 122

results, but after revising the search for articles from 2000-2022 only 41 appeared.

The 10 articles chosen to help aid in this synthesis project that came from many
different sources. This would include: European Sports Management Quarterly, The Sport
Psychologist, Journal of Applied Sport Psychology, Journal of Leadership & Organizational
Studies, International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, Sustainability,
Journal of Sport Science and Medicine, Sports/Exercise/Performance Psychology, and the

Journal of Sport & Exercise Psychology.

The subjects in these studies were either coaches, former or current student-
athletes, and organizational leaders in professional sports. The student-athletes ages
ranged from the youth level to professional ranks. Females and males were well
represented as subjects, and studies took place in North American, European, and Asian
nations. Across all 10 studies used for this synthesis, there 1,371 participants. Participants

that identified as athletes made up 1312 of the total participants. Within that data, 788
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(60.06%) of the athlete participants were males with an average age of 21.9. There were
524 (39.93%) total female athlete participants whose age averaged out to be 20.33. There
were 53 coaches that participated in these studies, who had on average 10.86 years of
experience. Males made up 42 (79.24%) of coach participants, with 11 (20.75%) females
aiding in the efforts. Lastly, there were two NFL owners and one general manager, two NBA
general managers, and 1 MLB general manager that participated in the study. This study
did not include any of their personal information to protect their identity and remain

anonymous.

Some studies used similar styles in collecting date while others differed. The most
popular method for collecting information were pre and posttest were Likert-scale models.
The researchers involved would use a 1-5 scale asking various questions to participants,
then average out the scores to be interpreted. This was quantitative research, as
researchers used tangible information with figures to draw conclusions. The following
studies gathered their information in this way: A season-long team-building intervention:
Examining the effect of team goal setting on cohesion, Tenure Matters for team cohesion and
performance: the moderating role of trust in the coach, Relationships among Sports Group
Cohesion/Psychological Collectivism/Mental Toughness and Athlete Engagement in Chinese
Team Sport Athletes, Development of Team Cohesion and Sustained Collaboration Skills with
the Sports Education Model, Interactive Effects of Team Cohesion on perceived efficacy in
semi-professional sport, A Coach-Initiated Motivational Climate Intervention and Athletes’
Perceptions of Group Cohesion in Youth Sport, and Team Building Through Mutual Sharing

and Open Discussion of Team Functioning.
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There are also other effective methods for data collection. Two studies used in this
synthesis project used qualitative research methods to collect data. In the studies, Expert
Coaches’ Perceptions of Team-Building and How Contextual Factors Influence Athlete
Experiences of Team Cohesion: an in-depth exploration researcher conducted in-depth
interviews to draw conclusions from. These may not be as cut-and-dry as quantitative

research results but can provide an anecdotal view on the subject.
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Chapter 3 — Review of Literature
The purpose of this chapter is to present a review of literature on team-building’s
effect on team cohesion through the eyes of student-athletes, coaches, and owners. Certain
topics such as team-building, culture, performance, and team cohesion will be reviewed.
Every member of a sports organization can have a positive or negative impact on team

cohesion. Ultimately the goal of any team is to have cohesion.
Athletes’ Role in Team-Building/Team Cohesion

Winning is perceived to be an easier goal when members of the team are working
together in effort to achieve a common goal. Gu and Xue (2022) set out to determine if
psychological collectivism and mental toughness could positively influence team cohesion.
The researchers used a 1-5-point questionnaire on cohesion, psychological collectivism,
mental toughness, and athlete engagement. In total, 445 high school to college level
athletes from China (54% male, 46% female) ages 14-26 filled out the questionnaire. Out of
that group 326 responses were used due to time spent on the questionnaire and
consistency. The athletes came from eight different sports. Through the data it was found
that the increase in cohesion and psychological collectivism can help an athlete through
stressful moments in competition, which could help them perform at a higher rate.
Psychological collectivism scored a 3.97, cohesion was a 4.06, mental toughness a 3.36, and

athlete engagement a 4.04.

Similarly, Marcos, et al.,, (2010) conducted a study to look at the connection of
relationships between team cohesion, athletes’ beliefs on individual and group efficacy,

plus coaches’ perceptions of their athletes’ self-efficacy. An athlete’s behavior and how they
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think play a significant role in performance. This study recruited 76 participants from four
Spanish semi-professional teams (two basketball teams and two soccer teams). The
average age of the participants was 23.3 years of age. In addition, four coaches with
physical education degrees were chosen to aid in the study. A 1-5 Likert-scale
questionnaire was used with 1 meaning “strongly disagree” while 5 meant “strongly agree”.
The results showed there was a positive relationship between the perceptions a coach has
on their players’ efficacy with the teammates efficacy rating (r=.088, p < 0.01) from the

participants (Marcos, et al., 2010).

Anderson and Dixon (2018) examined how putting effort into improving cohesion
can positively affect a student-athletes’ experiences in their sport and off the field. By
empowering the players on the team, it gives them some autonomy on the function of the
team. This can improve the level of engagement and enthusiasm the student-athletes have
for the team. The participants were 21 former NCAA D1/D2 collegiate athletes made up of
nine males and 12 females with ages ranging from 18-25. The results were found through
in-depth interviews (in person or phone call) and questions were asked to share their
collegiate experiences. Questions were asked to probe into the athletes’ experiences with
team-building and the effects it had on their experiences both on and off the field. Through
these semi-structured interviews, it was found that going through similar experiences with
their teammates created strong “family like” bonds. The perception being that by investing
time and energy into teammates gave everyone involved more confidence. This may
indirectly or directly influence the team’s performance. It was also found that player-led
team-building was more affective while coach-led bonding was viewed as inorganic

(Anderson & Dixon, 2018).
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In addition, Kao (2019) studied the Sports Education Model to see how team
cohesion can influence social/physical performances. Through competition, SEM can
increase skills, familiarity with rules, decorum and can have a major impact on cohesion.
There were 177 total participants utilized in this study. The members in the study were
split into a control group that were split into an experimental SEM group, and a control
group. In the experimental group, 59 participants were selected (18 men, 41 women) with
an average age of 20.19. The control group not impacted by SEM were made up of 58
participants (24 men, 34 women) who were an average of 20.53 years of age. The control
group was taught with a general instruction focus. The Taiwanese University undergrad
students were placed in a 10-week basketball class. The participants filled out a Likert-
scale (1-5 scale, with 1 being the lowest score and 5 being the highest score) pretest and
post-test questionnaires given to all participants. The SEM group saw increases in
perception of teamwork (.71), team adaption (.59), interpersonal interaction (.70), and a
total team cohesion of +.43. The general instruction group saw less success as they only
saw slight increases in those categories (perceptions of teamwork .47,.17 in team

adaptation, .33 interpersonal interaction, and .34 in total team cohesion.

Furthermore, Abrantes et al.,, (2022) set out to determine if team cohesion and
performance was connected to trust in a coach and the coach’s tenure. The hypothesis
being the amount of time a coach has spent with a single team will enhance the level of
cohesion and performance. This study took place in Catalonia, Spain with 688 players as
the participants from 73 amateur basketball leagues (22 female teams, 51 male). The
average age of the male participants was 24.66 with a range of 18-37. The female

participants average age was 22.97 years old, with a range of 18-36. The average tenure on
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the team for the players was 3.09 years of service. Cohesion was measured by a 1-9-point
Likert-scale questionnaire model. To measure the trust in a coach, a nine-part
questionnaire was used to get a better understanding of the perception the athletes had on
their coach. The results showed a strong connection with team cohesion and performance
being impacted by cognitive and affective trust in the coach. Conversely, it was found that
team tenure can affect team cohesion but does not necessarily directly impact

performance.

With this study, Senecal, et al., (2008) researched the effect season-long team-
building initiatives using group goal settings had on the athletes’ perceptions of cohesion.
Having higher perceptions of cohesion can bring a team closer together, helping teams gain
a competitive edge. The participants were 86 female high school basketball players, from 8
different teams. The average age of the participants was 15.71 years old, the range was 14-
18. The researchers measured cohesion using a GEQ 9-point Likert-scale model that was
given to them before and after the season. Participating members were either in the control
group or a team goal-setting experimental condition. A team-building intervention
assistance was implemented while the control group ran their program in their regular
fashion. The findings showed more substantial improvements in: individual attractions to
the group tasks, individual attractions to the group - social, group integration -task, and
group integration - social. Essentially the perception of cohesion increased in the student-
athletes in the team goal-oriented condition, while it declined in the control group (Senecal,

et al., 2008).
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Onto the next study, which saw Pain and Harwood (2009) set out to determine if
improved communication could lead to a higher perception of cohesion amongst
teammates, which ultimately would help team performance. The intervention took place in
England, with a Central University Second XI Soccer Team. The average participant was
20.6 years of age with ages that ranged from 18 to 24. The team was made up of 18 total
players. The researchers gathered information about the team for the first five games of the
season to get a better understanding of the team’s current state. The researchers then used
pretests and posttests to measure a myriad of subjects. After each game, the players and
coaches would immediately take the “Performance Environment Survey in the locker room.
Following this, over the course of 4 weeks, four meetings occurred. During this time three
games were played. After this portion of games, data were collected from the final three
games of the season (11 total games were played). On a 1-3 Likert-scale model players
were asked to evaluate their perceptions of team cohesion, communication, social
cohesion, and trust/confidence in teammates. The players were also asked to evaluate their
individual performance and the teams’. There were 45-minute team workshops where
players and coaches were encouraged to speak freely and honestly about their perceptions
of the team. The goal was to raise awareness, have an open discussion, and generate action
to improve areas that it was felt needed it. The results showed an improvement in each
area being measured and the team’s performance improved over the course of the season.
The team started out 1-2-2 during the initial period without intervention, and steadily

improved over the season earning a spot in the semi-finals.
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Coaches’ role in Team-Building/Team Cohesion

The coach’s role in team-building, while different from a player, is incredibly
important to the process of improving team cohesion. They are ultimately responsible for
every function of the team and will always search for ways to improve performance. This
study wanted to increase the information regarding coach'’s perceptions of team-building
and to gain a better understanding of effective team-building exercises. Bloom et al., (2003)
led a study that invited 29 college coaches associated with Canadian Inter-University Sport
League (CIS) programs. There was a wide range of experience in terms of years served,
from 2-30 years with a mean of 13.2 years of coaching. Six female coaches and 23 males
coaches participated in the study. It should be noted that several sports were represented
in this study. The focus groups were led by two researchers for approximately 90-120
minutes for completion. After all the focus groups were finalized, six themes emerged:
fundamental elements of team-building (14.1%), team environment (11.7%), coach’s role
and characteristics (24.5%), team-building activities (27.9%), relationship between team-
building/cohesion/performance (10.1%), and lessons learned (11.7%). Coach’s felt team-
building was about bringing the members of a team together for a common goal, and

uniting individuals to accomplish the goals set.

McLaren, Eys, and Murray (2015) attempted to gain a better understanding of the
Motivational Climate Intervention system with youth soccer coaches. They sought out their
athletes’ perception of group cohesion. Researchers have developed the idea that athletes
who had higher levels of perception on social cohesion had a better experience than those

who had lower levels. Participants in the study were made up of 20 youth soccer coaches (5
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females, 15 males). There were 21 teams in the junior section of two soccer clubs. The
average age of coaches that participated was 45.67 years of age. The motivational climate
was studied through the MCSYS questionnaire. This was a 1-5 Likert-scale model. The
coaches used the MAC scale while the perceptions of group cohesion of athletes were
filtered through the YESQ 1-9 Likert-scale questionnaire model. These were administered
at the beginning and end of the season. Three groups were created MAC, AC (Attention-
Control), and a control group that was not influenced by motivational factors. All groups
went through different training, with the MAC group heavily focusing on improving
motivation and cohesion. In the field of task-related climate and task cohesion, the MAC
group improved steadily higher than the AC and control group. The coaches in the MAC

group revealed an increase in the discernment’s athletes had on group cohesion.

Professional Sports League Owners/General Managers’ Perceptions on Team

Cohesion

Fronteira (2008) set out to research how the role top-level owners and general
managers play in creating a strong/successful team culture and how that can impact on
field success. When money is involved, achieving team cohesion is more difficult because a
player has a designated view of self-worth based on their salary or status on the team. The
professional ranks success is based solely on team success, so it is imperative for the team
to have a common goal and work together to achieve it. Very seldom do teams with great
disconnects reach their full potential. There were six participants in this study: two NFL
owners, one NFL general manager, two NBA general managers, and one MLB general

manager. To ensure their identity remained anonymous, none of their private
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demographical information was disclosed. The participants were partaking in semi-
structured, open-ended interviews. All participants involved were asked the same exact
questions as their peers. It was found that 5/6 participants were cognizant of dysfunctional
team elements when they joined the team in their respective roles. There were tangible
issues (wins-loss record, declining facilities) and intangible elements (values and attitudes)
that participants pointed to. Furthermore, 5/6 participants spoke about
physical/psychological elements in their organization that were lacking success. Several
themes appeared from the participants regarding ways to turn bad situations around. All
endorsed taking charge, having a vision for success, setting a standard and holding all
members accountable for performance and actions, making physical improvements, and

improving lines of communication. It was also important to have organizational values.

Summary
These studies revealed several themes on the perceptions and importance of

creating a cohesive team. Coaches and players must have an open line of communication
and be willing to give up some of their individual approaches for the betterment of the
team. Building a cohesive team is difficult because each member comes from different
backgrounds and/or experiences that have shaped them to be the person they are. The goal
of every sport is to win, and these studies revealed how imperative it is to spend time on
team-building to increase perceptions of team cohesion, which can assist in attaining
positive results. Cohesive teams also increase the coaches/athletes overall experience
which appears to empower them to reciprocate effort and a team-first mentality when

others feel the same.
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Chapter 4 — Results, Discussion, and Recommendations for Future

Research
The purpose of this chapter is to present the results from the review of literature on

methods to enhance team cohesion and how the results align with the purported research
questions which guided this synthesis project. In addition, recommendations for future

research as it relates to this topic are presented.

The results of this review of literature revealed that a focused effort on team-
building increased the perceptions of team cohesion. In many cases the increase in

perceptions of team cohesion may have indirectly improved performance.

Discussion
Interpretations

As part of this literature review, several research questions were posed. The first
research question was, why is team cohesion important? The results showed when the
perceptions of team cohesion increased the overall experience was improved and, in some
cases, so was performance. Gu and Xu (2022) found that an increase in cohesion and
psychological collectivism can assist an athlete during stressful moments in games, which
could help them improve performance. The second question was, what are effective
methods to attaining team cohesion? Bloom et al., (2003) cited social activities outside the
playing field that had a physical component, shared experiences during training camp,
receiving/wearing the same team gear, and talking to sports psychologists. It was
suggested that efforts towards increasing team cohesion should occur early in the season.

There is no perfect conclusion on which exact team-building exercise is the most effective.
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However, the approach members of the team have and their ability to understand the

atmosphere of the team, play an integral role in the perceptions of cohesion.

Implications

The review of literature performed in this synthesis allowed for several viewpoints
to be highlighted and utilized to help coach’s and athletes’ knowledge of team-building and
team cohesion. This allows researchers to learn about effective ways to improve team

cohesion and the impact they can have on experiences and performance.

Ultimately, the conclusions match previous research. Athletes who feel empowered
felt closer ties to the team. They had a higher sense of self-worth and gave them a voice on
the team. Building trust amongst teammates on and off the field creates cohesion and belief
system. Rigid team environments with strict rules decreased the overall experience felt by
athletes. Team-building activities led by the athletes were more effective than coach-led.
Coach led team-building activities were seen as inorganic and forced. Some level of
cohesion will be attained naturally, but there must be an emphasis on it to reach peak

potential.

These studies challenged previous theories that athletes should only focus on their
role in sports and dismiss having identities outside of it. Anderson and Dixon (2019) aptly
found that an increase in social freedom and a larger role on team functioning, benefits
individuals and ultimately the team. It is important for coaches to develop well-rounded
individuals because there is always life after sports. A player with a high level of
engagement showcases they are having a positive experience on their teams. Developing

mental-toughness and psychological collectivism play an integral role in creating team
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bonds and cohesion. A coach’s tenure with a team also has a great impact on team cohesion
because trust is built over time. If there is not cognitive trust in the coach, improving team

cohesion becomes more difficult.

Recommendations for Future Research
In reviewing the data base on methods to enhance team cohesion, the following

limitations were noted regarding the studies under review. The studies utilized specific
populations of participants, over a designed period. In addition, researcher bias could
impact results as they may implement specific tactics or ask particular questions. Thirdly,

results yielded did not determine the best universal team-building activities.

Based on these limitations and other insights related to the literature the following

recommendations for future research should be considered:

1. Future research should increase the number of in-season check-ins so they can
process and adjust according to the data. Teams may want to adjust their approach
on team cohesion if certain team-buildings activities are perceived to be ineffective.

2. Future research could benefit from focusing on one sport per study. This may give a
better insight if results differ regarding team-building activities among specific
sports. Team-building exercises may not be beneficial in every sport.

3. Future research will benefit from the trial and error approach regarding team-
building strategies. More information is needed to find which strategies have the

highest positive impacts on team cohesion.
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Summary
The purpose of this literature review was to determine methods to enhance team

cohesion. Delimiting variables were used to do an exhaustive data-based search which
yielded 10 articles. These articles were then systematically used to determine how certain
strategies can impact team cohesion. Research revealed that a concentrated focus on team-
building can have a positive impact on team cohesion, improve experiences, and may
influence performance. A coach’s tenure with a team, and strategies to gain cohesion play a
major role in an athlete’s perceptions on cohesion. Plus, giving players a role and voice on a
team gives them better self-efficacy and perceptions of self-worth. The better an individual
feels about their role on the team can lead better group task and social cohesion. It is clear
that certain strategies can help members improve their perceptions of team cohesion,

leading to better experiences on and off the field.
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