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This project was a quality improvement project for a new (two-year-old) non-profit competitive youth sports program with a mission of providing competitive youth travel tackle football to financially disadvantaged children. The project applied the theoretical lens of strategic enrollment management and the athletic triangle with a mixed methods approach to assist the Alamo City Colts Youth Football and Cheer Association (ACC) with recruitment and retention of youth athletes. Qualitative and quantitative data were collected, analyzed, and validated to understand how ACC’s problems with the recruitment and retention of youth athletes could be addressed to allow the organization to continue its community outreach and provision of participation scholarships and financial assistance. The project provided insights into the development of solidified recruitment and retention strategies using the theoretical concepts of strategic enrollment management and the athletic triangle.
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[bookmark: _Toc165213686]Executive Summary
The Alamo City Colts Youth Football and Cheer Organization (ACC) is a 501(3)(C) non-profit youth competitive football and cheer organization. The ACC completed its second year of full-time operations in December 2023. The organization provides competitive tackle football to financially disadvantaged children and awards participation scholarships to those most at-need. No child is denied participation due to financial difficulties. However, ACC is presently faced with recruitment and retention challenges.
[bookmark: _Toc164617300][bookmark: _Toc164623580][bookmark: _Toc165213687]ACC’s Problem of Practice
How does the Alamo City Colt's Youth Football and Cheer Organization (ACC) improve its recruitment and retention efforts in order to fulfill its mission?
This capstone project was designed to determine the factors affecting the recruitment and retention of youth football players for ACC. Recruitment and retention of youth players is critical to the fulfillment of ACC's mission and long-term longevity.
[bookmark: _Toc165213688]Research Questions
Four research questions were developed using the conceptual framing theories of strategic enrollment management and the athletic triangle to answer the problem of practice. The four research questions were as follows:
What attracts parents/caregivers to ACC in the first place?
What marketing/recruitment practices and content does ACC currently use?
What makes families want to stay with ACC year after year?
What role do coaches play in the recruitment and retention of youth players?

[bookmark: _Toc165213689]Methodology
A mixed methods approach was taken for this project. Qualitative and quantitative methods were utilized to collect and validate the findings and recommendations, including the validation methods prescribed by notable scholars Babbie, Ravitch, Carl, Booth, and Bhattacharya. Each interview question, survey question, observation, and document and media analysis inquiry were linked to one of the four research questions. The following tools were utilized in the data collection and analysis process:
Likert-scale surveys with qualitative input
field notes and personal observations
interviews with parents/guardians, coaches, and ACC staff
documents and media collection analysis
[bookmark: _Toc165213690]Findings
The analyzed data produced six findings, as follows.
Finding 1: Word-of-mouth and personal recommendations are the primary methods used to attract new families to ACC. Social media platforms and the website are the secondary methods of attraction.
Finding 2: ACC does not currently have a formalized recruitment and retention strategy. However, informal efforts in the targeted recruitment of youth athletes at six years, main point of entry for tackle football have been successful. Despite the lack of strategy, social media has also served as an informal recruitment tool.
Finding 3: Content on ACC social media and website is predominantly comprised of photos from various events. It does not incorporate any strategic storytelling to advance ACC's organizational mission and therefore fails to leverage marketing opportunities to effectively promote the organization.
 Finding 4: Coaches view ACC positively and informally recruit families. Coaches also indirectly recruit by performing successfully in their duties as coaches.
Finding 5: A breakdown in communication between families and coaches and mismatches in their respective expectations is negatively affecting the retention of ACC families and players. Specifically, the negative conduct and lack of professionalism demonstrated by some coaches is detrimental to retention.
Finding 6: ACC’s sense of family and community is the most compelling reason for families to return to ACC, along with the relative affordability of the program compared to similar regional competitive football programs.
[bookmark: _Toc165213691]Recommendations
Based on the findings above, the following recommendations are proposed:
Recommendation 1: Designate a media director and acquire a team of ACC members to update and maintain the organization’s social media platforms and website. Ensure that the use of each platform and website presence has a specified purpose. Cancel any elements of the online presence that are irrelevant or cannot be maintained.
Recommendation 2: Assess each coach's abilities to develop youth players and ensure they have the communication skills needed to work with players and families. Mentor and develop coaches as needed and remove any unprofessional/toxic individuals.
Recommendation 3: Appoint a chief enrollment management officer (CEMO) to develop a unified approach to marketing, recruitment, and retention.
Recommendation 4: The sense of community and family is the primary and most unique recruitment and retention tool that ACC has at its disposal, and this needs to be fully incorporated into ACC's future strategic recruitment and retention strategies.
[bookmark: _Toc164617301][bookmark: _Toc164623581][bookmark: _Toc165213692]Introduction and Organizational Context
Alamo City Colts Youth Football and Cheer (ACC) is a 501(C)(3) non-profit youth competitive football and cheer organization with the following stated mission:
The mission of the Alamo City Colts Youth Football & Cheer organization is to build and sustain successful youth football and cheer teams. We strive to create a safe, competitive environment in which children aged 4 to 13 years can participate in football and cheer, while positively representing their families and the community. (https://www.alamocitycolts.org/).
The ACC is in its second year of full-time operation planning and running youth activities. Year-round activities include fall and spring football, spring cheer, and winter basketball for boys and girls. As stated in its goals, ACC is “a team built by the community, for the community” (https://www.alamocitycolts.org/). The ACC provides competitive travel football and cheer activities to disadvantaged children. This includes awarding 20 fully funded scholarships to those with the greatest assessed financial needs (Staff 2, personal communication, September 2023). In its first year of operations, ACC set a target of 10 scholarships to be awarded to families with the most significant financial needs, as qualitatively observed by ACC staff during the registration and recruitment process (Staff 2, personal communication, February 2024). In its second year of operation, ACC awarded 15 scholarships from its planned operational budget, and an additional five were funded out-of-pocket by the ACC president and vice president (Staff 1 and 2, personal communication, September 2023). ACC will budget for at least 15 scholarships for the fall 2024 season. The organization also supports families by providing other financial resources and practices, including military and first-responder discounts, delayed payments, and the partial waiver of registration fees.
Although five scholarships are designated per team, this number is not set in stone. The number of scholarships awarded is actually based on the families’ financial needs, as determined by qualitative assessments by the ACC president or vice president. A typical family receiving a scholarship is ethnically African American or Hispanic and lives in a home headed by a single parent or guardian. During the last season, ACC financially assisted an additional five families, with 20 individual players receiving scholarships.
ACC was founded in October and November 2020 by current members of ACC board. It became an active organization in January 2021 when the Junior Youth Venom (JY Venom) football organization collapsed (Staff 1 & Staff 2, personal communication, January 2024). Future ACC board members and several other coaches from the JY Venom were dissatisfied with the previous organization and wanted to establish one that was unique, with its own brand. ACC wanted to “do their own thing,” in the words of ACC president. This sentiment was also expressed by the future ACC vice president, athletic director, and commissioner (ACC leadership, personal communication, January 2024). The intention was to build a distinct youth football and cheer organization that was philosophically mandated to do more than win games. Building a safe space for disadvantaged children and a sense of family and community was deemed more important than winning (Staff 1 & Staff 2, personal communications, January 2024). The new, holistic organization was intended to promote life, development, and growth among its members – not only as athletes but also as young people. The organization would also focus on integrating the families of the athletes as part of a larger athletic community (Staff 4, personal communication, January 2024).
Established during the Covid-19 pandemic, ACC was financed by the founding staff, who invested their own financial resources in the new organization. ACC staff invested over $30,000 in athletic equipment, including helmets, pads, uniforms, and training gear, with an additional $14,000 to cover annual expenses such as league fees, park rental fees, insurance, and officials (Staff 2, personal communication, 2023). Several names were considered for the organization, and “Alamo City Colts” was ultimately chosen because it encompassed the greater San Antonio area (Staff 4, personal communication, January 2024).
ACC’s home field is North Converse Park, which is a large area near Randolph Air Force Base, encircled by a paved one-mile running track. The playing fields are dusty because of summer drought, and the ground is pitted with holes. Some areas are so treacherous that ACC must contract professionally maintained fields at other facilities to host games. Practices start in late June. From June through September, temperatures often exceed 100 degrees Fahrenheit. Practices start at 18:00 and end at 20:00, from Tuesday to Thursday, and games are played on Saturdays, starting in September. When it gets dark, diesel-powered light sets are wheeled out, which is in stark contrast to the practice of local competitive teams that own their own professionally maintained and lighted fields, such as the local Division 6A high schools.
North Converse Park is part of the suburban city of Converse, where the crime rate is high (Table 3). Fortunately for ACC, research by Wallace (2021, p. 427; see Table 3) indicates that a high (or above normal) crime rate does not deter youth participation in sports. Additionally, the location supports ACC’s mission of reaching out and making a difference to disadvantaged youth through football and cheer activities.

Table 1 
Crime Rates in Converse Texas
 Converse Crime Data
Total Crime Index
21
(100 is safest)
Safer than 21% of US neighborhoods.
Converse Annual Crimes
	 
	Violent
	Property
	Total

	Number of Crimes
	111
	493
	604

	Crime Rate
 (per 1,000 residents)
	3.75
	16.65
	20.40


VIOLENT CRIME

Figure 1
ACC vs. Manor, 14 October 2023
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[bookmark: _Int_M3ccHA0I]Before the official season, ACC participates in several scrimmage games with local teams in three major leagues: Grid Iron, TYFA, and Pop Warner. The organization also competes in at least two football tournaments, with competitors from as far away as New Orleans and Atlanta. The official season starts on the Labor Day weekend and consists of eight games. ACC travels as far away as Houston and Austin. When the regular season is finished, ACC teams that qualify for playoffs play in single elimination games that lead up to the state championship. Last season, four of the five ACC teams qualified for the playoffs. The ACC Seniors team won the 2023 state championship.
 As of November 2023, 136 children were registered as players for ACC: 80 were African American, 36 Hispanic, 15 White, and five listed as “other.” While these demographics may not seem unusual in some communities across the United States, it does not reflect the greater San Antonio population, which is 65% Hispanic and only 8% African American (Staff 1, personal communication, January 2024). The ACC is also a diverse family organization, including children who live with only one parent or a legally appointed guardian, foster families, grandparents, aunts and uncles, or older siblings. In this paper, the term “guardian” refers to any adult family member or caregiver who is responsible for a child in ACC. Several children come not only from broken homes, but also from homes where poverty, crime, and violence are realities. In September 2023, a gas station and convenience store one-half mile from North Converse Park, where ACC practices, was robbed and four individuals were shot. Many families, including my own, visit this store on their way to the ACC practice field. One player’s father was murdered less than two years ago (Staff 1 & Staff 2 personal communication, June–November 2023). Some children have been homeless, relying on local schools for meals and showers (Parent 2, personal communication, October 2023). The traumatic family situations and crime that many ACC families face are foundational reasons for the existence of ACC. The organization exists not only to provide children with the experience of playing football but also to give them a sense of security and a space to learn and grow (Staff 1, personal conversation, January 2024).

Table 2
Converse, Texas; ACC; and San Antonio Racial Demographics (US Census Bureau)
	
Race
	Converse
(Numbers)
	Converse
(Percentage)
	ACC
Players (Numbers)
	ACC
(Percentage)
	San Antonio
(Numbers)
	San Antonio
(Percentage)

	White (NH)
	7,563
	27.54%
	15
	11.0%
	335,702
	23.4%

	Black or African American (NH)
	5,655
	20.59%
	80
	58.8%
	93,251
	6.5%

	Native American or Alaska Native (NH)
	77
	0.28%
	0
	0%
	17,216
	1.2%

	Asian (NH)
	866
	2.70%
	0
	0%
	45,908
	3.2%

	Mixed/Multi-Racial (NH)
	1,519
	5.53%
	5
	3.6%
	32,996
	2.3%

	Hispanic or Latino
	11,786
	42.91%
	36
	26.4%
	916,725
	63.9%

	Total
	27,466
	
	136
	
	1,434,625
	



Not every competitive youth sports team in San Antonio is comprised of volunteers, and some coaches and staff are financially compensated (personal observation, August 2023). ACC leaders are passionately committed to making a positive difference not only to the children participating in youth cheer and football activities, but to the entire ACC organization, including their extended families. The ACC president described the organization as dedicated to “saving them [sic] babies and sometimes the adults, too” (personal communication, September 2023) and providing everyone with a sense of belonging and community. The ACC president and vice president are present at every game and practice, welcoming families and addressing every need and detail of ACC community (personal observation June 2022–November 2023). No detail is too small for their attention. For example, every child receives an end-of-year trophy, engraved with their name and team number, reflecting their team’s accomplishments (Staff 1, personal communication, October 26, 2023).

Figure 2
ACC Organization
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Youth sports programs cost both the organization and the players money. The ACC charges each player $185.00 to play fall football. However, in the fall 2023 season, the organization provided discounted rates—including 20 full-participation scholarships—to the neediest families and players. It will do the same in the fall 2024 season. In addition, ACC already charges far less than other teams. According to the ACC president and the TYFA website (https://www.tyfa.com/), most teams charge about $225.00 to play, and the players are responsible for providing their own equipment and uniforms. I spoke with some parents of youth on other teams. One set of parents whose son played for Cornerstone, another team in the TYFA, said that they had paid $250 in registration fees, compared with ACC’s fee of $185.00. In addition, they were responsible for providing their son’s uniforms and equipment, including an F7 Schutt helmet, Xenith shoulder pads, Schutt practice pants, and Nike Vapor cleats, which amounted to $600 (Parent 4, personal communication, September 2023). Unlike many teams, ACC does not require its players to provide or pay for their own equipment and uniforms (Staff 2, personal communication, June 2023). According to ACC staff, organizational expenses are more than $14,000 annually, not including the maintenance, replacement, and refurbishment of team equipment, which is valued at over $30,000 (Staff 2, personal communication, June 2023).
Three groups of stakeholders were included in this capstone project. The first group comprised the parents and guardians of the participating children. The second group included ACC’s coaches and staff. Some of the latter group were in their first year at ACC, but 64% had been with ACC for at least two years, and 50% of the coaches had coached youth football for five or more years (Appendix E). The third group comprised the youth athletes and players themselves. These three groups of stakeholders constitute a theoretical trinity that has been termed the athletic triangle (Lisinskine & Lochbaum, 2022). However, the youth athletes did not participate in this project because, although they were part of the athletic triangle, as minors, they can only influence decisions and cannot be decision-makers (2022).
[bookmark: _Toc164617302][bookmark: _Toc164623582][bookmark: _Toc165213693]ACC’s Problem of Practice
[bookmark: _Toc164617303][bookmark: _Toc164623583][bookmark: _Toc165213694]Significance of the Problem of Practice
The goal of this capstone project was to assist ACC in improving its recruitment and retention of youth athletes. This was done by focusing and examining the organizational processes and tools currently used for recruitment and retention and exploring how ACC’s culture, internal structures, and operations affect its capacity to fulfill its organizational mission (Bryk et al., 2017, p. 7).
[bookmark: _Int_p9QU0Gvk][bookmark: _Int_igAeAAct]As a non-profit organization, ACC serves the community and provides meaningful opportunities, such as scholarships allowing children who might not otherwise have this opportunity to participate in competitive youth football (Pawlucy, 2023, p. 11). Critical to the fulfillment of its mission is the recruitment and retention of its players, which requires enrolling youth athletes ranging from 5 to 13 years old. However, ACC’s recruitment and retention efforts have faced challenges, and in June 2023, ACC did not have full teams in all five age categories in the Texas Youth Football Association (TYFA). ACC is a young organization. At the beginning of this study, it was just starting its second full season, which might be an explanation for this recruitment shortfall. According to the pyramid model of sport development proposed by Green (2005, p. 234), it is harder to recruit youth for a sports organization if it does not have a previously established body of talented players who have been seen to develop into competitive and high-performance teams. A full team consists of 22 players, 11 of whom play offense and another 11 defense. At least 11 players are required to play (Staff 2, personal communication, June 2023). The lack of full teams has presented numerous challenges for ACC, including in terms of safety, competitiveness, financial stability, and limited opportunities for disadvantaged youth to participate.
Without new and returning players, ACC will cease to be competitive. In the worst-case scenario, it will not be able to sustain its operations and community outreach work (Pawlucy, 2023, p. 15). ACC’s situation is similar to that of colleges that depend on federal aid and donations: if the revenue diminishes or additional expenses are paid out of pocket, the organization’s sustainability is under threat (Staff 1, personal communication, September 2023; Rettig, 2021, p. 27). However, ACC benefits from a varied stream of financial donations from local businesses and organizations, such as the VFW, American Legion, and Golden Chick. Additionally, it receives private donations from parents and other members of the greater community. These donations enable ACC to keep its registration fees low and to provide more scholarship opportunities.
It is critical for ACC to recruit and retain players. The most important team is the Tykes, which consists of 6U and 7U players (Staff 2, personal communication, June 2023). Recruiting and retaining players for the Tykes is crucial because, in Texas, this is the first year that children can play full-contact tackle football. The safe development of these athletes as they transition from flag football to full-contact football is a big step—not only for the players but also for their parents and guardians and the coaches (Coach 1, personal communication, January 2024).

Figure 3
ACC’s Playing Fields, 9 October 2022
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Safety weighs heavily on the minds of parents and guardians, being a critical consideration when weighing up the risks and benefits of allowing their children to play a full-contact sport (Anderson-Butcher et al., 2021; Breedlove et al., 2021). Because safety affects recruitment and retention, if parents do not feel that the coaches are training their athletes to be safe and that the health and welfare of their child athlete is paramount, they will not allow their child to play the sport (Anderson-Butcher et al., 2021; Breedlove et al., 2021). One ACC parent expressed, “My wife would not allow our son for the last few years to play football because she did not think it was safe. Not until he got bigger and she talked to other parents did she reconsider” (Parent 2, personal communication, November 2023). At the Tykes level, only one coach per team is allowed on the field to help the children set up for each play and to ensure child safety. At the Flag level, the players may have as many as three coaches on the field to set up and to execute game plays and facilitate safety.
During my research, I took three actions to ensure that I had identified real problems at ACC, rather than the symptoms of a problem. From March 2023 through July 2023, I conducted field observations and had initial conversations with ACC parents, coaches, and staff. Based on these preliminary conversations and observations, I constructed a fishbone diagram (Langley et al., 2009, pp. 412, 429), which grouped topics into subjects and served as the basis for an initial literature search and review in April 2023 (Appendix A). Based on the outcomes of that initial literature review, a political, economic, sociological, technological, legal, and environmental (PESTLE) analysis (Appendix B) was conducted to clarify some unique external dynamics that were potentially affecting ACC. This enabled me to extend the initial literature review and obtain a complete Clausewitzian coup d’oeil (M. Campbell, personal communication, April 2023). At the time, this did not clarify the exact problem of practice for this project, but it did serve as a useful tool and starting point for conducting a SWOT analysis (Table 2) in August 2023. The ACC president and vice president identified the current strengths, opportunities, weaknesses, and threats, which led me to identify the problem of practice and formulate the research questions.

Table 3
 ACC SWOT Analysis
	STRENGTHS
501 (C) (3)
Family-centric community
Successful competitive teams
Scholarship offerings

	WEAKNESSES
Remote location
Austere facilities
Young organization
Lack of recruitment and retention strategy

	OPPORTUNITIES
4U/5U flag football
Technology/social media
	THREATS
Toxic personalities
Expenses
Regional competitions (other teams and leagues)













This capstone project focused on the factors associated with recruitment and retention of youth athletes to help ACC fulfill and maintain its mission. If ACC could not recruit and retain youth athletes, its effectiveness in fulfilling its mission by providing competitive football to children, especially disadvantaged children, would be at risk. The literature review yielded two complementary conceptual theories that explain the multi-faceted dynamics of recruitment and retention in youth sports programs. The first is the strategic management theory (SEM) proposed by Don Hossler (2014, p. 4), and the second is the athletic triangle theorized by Lisinskine and Lochbaum (2022, p. 3). These theories will be used in this paper to explain the recruitment and retention challenges faced by ACC.
[bookmark: _Toc164617304][bookmark: _Toc164623584][bookmark: _Toc165213695]Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc165213696]Influence of Location and Crime on Youth Sport Participation
Location plays a potential role in youth sports. For example, urban and rural living conditions have differing effects on a child’s involvement in youth sports. Lacey Wallace (2021, p. 487) studied 525 families in rural and suburban communities and found that the former placed less importance on their children’s participation in sports programs compared to the latter. The reason for this discrepancy is unknown, but it has been postulated that commuting distance and time are potential factors. Moreover, population density in urban areas increases the likelihood of more talented players and coaches (Wallace, 2021, p. 487).
A review of the literature revealed that neither perceptions of crime nor increased crime in the urban city landscape have been found to be positive or negative drivers of participation in sports (Wallace, 2021, p. 427).
[bookmark: _Toc165213697]Funding Youth Sports
Previous studies have shown that long-term sponsorship and funding issues are challenges in many competitive youth sports programs (Caro et al., 2021, 2013). Caro, Edward, and Jones (2021, 2013) emphasize the need for dependable funding streams and proper funding management. Funding management includes determining which or how many athletes can afford the full registration fees in relation to net revenue (Hossler et al., 2015, p. 96). Additionally, a lack of funding streams risks a program’s longevity and reduces the number of athletes who it can assist (Rettig, 2021, p. 27). Because non-profit organizations, especially new ones, often lack developed and robust funding streams, they are in jeopardy of dependable funding streams without strategic planning (Pawlucy, 2023, p. 111).
Caro (2018, pp. 32-33) examined the impact of brand recognition, prestige, and conference affiliation on recruiting. Failure to fully understand the current and changing operating environments, especially in cases of conference and league realignment pose challenges to exposure and revenue streams (Caro, 2018, p.32). Although this study was at the high school and NCAA levels of competitive football, switching conferences impacted recruitment. In some cases, this was a positive impact, but in the cases of Colorado and Rutgers Universities, recruitment and funding streams were negatively impacted (Caro, 2018, p.32).
Recruiting markets and strategies must be adaptive if they are to obtain and retain the best talent. In the case of non-profit organizations such as ACC, deliberate planning is a must. Pawlucy recommends diversification of revenue streams, building strong bonds with donors, data-driven decision-making, organizational membership development, transparency, investment in technology, and cost effectiveness (Pawlucy, 2018, p. 112, pp. 116–132).
[bookmark: _Toc165213698]Coaching and Youth Sports
In competitive sports, coaches and athletes are interlinked. All team sports require leadership. Although the latter may seem to be a broad generalization, no championship teams in football, baseball, cross-country, or soccer in high schools or above could be located during this project that did not have a leadership structure. Coaches, like US Army leaders, influence their players by providing purpose, direction, and motivation to compete and win games (Army FM 22–100).
Coaches and players are sometimes drawn to each other—examples include Brady and Belichick and Jordan and Jackson. This phenomenon also exists in youth sports. There are links between successful coaches and talented players on their teams. Edward and Jones (2013) studied Canadian youth hockey teams and found that the best coaches drew on the best players. Further, coaches join supportive winning organizations, attracting those parents who consider coaches’ reputations in their decisions about their children.
Conversely, poorly led and badly organized teams do not attract the best coaches or players. For example, the San Antonio Phoenix Firebirds soccer club collapsed during the spring 2023 season. The Phoenix Firebirds suffered from poor organization and the lackluster reputation of their coaching staff (Parent 1, personal communication, November 2023). The organization started the spring 2023 season with a robust team, but the team numbers dwindled as the team failed to publish timely game schedules or provide accurate locations for games. Moreover, team uniforms were not ordered. Finally, due to the head coach’s corrosive personality and poor relationships with the players, the parents withdrew their children from the team in the middle of a game (Parent 1, personal communication, November 2023). The sportsmanship coaching and behavioral scale (SCBS) model explains this collapse. Winning, while important, is only one mechanism that draws families to sports organizations. In the SCBS model, positive motivation, organizational skills, mentoring, positive reinforcement of developmental skillsets, a supportive learning environment, and sportsmanship are also important factors (Belden & Walker, 2022).
The quality of the coaching affects a child’s decision to remain with a team and to continue playing in subsequent seasons. Mageau and Vallerand (2003, p. 883) developed the coach–athlete relationship model (CAR) based on the cognitive evaluation theory proposed by Deci and Ryan in 1980. According to the CAR model, coaches’ autonomy-supportive behaviors enhance athletes’ motivations to perform and persist in playing their chosen sport. The more positive the relationship between coach and athlete, the likelier it is that the athletes will return the following season and that their performance will increase (Mageau & Vallerand, 2003). Although it does not address a team’s relationships with a parent or guardian, the CAR model is suitable for studying performance and motivation, particularly during the playing season.
[bookmark: _Toc164617305][bookmark: _Toc164623193][bookmark: _Toc164623585]In their study of  622 youth athletes, Lisinskine and Lochbaum (2022, pp. 1–12) identified that male athletes who did not live with their parents or had only a single parent were at a significantly higher risk of having negative experiences with their coaches. Their findings show that 57% did not return to play the following season because of such experiences. A potential implication of this is that coaches need to know their players and to recognize those children who might face adverse family dynamics. A negative coaching experience may cause the child to quit or not return the following season. This is critical for youth sports organizations such as ACC that have the goal of making sports available to disadvantaged children, as many of the children at ACC live with either one parent or are under the care of a guardian and do not reside with either biological parent. Coaches can influence players’ decisions to remain or stay with a team by how they engage with their players and their parents or guardians.
[bookmark: _Toc165213699][bookmark: _Toc164617309][bookmark: _Toc164623197][bookmark: _Toc164623589]Conceptual Framing
As previously described, ACC is facing challenges with recruiting and retaining youth athletes. Two conceptual theories are applied as frames to examine this challenge. Here, the theories of the athletic triangle (Figure 4) and strategic enrollment management (SEM; Figure 5) are applied to address this phenomenon.
[bookmark: _Toc165213700]The Athletic Triangle: Coach–Parent–Athlete Relationships in Youth Sports
Parents decide whether their children participate in a sport, when they participate, where they participate, and the sports in which they participate (Andersen-Butcher et al., 2021). The literature review showed that relationships among the team, parents, players, and coaches are crucial to the overall experience. This dynamic affects player recruitment and retention, both positively and negatively. Beldin and Walker (2022) demonstrated this in their study of interrelational dynamics. Konttinen, Laakso, and Rottensteiner (2015, p. 37) found that if the relational dynamics between an athlete, parent, and coach became negative, player motivation decreased and dropout rates increased. In such contexts, the authors recommend, it may be necessary to change coaches or switch teams to discourage the athlete from quitting the sport entirely (2015, p. 37).
Parents expect coaches to prioritize the welfare of their children, including the child’s safety and development (Coakley, 2011, p. 306). Parents undertake a decision-making process before allowing their children to participate in contact sports or choosing to withdraw them from a team (Anderson-Butcher et al., 2021, p. 317). The fear of injury, especially concussions and other lifelong chronic consequences, is a significant consideration (Breedlove et al., 2021). Injuries in contact sports are a reality, but their mitigation and the perceived benefits for socialization and child development also influence the decisions of parents and guardians regarding whether to continue to support their child’s participation in a particular sport and organization (Coakley, 2011). Unfortunately, what is considered “development” varies widely among parents. “Developing” is best defined as expanding personal abilities, increasing social skills for use with peers and adults, learning to resolve conflict, and taking individual responsibility (Coakley, 2011, p. 315).
Because key ideas such as safety and development have been only ambiguously defined or understood in different ways by coaches, parents, and guardians, open and clear communication is critical for not only the success of the athlete, but also the maintenance of quality relationships between coaches and parents and guardians. The lack of a quality relationship between coaches and players negatively affects the retention of athletes. In their study, Mageau and Vallerand (2003, p. 890) conclude that the negative and controlling behaviors exhibited by coaches negatively impacted player performance, motivation, and confidence. If the needs of athletes and their parents are not met, dropout rates increase (Mageau & Vallerand, 2003, p. 899). Lisinskine and Lochbaum (2022, p. 3) also recognize the importance of the coach and athlete relationship (CAR), but they argue that the role of the parent in youth sports is as important as interactions between the team’s coach and the child. Lisinskine and Lochbaum developed the athletic triangle (Figure 4) to conceptualize the relationship between a coach, a child athlete, and a parent.

Figure 4
[bookmark: _Toc164617306][bookmark: _Toc164623194][bookmark: _Toc164623586]Athletic Triangle Proposed by Lisinskine and Lochbaum
[image: A triangle with text in the center

Description automatically generated]
(N.D. Club Zap, https://clubzap.com/public/articles/21657)

The literature review revealed that the athletic triangle can be used to characterize the complex dynamics among parents, guardians, coaches, and youth athletes. However, it does not encompass all the challenges faced by ACC. Additional external elements—such as the organization’s reputation, the location and condition of its facilities, and its financial status—influence recruitment and retention. SEM includes several categories, such as sourcing, facilities, tuition, marketing, and demographics. This theory may be applied to consolidate these principles, thus unifying and prioritizing them to achieve strategic organizational goals (Braxton et al., 2021, p. 4).
[bookmark: _Toc165213701]Strategic Enrollment Management (SEM)
SEM theory can be applied to develop a systematic approach to achieving organizational outcomes, such as recruitment and retention (Hossler & Kalsbeek, 2008, cited in Emery, 2020, p. 5). SEM is an institution’s deliberate holistic approach to aligning its financial, admission, and student success goals. In other words, it pools and focuses resources to meet an organization’s strategic recruitment and retention requirements (Emery, 2020, p. 5). According to Hossler and Bontrager’s formal definition,
Enrollment management is both an organizational concept as well as a systematic set of activities designed to enable educational institutions to exert more influence over their student enrollments and total net tuition revenue derived from enrolled students. Organized by strategic planning and supported by institutional research, enrollment management activities concern student college choice, transition to college, student attrition and retention, and student outcomes. These processes are studied to guide institutional practices in the areas of new student recruitment and financial aid, student support services, curriculum development and other academic areas that affect enrollments, student persistence, and student outcomes from college. (Revised in 2001 from Hossler, Bean, & Associates, 1990, p. 19)

Figure 5
Seven Basic Concepts of Strategic Enrollment Management (SEM)
[image: ]
(N.D. https://laney.edu/college-accreditation/wp-content/uploads/sites/482/Standard_IVD/5-07_PCCD_SEM_Plan_201419.pdf)

The integrated approach of academic functions allows higher education institutions to use their resources to achieve desired enrollment and retention goals (Hossler, 2014, p. 6). Resource dependency theory, institutional theory, and new managerialism theory have contributed to SEM (Hossler, 2014, pp. 9–10). SEM is primarily used in higher education. Nonetheless, the same concepts apply to other organizations that have recruitment and retention requirements, such as the US Armed Forces, and youth sports organizations, such as ACC. Maureen Weatherall (2009, p. 3) examined recruitment and retention in the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) Division III through the lens of SEM to increase enrollment using an athletic-driven strategy. However, unlike colleges that use SEM as a strategy for enrolling first-year students at a college university, ACC does not currently possess a target market and recruitment strategy (Rettig, 2021, p. 27).
Christine Green (2005, p. 233) developed the pyramid model of sports development (Figure 6) to examine how sports development systems could increase participation in sports and enhance the overall quality of sports. Green emphasized the recruitment and retaining of athletes in competitive sports and mass-participation sports that sometimes require every child to have a minimum specified amount of playing time (Green, 2005, p. 234). Sports programs must actively recruit, motivate, socialize, and provide commitment to the athlete (Green, 2005, p. 236). The critical factor in recruiting new players to join a team is the potential for the athlete to actively participate in the sport and not to sit on the proverbial bench (Green, 2005, p. 237). Conversely, retention relies on the athlete’s motivation, participation, and perceptions of the benefits. An athlete’s view of the personal benefit of being on a team after the first season is greatly influenced by how much or how little they played in games (Green, 2005, p. 239). Kirk and MacPhail (2003) note that sports teams are social systems with unique cultures and dynamics that give value and meaning to participating in such organizations.
[bookmark: _Toc164617310][bookmark: _Toc164623198][bookmark: _Toc164623590]
Figure 6
[bookmark: _Toc164617311][bookmark: _Toc164623199][bookmark: _Toc164623591]Pyramid Model of Sport Development
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(Green, 2005, p. 233)

Branding and reputation also impact recruitment and retention. Since the Covid-19 pandemic, although youth have become more technologically advanced, they have become increasingly socially isolated (Rettig, 2021, p. 33). Organizations that lack a household brand such as Apple, Vanderbilt, or BMW, which are associated with expectations, are disadvantaged in the recruitment and retention of talent (Rettig, 2021, p. 38). Word-of-mouth recruitment practices are effective only when there is a strong household brand. Without that, strong messaging and communication strategies that sell an organization and tell its story are necessary (Rettig, 2021, p. 38).
To apply the theory of SEM, it is necessary to change certain terms—such as “student” to “athlete”—to address the recruitment and retention challenges faced by youth sports organizations. Figure 4 illustrates the application of the theory by translating the original SEM concepts of Hossler (2014, p. 4) for a hybrid model for athletic organizations.

Figure 7
Author’s Translation of Hossler’s SEM Theory for a Hybrid Model for Youth Sports Organizations
	Characteristics of the sports organization and league include the environment
Organization mission and priorities
Optimal recruitment and retention (number, quality, diversity)
Athlete recruitment
Athlete retention
Athlete fees and participation scholarships
Organizational marketing
Athlete coaching and development
Quality of experience: athlete, parent/caregiver, and coaches
Quality of physical facilities



[bookmark: _Toc164617312][bookmark: _Toc164623592][bookmark: _Toc165213702]Project Questions
This capstone project aimed to determine the factors associated with and affecting the recruitment and retention of players, the longevity of ACC, and the fulfillment of its mission of making competitive youth football accessible to disadvantaged children in San Antonio, Texas. This project focused on youth football within ACC. The ACC must continue to recruit and retain youth athletes in order to exist as an organization. Without continued enrollment and retention of youth athletes, ACC will cease to function or fulfill its core mission of making competitive youth football available to disadvantaged children in this city. Four project questions were formulated by ACC to address the recruitment and retention of youth athletes, following Booth et al. (2016):
What attracts parents/caregivers to ACC in the first place?

What marketing/recruitment practices and content does ACC currently use?

What makes families want to stay with ACC year after year?

What role do coaches play in the recruitment and retention of youth players?
These four questions formed the foundation of this investigation.
[bookmark: _Toc164617313][bookmark: _Toc164623593][bookmark: _Toc165213703]Project Design and Methodology
Qualitative and quantitative methods were combined to collect data for this project. The qualitative methods included personal observations, field notes, interviews, media/content analysis, and open-ended survey questions. The collected data were validated by triangulation, participation, and a continuous review of data strategies (Ravitch & Carl, 2021). Quantitative data were collected from the surveys, in which all questions were answered using a Likert-type scale. The surveys were designed, administered, and analyzed using the web-based Survey Monkey application. Additional open-ended qualitative questions were included in the study to further validate the findings, adding context and presenting a comprehensive picture based on the concept of mixed-mode surveys (Babbie, 2017, p. 284). All questions in the surveys and interviews were related to one of the four project questions. Each question was also related to one or both of the two theoretical conceptual frames applied in this project (SEM theory and the athletic triangle). The survey and interview questions are provided in Appendix C.
The participants came from two of the three stakeholder groups in the athletic triangle. The first group was parents and guardians. The second group was ACC coaches and staff. ACC staff provided data in the interview portion, but did not complete the surveys. Youth athletes, although key stakeholders in the athletic triangle, did not participate in this study. Although they are key influencers of parents, guardians, coaches, and ACC staff members, they are minors and therefore not legally independent decision-makers.
The interviews were designed to validate the survey data and to add contextual content that is often missing in surveys (Babbie, 2017, p. 287). The interview questions were developed using the same strategies used in the surveys. In addition to the personal observations, field notes, interviews, and surveys, there was a scan of ACC documents and media. ACC operates its own website and Facebook and Instagram accounts, having established all three prior to its inaugural season in the fall of 2023. An examination of these tools provided unbiased insights into ACC’s use of social media for organizational recruitment and retention and the organizations’ digital online footprint (Leary, 2014).
[bookmark: _Toc165213704]Data Collection
The data collection process began in June 2023 and continued through March 2024. The validation strategy of triangulation (Ravitch & Carl, 2021, p. 94) was utilized throughout the project. The surveys, interviews, data and media analysis, field notes, and observations were all used to obtain the most complete and contextualized understanding of ACC’s challenges in order to develop accurate findings and propose recommendations to assist the organization. Additionally, the surveys invited participants to participate in one of several focus groups via Zoom or in person.
Field notes and observations were taken continuously throughout the project. The process consisted of over 70 field site visits to ACC practices and games around San Antonio and Austin, Texas. During these visits, I took photographs, took field notes, and made observations (mentally and in my notes). I also met with parents, ACC staff, and coaches. ACC provided a very transparent environment for me to operate in and was happy to answer any general questions I had. When field conditions such as severe weather, social gatherings, and so on, did not make it conducive to take notes immediately, I recorded my observations later in my notebooks. My observations started before I had a fully developed problem of practice and supporting research questions, but I feel that these initial observations were contextually insightful and useful for framing the problem of practice. The field observations that were particularly impactful were later added to my deductive and inductive code books (Appendix H and I).
The data and media collection process consisted of reviewing the banners, handouts, and lawn placards that had been utilized in the previous season. The primary focus of the collection was accessing and utilizing ACC’s website and Facebook and Instagram accounts from August 2023 through February 2024. I looked at these sites several times to identify how often they were being updated and whether they were accessible, functional, and purposeful along the lines of scholarship such as Hayes to identify whether they were effectively communicating like a virtual two-lane road (2015, p. 119). Notes were taken, along with some supporting screenshots.

Figure 8
ACC’s Instagram account as of February 8th, 2024
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(Screenshot by the author)

The collection of survey data started in October 2023 and was completed by January 2024. The data were collected from the participants’ responses to the two surveys and the interviews with parents, guardians, coaches, and ACC staff. I established a transparent environment for all participants throughout the data collection process. This included sharing information with them about the purpose of the project and how I intended to use the data. I also assured the participants that their confidentiality would be protected and explained how their data would be collected and stored (Ravitch & Carl, 2021).
I utilized the web-based platform Survey Monkey to develop my survey collection tools (Appendixes D and E). Both surveys consisted of a mix of Likert-scaled questions and open-ended questions (Appendix C). Each survey was designed to take an average of three minutes to complete. The parents’ and guardians’ survey comprised 29 questions, and the coaches’ survey comprised 31 questions. ACC assisted me in distributing the surveys to the parent and guardian and coach groups using the Heja Sports Team application, which is ACC’s primary communication tool. ACC and I then invited all parents, guardians, and coaches to voluntarily participate in their specified survey group (Babbie, 2017). All brands of smartphones, tablets, and computers supported the application, and ACC distributed all information through the Heja application based on personal observation throughout two seasons. Its use is at or near 100% (personal observations, 2022 and 2023). The collection of data from the parent and guardian group started on October 23rd, 2023, and ended on November 15th, 2023. Of the 104 ACC-registered families (Staff 2, personal communication, September 2023), 60 participated in the survey, with an average completion time of three minutes each. The coaches’ survey started on November 15th, 2023, and ended on January 23rd, 2024. Of the 32 coaches, 18 completed the survey in an average time of five minutes each.
I conducted the data collection sequentially, starting with the parents and guardians, coaches, and ACC staff. This was done to ensure that if there were an issue with the survey platform or information distribution, I could address the problem rapidly and affect only one portion of ACC, thereby reducing confusion. No issues arose during the administration of the survey instruments or when using the Heja application.
 The planned focus groups did not occur as designed and instead evolved into interviews conducted over Zoom and by telephone. I can only speculate as to why the focus groups did not occur as intended. My best guesses are a lack of interest, lack of time, and potentially the concern that fellow participating members would share each other's concerns outside of the focus group and not maintain the required confidentiality. While I initially shared this latter concern, I was not particularly concerned because approximately 30% of the survey participants indicated a desire to participate in a focus group (Appendixes D and E). Ten interviews were conducted, four with parents, four with ACC staff members, and two with coaches. The comments in the open-ended comment boxes served as qualitative data points to validate the survey’s Likert-scale data and the interview data, with the developed deductive code book (Table 2) used through triangulation (Ravitch & Carl, 2021).
The interviews were conducted from November 2023 though January 2024. Each interview lasted 31–44 minutes and was digitally recorded, transcribed by hand, and digitally transcribed using the Otter AI application. The four research questions designed from the theories of SEM and the athletic triangle were applied in the interview development process and are presented in Appendix C.
The parents and coaches who were interviewed came from the five youth teams and age groups. Each interview participant was selected from the volunteers who had expressed a desire to participate in the focus group. I selected ACC staff members using judgmental sampling based on their positions within ACC and the project scope, including the president, vice president, athletic director, and commissioner (Babbie, 2017). The collection process was concluded on January 23rd, 2024. I employed participation validity during the surveys and interviews by restating what I understood to be the participants’ responses and asking them whether my interpretations were correct (Ravitch & Carl, 2021p. 167; personal communication with Trank, November 2020). Regarding the surveys, I restated several questions in different sections of the survey. I also utilized active listening with my participants to verify my sense-making and ensure that I had captured valid data.

Table 4
Project Data Collection and Analysis Timeline
	Milestone
	Description
	Completion Date

	Field Observations
	Observe and collect information on ACC through physical field site visits.
	03/05/2024

	Data and Media Collection and Analysis
	Review of physical and digital data and media products to include ACC website, Facebook and Instagram accounts
	02/08/2024

	Develop and Deploy Surveys
	Establish and then distribute surveys to coaches and parents/guardians
	Parents/guardians: 11/15/2023
Coaches: 01/23/2024

	Conduct Interviews with ACC Parents/Guardians, Coaches, Staff
	One-on-one interviews conducted via Zoom and telephone
	Parents/guardians: 01/15/2024
Coaches and ACC staff:
01/26/2024

	Data Analysis
 
	Qualitative and quantitative analyses
	03/02/2024

	Findings and Recommendations
	Synthesize all findings from the literature and data analysis to make a final presentation of findings and recommendations.
	Presentation at Vanderbilt:
04/05/2024
White paper submission:
04/24/2024



[bookmark: _Toc164617314][bookmark: _Toc165213705]Data Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc164617315][bookmark: _Toc164623594][bookmark: _Toc165213706]Process Overview
All data were triangulated for validation purposes (Ravitch & Carl, 2021, p. 94). The intent was to establish a layered and mutually supporting contextualized picture of the data. I wanted to make sure that, as much as possible, the findings and the recommendations were supported by multiple data points. The data from the interviews were analyzed first, followed by the open-ended qualitative survey data and the document and media data. Each data source was used to assess the validity of the others and to combine the preliminary findings before the conclusive findings were developed. The three data sources were weighted equally because each yielded a comprehensive narrative.
[bookmark: _Toc164617316][bookmark: _Toc164623595][bookmark: _Toc165213707]Qualitative Data Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc165213708]Interview Data Analysis
To assist in my interpretation of the data, I developed a deductive codebook (Appendix H) based on my research, research questions, and conceptual models (Ravitch & Carl, 2021, p. 264). The deductive codebook included the code word and its definition, purpose, and meaning, along with relevant examples in the qualitative data. Table 5 provides an example of the deductive codebook, and the complete text is provided in Appendix H. The codes encapsulate the literature, conceptual framing, and four research questions. This instrument was developed to remove as much bias and as many preconceived notions as possible and to identify trends and critical findings from the data analysis (Ravitch & Carl, 2021, p. 264).

Table 5
Qualitative Sample Deductive Codebook

	Deductive Code 
	Definition
	Purpose/Meaning Code
	In Vivo Description

	Deductive code word related to one of the four research questions
	Deductive description that comprises specified actions that appropriately describe the code word 
	Identifies actions taken or not taken in support of the deductive code word
	Example of the deductive code word within definition and purpose/meaning

	Recruitment and Retention
	Participants described specific actions they took to bring players to ACC and to retain them. Additional participants described the actions that had drawn them to ACC and made them want to stay.
	How does ACC bring in new talent/players, and what actions are taken to keep them returning each follow-on season?
	“Our Tykes level was the hardest man for us to recruit. Honestly, in our first year, we set up at Walmart’s Targets Academies and recruited, recruited. Last year, we didn’t do that; we pretty much just used word-of-mouth and social media to recruit this past season.”
“We will be there next year if there is a 12U team.”

	Markets
	Participants described specific groups or locations of youth players to recruit and retain at ACC.
	Does ACC have markets to recruit potential players, and do they know what they are?
	“Flag-football players in 5U.”
“We let our kids wear ACC jerseys to school during the football season, and so the teachers, you know, [we] got teachers saying, ‘Can I get your schedule? Can we come to your games? Can we, you know, get other kids to join?’”


	Parents/Guardians
	Participants described the impact of parents/guardians in relation to marketing, recruiting, retention, families, coaching, and communication.
	What is the impact of parents/guardians and how does this affect marking, recruitment, retention, and communication?
	“One of the things I’ve felt that there was a huge disconnect between the parents of the past and current team that they already were familiar with what needed to be done to coach and develop.”


	Social Media (Facebook, Instagram, ACC Website)
	Participants described the use of social media platforms or ACC website for the purpose of recruitment, retention, and marketing.
	What impact does social media and ACC website play in recruitment, retention, and marketing?
	“I didn’t find about ACC through the internet or social media until after somebody mentioned the Colts to me by word-of-mouth when I wanted to get my kid into football.”



	Coaches
	Participants described the impact of coaches in relation to marketing, recruiting, retention, families, parents/guardians, and communication.
	What is the impact of parents/guardians and how does this affect marking, recruitment, retention, and communication?
	“There needs to be more feedback to the player and families to let us know what the kids are doing.”

“Coaches are not committed to providing feedback.”

	Development
 
	Participants described actions taken to coach, teach, and mentor players to perform better athletically and personally.
	Are Coaches, parents, players, and staff communicating clearly for each player to achieve their full potential?
	“Is my kid developing or not?”
“How do I build on what the coaches are doing?”



I based the inductive coding on the qualitative data that I collected from the interviews. I began using open coding for my initial inductive codes and refined it throughout the process (Babbie, 2017, p. 398). This process involved reading each interview transcript three or more times. I then listened to the audio recordings of the interviews three or more times each to ensure that I had fully understood the data. I also read the open-ended survey questions a minimum of three times. When this process was completed, I constructed an inductive codebook based on the collected data and used the Otter AI application to further refine the construction (Ravitch & Carl, 2021, p. 265; Table 6). My inductive codebook, like the deductive codebook, included the code word and its definition, purpose, and meaning, with relevant examples from the qualitative data. Table 6 shows a sample, and the complete text is provided in Appendix I. My main concern with the analysis was ensuring the validity of the findings. However, the strategy of using an inductive codebook mitigated the chances of misinterpretation (Ravitch & Carl, 2021, p. 264).

Table 6
Qualitative Sample From the Inductive Codebook
	Inductive Code 
	Definition
	Purpose/Meaning Code
	In Vivo Description

	Inductive code word related to one of the four research questions
	Inductive description of specified actions that appropriately describe the code word 
	Identifies actions taken or not taken in support of the inductive code word
	Example of the inductive code word within definition and purpose/meaning

	Communication/Feedback
	Participants described verbal and non-verbal communication between players, coaches, ACC staff, and parent/guardians.
	How does this impact retention of ACC youth players, in relation to athletic triangle theory?
	“I am not returning to ACC. There is a huge disconnect between parents and staff that leads to not feeling fully supported in coaching and developing these kids.”

	Safety
	Participants described actions taken that ensure the health and welfare of ACC youth players, including the development of proper playing techniques, with health and welfare prioritized above winning (and anything else). The child comes first. 
	Does safety play a role in the recruitment and retention of ACC youth players?
	 “Coaches are told to immediately treat any observed or reported injury … Never tell the player to tough it out.”
 

	Kids
	Participants described actions that place the focus and attention on ACC youth players.
	How does a focus on kids affect families and their willingness to return to ACC year after year?
	“I love making these kids happy and knowing that it might be the best two to three hours out of the day they get.”

	Trust
	Participants described measures or actions taken that are morally or ethically sound and a willingness to do the right thing despite the competitive consequences.
	What role does trust play in relation to the recruitment and retention of ACC youth players and how does it impact the athletic triangle?
	“The athletic director stopped the game and argued with the referees for not calling penalties on helmet-on-helmet tackles. ACC was assessed as an unsportsmanlike conduct penalty and loss of down. Interestingly, the referees started assessing penalties for helmet-on-helmet contact for the rest of the game.”
 

	Families/Community
	Participants described the value of how family or community relate to ACC.
	What does ACC as a collective organization do to establish, build, and maintain a collective sense of community and family? Does this sense of family positively impact recruitment and retention? Is it a marketing tool?
	“I make sure that I personally meet every family member off ACC, introduce myself and let them know that if there is anything I can do for them, or if they have any questions, to please ask.”



[bookmark: _Toc165213709]Qualitative Survey Data Analysis (Open-Ended Questions)
The open-ended qualitative survey data were handled in much the same manner as the interview responses. However, the first step I took was to organize all open-ended qualitative responses by question type into organizational charts: one chart for parents’ and guardians’ (Appendix J) responses and a second chart for the coaches’ responses (Appendix K.). This made it possible to easily identify the deductive and inductive data by question type and to place them into my inductive and deductive code books. This was helpful for validating the data and developing the findings.
[bookmark: _Toc165213710]Document and Media Analysis
I also conducted an analysis of data collected from the ACC documents and social media. Patterns and themes identified using the deductive and inductive codes in my developed codebooks were also used to address the four research questions (Bowen, 2009). According to Babbie (2017, p. 354), historical data from digital media platforms and in official printed materials can provide insights into an organization’s status and show how it arrived at its present condition. Unobtrusive online observations served to avoid the ethical and confidentiality challenges that can arise in interviews and when using other data collection and analysis methods (Babbie, 2017, p. 354). My observations of ACC’s physical documents and digital footprint thus reduced the risk of introducing bias into the findings of this project (Babbie, 2017, p. 359).
ACC’s Instagram and Facebook accounts were not routinely updated. I visually analyzed this minimally three times each time, making observations that did not change over this project or noting if they did. The Instagram account had not been updated for 18 months. The photographs were of the fall 2022 season. The Facebook account showed two posts in January 2024, and a third had been posted on October 30th, 2023. Both accounts primarily displayed photo content, with no specific purpose, mission, mottos, or marketing language readily apparent (Appendix L).
The ACC website (https://www.alamocitycolts.org/) included a brief narrative describing the organization’s mission and vision. Although the website did provide updates for the spring 2024 football season, including when and how to register for the team, it did not show the practice or game schedules. In addition, the registration page had various problems. In February 2024, the registration forms were only partially visible, which made it difficult for parents and guardians to register their children. Furthermore, the ACC board organizational chart was out of date, giving inaccurate information about members who had switched or rotated positions since July 2023.
[bookmark: _Toc165213711]Field Notes and Observations
My field notes and observations were handwritten and then digitally scanned and are included in Appendix L, along with screenshots of ACC’s website, Instagram account, and Facebook account. Analysis of the data provided helpful contextual information to improve my understanding of ACC and support my findings and recommendations, including validation strategies of triangulation, participation, and a continuous review of the data strategies (Ravitch & Carl, 2021, p.177).

Figure 9
ACC’s Main Website in February 2024
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(Screenshot taken by author)
[bookmark: _Toc164617317][bookmark: _Toc164623596]During its first season in 2022, ACC set up recruitment banners at North Converse Park to help recruit players to the organization. The banners listed ACC’s website and telephone number, requesting prospective players and parents and guardians to visit the team in person to register. ACC also provided recruitment flyers at local elementary schools near ACC’s home field and engaged in recruitment drive operations at local Wal-Mart, Target, and Academy Sporting Goods stores, as well as other locations within the community. However, ACC considered the efforts ineffective and discontinued them in preparation for the fall 2023 football season (Staff 1 and Staff 2, personal communication, September 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc165213712]Quantitative Survey Data Analysis
The survey data consisted of responses from 60 parents and guardians and 18 coaches. The web-based Survey Monkey platform was used to develop Likert-scale questions and open-ended questions. All ACC families and coaches were invited to complete the survey, and responses were received from 58.8% of ACC parents and guardians, representing all five youth teams and age groups (Babbie, 2017, p. 201). Interestingly, only 41 parents or guardians answered every question in their survey. However, the survey was not designed to detect any inconsistency in the responses, such as failure to answer any of the questions. The confidence level (calculated using the formula shown in Figure 10) for parents/guardians was 95% with a +/-8% margin of error for questions answered by all 60 participants. The margin of error increased to +/- 12% when only 41 parents answered the question. Of the coaches who participated in the interviews, 56.2% answered all the questions. The confidence level of the coach survey was 95% with a +/- 16% margin of error.

Figure 10
Formula Used to Calculate the Confidence Level of the Survey Data
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Several quantitative charts were created to represent the survey data by question (Appendix D & E). The survey questions were designed to address the four research questions. The validation strategy of reviewing the data multiple times was employed to avoid biasing the collected data (Ravitch & Carl, 2021). Additionally, a review of the data and continuous personal reflections ensured that the criteria of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability were met (Ravitch & Carl, 2021). I employed the Survey Monkey tools for statistical analysis to assist in interpreting the survey data.
I included several Likert-scale questions in the parent and guardian survey to address the question of what draws parents to ACC. Questions 18 and 19 asked how the parents and guardians had discovered ACC. As word-of-mouth was posited as a primary marketing method, Question 15 asked why the parents and guardians recommended ACC to new families. An opportunity for open-ended responses was provided, and the responses are addressed in the quantitative data analysis section of this paper.

Figure 11
Survey Responses Regarding How Parents and Guardians Initially Discovered ACC
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Word-of-mouth recommendations were posited to be a powerful tool for attracting families to ACC. I designed Question 15 to elicit the reasons that the parents and guardians recommended ACC to other families and friends, choosing the potential responses on the basis of my own experience. “Community and family environment” were the most frequently cited reasons, which differed from the literature showing that development, organizational reputation, and coaching are the features that primarily attract parents to an organization (Green, 2005). The findings showed that 70% of ACC families agreed or strongly agreed that they were members of a community in which families, coaches, and staff knew and valued each other.

Figure 12
Survey Responses Regarding Why ACC Parents and Guardians Recommend ACC to Others
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Questions 18 and 19 addressed marketing and recruitment discovery practices from the perspective of the parents and guardians (Figure 11). The respondents identified word-of-mouth as the primary means of recruitment, with the internet and social media playing a secondary but important role in recruiting players (Figure 11).
Question 2 was unique because it addressed the specific market of flag football and addressed those parents and guardians with concerns about their child’s progress to full-contact tackle football in the Tykes age category. One reason for the initial shortfall in players in the Tykes market may be the fear of injury. Six-year-old children can play full-contact tackle football in any of the local football leagues, but none of the local youth football leagues offers full-contact football at a younger age. Many ACC coaches and staff consider contact football to be a major transition from flag football. The literature review showed that fear of injury was a primary concern of families when deciding whether to allow their children to play full-contact sports (Bonneau et al., 2020, p. 26).

Figure 13
Survey Responses Regarding Parents’ and Guardians’ Concerns about the Transition from Flag to Full-Contact Tackle Football
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Additional questions on the coaches’ survey were designed to explore how coaches indirectly recruited for ACC.

Figure 14
Survey Responses Regarding Why Coaches Recommend ACC to Families
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Several questions in the survey were designed to address the issue of player retention. Only 48.7% of the parents and guardians agreed or strongly agreed that their child would return to ACC the following season, and 12.2% indicated that they would not return. Approximately 24% used the open-ended response option to provide a qualitative response.

Figure 15
Survey Responses of ACC Families Planning to Return Next Season
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An analysis of the survey data showed that 63.4% of the parents and guardians agreed or strongly agreed that ACC was their first choice for a youth football program, while 73.1% agreed or strongly agreed that ACC provided the best value for their money.

Figure 16
Survey Responses Regarding Whether ACC is Families’ First Choice and the Best Value for Money
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Of the parents and guardians surveyed, 90% agreed or strongly agreed that ACC cared about their child and family, and 80.5% trusted ACC to do the right thing in the interests of the child. Only 9.8% disagreed with the statement that ACC would do the right thing in the interests of their child. Asked about the level of care and concern shown by ACC to their child, 97.5% of the parents and guardians agreed or strongly agreed that they felt comfortable with their children playing tackle football (Appendix G).

Figure 17
Parents’ and Guardians’ Survey Responses Regarding a Decision to Return Due to the Coaching
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Figure 18
Parents’ and Guardians’ Survey Responses Concerning Coaches’ Communication and Child Development
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The coaches’ survey was designed to examine the influence of the coach on recruitment and retention success. All of the ACC coaches agreed or strongly agreed that they felt like a valued member of ACC community (Appendix G). Only one coach indicated that they would not be returning next season because of the players, while 92.9% agreed or strongly agreed that they would be returning because of the players (Appendix I).
All coaches agreed or strongly agreed that ACC was developing more than football skills and that this was an additional reason for their enjoyment of coaching. All agreed or strongly agreed that they knew their players and were committed to developing them.

Figure 19
Coaches’ Survey Responses Concerning Athletic Development and Child Development
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Almost three quarters (71.4%) of the coaches reported that the parents and guardians provided helpful feedback on the continuous development of their players, while 28.6% responded neutrally (Figure 17). However, 14.2% of the coaches did not feel that parents and guardians communicated clearly enough with them, and another 21.4% were neutral on this point (Figure 17). Some 92.9% agreed or strongly agreed that they took the safety of players seriously, but 21.4% stated they would not be returning because of the parents.

Figure 20
Coaches’ Survey Responses Concerning Child Development and Communication with Parents
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Figure 21
Coaches’ Survey Responses Regarding Years of Experience
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Over 57.1% of the coaches at ACC had three or more years of coaching experience.
[bookmark: _Toc164617319][bookmark: _Toc164623598][bookmark: _Toc165213713]Findings
 What attracts parents/caregivers to the ACC in the first place?
Finding 1: Word-of-mouth and personal recommendations are the primary methods of attracting new families to ACC. Social media and the website are tools of secondary importance.
The Likert-scale survey data showed that 87.8% of the parents and guardians had discovered ACC through word-of-mouth and personal recommendations. During my personal observations of over 70 field site visits, all of the parents and guardians I encountered also stated that they had discovered ACC in this way. The parents and guardians who were interviewed also mentioned word-of-mouth as a method of recruitment (Appendix J&K). “Parent 3” (personal communication, November 2023) stated, “I signed my son up for ACC because his trainer was a coach there and said it was the best. I trusted him. I [would have] had no idea how to find ACC or any other team in the Grid Iron or TYFA league otherwise.” This statement was supported by “Parent 1,” who said, “I discovered ACC through a friend” (personal communication, November 2023). None of the interviewed parents or guardians, coaches, or staff mentioned any other means of attraction to ACC, such as the internet, social media, or recruitment drives.
However, the survey data revealed that the ACC’s website and social media presence had also attracted some parents and guardians. In their responses to Question 19 in the parents’ and guardians’ survey, 48.8% of respondents said that they had discovered and been attracted to the organization through social media and the internet (Figure 9). I do not feel that these findings are contradictory in nature; rather, they show that nearly half of ACC families used online tools to guide their decision-making with regard to joining ACC.
What marketing and recruitment practices and content does the ACC currently use?
Finding 2: ACC does not currently have a formalized recruitment and retention strategy. However, informal efforts in the targeted recruitment of youth athletes at the main point of entry for tackle football have been successful. Despite ACC’s lack of a broader strategy, social media has also served as an informal recruitment tool.
ACC currently uses informal techniques, such as personal recommendations and word-of-mouth, as its primary recruitment tools. It does not currently have a stratified marketing and recruitment plan like that of the US Armed Forces, which is passed down to each of its recruiting offices for refinement and operationalization (personal observations, May 1993–June 2019). Instead, coaches and board members personally recommend and engage prospective families, including during chance encounters in places of worship, gyms, workplaces, and the local community and neighborhoods in which they reside (Staff 4, personal communication, January 2024). ACC has never established any formal recruitment plan with targeted markets and demographics (Staff 1 and Staff 2, personal communications, January 2024). Instead, the organization relies on word-of-mouth and personal references for recruitment, with digital media a secondary means of recruiting new players and families. To clarify, ACC as an organization does not actively use its website or social media, but the data from parents and guardians (Figure 9) did show that these platforms were influencing nearly half of the ACC families when deciding whether to join ACC.
“Staff 1” mentioned several times in their interview that word-of-mouth was the only means of recruitment that ACC had utilized at all during the fall 223 season and that other methods—such as requirement drives at sporting goods stores such as Academy, handing out flyers at elementary schools, and the placement of banners and yard placards—had proven to be too much effort for too little results (personal communication, January 2024). Instead, ACC markets and recruits via what I label “tactical instinctive marketing techniques.” In other words, ACC relies on the experiences of individuals to guide its marketing strategy, which is currently comprised of word-of-mouth reports, with no predetermined number or demographics in mind. ACC staff and coaches indicated in interviews and in the open-ended portions of the survey, respectively, that personal connections and word-of-mouth were the primary means of recruiting ACC athletes. For example, “Staff 2” (personal communication, January 2024) offered, “Honestly, in our first year, we set up at Walmart, Target, and Academy stores and recruited, recruited. Last year, we didn’t do that; we pretty much just used word-of-mouth and social media to recruit this past season.” “Staff 3,” in their interview, also cited word-of-mouth as the primary method, “but, big, big recruitment is just word-of-mouth” (Appendix H.). One coach, writing in the qualitative feedback section of their survey, said, “I just talk it up to get my friends to have their kids join” (Appendix K). A second coach, also writing in the survey, explained, “I talk about it with friends, and I share my experiences” (Appendix K). “Staff 2” said, “We didn’t set anything up this year. We just used social media,” while “Staff 3” agreed that “social media, Facebook and Instagram” were the primary means of on-boarding new recruits (Appendix H). In short, the organization recruits mainly through word-of-mouth, relying on the personal connections of staff and ACC family members. The ACC website and social media platforms are secondary recruitment tools.
Although this technique was successful in their first season, the Tykes team did not field a full team until just before the start of the regular season, which may indicate that ACC needs to improve its understanding of its player markets. Marketing is a process of exchange that evolves as values change, and it must be constantly evaluated to ensure that ACC’s communication with the families of prospective players is maintained (Hayes, 2015, p. 105).
The Tykes team represents a specific and critical market because it serves as a transition from flag football to full-contact tackle football. While the children on the Tykes team enjoyed their fall 2023 season, they were the least successful team and did not win a single game all season. Practices for ACC’s fall 2023 season started in late June 2023. The Tykes did not field a full team until the start of September, immediately before the start of the season. Consequently, the Tykes had 10 weeks less collective practice time and no preseason games. They were the least prepared team at ACC. The findings showed that 60% of eligible families agreed or strongly agreed that they were concerned about the safety of the transition from flag to tackle football (Figure 13). This finding supports the literature on why many parents do not let their children play full-contact sports (Bonneau et al., 2020, p. 26). It also indicates that there is a specific need for recruitment of Tykes players (Hayes, 2015, p. 26).
Fortunately, during our partnership, ACC organization was agile enough to recruit in this specific market to finally obtain a full team. Efforts by ACC staff included engaging with former flag-football families to alleviate safety concerns, accepting Tykes players from another local team that had disbanded mid-summer, and replacing the Tykes coaches with some of the best-assessed developmental coaches in ACC mid-season and retaining them for the spring and fall 2024 seasons (Staff 2 and Staff 3, personal communication, January 2024). These changes did not go unnoticed by the families. In open-ended feedback, one parent expressed, “I am concerned [about safety]but I saw how the coaches were coaching the kids and felt the right safety precautions were in place” (Appendix J).
ACC also encourages its athletes to wear their ACC gear and jerseys to their schools and anywhere else they desire, as an informal marketing technique. “Staff 3” said:
We let our kids wear ACC jerseys to school during the football season, and so the teachers, you know, got teachers saying, “Can I get your schedule? Can we come to your games? Can we, you know, get other kids to join?” (personal communication, January 2024; Herman, 2015, p. 493)
What marketing/recruitment practices and content does the ACC currently use?
Finding 3: Content on ACC’s social media accounts and website is predominantly comprised of photos from various events, does not incorporate any strategic storytelling to advance ACC's organizational mission, and therefore fails to leverage marketing opportunities to effectively promote the organization.
While social media and the ACC website are used to indirectly recruit athletes and families, they are underleveraged and infrequently updated. My media and data analysis found that ACC’s Instagram account had not been updated since October 2022, as of February 2024 (Appendix L). No new posts or pictures have been added. The ACC Facebook page had been updated in January 2024, with an announcement that registration for spring 2024 football would be opening in February 2024 (Appendix L). The last post prior to that was in October 2023. Information on the ACC website regarding staff members was not up-to-date, and the registration pages for spring 2024 football were not displaying properly, making it impossible to digitally register a child (personal observation, February 2024 and Appendix L). The findings showed that 48.7% of the ACC families agreed or strongly agreed that they learned about and were subsequently recruited to ACC through its social media platforms and website (Table 6). The analysis of data collected from ACC’s Instagram, Facebook, and websites revealed that all three sites need updating, given the importance of these communication tools. All three sites have been sporadically updated. None of the online tools convey a clear and concise message for recruitment and marketing purposes, nor do they clearly describe ACC and its mission.
According to the conceptual theory of SEM, social media accounts and organizational websites are direct marketing tools that can be used to dispense timely and valuable information to targeted audiences (Hayes, 2015, p. 118). A general narrative emerged from the data analysis: ACC primarily recruits through word-of-mouth and personal contacts. In the parent and guardian survey, 87.8% of the participants in this group confirmed this. However, in the responses to the follow-up survey question, 48.7% agreed that they had discovered ACC through social media and the internet (Figure 9). ACC’s social media accounts represent the organization and convey its narrative to the public. The perceptions they convey have a powerful influence on public opinion (Braxton, Hossler & Wendt, 2021, p. 10). ACC’s website is the primary means of registration used by parents and guardians to enable their children to participate in football. ACC also has on-site registration at North Converse Park. However, the number of families to have been deterred by the ACC’s website, especially in the first season, and thus selected another youth football team is unknown. Websites and social media platforms are virtual “two-way streets” and require consistent and constant updating and monitoring (Hayes, 2015, p. 119).
What role do coaches play in the recruitment and retention of youth players?
Finding 4: Coaches view ACC positively and informally recruit families for the development of child athletes. They also indirectly recruit by performing well in their responsibilities as a coach.
The majority (85.7%) of ACC’s coaches responded that they would recommend the organization to a family so that their child could play football. This finding is in line with the literature, as it shows that children’s athletic development is was the main reason for recommending ACC to families (Green, 2005). Community and the family environment were secondary reasons why the coaches would recommend ACC to families.
For example, the coaches were asked about their informal recruitment and marketing efforts in Question 4: “What efforts do you make to recruit and retain players for ACC?” One comment in the open-ended feedback read, “Social media, attending other sporting events and all-star games [allow] parents to see the impacts of coaches who actually care” (Appendix L). “Coach 1” stated in their interview, “I know my players and I am invested in their development” (Appendix, H).
In their open-ended feedback and interviews, most coaches appeared to confuse recruitment with retention. Recruitment techniques, such as word-of-mouth and personal contacts, were frequently mentioned (Appendix K). Their efforts primarily focused on retaining players for the current and following seasons. One coach described using specific recruitment techniques in different markets, such as browsing social media and attending all-star youth football tournaments to recruit players to ACC (Appendix K). Another coach, who denied participating in any recruitment, focused on retention, stating, “I don’t recruit. I coach the kids and do my best to get them to come back” (Appendix K).
Why do families stay with the ACC year after year?
What role do coaches play in the recruitment and retention of youth players?
Finding 5: A breakdown in communication and expectations between families and coaches is negatively affecting the retention of ACC families and players. Specifically, the poor conduct and lack of professionalism demonstrated by some coaches is detrimental to retention.
The survey responses showed that the parents and guardians generally felt that ACC allowed their children to play tackle football and prepared them to play competitively in middle school and high school (Appendix D). In the open-ended portion of the survey, the interviews, and my personal observations, it was noted that the parents and guardians were concerned about child development by the coaches, as well as their communication with and feedback from the coaches. The findings indicated a breakdown in communication and mismatched expectations between the parents and guardians, players, and coaches. Konttinen, Laakso, and Rottensteiner (2015, p. 29) argue that participation in youth sports is sustained by relationships between the coach, the athlete, and the parent, which is in line with the concept of the athletic triangle. If the motivational climate declines, the athlete’s chances of returning for another season also decrease.
In the open-ended portion of the surveys, the coaches expressed that they were communicating effectively with parents and guardians and focused on developing their athletes (Question 15, Appendix K). However, in the interviews, the coaches differed in their assessments of how well they were communicating. “Coach 1” felt that there was a disconnect with those families who were not completely committed to the development of their children and instead viewed football as “an afternoon daycare” (personal communication, January 2024). The qualitative feedback from the open-ended portions of the survey and the interviews with parents and guardians also indicated a significant disconnect. Several parents said they had observed favoritism, unprofessionalism, and a lack of feedback on their child's development. One parent stated, “Although the community and environment were excellent, the coaching done by my child’s team was sub-par, mediocre, and unfair in not only my, but other parents’ opinions too” (Appendix J). “Coaches curse each other out, cursing at the kids. They lacked teaching techniques. Horrible!” Another parent said, “The coaching done by my child’s team was sub-par, mediocre, and unfair in not only my opinion, but in other parents’ opinions, too” (Appendix J). The qualitative data highlighted problems with communication and perception between the coaches and parents and guardians, which may be detrimental to the retention of athletes and reduce the likelihood of families returning to ACC for the fall 2024 season.	Comment by Grimes, Carrie M: @Daniels, Michael D  This paragraph repeats content from the previous paragraph. I suggest putting the "One parent said... Horrible!"'sentence of this paragraph in the above paragraph after the sentence that ends with Appendix J. Then, just remove the rest which is duplicative. 
Almost half of the families (42.5%) agreed or strongly agreed that the coaches were the reason that they would return to ACC the following season, a further 42.5% were neutral on this point, and 15% disagreed (Table 13). Additionally, the parents and guardians felt that 19.5% of the coaches did not communicate clearly with the families, 36.5% disagreed or strongly disagreed that the coaches provided feedback about their children’s development, and only 43.9 agreed or strongly agreed that ACC coaches provided feedback on their children’s development (Table 13). The parents’ feedback indicated a breakdown of the athletic triangle, and these negative experiences had impacted their decisions to allow their children to return next season (Kottinen et al., 2015, p. 27). Fortunately, it is clear that ACC is not oblivious to these families’ observations. ACC publicly addressed and held accountable at least two coaches and a few parents during the fall 2023 season. The coaches were relieved of their responsibilities, and the parents were banned from attending ACC practices and games for at least two weeks, with one parent banned for the entire season.
The findings were unclear regarding whether the parents and guardians were dissatisfied with the head coaches, the assistant coaches, or both. The quantitative data collected from the surveys showed that 13% of the parents and guardians did not intend to return the following season. Additionally, 18% were dissatisfied with the coaching, including player development, communication, and feedback. The qualitative data indicated that a lack of professionalism and child development and poor personal conduct and communication were the main reasons for disenfranchisement. Mageau and Vallerand (2003, p. 890) conclude that the negative and controlling behaviors exhibited by coaches negatively affect players’ performance, motivation, and confidence.
The findings from the qualitative and quantitative data analyses indicate a breakdown in the athletic triangle. If the needs of the athletes, parents, and guardians are not met, performance is negatively affected (Mageau & Vallerand, 2003, p. 899). A breakdown of the athletic triangle increases the risk that an athlete will not return in the following season or even, if the imbalance is significant, complete the current season.
Why do families stay with the ACC year after year?
Finding 6: ACC’s sense of family and community is the most compelling reason for families to return to ACC, along with the relative affordability compared to similar regional competitive football programs.
The parents expressed in the interviews that the sense of family and community in ACC was a strong influence on their decisions to return the following season. Additionally, the development and growth of the youth athletes was important. “Parent 3” (personal communication, November 2023) expressed:
My kid worked his tail off, after sitting out his first game at a preseason tournament and earned himself a starter spot before the regular season started. I have never been so proud to see him learn the value of earning something.
The findings revealed that the positive value of family and community was a powerful reason for joining ACC and returning year after year.  Seventy percent of ACC families agreed or strongly agreed that they felt like members of a community in which families, coaches, and staff knew and valued each other (Figure 12).
People are important, and the people that comprise ACC have similar life expectations and value being part of a community and family, which positively affects marketing, recruitment, and retention (Hayes, 2015, p. 121). In the words of one coach, “This place is bigger than football. This place is a community and family” (Question 7, Appendix E).
[bookmark: _Toc164617320][bookmark: _Toc164623599][bookmark: _Toc165213714]Recommendations
What marketing and recruitment practices and content do ACC currently use?
What first attracts parents and guardians to ACC?
[bookmark: _Toc165213715]Recommendation 1
Designate a media director and acquire a team of ACC members to update and maintain the organization’s social media profiles and website.
This individual and team could be recruited from current ACC staff members and volunteers. It does not need to be a paid outside position—and indeed, I recommend that it not be, unless doing so would provide initial technical expertise. An internally recruited team from ACC would have the benefit of being familiar with ACC as an organization.
Nearly half of ACC families who participated in this project said that they were attracted to the organization through social media and the ACC website (Figure 11). These platforms represent ACC, so each one needs a specified purpose. These purposes could be the same for each, or they could be different, so long as the messaging is clear. Additionally, any websites or social media accounts that are irrelevant or obsolete or that cannot be maintained should be deleted. Websites and social media platforms are a virtual two-way street and require continual updating and monitoring to ensure that they are making the best possible impression on those who view them (Hayes, 2015, p. 119).
What makes families stay with ACC year after year?
What role do coaches play in the recruitment and retention of youth players?
[bookmark: _Toc165213716]Recommendation 2
Examine the coaches’ abilities to develop talented players and to communicate with them and their families. Mentor and develop coaches as needed and remove any unprofessional or toxic individuals.
Although ACC staff—primarily through the role of the athletic director (Staff 2 & Staff 3 personal communication, January 2024)—examine and interview the head coaches, the team of assistant coaches selected by each head coach should also be observed throughout the season. Coaches need development, and ACC’s staff and network of families have considerable experience in leadership, teaching, mentoring, and coaching. The development of a checklist akin to the US Army’s NCO evaluation report—which lists desired key attributes, values, and competencies—is a potential starting point for the design. Several members of ACC staff and coaches are military or retired military and have the access and expertise needed to develop such a coaching evaluation tool. The purpose of this recommendation is not to micro-manage coaches but to develop them and prevent them from making mistakes that might have negative second-and third-order effects.
All members of ACC should be encouraged to speak up and use the Heja or Youth Sports App to communicate their concerns, with a policy of non-attribution for reporting. As the old saying goes, bad news rarely gets better over time. There should be an initial response to any report within 24 hours, acknowledging receipt of the concern, with a follow up within a week to the reporting individual. This semi-structured response system would let reporting individuals know that they have been heard, while affording ACC the time to objectively investigate and respond to the concerns and complaints.
Any unprofessional and “toxic” coaches must be removed if their behavior and actions are determined to be detrimental to ACC members. In the past, ACC has taken corrective measures when the actions of coaches, staff, and family members have been detrimental to the organization. This policy needs to be continued and maintained for all ACC families and members. Konttinen, Laakso, and Rottensteiner conclude that sustained participation in youth sports was relational between the athlete, coach, and by default, the parent in support of the concept of the athletic triangle (2015, p. 29). Toxic or disruptive individuals within ACC weaken the athletic triangle.
What marketing and recruitment practices and content does ACC currently use?
[bookmark: _Toc165213717]Recommendation 3
Appoint a chief enrollment management officer (CEMO) to develop a unified approach to marketing, recruitment, and retention.
A CEMO could be responsible for forecasting evolving demographics and market changes (Emery, 2020, p. 5). This leader would assist in ensuring that all teams are complete and fully prepared by the start of each season. A continued stream of new players, families, and coaches will ensure that ACC can continue its mission of providing participation scholarships to disadvantaged children. A CEMO could also develop and target markets for recruitment and retention and support the organization’s transition from instinctive tactical recruiting practices to deliberate and operational marketing and recruitment practices. A CEMO does not need to be a paid consultant or from outside of the ACC family. Rather, they should be an ACC staff member with an understanding of recruitment and retention theories relating to students and athletes such as SEM. This use of SEM by a CEMO would provide a structured approach to overcoming ACC’s recruitment and retention challenges (Hossler & Kalsbeek 2009, as cited by Emery, 2020, p.5).
As an example, this project’s observations and data analysis identified a specific recruitment market relating to the Tykes team. This market requires the personal engagement of ACC staff and coaches to address concerns about coaching, development, expectations, and safety in the recruitment of future players for the ACC Tykes 2024 team. The employment of a CEMO would serve ACC in monitoring the pulse of current markets and identifying future critical markets to target, especially if/when demographics in the Converse and San Antonio area change.
Why do families stay with ACC year after year?
[bookmark: _Toc165213718]Recommendation 4
ACC’s sense of community and family is the organization’s most important recruitment and retention tool, and this needs to be fully incorporated into all future strategic recruitment and retention strategies.
The families, coaches, and staff who participated in this study all stated that they stayed with ACC for the family and community environment. This is a marketing tool that needs to be exploited by all members—and not just by a CEMO, if such as position is created. Hayes emphasizes the importance of this, noting that people who have similar life expectations and values come together more readily than those who do not and that such commonality in expectations positively affects marketing and retention (Hayes, 2015, p. 121). Additionally, Kirk and MacPhail note that sports teams are social systems with their own unique culture and dynamics that give value and meaning to participation in such organizations through membership alone (2003, pp. 23–44).
Additionally, the relative affordability of ACC needs to be advertised more clearly by word-of-mouth and online to inform potential new families. This would also remind current ACC families that registration fees cover the (free) provision of uniforms that the child is permitted to keep and certified equipment that they can borrow for the season.
[bookmark: _Toc165213719]Discussion/Conclusion
The purpose of this investigation was to conduct a quality improvement project for the Alamo City Colts Youth Football and Cheer Organization (ACC), a two-year-old non-profit competitive youth sports program with a mission of providing competitive youth tackle-football to financially disadvantaged children in Converse and San Antonio, Texas. ACC has become a very successful organization, largely through the hard work and dedication of its members. It is a community that takes care of its own and welcomes all newcomers. This project is a snapshot in time and could serve as a model for any youth sports organization looking to get started or to begin its own improvement journey.
[bookmark: _Toc164617321]This project provides six findings and four recommendations for ACC to improve its recruitment and retention of youth athletes, relying on the theoretical concepts of SEM and the athletic triangle. My hope is that this project and its recommendations will contribute to ACC’s already evident success. In summation, I recommend a solidified plan to recruit and retain youth athletes, acknowledging the unique interpersonal relationship between the coach, athlete and parent. It has been my honor and privilege to contribute to the future success of such a giving and noble organization. Our children are the hope and future of our nation and the world. By its outreach to children, ACC helps to make that future a little bit brighter. 
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Appendix C

INITIAL SURVEY AND INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR PARENTS/GUARDIANS, COACHES AND STAFF CONSTRUCT
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Questions Set 1 Survey Problem of Practice: How does Vanderbilt University improve the Alamo City Colt’s Youth Football and Cheer (ACC) recruitment and retention efforts in order to empower ACC to fulfill its mission.


The problem/issue they are facing is: Recruitment and Retention
 what attracts parents/caregivers to ACC in the first place? 
what marketing/recruitment practices and content  does ACC currently use? 
what makes families stay with ACC year after year?
what role do coaches play in the recruitment and retention of youth players?


A conceptual framing or theory that clarifies the problem/issue is: SEM and the Athletic Triangle
	Project Questions
	Data source: Survey Parents
	Data Collection by Survey LC Scale
	Data Analysis Procedures

	
What are your project questions?
	What data is required to be able to answer this question? Specifically, what data do you need?
	How will you get this data? Explicitly clarify whether it needs to be generated or where/how you will gain access to necessary data.
	How will you turn this data into evidence that answers this project question? Be specific.


	what attracts parents/caregivers to ACC in the first place?
what marketing/recruitment practices and content  does ACC currently use?
what makes families stay with ACC year after year?
what role do coaches play in the recruitment and retention of youth players?

	I need LC Scale responses from parents to the below listed questions and volunteers for the parental focus groups.
	Survey distributed through the organization’s Heja Team Profile.  ACC Will Distro the Survey to heighten importance of the survey.
	I will score the responses using a LC Scale of 1-5.  The Five responses will be:
Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neither Agree or Disagree, Agree, Strongly Disagree.
Data will be looked at for Dependability, Evaluative, and Triangulation with Focus Groups and Interviews.


	Focus Group Questions Parents and Guardians
	Research Question Related
	Notes
	Research Theory that applies

	How did you discover ACC as a football program and what made decide to join ACC?
	1
	Overall I think I need to ask less questions in order to make everything fit in a 30-60 minute session.
	SEM

	

Do you plan to return to ACC next year?
	3
	
	SEM maybe Both

	What made you decide to allow your child/children to play tackle football.

	1, 3, 4
	
	Both

	Do you feel that safety is taken seriously by ACC in regards to your child playing football

	1, 3, 4
	
	Athletic Triangle

	Do you have concerns  about your child transitioning from flag football to tackle football
	3
	This will be a specific 5U Question .
	Both

	My teams coaches communicate clearly with me and provide developmental feedback
	4
	
	Athletic Triangle

	Do you feel like ACC is a positive values based community?
	1,3
	
	SEM

	ACC enables my child/children to play competitive tackle football
	1, 3, 4
	
	SEM

	Are you satisfied with the coaching and do you feel like they are developing your child/children?

	4
	
	Athletic Triangle

	Do you have friends or family that play in other competitive football programs in San Antonio and are they as satisfied as you are?

	2
	
	SEM

	Do you trust your child/children’s coaches with their safety?

	4
	
	Athletic Triangle

	ACC is preparing my child to play football in Middle School.
	3
	
	Both

	Do you trust ACC as an organization to do the right thing in the interest of my child.
	1,2,3,4,
	
	Athletic Triangle
























Questions Set 2 Coaches  Survey Problem of Practice: How does Vanderbilt University improve the Alamo City Colt’s Youth Football and Cheer (ACC) recruitment and retention efforts in order to empower ACC to fulfill its mission.


The problem/issue they are facing is: Recruitment and Retention
what attracts parents/caregivers to ACC in the first place?
what marketing/recruitment practices and content  does ACC currently use?
what makes families stay with ACC year after year?
what role do coaches play in the recruitment and retention of youth players?


A conceptual framing or theory that clarifies the problem/issue is: SEM and the Athletic Triangle


	Project Questions
	Data source: Survey Parents
	Data Collection by Survey LC Scale
	Data Analysis Procedures

	
What are your project questions?
	What data is required to be able to answer this question? Specifically, what data do you need?
	How will you get this data? Explicitly clarify whether it needs to be generated or where/how you will gain access to necessary data.
	How will you turn this data into evidence that answers this project question? Be specific.


	what attracts parents/caregivers to ACC in the first place?
what marketing/recruitment practices and content  does ACC currently use?
what makes families stay with ACC year after year?
what role do coaches play in the recruitment and retention of youth players?

	I need LC Scale responses from parents to the below listed questions and volunteers for the parental focus groups.
	Survey distributed through the organization’s Heja Team Profile.  ACC Will Distro the Survey to heighten importance of the survey.
	I will score the responses using a LC Scale of 1-5.  The Five responses will be:
Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neither Agree or Disagree, Agree, Strongly Disagree.
Data will be looked at for Dependability, Evaluative, and Triangulation with Focus Groups and Interviews.


	Focus Group Questions Coaches
	Research Question Related
	Notes
	Research Theory that applies

	How did you discover ACC as a football program and what made decide to join ACC as a Coach.
	1
	Overall I think I need to ask less questions in order to make everything fit in a 30-60 minute session.
	SEM

	

Do you plan to return to ACC next year?
	3
	
	SEM maybe Both

	What do you enjoy most about ACC and Coaching
	4
	
	Athletic Triangle

	Do you feel that safety is taken seriously by ACC in regards how the practices and games are conducted?

	1, 3, 4
	
	Athletic Triangle

	What Coaches or ACC do better as an organization in recruiting and retaining children to play youth competitive football?
	2,3, 4
	
	Both

	What efforts have you gone to in recruiting and retaining players at ACC?
	1,2,4
	
	Both

	Do you feel like you are developing and preparing your players for next year and eventually Middle School and High School?
	4
	
	Athletic Triangle

	Communication with parents/guardians and players coaches communicate clearly with me and provide developmental feedback
	4
	
	Athletic Triangle

	Do you feel like ACC is a positive values based community?
	1,3
	
	SEM

	ACC enables me as a Coach to enable children to play competitive tackle football
	1, 3, 4
	
	SEM

	Do you have friends or family that play in other competitive football programs in San Antonio and are they as satisfied as you are?

	2, 4
	
	Both






















Questions Set 3 ACC Staff Problem of Practice: How does Vanderbilt University improve the Alamo City Colt’s Youth Football and Cheer (ACC) recruitment and retention efforts in order to empower ACC to fulfill its mission.


The problem/issue they are facing is: Recruitment and Retention
 what attracts parents/caregivers to ACC in the first place? 
what marketing/recruitment practices and content  does ACC currently use? 
what makes families stay with ACC year after year?
what role do coaches play in the recruitment and retention of youth players?


A conceptual framing or theory that clarifies the problem/issue is: SEM and the Athletic Triangle


	Project Questions
	Data source: Survey Parents
	Data Collection by Survey LC Scale
	Data Analysis Procedures

	
What are your project questions?
	What data is required to be able to answer this question? Specifically, what data do you need?
	How will you get this data? Explicitly clarify whether it needs to be generated or where/how you will gain access to necessary data.
	How will you turn this data into evidence that answers this project question? Be specific.


	what attracts parents/caregivers to ACC in the first place? 
what marketing/recruitment practices and content  does ACC currently use? 
what makes families stay with ACC year after year?
what role do coaches play in the recruitment and retention of youth players?

	I need LC Scale responses from parents to the below listed questions and volunteers for the parental focus groups.
	Survey distributed through the organization’s Heja Team Profile.  ACC Will Distro the Survey to heighten importance of the survey.
	I will score the responses using a LC Scale of 1-5.  The Five responses will be:
Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neither Agree or Disagree, Agree, Strongly Disagree.
Data will be looked at for Dependability, Evaluative, and Triangulation with Focus Groups and Interviews. 


	Focus Group Questions Coaches
	Research Question Related
	Notes
	Research Theory that applies

	How did you discover ACC as a football program and what made you decide to join ACC?
	1
	Overall I think I need to ask less questions in order to make everything fit in a 30-60 minute session.
	SEM 

	

Do you plan to return to ACC next year?
	3
	
	SEM maybe Both

	Do you feel that safety is taken seriously by ACC in regards how the practices and games are conducted?

	1, 3, 4
	
	Athletic Triangle

	What can Coaches or ACC do better as an organization in recruiting and retaining children to play youth competitive football?
	2,3, 4
	
	Both

	What did ACC do for recruiting and retaining players at ACC this year? Was it effective?
	1,2,4
	
	Both

	What did ACC do for recruiting and retaining players at ACC in previous years?  Were they effective?
	1,2,4
	
	Both

	Do you feel like you are developing and preparing your players for next year and eventually Middle School and High School?
	4
	
	Athletic Triangle

	Communication with parents/guardians ,players and coaches communicate clearly with me and provide me the feedback I/we need to make ACC better than ever.
	4
	
	SEM, Athletic Triangle

	Do you feel like ACC is a positive values based community?
	1,3 
	
	SEM

	ACC enables children to play competitive tackle football, what efforts do you take specifically?
	1, 3, 4
	
	SEM

	Do you have friends or family that play in other competitive football programs in San Antonio and are they as satisfied as you are?

	2, 4
	
	Both
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Appendix E
	
COACHES SURVEY INSTRUMENT
(Responses Incorporated)
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Appendix F
ACC Deductive Codebook


	Deductive Code 
	Definition
	Purpose/meaning code
	In vivo description

	Deductive code word related to one of the four research questions.
	Deductive description that describes with specified actions that describe the code word appropriately
	Identifies actions taken or not taken in support of the deductive code word.
	Example of the deductive code word within definition and purpose/meaning.

	Recruitment and Retention 

















Recruitment and Retention (cont)

























Recruitment and Retention (cont)

























Recruitment and Retention (cont)
	Participants describe specific actions they took to bring players to ACC and actions taken to retain players. Additional participants describe what actions drew them to ACC and made them stay with ACC.
	How is ACC bringing in new talent/players, and what actions are taken to keep them returning each follow-on season? 
	“Our Tykes level was the hardest man for us to recruit. Honestly, in our first year, we set up at Walmart’s Targets Academies and recruit, recruit. Last year, we didn’t do that; we pretty much just used word of mouth and social media to recruit this past season.”  Staff 2
“We will be there next year if there is a 12U team” Parent1.
“I discovered ACC through a friend” Parent1
“I had a nephew on other teams in the league and knew I wanted something different, better.” Parent2
“We came to ACC because it was recommended to us by other parents” Parent2
“I signed my son up for ACC because his trainer was a coach there and said it was the best. I had no idea how to find ACC or any other team in Grid Iron or TYFA otherwise” Parent3.
“We do a lot of recruitment as come as you are.” Staff 4
“Coaches have a huge role in retention of players, they interact daily with these kids.” Staff 4
“At this time I’m unsure. There is definitely favoritism in our team. Some kids have bad attitudes and speak disrespectfully to coaches and other team members yet they’re still on the field more than others who aren’t disrespectful. It makes it seem as though winning is more important than character. This is something my son is struggling to understand when we teach him that his character is important” Q22, P/G Survey
“We were on track to return, but after being berated by the team moms there is a strong chance that we will not return and my child will miss the 2024 spring season.” Q22, P/G survey
“Not sure it depends if they change the way they pick and choose their favorites” Q22, P/G
“I don’t recruit. I coach the kids and do my best to get them to come back.” Q4 C Survey
“Train in off season, recruit at locations, retain kids” Q4 C Survey
“Social media, attending other sporting events and All-star games allowing parents to see the impact of coaches who actually care.” Q4 C Survey


“I do not think I do anything other than I talk ACC up to people I know and coach the kids to be the best in a positive environment.”

“But, big, big recruitment is just word of mouth” Staff 3 interview

“allow the kids to compete at a higher level like all star games” Coach 1 interview

	Markets
	Participants describe specific groups or locations of youth players to recruit and retain at ACC.
	Does ACC have markets to recruit potential players, and do they know what they are?
	“Flag football players in 5U.” Staff 2

“We let our kids wear ACC jerseys to school during the football season, and so the teachers, you know, got teachers saying, ‘Can I get your schedule? Can we come to your games? Can we, you know, get other kids to join?” Staff 3

“Social media, attending other sporting events and All-star games allowing parents to see the impact of coaches who actually care” Q4, Coaches Survey. 

“I know my players and I am invested in their development” Coach 1 Survey

 “

	Parents/Guardians
	Participants describe the impact of parents/guardians in relation to marketing, recruiting, retention, families, coaching and communication.
	What is the impact of parents/guardians and how does it affect marking, recruitment, retention, and communication.
	“One of the things I’ve felt that there was a huge disconnect between the parents of the past and current team that they already were familiar with what needed to be done to coach and develop” Coach 1

“Parents stay with ACC for consistency, interactions and treated like family.” Staff 2
 

	Social Media (Facebook, Instagram, ACC Website)
	Participants describe the use of social media platforms or the ACC Website in relation to recruitment, retention, and marketing.
	What impact does social media and the ACC website play in recruitment, retention, and marketing.
	 “ I didn’t find about ACC through the internet or social media until after somebody mentioned the Colts to me by word of mouth when I wanted to get my kid into football.” Parent 3
 “we didn’t set anything up this year, we just used social media” Staff 2 interview
“We onboard as a way through social; media, Facebook and Instagram” Staff 3
 

	Coaches




Coaches (cont)


























Coaches (cont)



	Participants describe the impact of coaches in relation to marketing, recruiting, retention, families, parents/guardians and communication.
	What is the impact of parents/guardians and how does it affect marking, recruitment, retention, and communication.
	“ there needs to be more feedback to the player and families to let us know what the kids are doing” Parent 1
 
“Coaches are not committed to providing feedback” 

“Coaches are interviewed by the AD, the VP, the president” Staff 2

“At this time I’m unsure. There is definitely favoritism in our team. Some kids have bad attitudes and speak disrespectfully to coaches and other team members yet they’re still on the field more than others who aren’t disrespectful. It makes it seem as though winning is more important than character. This is something my son is struggling to understand when we teach him that his character is important” Q22, P/G Survey
“We were on track to return, but after being berated by the team moms there is a strong chance that we will not return and my child will miss the 2024 spring season.” Q22, P/G survey

“Not sure it depends if they change the way they pick and choose their favorites” Q22, P/G


“I was very dissatisfied with the organization. They had favorites they played, didn’t Play ALL the boys. Coaches cursing each other out, cursing at the kids. They lacked teaching techniques, horrible!” Q15, P/G Survey

“the coaching done by my child’s team was sub par, mediocre, and unfair in not only mine, but other parents opinions too.” Q15, P/G Survey

	Development
 
	Participants describe actions taken to coach, teach, and mentor players to perform better athletically and personally
	Are Coaches, parents, players, and staff communicating clearly for each player to achieve their full potential?
	“Is my kid developing or not?” Parent 3
“How do I build on what the coaches are doing?” Parent 3
“Coaches play a huge role in development.” Staff2
“The kids and sing how they come together and grow.” Q3 C Survey
“Doing something positive with kids and getting to see them compete and learn.” Q3 C Survey
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ACC Inductive Codebook

	Code 
	Definition
	Purpose/meaning code
	In vivo description

	Inductive code word related to one of the four research questions.
	Inductive description that describes with specified actions that describe the code word appropriately
	Identifies actions taken or not taken in support of the inductive code word.
	Example of the inductive code word within definition and purpose/meaning.

	Communication/Feedback
	Participants describe verbal and non-verbal communication between players, coaches, ACC Staff, and parent/guardians.
	How does this impact retention of ACC youth players, in particular in relation to the athletic triangle theory?
	“I am not returning to ACC, there is a huge disconnect between parents, and staff that leads to not feeling fully supported in coaching and developing these kids.”

“I walk around and try to talk all families.  I love interacting with families. They need stability and need to connect.” Staff 4

	Safety









Safety (cont)
	Participants describe actions taken that address health and welfare of ACC youth players, to include the development of proper playing techniques, above winning and anything else. The child comes first. 
	Does safety play a role in the recruitment and retention of ACC youth players?
	 
“Coaches are told to immediately treat any observed or reported injury…never tell the player to tough it out.” Staff 1

“We address safety as best we can with field conditions, heat mitigation. We do our best to cover all bases.” Staff 4
 
“Tackle safety is not being properly addressed, to many helmet-on-helmet contacts; some Coaches have to stop playing to win.” Coach 1
 
“ Game field needs to be fixed, its rough.” Parent 1

“I am concerned but I saw how the coaches were coaching the kids and felt the right safety precautions were in place.” Q2, P/G Survey

	Kids













Kids (cont)
	Participants describe actions that places the focus and attention on ACC youth players.
	How does a focus on kids effect families and their willingness to return to ACC year after year?
	“I enjoy seeing the kids the most and seeing them in a safe space that they can play, grow and develop.” Staff 1
“I love making these kids happy and knowing that it might be the best two to three hours out of the day they get.” Staff 2
“Coming from other organizations, ACC has been the best when handling expenses and putting back into the kids” Q15, P/G Survey
“The kids and sing how they come together and grow.” Q3 C Survey
“Doing something positive with kids and getting to see them compete and learn.” Q3 C Survey


	Trust
	Participants describe measures or actions taken that are morally or ethically sound and a willingness to do the right thing despite the competitive consequences.
	What role does trust play in relation to the recruitment and retention of ACC youth players and how does it impact the athletic triangle. 
	“Tackle safety is not being properly addressed to many helmet-on-helmet contacts; some Coaches have to stop playing to win.”
 
The athletic director stopped a game and argued with the referees for not calling penalties on helmet-on-helmet tackles. The result was ACC being assessed a unsportsmanlike conduct penalty and loss of down. Interestingly, the referees started assessing penalties for helmet-on-helmet contact the rest of the game. 
 

	Families/Community


Families/Community (cont)
	Participants describe the value how family or community relate to ACC.
	What does ACC as a collective organization do to establish, build and maintain a collective sense of community and family? Does this sense of family positively impact ACC for recruitment and retention?  Is it a marketing tool?
	“I enjoy walking around and seeing the smiles on the faces of families and the kids.”
“I make sure that I personally meet every family member off ACC, introduce myself and let them know that if there is anything I can do for them, or if they have any questions, to please ask.”
“It’s about saving them babies.”
“People come to ACC because we are a family, it’s not just for the kids, it’s for everyone” Staff 4
My kid worked his tail off, after sitting out his first game at a preseason tournament and earned himself a starter spot before the regular season started. I have never been so proud and to see him learn the value of earning something. Parent 3
This place is bigger than football. This place is a community and family Q7, coaches survey
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ACC Parents/Guardians Survey Open-Ended Feedback
	Q2 I am not concerned about my child progressing from Flag Football to Full-Contact Tackle Football.

	My child is currently playing full-contact tackle
Child is already playing tackle.
I am concerned but I saw how the coaches were coaching the kids and felt the right safety precautions were in place.
My son doesn’t understand the fundamentals of football.
Some kids aren’t properly trained and educated enough on how to tackle or play their current positions.
I think everyone should play equally not just pick and chose who they want to put to play and choose their favorites




	Q15 These are the reasons I recommend ACC to other parents/guardians for their children.

	
Coming from other organizations, ACC has been the best when handling expenses and putting back into the kids.
All the above!
Although the community, and environment were excellent, the coaching done by my child’s team was sub par, mediocre, and unfair in not only mine, but other parents opinions too.
This is a good program for advanced players. My son got 10-12 snaps all season, would not recommend for mediocre players.
Sam is a good guy.
I was very dissatisfied with the organization. They had favorites they played, didn’t Play ALL the boys. Coaches cursing each other out, cursing at the kids. They lacked teaching techniques, horrible!
My first season wasn’t the greatest so my preference wouldn’t be to recommend or not recommend
There are a few people in the organization who do care about the kids, then there are a few that don’t.
This is the best board members I’ve known.








	Q22 We will be back next year to play football with the ACC.

	
Thinking about doing an indoor sport
At this time I’m unsure. There is definitely favoritism in our team. Some kids have bad attitudes and speak disrespectfully to coaches and other team members yet they’re still on the field more than others who aren’t disrespectful. It makes it seem as though winning is more important than character. This is something my son is struggling to understand when we teach him that his character is important
We were on track to return, but after being berated by the team moms there is a strong chance that we will not return and my child will miss the 2024 spring season.
Not sure it depends if they change the way they pick and choose their favorites
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Appendix K
ACC Coaches Survey Open-Ended Feedback

	Q3 What do you enjoy the most about coaching at ACC?

	They recognize kids
Kids and supportive staff and parents
Building a team 
It’s fun, the kids. The other coaches 
Developing talent and making kids feel part of something bigger than just themselves
The kids and sing how they come together and grow
Doing something positive with kids and getting to see them compete and learn
The kids and people involved
The kids
I enjoy watching the growth of the children!
The support from board staff. If a very positive staff that really for the kids
Being able to coach and not having someone over seeing what you do
The kids
Q3 What do you enjoy the most about coaching at ACC? (cont)

	The family atmosphere and all y’all did for the kids
The Freedom to Coach my own style and not being micro managed
See the kids development
The leadership and the free will to be myself as a coach





	Q4 What efforts do you make to recruit and retain players for ACC? 

	I just talk it up to get my friends to have their kids join.  I just encourage kids and work to make sure they have a good time and want to come back the next season.
I don’t recruit.  I coach the kids and do my best to get them to come back.
I just encourage people I meet and try to encourage to the kids to stick with it and that being on a team is more than just football.
I just encourage the kids we have to keep working hard and to come back and that it will pay off in football and in life. 
I am not sure if I do anything.  I talk about it with friends and I share my experiences on social media like Facebook.
I do not think I do anything other than I talk ACC up to people I know and coach the kids to be the best in a positive environment.
I just talk it up and encourage parents to let their kids try it out.
I talk about the positives of sport and football to the boys
When I run into people I let them know what organization we are at and pass on the information needed. Also sharing on social media
More advertising
I just try and make everyone feel welcomed
Always looking for boys to come join the org
Social media, attending other sporting events and All-star games allowing parents to see the impact of coaches who actually care.
The bonding I have with the kids and parents that makes them want to come back
Train in off season, recruit at locations, retain kids


	
	
	


	Q23 I will be back next year to coach football with ACC

	I plan to be back. I enjoy the friendships with the other coaches and the kids make it fun.
I’m done coaching youth football with parents who don’t appreciate the value of work/discipline.
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Appendix L
ACC Field  Observations
During the course of this capstone project I had the privilege to observe and watch ACC with over 70 site visits to include personally meeting with ACC staff, coaches, athletes, and parents.  The sites included both at their home practice fields at North Converse Park, Texas and at various other team sites within the Grid Iron and TYFA football sports leagues.  
Personal communications with ACC staff, coaches and parents have been cited within the main document of this larger work. I have retained for privacy’s sake full transcripts of interviews and those transcripts.
	Date 
	Observation

	04/3/2023
	Initial conversation with ACC Staff on concept of a capstone
Emphasis on how critical 6U and Tykes football is form a developmental perspective.  Instagram and Facebook stated as not being fully used. Fundraising is a secondary concern. Registration is main source of income. 10 scholarships awarded in 2022.  Plan to award 15 in 2023. 

	04/08-102023
	Consultation with Dr. Matt Campbell on research and potential problems to look at with ACC.  Matt recommended looking at parents as parents tend to be the major decision maker in kids sports.

	04/11/2023
	Share my initial cut on literature topics with ACC and ask if there are areas in youth sports they would also like me to look or delve into topic wise.  My intent is to set up a capstone where we both feel like we both are fully bought into it. 

	06/29/2023
	ACC field conditions are rough. Ground is torn up and temperatures are in excess of 111 degree Fahrenheit at 1800.  Colts Tykes team is just at 11 players. ACC president expresses concern with Tykes recruitment and development of problem of practice starts

	06/29/2023
	ACC president and VP express concerns on the Tykes and how the 6U/7U age group is the most critical group in football as it is the first year/time that kids in Texas are allowed to play full contact football in the TYFA and Grid Iron football leagues.  Applies to all of the San Antonio region if not statewide.

	06/29 2023
	ACC does not have any lawn placards or banners our like they did last year.

	0712/2023
	Shared Fishbone, PESTLE diagrams with ACC to being further refinement of problem of practice. Finances long term, political challenges, recruitment, retention and other topics come up as potential problems to include the Tykes 

	07/19/2023
	I speak with ACC President and VP as ask them the questions of what does full recruitment and retention look like as well as what does long-term fundraising look like.
For recruitment and retention is fielding each team with minimally 24 players while long term fundraising is having enough passive income that ACC can operate without a need of having registration fees.

	07/23/2023
	.  I share my initial list of literature review concerning youth sports.  Article on youth retention concerning kids from single or no parent homes I share.  ACC shares that article with coaches and staff, to make sure they are aware.  Sharing the information builds further bonds of trust with ACC.  

	08/10/2023
	Gained full permission from ACC to use HEJA app, and to use it for all field research to include surveys.  They are all in. We definitely want a proble of practice that looks for long term sustainability solutions.  Athletic triangle mentions and I am looking at something called SEM now.  I am not sure it applies by Dr. Grimes has a few articles that she says will convince me. 

Asking parents on how they feel about tackle football and 1st year of tackle football sems like a potential target audience.  Tykes and Flag parents seem on edge with safety at times. 

	08/17/2023
	Freaking hot, over 115 degrees Fahrenheit. Fields are so cracked and dry TYFA will not certify home field and ACC needs to acquire different home field from Cibolo Park District. A few parents are concerned with some of the “professionalism “ of some of the coaches as say they intent to talk to ACC leadership on it. 

	08/21/2023
	I begin to think of how I want to develop survey questions.  How will they support to figure out the problem of practice.  Tykes seems like a specified market for sure. But is that too narrow. Parents are a big deal as they have 51% of the vote with their kids. Are parents the center of gravity for these issues?

	08/26/2024
	ACC Teams except Tykes participate in competitive travel tournament at Cornerstone.  Tykes are not ready to play due to numbers.  ACC plays 4 games per team, ACC Juniors played a team from Atlanta and a Team from Louisiana.

	08/29/2024
	RB on ACC Juniors quits team due to OC coach yelling and humiliating player in front of the team for removing his plyer eligibility wrist band and mouth guard.  RB went to Cornerstone Warriors Team.  Athletic Triangle broken for sure in the case of this family. 


	08/31/2023
	How do we help these families and ACC?  Observed Juniors and Rockies coaches really pumping their players up with chants and stuff. Fun to see, Birthday kid on Rookies gets chest of ice water dumped on him, he loves it and I can tell the kid has that look that in that moment he feels special and part of something.  Precious. 

	09/01/2023
	ACC Tykes play first game and lose but are finally at full strength. All other ACC teams win.

	09/06/2023
	In September 2023, a gas station and convenience store one-half mile from North Converse Park, where ACC practices, was robbed, and four individuals were shot.

	09/192023
	ACC President and VP talk.  ACC provided 20 participation this season.  Planned for 15 like last season, but went with 20. ACC planned for 15 initially. ACC expresses some concerns that they are paying some expenses out of personal pockets , or org money held in reserve. American Legion and VFW donated enough money this year to allow for the purchase of a 3rd uniform for the players.  Constant reinforcement in conversation from Acc how they are on a mission to help and save kids.  I can visually see it in how they act around kids and families. 

	
	

	09/19/2023
	ACC spent $30,000 on equipment and pays just over $14,000 in annual expenses to Converse City and the TYFA league from ACC President. 

	
	

	
	

	09/19/2023
	The ACC president described the organization as being dedicated to “saving them [sic] babies and sometimes the adults, too”

	09/19/2023
	ACC spent $30,000 on equipment and pays just over $14,000 in annual expenses to Converse City and the TYFA league from ACC President. ACC has 104 registered families at the official start of the Fall 2023 season.

	09/21/2023
	Player “S” family on Juniors Team sets op a Go Fund Me page.  Step Dad and source of Income is in hospital with no paid lead.  Biological father was murdered in Maywood Illinois two years ago. Colts allow Heja App to help family raise money.  I donated also. 

	09/23/2023
	ACC Tykes and Juniors  lose to Cornerstone.  Two parents and a team mom get into a combative argument with the head Juniors coach and each other. The team mom is relieved of duties and banned for the rest of the season away from ACC events.  The two parents on the sidelines are banned for two weeks from all ACC activities other than dropping their kids off to practice and games.

	10/06/2023
	ACC’s Website and social media accounts are a mess.  I am not sure what they are trying to do with them.  Nothing appears updated and I cannot fully navigate through the website or reconnect back to the TYFA website.  I will let Aaron know so it can get fixed.  

	10/14/2023
	Solar Eclipse at Holy Cross. ACC Tykes Coach  has verbal altercation with referees on a TD that they refused to count.  It will be the only TD the Tykes score all Fall 2023 season.  Head coach is ejected from game and proceeds in another verbal altercation with an assistant coach.  Head coach agrees to voluntarily resign as the head coach after talks with ACC President.

	10/172023
	First cool day of practice low 90s degree Fahrenheit actually wear my hockey sweater. 

	10/2023
	Not sure of the exact date but IRB submitted and subsequently approved the following Monday. Great news on this and I am relieved. 

	10/23/2023
	Parents/Guardians survey released through the Heja App.  ACC Treasurer assists greatly in making sure every Team through Heja is reached and the data collection from the surveys starts.

	10/26/2023
	

	10/28/2023
	ACC Homecoming.  All teams wear pink jerseys for breast cancer awareness.  ACC families produce corsages and gifts for all ACC players to include t-shirts, equipment bags, water bottles, mouth guards, buttons with each player’s face on it, candy and drinks, etc…


	10/28/2023
	ACC hosts Trunk or Treat at North Converse Park.  Several cars are trick or treat sites and despite it also being the Homecoming, Several ACC families have decked out Halloween themed cars and trucks and many of the kids are in costumes and go trick or treating around the cars besides enjoying music, games, bouncy house, food and other things.  A very rich family time. It’s a total safe space for kids to have fun.

	11/2023
	Conversation with Parent 1 concerning  ACC vs. other sports teams in San Antonio.  Team collapsed, Coach tried to do it all and failed to deliver anything to include a schedule of games, uniforms, development, sense of community, and example of breakdown of the athletic triangle.  Coach physically assaulted the goalie by manhandling her ripping off goalie mitts and goalie top. SAPD were on site and reported incident to DA.

	11/05/2023
	ACC hosts a season awards and celebration ant the Converse Civic Center.  Registration was low as many family families could not afford the $10.00 per person fee. ACC Board members pay out of pocket and host the event that is then massively attended. Its touching to see this kind of kindness but can ACC afford this in the out years?  Every kid got an award based on how their team did, even the Tykes who were in dead last.  I am not a fan of participation trophies, but these trophies and awards are nice, and each child’s name is engraved on it with their number. Some of these kids are overwhelmed with happiness at the personal touch.  Staff 1, a retired CSM loves it and tells me all the pain of getting every trophy correct was well worth it.  I’m humbled.  Staff1 tells me the cost of the banquet was about $7,000.00  Some of these kids really do have next to nothing w/o ACC.

	11/07/2023-11/08/2023
	Conversations with Parents from the Rookies, Juniors and Tykes all tell a similar story of finding ACC by word of mouth and somebody’s personal recommendation.  These are just casual conversations and not part of a formal interview.  Nobody mentions social media or websites.  Found a few parents were all 82ns ABN and Special Ops vets-cool.

	11/09/2023
	“My wife would not allow our son for the last few years to play football because she did not think it was safe, not until he got bigger and she talked to other parents did she reconsider” Parent 2, personal communication, November 2023

	11/15/2023
	Coaches survey goes out through the Heja app and responses are good.  Parents/Guardians survey is completed, wow, 60 responses.

	06/29/2023-11/18/2023
	ACC President and ACC VP present at every practice and game.

	11/25/2023
	ACC Fall Season ends in the second round of the playoffs for all teams except the Seniors and Flag.  Seniors win the state championship.  Several boys from the teams are on the field crying.  They gave everything and left it all on the field.  Coaches are crying too with their players and hugging them, and tell them how proud they are.  It’s Sad but in a good way.  This to me is what looks right looks like for the athletic triangle.  A total bond and relationship for the positive between coach, parent and athlete.   

	12/16/2023
	ACC Seniors win the State of Texas Championship-BIG deal for Org and kids and will helping with branding and name recognition


	01/2024
	 As of November 2023, 136 children were registered as players for ACC: 80 were African American, 36 were Hispanic, 15 were White, and five were listed as other. While this demographic may not seem unusual in some communities across the United States, it does not reflect the greater San Antonio population, which is 65% Hispanic and only 8% African American according to ACC Staff 1

	01/20224
	Staff 4, ACC name picked because it represents the entire area, not just Converse or San Antonio.

	01/15/2024
	The ACC originated in October and November 2020 by current members of the ACC board. It became an active organization in January 2021 when the Junior Youth Venom (JY Venom) football organization collapsed.

	01/15/2024
	Parent interviews completed

	01/26/2024
	Coaches and ACC Staff interviews completed

	01/27/2024
	All data collection is complete expect I anticipate a few follow ups.  

	08/2023-02/2024
	ACC Website, Facebook and Instagram  accounts reviewed. ACC staff/board of directors needs updating.  Website glitched with half the registration page not accessible, hurting registration for spring activities and Spring football.  

	02/08/2024
	I did my final data and media analysis for ACC’s Website, Facebook and Instagram accounts. No improvement from what I can tell and I take some screen shots.  Instagram has not been updated at all.  Facebook has a few posts from October 28th, 2023 talking about homecoming, but the pictures have nothing to do with football.  They do show families and folks having a good time.  There is a January post in Facebook about Spring Football registration opening in February.  When I go to the ACC website it is glitchy and ACC Staff and board members are not updated.  I am only getting half a page showing for the forms I need to fill out to register my kids.  ACC president confirms they are having some website troubles but to just show up and they will take care of folks.  How many did we lose that said “to hell with it” and went to a different team.  The ACC website (https://www.alamocitycolts.org/) included a brief narrative describing its organization, mission, and vision. Although the website provided updates for the spring 2024 football season, including when and how to register for the team, it did not show practice or game schedules.  ACC takes care of everyone that does show up during the first two weeks of Spring football training. 

	02/29/2024
	ACC Staff 1 and 2 confirm that participation scholarships are award on a qualitative assessment. No other metrics applied.



Appendix M
ACC Screen Shots (ACC’s Website, Instagram and Facebook as of February 8th, 2024)
ACC Website Screenshot
[image: A screenshot of a web page

Description automatically generated]
(Screenshot by Author)
ACC Instagram Screenshot
[image: A screenshot of a computer

Description automatically generated]
(Screenshot by Author)
ACC Facebook Screenshot
[image: A screenshot of a social media post
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(Screenshot by Author)
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