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Abstract

The experience of being acknowledged by one’s coach has been highlighted as important,
but the pedagogical approach of being seen has not been empirically explored within
sport. The purpose of this study was to investigate the extent to which young Norwegian
football players experienced being seen by their head coach in football, as well as to
examine gender differences in these experiences with a previous validated questionnaire,
originally developed for students within physical education, but adapted for football.
Using a list of all teams participating in the Boys 19 league and the Girls 17 league in
Trendelag County, 7 boys” teams and 9 girls’ teams were randomly selected. A total
of 212 players (107 boys and 105 girls) responded to the questionnaire. Participants’
ages ranged from 15 to 19 years. The results showed that 83 percent of the boys and
87 percent of the girls agreed (slightly to strongly) that they experienced being seen by
their head coach during training or football matches. There were no significant gender
differences regarding this experience, nor in four of the five underlying factors contributing
to being seen. However, a significant gender difference was found according to good
dialogue, where girls scored higher than boys when rating their coaches. Finally, the
results indicated that players perceived their coach as most competent in facilitating good
dialogue, and least competent in involving players in assessment and goal setting, and in
creating opportunities for players to showcase themselves. Based on these results, coaches
should actively create opportunities for dialogue before, during, and after training or
matches, signaling openness through body language, tone, and availability so players
feel comfortable initiating conversation. Coach education programs should emphasize
communication strategies that promote psychological safety and belonging, including
practical steps such as brief one-on-one conversations during warm-up or cool-down to
help players feel seen without disrupting team flow. The gender difference in good dialogue
highlights the importance of tailoring communication strategies to individual needs while
ensuring that dialogue opportunities are accessible to all players.

Keywords: being seen; youth football; recognition; belonging; gender differences

1. Introduction

Engagement in physical activity is widely recognized as essential for promoting
both physical and mental health (Gasana et al., 2023; Warburton & Bredin, 2017), and
participation in organized youth sports has been shown to contribute significantly to
enhanced quality of life and personal development (Bengtsson et al., 2025; Bruner et al,,
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2021; Fernandes et al., 2024). Empirical evidence indicates that coach behaviors, together
with the quality of the coach-athlete relationship, characterized by support, constructive
feedback, emotional attunement, and adaptive leadership, play a critical role in enabling
youth athletes to feel acknowledged, fostering personal development, enhancing resilience,
promoting sustained sport participation, and improving psychological well-being (Jowett &
Chaundy, 2004; Llanos-Mufioz et al., 2023; Pan & Sui, 2025; Simons & Bird, 2022; Stanford
et al., 2022). Building on this evidence, it is pertinent to consider how these relational
qualities intersect pedagogical constructs such as ‘being seen’, which emphasize athletes’
perceptions of meaningful attentiveness and inclusion.

In relation to the findings reported by Andresen et al. (2023), the pedagogical construct
of being seen is defined as the extent to which athletes perceive their coach as meaningfully
attentive to them as individuals through consistent pedagogical practices that promote
participation, voice, feedback, and opportunities for competence expression. Specifically,
being seen is operationalized through athletes’ perceptions of (a) the quality and usefulness
of the feedback they receive, (b) the coach’s expressed care for and interest in their well-
being, (c) opportunities for constructive dialogue, (d) active involvement in assessment and
goal-setting processes, and (e) opportunities to demonstrate and develop their skills within
the training environment. The study by Lyngstad et al. (2019) employed a qualitative inter-
view design and identified several factors that positively influenced students’ experiences
of being seen by their physical education teacher. The findings indicated that students
benefited from teachers who offered encouragement, provided constructive feedback, and
demonstrated respect and support throughout the learning process. Conversely, students
who did not feel seen expressed perceptions such as “the teacher does not see me anyway,”
which was associated with gradual demotivation and reduced engagement and effort.

Lagestad et al. (2020) also conducted a qualitative interview, and the aim was to
investigate which factors contributed to the feeling of being seen in PE, and whether there
were differences in students’” experiences based on their physical fitness. The researchers
concluded that the feeling of being seen was influenced by four factors: The perception that
the teacher cared, receiving feedback from the teacher, the opportunity to showcase one’s
skills, and the experience of good dialogue with the teacher. Furthermore, the findings
showed that while half of the students with low aerobic capacity did not feel seen by
the teacher, all students with high aerobic capacity experienced being seen. Andresen
et al. (2023) conducted a quantitative study involving 208 boys and 200 girls from upper
secondary schools. The aim of this study was to examine the extent to which students
experienced being seen by their PE teachers. In addition, the study investigated which
factors were significant for being seen by the PE teacher, using questionnaire data and
factor analysis. Through factor analysis, Andresen et al. (2023) identified the same four
factors as in Lagestad et al. (2020). However, Andresen et al. (2023) also identified a fifth
factor, that students” experience of involvement in assessment and goal setting emerged as
an additional significant factor for being seen. Based upon these studies, Bjorklimark and
Lagestad (2025) conducted an intervention who demonstrated the benefits of introducing
the pedagogical approach being seen to PE teachers.

The definition of being seen is closely aligned with Self-Determination Theory (SDT)
(Deci & Ryan, 2000) as it reflects pedagogical interactions that support athletes” basic
psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Autonomy is primarily
supported through dialogical interactions and athletes” involvement in assessment and goal-
setting processes. Competence is primarily supported through the provision of constructive
and informational feedback from the coach, as well as through athletes’” opportunities to
demonstrate and develop their skills. In contrast, relatedness is supported through the
coach’s expressed care and interest in athletes” well-being. SDT is a motivational theory that
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explains how and why people find motivation to learn. The theory posits that humans have
three basic psychological needs that must be met to foster intrinsic motivation: autonomy;
competence, an ‘d relatedness. As athletes, it depends on the fulfillment of these three needs
to feel motivated, engaged, and to thrive. Several studies examining the influence of football
coaches’ behaviors on players’ motivation have demonstrated that autonomy-supportive
training environments are positively associated with enhanced intrinsic motivation among
youth players (Mageau & Vallerand, 2003; Adie et al., 2012; Balaguer et al., 2018).

In previous studies examining the concept of being seen in physical education teaching,
Honneth’s (2008) theory of recognition has been employed as a theoretical framework, as
the theory conceptualizes recognition as arising from individuals” experiences of being
seen and acknowledged by others. Lagestad et al. (2020) argue that being seen can be
related to recognition, referring to Honneth’s (2008) theory of recognition. Honneth’s (2008)
theory is a critical framework that can be applied across various fields of practice. The
theory centers on how individuals must develop and realize their potential. People form
experiences based on their surroundings throughout life, which significantly influences
who they become (Honneth, 2008). Honneth (2008) argues that humans are recognition-
seeking beings who depend on recognition from others. Through receiving recognition,
individuals gain self-respect, self-worth, and self-confidence—qualities that are essential
for realizing their inherent potential. Thus, people rely on others to develop these attributes.
Recognition is therefore considered a fundamental human need and a prerequisite for
psychological development and social functioning in society (Jordet, 2020).

Honneth (2008) identifies three distinct forms of recognition, dividing his theory into:
Emotional attachment (love), legal recognition (respect) and solidarity (social appreciation).
Jordet (2020) uses these forms as a basis for applying the theory in a pedagogical context.
Honneth's theory of recognition shares several important similarities with the concept
of being seen. Honneth’s notion of recognition as care is reflected in the questionnaire’s
operationalization of being seen through items related to caring relationships, positive
feedback, and dialogical interaction between teacher/coach and student/athlete. The
connection to Honneth’s concept of recognition as respect is reflected in the emphasis on
dialogue and feedback, as these practices acknowledge students as autonomous subjects
whose perspectives and contributions are taken seriously. The connection between the
being seen questionnaire and Honneth’s understanding of recognition as social esteem lies
in the way students’ experiences of being seen are linked to the acknowledgment of their
abilities, contributions, and individual distinctiveness.

However, thorough literature reviews indicate that this pedagogical approach has only
been researched within physical education (PE) and not within sport. Our study is based
upon four previous conducted studies (Andresen et al., 2023; Bjorklimark & Lagestad,
2025; Lagestad et al., 2020; Lyngstad et al., 2019). Even if these studies are related to
students’ relations to their PE teacher, we will argue that the pedagogical approach is also
relevant according to football players’ relations to their head coach (Stone et al., 2020). The
roles of a PE teacher and a football coach may be argued to be very similar, where both
roles involve guidance, leadership, and individual development within a learning process
related to practical activities (Lawson, 2005). Like teaching, coaching is a multifaceted
process shaped by social and psychological factors (LaVoi, 2007). Research has shown
that the role of the youth football coach and the role of the physical education teacher
share several fundamental characteristics, while also exhibiting clear structural differences
(Demiral & Naziroglu, 2024; Wright, 2020). Both professions work to promote the holistic
development of children and adolescents through physical activity, and studies indicate
that they frequently employ many of the same instructional and pedagogical methods
(Harvey & Jarrett, 2014; Kinnerk et al., 2018; Richardson et al., 2024). Furthermore, they
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tend to value these methods in similar ways, particularly regarding their capacity to foster
motivation, learning, and a sense of competence and mastery (Demiral & Naziroglu, 2024).

Previous research has demonstrated that the interpersonal relationship between
coaches and athletes represents a critical factor influencing both their physical development
and psychosocial well-being (Jowett & Cockerill, 2002). In a study among football players
aged 14-18, Berntzen and Lagestad (2025) showed that when feedback was given, it led to
a significant increase in the experience of being noticed by the coach and motivation for
playing football, compared to the same training session when they did not receive feedback.
Fraser-Thomas et al. (2005) emphasizes the coach’s critical role in promoting positive
developmental outcomes for athletes. Transformational leadership behaviors have been
theoretically associated with positive developmental outcomes in youth sport contexts.
Moreover, the coach-athlete relationship serves as a fundamental mechanism through
which coaches seek to foster life skills among young athletes (Jowett & Chaundy, 2004;
Vella et al., 2013).

Previous studies related to the coach’s leadership style and the effects on athletes’
motivation indicate that girls tend to place greater emphasis on the relational aspect of
the coach—athlete relationship (Hovden & Tjenndal, 2019; Keathley et al., 2013) and have
a greater need for feedback, recognition, and follow-up (Lagergren & Fundberg, 2015).
Furthermore, Lyons et al. (2024) reported that boys in football scored higher on the
long-term development focus, while female players reported higher amotivation. Female
athletes tend to emphasize relational support, autonomy, and individually acknowledging
feedback, whereas male athletes are more likely to prioritize directive instruction and
performance-related guidance. These differences are shaped by socialization processes
within sport cultures and should be understood as contextual rather than fixed (McCleery
etal., 2023; Abadi & Lidor, 2025). Subijana et al. (2021) identified an association between
the form of leadership exhibited by football coaches and players” motivational orientations.
Specifically, transformational leadership was associated with higher levels of intrinsic
motivation among players.

To experience relatedness, individuals must perceive themselves as part of a commu-
nity and feel a sense of self-worth in relation to others. For a player to feel relatedness,
it depends on a coach who genuinely cares (Berntsen & Kristiansen, 2019). Football is a
social arena where players can establish meaningful and supportive relationships with
both coaches and teammates. A lack of such relationships may lead to a sense of absence
from relatedness. Research suggests that children’s and youth sport is increasingly marked
by tendencies toward specialization, including earlier selection and a stronger emphasis
on performance-oriented training environments (Bell et al., 2016; Bergeron et al., 2015;
McLellan et al., 2022). When children’s and youth sport becomes more serious and spe-
cialized, there is a risk that coaching practices increasingly prioritize performance-related
goals, thereby neglecting sport’s pedagogical potential to support social development and
relational outcomes. Therefore, the purpose of this research is to investigate youth athletes’
experiences related to the pedagogical principle of ‘being seen’. The pedagogical principle
of ‘being seen” addresses fundamental psychological needs that are essential for fostering
a sense of care and social connectedness within the coach—athlete relationship. Given the
developmental characteristics of adolescence, the pedagogical principle of ‘being seen’ is
particularly pertinent in youth football. Supportive coach-athlete relationships have been
shown to play a decisive role in shaping young athletes’ motivation, well-being, and sense
of social belonging, making relational attunement a central element of positive youth sport
environments (Lisinskiene, 2018). Youth athletes consistently describe interpersonal recog-
nition and relational connection as critical for their developmental experiences, identity
formation, and continued sport participation (Battaglia & Kerr, 2024).
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Moreover, perceived coach support is closely associated with increased self-confidence
and psychological well-being, underscoring the importance of being acknowledged and
valued during this sensitive life stage (Broch, 2022). These insights highlight why examining
experiences of being seen is not only relevant but essential for understanding the relational
dynamics that shape youth football participation and development.

Research Questions
Based on the above discussion, this study aims to address the following research questions:

1.  How do football players perceive the experience of being seen by their head coach
during training and matches?

2. Are there gender differences in this overall experience and the five underlying factors
of being seen?

3. How do football players’” experiences vary across the five factors underlying the
pedagogical approach of being seen (feedback, care, good dialogue, assessment and
goal setting, and opportunity to showcase oneself)?

2. Method
2.1. Participants

Because the main analyses involved testing expected differences between predefined
groups on the questionnaire-based outcome, power calculations were conducted using
an estimated effect size derived from a previous study on the same construct of “being
seen” (Bjorklimark & Lagestad, 2025—manuscript in preparation at the time of planning).
Although that study examined a different population than the present sample of football
players, it provided the closest available reference for estimating sample size. This type of
sample size calculation is appropriate when survey data are used for inferential hypothesis
testing. Using the expected between group difference (d = 0.81), « =0.05, 3 =0.80 and a
standard deviation of SD = 1.70, we determined that a minimum of 70 participants per group
was required to achieve adequate statistical power (Cohen, 1988). To address the research
questions and deal with some invalid data, the study aimed to include 200 participants.
An approximately equal gender distribution was sought. The inclusion criteria were
participation in the Boys 19 league for boys and the Girls 17 league for girls, which represent
the junior-level football offerings for youth in Norway. The Trondelag Football Association
was selected based on convenience and practical considerations, as the researcher needed
to be physically present during data collection. An overview of all Boys 19 and Girls
17 teams in the Trondelag Football Association was obtained from the Norwegian Football
Federation’s website. Because it was not feasible to include all eligible clubs, a simple
random sampling procedure was used to select teams from the total pool of Boys 19 and
Girls 17 clubs. Each club was assigned a number, and a number generator was used to
randomly draw the required number of teams. The purpose of this approach was to reduce
selection bias while staying within logistical constraints, rather than to ensure proportional
representation of all clubs. Stratified random sampling was therefore not applied, as the
study did not aim to achieve stratified representation but to obtain a feasible and randomly
selected subset of available teams.

In total, 42 clubs had Boys 19 teams, and 35 clubs had Girls 17 teams. In total, 14 boys’
teams and 16 girls’ teams were contacted. Of these, 7 boys’ teams and 9 girls’ teams agreed
to participate in the study. The remaining teams did not participate for one of three reasons:
the team no longer existed, the designated contact person did not respond, or the team
declined to participate. This resulted in a total of 212 players: 107 boys (age 17.3 £ 1)
and 105 girls (age 15.8 + 0.8) participated in the survey. Only players who answered all
questions were included in the analysis (see Tables 1 and 2).
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Table 1. Teams and valid answers within each team.
Teams Number of Players with Valid Data
Boys team 1 19
Boys team 2 10
Boys team 3 19
Boys team 4 10
Boys team 5 16
Boys team 6 13
Boys team 7 16
Girls team 1 10
Girls team 2 10
Girls team 3 13
Girls team 4 20
Girls team 5 14
Girls team 6 10
Girls team 7 11
Girls team 8 9
Girls team 9 5

Table 2. Participants” age.

Age Boys (N) Girls (N)
15 8 39
16 8 42
17 42 21
18 35 0
19 10 0

In Norway, anonymous survey studies that do not involve the collection of identifiable
or sensitive personal data do not require formal ethical approval from REK (Regional
Committees for Medical and Health Research Ethics) or any other national ethics committee.
Norway does not employ a general IRB system for non-medical research. The present study
is in accordance with the National Committee for Research Ethics in the Social Sciences
and the Humanities (NESH) guidelines and GDPR requirements. As the questionnaire was
fully anonymous and included no personal identifiers, no formal ethical application was
required. All participants (and guardians when applicable) provided informed consent in
accordance with Norwegian regulations.

2.2. Questionnaire

A questionnaire developed and tested within the same age group by Andresen et al.
(2023) was used in this study. The original questionnaire was designed to explore students’
experiences of being seen by their PE teacher and underwent exploratory factor analysis
(EFA) and internal consistency testing, supporting its reliability and construct validity for
this context. In their development process, an exploratory principal components analysis
(PCA) was conducted on items 13-51, resulting in a Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin value of 0.966
and a significant Bartlett’s test of sphericity (p < 0.001), confirming the suitability of the
dataset for factor analysis (Andresen et al., 2023). Five components were identified and
named based on content validation: “Feedback” (8 items, Cronbach’s « = 0.939), “Teacher’s
caring” (10 items, o = 0.946), “Good dialogue” (5 items, « = 0.910), “Evaluation and goals”
(4 items, « = 0.871), and “Display one’s skills” (5 items, o = 0.915). All factors demonstrated
satisfactory internal consistency (Cronbach’s « > 0.87), and corrected item-total correlations
exceeded 0.3. These results support the questionnaire’s reliability and construct validity for
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measuring students’ experience of being seen in physical education. We chose this question-
naire because the roles of PE teacher and head coach share important pedagogical features:
both lead physical activities, provide guidance, and support individual development within
a structured learning process (Lawson, 2005).

The questionnaire was adapted for this study by replacing terms such as “PE teacher”
with “head coach” and “physical education” with “football training/match.” These word-
ing changes were minimal and did not alter the underlying constructs being measured,
which remained consistent with the original validated instrument. Such contextual adapta-
tions are common in research and have been applied in previous studies using instruments
like the Intrinsic Motivation Inventory (IMI) across different activity domains (Skjesol et al.,
2025). However, we acknowledge that some items may be interpreted differently in a
competitive team sport context compared to PE classes, given differences in voluntariness,
performance expectations, and social dynamics. This could influence construct validity,
and future research should validate the instrument specifically within organized sport
settings. The questionnaire includes items designed to uncover players’ experiences of
being able to showcase themselves, feeling that the coach cares, receiving feedback from
the coach, and having good dialogue with the coach. It begins with introductory questions
(1-6) to gather information on gender, age, and activity level. Questions 7-12 address
players’ relationship with football training and their coach, while the remaining questions
explore the various factors related to “being seen.” The questionnaire consists of 51 items
in total, with items 7-51 using a seven-point Likert scale ranging from most negative to
most positive (1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree).

Prior to data collection, the questionnaire was reviewed by one 15-year-old football
player to check for clarity and relevance. He found the questionnaire clear and easy to
follow, and it was therefore used without further changes. While this provided initial
feedback, it does not constitute a formal pilot test, which is acknowledged as a limitation.

The survey was conducted over a three-week period in the autumn of 2024. The first
survey was administered on 19 September 2024, and the last on 6 October 2024. This period
was chosen due to time limitations in the spring and the likelihood of higher attendance
during the competitive season. The questionnaire was printed on paper. The researcher
visited the teams to provide information, distribute, and collect the questionnaires. Players
were informed about the purpose of the survey, the voluntary nature of participation,
complete anonymity, that coaches would not have access to their responses, and the
requirement to answer all questions. The survey took approximately 10 min to complete,
with some players finishing in 5 min and others taking up to 13 min.

2.3. Analysis

Because the full factor structure of the instrument had already been established and
validated in prior work (Andresen et al., 2023), the present study did not aim to revalidate
the entire latent model in a new context.

Our goal was instead to make applied use of the existing measurement instrument
while ensuring that the minor wording adaptations (e.g., replacing “PE teacher” with “head
coach”) did not alter item—factor alignment.

Therefore, we conducted targeted component analyses for each predefined factor
rather than a full exploratory or confirmatory factor analysis. Five separate PCAs with
Varimax rotation were performed, each including only the items belonging to a single factor
identified in the original validation (Table 3). These analyses served strictly as quality-
assurance checks, verifying that the adapted items continued to load strongly on their
intended factors and that the original structure remained coherent in this football context.
They were not used to derive new factors or to test global model fit.
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Table 3. Component Matrix test.

Involvementin The Opportunity
Assessment and to Showcase
Goal Setting One’s Skills

Receiving Teachers Good

Question Feedback  Caring  Dialogue

Nr.21 0.871

Nr.22 0.848

Nr.23 0.833

Nr.24 0.692

Nr.25 0.792

Nr.26 0.871

Nr.27 0.824

Nr.28 0.864

Nr.13 0.835

Nr.14 0.822

Nr.15 0.857

Nr.16 0.732

Nr.17 0.861

Nr.18 0.832

Nr.19 0.867

Nr.20 0.806

Nr.46 0.702

Nr.49 0.730

Nr.44 0.743

Nr.45 0.850

Nr.47 0.743

Nr.48 0.859

Nr.51 0.794

Nr.29 0.882

Nr.30 0.872

Nr.31 0.842

Nr.32 0.860

Nr.33 0.822
Nr.35 0.863
Nr.36 0.896
Nr.37 0.878
Nr.38 0.817

Following standard applied scale procedures, factor loadings > 0.70 were interpreted
as evidence of strong item—factor associations, while items marginally below this threshold
were assessed for their conceptual fit. Across all five PCAs, the expected factor structure
was preserved, and no items displayed cross-loadings or conceptual misalignment.

Given that the original instrument had already undergone full EFA and internal
consistency testing, and because our aim was not structural revalidation but applied
measurement, a CFA was not performed. CFA requires a study design and sample size
powered for confirmatory modelling and is most appropriate when testing a new or
substantially modified measurement model. Here, the adapted instrument remained very
close to its original form, and the targeted PCAs provided sufficient assurance that the
minor adaptations did not compromise item coherence.

Internal consistency was examined using Cronbach'’s alpha for each subscale. All five
factors demonstrated high internal reliability (x = 0.87-0.94), consistent with the original
validation study and indicating stable internal coherence in the present sample (Ringdal,
2018; Thrane, 2018).

The results of the Cronbach’s alpha tests ranged from 0.872 to 0.938, indicating high
reliability of the measurement instrument (see Table 4). It can therefore be argued that
the five factors effectively measure what they are intended to measure. Furthermore, the
test showed that removing any items would not result in a meaningful increase in the

https:/ /doi.org/10.3390/psycholint8010021


https://doi.org/10.3390/psycholint8010021

Psychol. Int. 2026, 8, 21

9 of 22

Cronbach’s alpha value for any of the factors. Thus, all items were retained in the study.
Although the adapted questionnaire demonstrated strong internal consistency (Cronbach’s
o = 0.87-0.94), we acknowledge that very high alpha values can indicate item redundancy.
Future research should consider item reduction or alternative reliability measures to ensure
optimal scale efficiency.

Table 4. Cronbach’s alfa test.

Factor Number of Questions Cronbach’s Alpha
Receiving feedback 8 0.932
Teachers caring 10 0.938
Good dialogue 5 0.872
Involvement in assessment and goal setting 4 0.886
The opportunity to showcase one’s skills 5 0.907

To examine the extent to which football players feel seen by their head coach during
training and matches, and whether there are differences in players’ experiences regarding
the five underlying factors of being seen, descriptive statistics are presented. Although
Likert-type data are technically ordinal, it is common practice to treat multi-point Likert
scales (e.g., 1-7) as approximately continuous for descriptive purposes (Norman, 2010;
Carifio & Perla, 2008). Therefore, we report both median and mean/standard deviation
to provide a comprehensive view of central tendency and variability, while using non-
parametric tests for inferential analyses. A Kolmogorov-Smirnov test showed that the
assumptions for parametric tests were not met for many of the variables, as the variables
were not normally distributed (p < 0.05) and the variables were ordinal, so non-parametric
tests were appropriate (O’Donoghue, 2012). To determine whether there were gender dif-
ferences, Chi-square tests were conducted (O’Donoghue, 2012). Effect sizes for Chi-square
tests were estimated using Cramer’s V, interpreted according to Cohen’s conventional
thresholds: 0.10 = small, 0.30 = medium, 0.50 = large (Cohen, 1988).

To explore players’ experiences of the five underlying factors of being seen, a non-
parametric Friedman test was used. Effect size for the Friedman test was calculated using
Kendall’s W, interpreted as: 0.10 = small, 0.30 = medium, 0.50 = large (Cohen, 1988). Post
hoc analyses were conducted using Wilcoxon signed-rank tests with Bonferroni corrections.
Effect sizes for Wilcoxon tests were estimated using r (Z//N), where Z is the standardized
test statistic and N is the total sample size, with interpretation following Cohen’s thresholds:
0.10 = small, 0.30 = medium, 0.50 = large (Cohen, 1988). Convergent validity between the
single-item measure of “feeling seen by the head coach” and the multi-factor scale was
examined using Spearman’s rank correlation, computed for the full sample and separately
by gender. The multi-factor scale score was calculated as the mean of the five subscales
(feedback, care, good dialogue, assessment and goal setting, and opportunity to showcase
oneself). Finally, Spearman correlation tests were conducted between the experience of
being seen and the five underlying factors for all players and related to gender. All analyses
were performed using statistical software SPSS version 29 (IBM, Armonk, NY, USA).

3. Results

Table 5 presents the descriptive statistics for all participants in the study, as well as
for boys and girls separately. All mean and median scores were between 4.5 and 6 on the
seven-point scale. The lowest score was 4.5, which was reported by boys in relation to
assessment and goal setting. Table 5 shows that, overall, players scored highest on good
dialogue, while the lowest average score was for opportunity to showcase oneself. This
pattern was also evident when analyzing boys and girls separately.
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Table 5. Descriptive data.

Factor Mean Median Standard Deviation
Being seen by the head coach

- Total 5.71 6.00 1.27
- Boys 5.62 6.00 1.30
- Girls 5.79 6.00 1.24
Receiving feedback

- Total 5.29 5.25 1.08
- Boys 5.14 5.13 1.11
- Girls 5.45 5.50 1.24
Teachers caring

- Total 5.32 5.50 1.16
- Boys 529 5.50 1.16
- Girls 5.34 5.55 1.16
Good dialogue

- Total 5.85 6.00 0.96
- Boys 5.76 6.00 1.08
- Girls 5.95 6.00 0.81
Involvement in assessment and goal setting

- Total 4.76 4.75 1.34
- Boys 4.66 4.50 1.44
- Girls 4.86 5.00 1.22
The opportunity to showcase one’s skills

- Total 4.72 4.60 1.24
- Boys 4.61 4.60 1.31
- Girls 4.84 4.80 1.17

3.1. The Players Experience of Being Seen by Their Head Coach During Training and Matches

Figure 1 illustrates the extent to which players experienced being seen by their head
coach during training and matches. The figure shows that boys and girls share similar
experiences of being seen by their coach. In total, 4.8% of the boys responded, “strongly
disagree,” “disagree,” or “slightly disagree” to the statement, while 5.9% of the girls gave

"o

the same responses. Among the boys, 82.6% answered “slightly agree,” “agree,” or “strongly

agree” that they feel seen by their football coach, compared to 87.2% of the girls. A Chi-
square test showed that there was no significant difference between boys and girls in relation
to the question of being seen by their head coach (X% = 3.3, p = 0.770, Cramer’s V = 0.13).

Strongly agree _
Agree —
Slightly agree —_‘
Neither disagree/agree _—‘

Slightly disagree

Disagree

Strongly disagree

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35%

W Girls OBoys

Figure 1. Respondents’” answers to the question: “I feel seen by my head coach during football
training /matches”.
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From totally disagree (1) to totally agree (7)

3.2. Players” Experience of the Five Underlying Factors of Being Seen

Figure 2 shows boys’ and girls” experiences of the five factors and suggests that
both genders perceive these factors similarly. Chi-square tests confirm that there are no
significant gender differences in any of the five factors: Feedback (X?35 = 36.6, p = 0.394,
Cramer’s V = 0.42), cares (X?4 = 47.1, p =0.272, Cramer’s V = 0.48), assessment and goal
setting (X%, = 25.5, p = 0.272, Cramer’s V = 0.35), or opportunity to showcase oneself
(X?98 = 31.3, p = 0.305). However, a chi-square test showed there were significant gender
differences related to the experience of good dialogue (X?5 = 33.0, p = 0.034, Cramer’s
V = 0.39), where girls experienced this higher than boys did. Friedman tests show that
there are significant differences in how players experience the five factors, both among
boys (x%4 = 159.2, p < 0.001, Kendall’s W = 0.39) and girls (x?4 = 160.31, p < 0.001, Kendall’s
W =0.39). Wilcoxon follow-up analyses with Bonferroni corrections revealed that among
boys, there were significant differences (p < 0.005) between all factors except between
opportunity to showcase oneself and assessment & goal setting (Z = —0.4, p = 0.697,
r = —0.02). The same findings were observed among girls, with significant differences
(p < 0.005) between all factors except between coach care and feedback (Z = —1.7, p = 0.094,
r = —0.12), and between opportunity to showcase oneself and assessment and goal setting
(Z=-0.5,p=0.631, r = —0.04). Both boys and girls rated good dialogue significantly higher
than all the other four factors, with effect sizes r = 0.60-0.80. These results will be discussed
further considering previous research and theory in the discussion chapter.

(]

t

Feedback

Caring Good dialogue Assessmentand  Opportunity to
goal setting  showcase oneself

OBoys mGirls

Figure 2. The extent to which players experienced being seen in relation to the five underlying factors
of being seen. * Indicates a significant difference (p < 0.001) among boys between all factors except
between opportunity to showcase oneself and assessment & goal setting (p > 0.05). T Indicates a
significant difference (p < 0.001) among girls between all factors except between coach cares and
feedback and between opportunity to showcase oneself and assessment and goal setting (p > 0.05).
¥ Indicates a significant gender difference (p > 0.05).

Table 6 shows that correlations between the single-item measure of “feeling seen” and
the five underlying factors ranged from 0.657 to 0.816 (p < 0.01), which are considered large
according to Cohen’s (1988) guidelines. Similar patterns were observed within each gender
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group (Tables 7 and 8), indicating that the single-item question and the multi-factor scale
capture the same underlying construct of being seen. These results provide strong evidence
of convergent validity and support the theoretical coherence of the scale.

Table 6. Spearman correlation test between the experience of being seen and the five underlying
factors (all players).

Experience of Assessment and

Being Seen Feedback Caring Good Dialogue Goal Setting
Feedback 0.694 **
Caring 0.762 ** 0.816 **
Good dialogue 0.675 ** 0.746 ** 0.802 **
Assessment and goal setting 0.657 ** 0.792 ** 0.756 **  0.682**
Opportunity to showcase oneself  0.681 ** 0.814 ** 0.767 **  0.692 ** 0.788 **

** Significant correlations at the 0.01 level.

Table 7. Spearman correlation test between the experience of being seen and the five underlying
factors (boys).

Experience of Assessment and

Being Seen Feedback Caring Good Dialogue Goal Setting
Feedback 0.649 **
Caring 0.701 ** 0.807 **
Good dialogue 0.631 ** 0.788 ** 0.773 **
Assessment and goal setting 0.616 ** 0.797 ** 0.797*  0.706 **
Opportunity to showcase oneself  0.620 ** 0.780 ** 0.758 **  0.685 ** 0.760 **

** Significant correlations at the 0.01 level.

Table 8. Spearman correlation test between the experience of being seen and the five underlying
factors (girls).

Being Seen Feedback  Caring UL Gosl Settng.
Feedback 0.738 **
Caring 0.819 ** 0.813 **
Good dialogue 0.731 ** 0.693 ** 0.841 **
Assessment and goal setting 0.705 ** 0.788 ** 0.709 **  0.646 **
Opportunity to showcase oneself  0.720 ** 0.837 ** 0.759 **  0.686 ** 0.805 **

** Significant correlations at the 0.01 level.

4. Discussion

The results of the study can be summarized into four main findings related to the
three research questions which will be discussed below.

The main finding related to research question one indicated that players generally feel
seen by their head coach in football during training and matches. This finding is consistent
with Norwegian regulations for youth sport, which mandate that athletes aged 13-19
be actively engaged in the planning and execution of their own training activities in
collaboration with their coaches (Norges Idrettsforbund, n.d.). In addition, young athletes
are expected to participate meaningfully in the formulation of their individual performance
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goals. This suggests that the soccer coaches are familiar with the regulations and structure
their training sessions and matches in accordance with these guidelines.

Although a large majority of players in this study reported feeling seen by their head
coach (83-87%), this finding should be interpreted with caution. High satisfaction rates in
youth sport environments may;, at least in part, reflect social desirability bias rather than
purely authentic perceptions. Adolescents may be reluctant to report negative experiences,
particularly when these relate to authority figures such as coaches, who play a central role
in their daily sporting lives. The survey was administered in a team setting, and although
anonymity was ensured, players may still have feared indirect consequences or worried
that negative responses could reflect poorly on themselves or their team. Such tendencies
are well documented in youth sport research, where athletes often underreport negative
relational or motivational experiences due to loyalty, fear of coach disapproval, or a desire
to maintain team harmony. Furthermore, because participation in football is voluntary
and competitive, players who remain in the sport may already be those who experience
supportive coach—athlete relationships, while those with more negative experiences may
have withdrawn from the sport earlier. This self-selection effect could inflate positive
responses and contribute to the unusually high satisfaction levels observed. Thus, while
the present findings suggest that most players perceive high levels of recognition from their
coach, alternative explanations related to social desirability, perceived expectations, and
sample composition must also be considered.

Another plausible explanation for the overall sense of being acknowledged is that
the coaches exhibit strong interpersonal competencies, or place greater emphasis on social
goals than on athletic success, thereby effectively fostering a climate of recognition among
players. This aligns with previous research suggesting that transformational leadership
in sports contexts can enhance intrinsic motivation (Subijana et al., 2021). According to
Honneth’s (2008) theory of recognition, individuals depend on recognition to realize their
inherent potential. He identifies three forms of recognition that people need: love, social
appreciation, and rights. On the training field, love is not meant in a literal or romantic
sense but rather refers to the coach showing care and providing a sense of safety to the
players (Honneth, 2008). To do this, the coach must meet players with genuine interest
and see them as individuals as a whole—not just as football players. As football players
and members of society, individuals participate in a broader community. According to
Honneth (2008), players also need to be recognized for their abilities and contributions to
this community.

Andresen et al. (2023) found a positive correlation between the four factors identified
as crucial for being seen in the study by Lagestad et al. (2020). Additionally, Andresen
et al. (2023) found a positive correlation between assessment and goal setting and the
experience of being seen. Both studies by Andresen et al. (2023) and Lagestad et al.
(2020) were conducted in the context of PE, which may explain the consistency in their
findings. It is reasonable to assume that these findings also apply to organized sports,
given the many similarities between the roles of teacher and coach. We have argued that
the roles of PE teacher and head coach share important pedagogical features. Both roles
involve pedagogical responsibility and are largely about facilitating development, mastery,
and guidance toward goal achievement for the individual by leading physical activities,
providing guidance, and support individual development within a structured learning
process (Lawson, 2005; Stone et al., 2020).

The results from this study show that 84.9% of the players experienced, to some
degree, being seen by their head coach. This is somewhat higher than the 76.2% reported
by Andresen et al. (2023) in a PE context. However, these two settings differ in important
ways, and direct comparison should therefore be interpreted with caution. One possible
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contributing factor may be group size, as smaller groups can increase opportunities for
individualized attention (Lagestad, 2017). Previous research highlights that class sizes of
20 or more pose challenges for teachers in ensuring that all students feel seen (Andresen
etal., 2023; Lagestad et al., 2020). A teacher with a class of 25 students will naturally face
greater challenges in facilitating the experience of being seen than a coach working with a
smaller group during a training session. Future research should examine this hypothesis
within comparable contexts.

The results further indicate that coaches can create meaningful and supportive rela-
tionships with their players. Such relationships may contribute to players” experience of
being seen, as feelings of safety and acceptance from the coach are important for fostering
a sense of belonging (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Relationships characterized by respect and trust
signal will, according to self-determination theory, make players experiencing belonging
as one of the three basic psychological needs. This is essential for intrinsic motivation,
engagement, and well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Previous research suggests that when
these needs are supported, athletes are more likely to experience positive outcomes such
as motivation and thriving in sport (Deci & Ryan, 2000). While these theoretical links
indicate that recognition and belonging may be important for sustained participation, our
study does not establish causality, and longitudinal research is needed to examine these
relationships over time (Honneth, 2008; Hattie, 2013; Lagestad et al., 2020).

Although the results indicate that coaches have largely succeeded in facilitating recog-
nition and fostering a sense of belonging among players, the findings also suggest that some
coaches have failed in this regard—particularly with certain individuals. A total of 4.8% of
boys and 5.9% of girls responded, “slightly disagree,” “disagree,” or “strongly disagree” to
the statement about feeling seen by their head coach. This may indicate that these players
have not received the support they need to experience recognition and belonging from
their coach. The findings may also be interpreted considering the increasingly early talent
selection and the intensified performance-oriented training environments that characterize
contemporary youth sport (Bell et al., 2016; Bergeron et al., 2015; McLellan et al., 2022).
When coaches prioritize athletic success exclusively, goals related to social development
may be neglected. Considering recognition theory and self-determination theory, this can
be considered a negative finding for these individual players. Both recognition and belong-
ing are fundamental needs and are crucial for players’ motivation, well-being, enjoyment,
and development (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Honneth, 2008).

The first main finding, related to research question two, was no significant gender
differences in relation to the question about players’ experience of being seen by their head
coach during training and matches. Earlier research has demonstrated gender differences in
preferred coaching behaviors, with female athletes tending to emphasize relational support,
whereas boys have shown a preference for performance-oriented guidance (McCleery et al.,
2023; Abadi & Lidor, 2025). The absence of gender differences in the present study is likely
attributable to the questionnaire, which captures multiple psychological dimensions such
as caring, feedback, and sport-related development.

The results suggest that coaches of both boys” and girls’ teams are equally skilled at
fostering a sense of belonging, as well as recognizing and respecting their players. One
possible explanation is that both boys” and girls’ teams have similar training frequency, and
therefore comparable levels of contact with their coach and team. Our findings diverge from
those of Lyons et al. (2024), who reported gender-based differences in motivation among
football players. Specifically, male players scored higher on measures related to long-term
development focus, whereas female players exhibited higher levels of amotivation.

Considering Self-Determination Theory, this finding can be interpreted positive find-
ing, as belonging is a fundamental need for all players and equally important regardless
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of gender (Deci & Ryan, 2000). All players need to feel valued and cared for. Moreover,
this experience is crucial for maintaining intrinsic motivation to participate in football
(Deci & Ryan, 2000). Intrinsic motivation not only strengthens the desire for continued
participation but may also contribute to increased physical activity levels, which can en-
hance athletic performance through persistence and promote positive health outcomes
(Helsedirektoratet, 2022; Lagestad & Mehus, 2018). Similarly, through the lens of Honneth
(2008), this finding can be viewed as positive. Honneth highlights how individuals develop
and realize their potential based on their experience of their surroundings throughout life,
which significantly influences who they become. Honneth (2008) points out that humans
are recognition-seeking beings who depend on recognition from others to realize their
inherent potential.

The same applies when interpreting the results through the lens of Honneth’s (2008)
recognition theory. Since both boys and girls reported similar levels of feeling seen, it
may be inferred that they experience equal levels of recognition from their coaches. This
is beneficial for players, as a lack of recognition—or experiences of disregard—can have
harmful effects on an individual’s self-esteem (Jordet, 2020).

The second main finding related to research question two was that there were no
significant gender differences in four of the five factors: feedback, care, assessment and
goal setting, or opportunity to showcase oneself. A significant gender difference was found
in the fifth factor—good dialogue—where girls scored higher than boys with a medium
effect size according to Cohen’s thresholds (Cohen, 1988). While these results suggest that
both boys and girls reported meaningful experiences of being seen across several factors,
we cannot conclude statistical equivalence, as this would require equivalence testing (e.g.,
TOST). Our findings are, however, supported by previous research indicating that girls in
youth sport, to a greater extent than boys, prefer close and relational interactions with their
coach (McCleery et al., 2023; Abadi & Lidor, 2025; Berntzen & Lagestad, 2025). Although
the girls in our sample were younger (M = 15.8 years) than the boys (M = 17.3 years), it
is scientifically justified to examine gender differences in experiences of being seen. Re-
search shows that gender operates as an independent analytical category in youth sport,
shaping access to resources, visibility, expectations, and recognition in ways that cannot
be explained by age alone (Mateo-Orcajada et al., 2021). International sociological studies
of sport further demonstrate that gendered norms and power structures systematically
influence participation, opportunities, and the valuation of athletes across sport cultures
globally, making gender a central analytical dimension rather than a secondary demo-
graphic variable (Mateo-Orcajada et al., 2021; Plaza et al., 2017). It is important to note that
the boys and girls in this study belonged to different age groups and competitive levels
(U19 vs. U17), and the age difference of approximately 1.5 years may have influenced the
results. According to developmental psychology and youth sport research, mid-to-late
adolescence is characterized by rapid and uneven maturation across physical, cognitive,
social, and emotional domains (Malina et al., 2004). Even relatively small age gaps within
this period may therefore affect how athletes perceive social evaluation, recognition, and
visibility. From a sport-science perspective, differences in biological maturation, training
age, and competitive experience can shape both self-confidence and social positioning
within a team, meaning that the observed gender differences may partly reflect age-related
developmental variations in addition to gendered social dynamics (Steinberg, 2014).

Future research should therefore examine gender differences within comparable age
and league contexts. Viewed through the lens of Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan,
2000) and Honneth’s (2008) recognition theory, these experiences are theoretically associated
with well-being, motivation, and enjoyment in sport (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Honneth, 2008).
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The gender difference in good dialogue adds nuance to this interpretation. Girls’
higher scores suggest that they may place greater value on interpersonal communication or
perceive coaches as more approachable. This highlights the importance of coaches being
attentive to individual communication needs and ensuring that dialogue opportunities are
accessible to all players. While dialogue is a key mechanism for fostering recognition and
belonging, coaches should consider that boys may require different strategies to engage in
meaningful dialogue compared to girls.

The main finding related to research question three was significant differences in
players’ experiences in the five underlying factors of being seen. Both boys and girls
rated good dialogue significantly higher (approximately 0.5-1.1 higher on a 7-point scale)
than the other four factors, with large effect sizes according to Cohen’s thresholds (Cohen,
1988). Based on the findings, this suggests that dialogue is the factor most experienced
in practice. Good dialogue can take many forms and occur in both formal and informal
settings—before, during, and after training. The wide availability of situations in which
meaningful dialogue can occur may help explain why players strongly experience this
factor. Dialogue is also an effective way for coaches to meet young athletes” needs for
recognition and belonging, as it can provide safety, respect, insight, and opportunities for
individual adaptation (Jowett, 2005). Thus, good dialogue serves as a valuable tool for
helping players feel seen. This is supported by findings from LaVoi (2007), who found that
both boys and girls perceive communication as the most important factor for feeling close
to their coach. Closeness can be viewed as an indirect factor in the experience of being seen,
as it is associated with emotional connection (Jowett & Ntoumanis, 2004).

Viewed through the lens of recognition theory, good dialogue touches on all three
forms of recognition (Honneth, 2008). It may be that dialogue scores highest because it
enables recognition across all three dimensions: Recognition as love is expressed through
face-to-face interaction. In the context of being seen, this may be reflected in personal
dialogue where the coach listens, shows genuine interest, and allows space for the player’s
perspective. This form of recognition is supported by dialogue’s ability to highlight a
player’s effort, skills, and knowledge. When the coach actively listens and responds,
players receive confirmation that their contributions are valuable and meaningful.

Honneth (2008) also emphasizes that humans are recognition-seeking beings. Among
the five factors, good dialogue is the only one where the initiative for interaction does not
necessarily have to come from the coach. In other words, players have the opportunity to
initiate contact and dialogue with the coach themselves. Honneth (2008) argues that the
experience of recognition is so important that individuals actively seek it. One possible
explanation for why this factor scores highest may be that players themselves actively
seek dialogue with the coach. One of the survey questions related to good dialogue reads:
“...is easy to approach during football training/matches.” This question indicates that the
initiative for good dialogue does not have to come from the coach. A possible explanation
for why good dialogue is rated highest can also be found in Self-Determination Theory.
From this perspective, good dialogue between player and coach may be a relatively simple
and effective way to promote the experience of belonging. Good dialogue can help players
feel respected, connected, and mutually engaged. This can foster a sense of significance and
respect, precisely because they are being listened to. Dialogue creates human connection,
which can strengthen the sense of belonging for both coaches and players (Deci & Ryan,
2000). Thus, a possible explanation for why good dialogue scores highest is that it is an
accessible and direct way to promote belonging. This requires the coach to be present,
actively listen, and show respect toward the players participating in the dialogue.

Considering the findings we argue that coaches should actively create opportunities
for dialogue before, during, and after training sessions. Since players value the ability
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to initiate dialogue, coaches should signal openness—through body language, tone, and
availability—so players feel comfortable approaching them. Girls appear to value dialogue
more strongly than boys. Coaches may need to ensure that they provide sufficient relational
support for girls while finding ways to engage boys in meaningful dialogue without forcing
it (Miele, 2024). “Not forcing” dialogue with boys means giving them low-pressure chances
to talk, such as short check-ins, brief one-to-one conversations, or open-ended questions,
without expecting them to share personal details or engage in long discussions. This allows
boys to speak when they feel ready, supports their sense of autonomy, and helps prevent
discomfort or reluctance (Chu & Koppenhaver, 2025).

Coaches can use dialogue to acknowledge effort, skills, and progress, reinforcing
players’ sense of competence and significance. This aligns with self-determination theory
(Deci & Ryan, 2000) and recognition theory (Honneth, 2008). Effective dialogue requires
listening, empathy, and respect. Coach education programs should include training in
communication strategies that promote psychological safety and belonging. For example,
short one-on-one conversations during warm-up or cool-down can help players feel seen
without disrupting team flow. Finally, coaches should regularly reflect on whether their
communication style meets the needs of all players and consider gender-specific tendencies
in valuing dialogue.

Strengths and Limitations of the Study

We will argue that quantitative methods were best suited for collecting the necessary
data to answer the research questions. The choice of questionnaire was based on the desire
to gain insight into the phenomenon through a large number of respondents—something
that qualitative interviews with a small number of informants would not provide. However,
since a questionnaire was used as the data collection method, the researcher did not gain
deeper insight into the respondents’ experiences of being seen by their head coach in foot-
ball. Participants were also unable to elaborate on their answers, as the questionnaire only
included predefined response options. Nevertheless, the questionnaire provided a solid
foundation for understanding players’ experiences of the five factors central to feeling seen
by the coach. A limitation of this study is that the questionnaire was only reviewed by one
participant prior to data collection. A more comprehensive pre-test with a diverse sample
would have provided stronger evidence of clarity and appropriateness. A key limitation of
this study concerns the adaptation of an instrument originally developed for the physical
education context. Although PE teachers and youth coaches share several pedagogical
functions—such as guiding learning processes, providing feedback, and supporting in-
dividual development—the contexts differ in meaningful ways, including voluntariness,
performance expectations, competitive structures, and social power dynamics. These con-
textual differences may influence how players interpret certain questionnaire items. While
the present study provides initial evidence that the adapted items performed coherently,
the instrument has not been fully revalidated for use in competitive sport, and future
research should therefore undertake comprehensive validation work (e.g., CFA, ESEM,
and measurement invariance testing). A second limitation relates to our analytic approach.
Because our intention was not to re-establish a new measurement model, we conducted
targeted PCAs on each factor rather than running a single, global CFA. Although this
approach is methodologically appropriate for verifying the stability of items after minor
wording changes, it does not provide evidence of overall model fit, factor distinctiveness,
or higher-order structure in a football context. Future studies should evaluate the full
measurement model using CFA or ESEM in samples powered for confirmatory analysis.

The relatively large standard deviations (1.2 on 7-point scales) suggest meaningful
heterogeneity in players’ experiences of being seen. However, our data did not include
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potential moderators such as playing time, team performance, or years with the head coach,
which limits our ability to explain this variability. Future research should incorporate these
and other contextual factors (e.g., coach experience, team culture) and apply multilevel
modeling to better understand sources of variation. Another limitation of this study is the
participation rate, as only about half of the teams contacted agreed to take part. This raises
the possibility of selection bias, where teams with less positive coach—player relationships
may have declined participation. Consequently, the findings may overrepresent teams with
coaches who are more communicative or supportive.

Finally, the age difference between the boys (U19) and girls (U17) teams represents a
meaningful confounding variable. Developmental stage is known to influence relational
expectations, perceptions of recognition, and social evaluation. Future research should
examine gender differences within comparable age groups and competitive levels and
incorporate additional variables (e.g., playing time, coach experience, team culture) to
better explain individual variability in the experience of being seen.

5. Conclusions

This study investigated football players’ experiences of being seen by their head coach
during training and matches and examined whether there were differences in how the five
underlying factors—feedback, care, good dialogue, assessment and goal setting, and op-
portunity to showcase oneself—were perceived. A survey using a validated questionnaire
(Andresen et al., 2023) among 107 boys and 105 girls aged 15 and 19 years showed that,
overall, players largely experienced being seen by their head coach in football. While no
significant differences were found related to the questions of being seen or in four of the
five factors, a significant difference emerged in good dialogue, where girls scored higher
than boys. Both boys and girls rated good dialogue significantly higher than the other
four factors, suggesting that dialogue is the most experienced and valued dimension of
being seen. Still, the results indicate that players in this study experienced all five factors at
relatively high levels.

The findings were discussed in relation to recognition theory (Honneth, 2008), self-
determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000), and previous research. Recognition and be-
longing are fundamental human needs, and the pedagogical phenomenon of “being seen”
appears important for both genders. For individual players who reported not feeling
seen by their head coach during football training or matches, this may be critical for their
continued participation in the team, as the experience of not being seen can negatively
affect well-being, motivation, and enjoyment in sport (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Honneth, 2008).

Considering these findings, we argue that coaches should actively create opportu-
nities for dialogue before, during, and after training sessions. Since players value the
ability to initiate dialogue, coaches should signal openness through body language, tone,
and availability so players feel comfortable approaching them. Dialogue can be used to
acknowledge effort, skills, and progress, reinforcing players’ sense of competence and
significance, which aligns with Self-Determination Theory and recognition theory. Effective
dialogue requires listening, empathy, and respect; therefore, coach education programs
should include training in communication strategies that promote psychological safety
and belonging. Practical steps include short one-on-one conversations during warm-up or
cool-down to help players feel seen without disrupting team flow. Finally, coaches should
regularly reflect on whether their communication style meets the needs of all players and
consider gender-specific tendencies in valuing dialogue. The gender difference in good
dialogue highlights the importance of tailoring communication strategies to individual
needs while ensuring that dialogue opportunities are accessible to all players. Our findings
showed that girls in youth sport, to a greater extent than boys, tend to prefer close and
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relational interactions with their coach. However, this finding should be interpreted with
caution, as the boys in the sample were on average 1.5 years older than the girls, which
may have introduced some uncertainty into the result.
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