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Fostering a Sense of Club Culture and Identity

One of the core elements of sport participation is the sense of belonging to a team. With the shift to player
pools, it can be challenging to maintain social connections amongst the larger group of players. To
address this challenge, focus on fostering a "Big Tent" identity where a child’s sense of belonging is tied
to the entire club rather than a single, static group of peers. This is a shift from "my small team" to "my big
club." In a traditional model, identity is often fragile because it is tied to a specific group of 10-12 people; if
that group changes, the child may feel lost. "Big Tent" identity is more robust because it’s tied to the
crest, the colors, and the shared experience of the entire age group or club. Here are some ideas on
how to build that broader identity:

Strategies for Building a "Big Tent" Culture
To foster identity within a larger training group, clubs can implement creative social and structural rituals:

o Reframe the "Team" Concept: Instead of identifying with a single, static group of 10—12 players,
the focus shifts toward a sense of belonging to the entire club or player pool.

o Player Pool and Open Roster Social Architecture: Instead of seeing team changes as losing
teammates, frame them as expanding the team. Using Open Rosters for competition encourages
players to make new friends and learn to be both leaders and followers in different contexts.

o Standardized Rituals: Use standardized training kits to remove visual differentiation and
begin/end every session with a unified club-wide huddle and chant.

o Mixed-Ability "Houses": Borrow a page from school systems (like Harry Potter’s houses).
Create "Houses" within the entire U9-U13 pool or individual player pools. Throughout the season,
no matter which team a child plays for in games, the points they earn in training and matches (for
effort, sportsmanship, or goals) go toward their "House." This creates a secondary layer of
identity that remains static while the playing rosters stay fluid.

o The "Buddy" System: Even though rosters are fluid, you can pair players or form smaller groups
as "Season Buddies." They might play on different teams each week, but they have a designated
person or group of people to check in with at the start and end of every session.

e Vertical Mentorship: Host "Club Days" where older youth players (U15+) assist with grassroots
stations. This helps younger players identify with the larger club brand and see older players as
role models.

e Digital Community: Use club-wide apps to highlight "pool" achievements (e.g., collective juggle
challenges) rather than individual player or team highlights.

Redefining the "Home Field"

In a small-team model, the "team" is the home. In a big-tent model, the facility becomes the home:

e Common Training Times and Locations: Whenever possible, have all players from an age
group training at the same time and location. This facilitates connection and a sense of belonging
within the player pool and better allows for a “Big Tent” Culture.
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o The "Clubhouse™ Vibe: If your club has a physical space or even just a designated "home" area
of a public park, make it feel lived-in. Use portable flags or banners with the club's values or
branding.

e The "Third Half": Encourage a culture where the whole age group (all teams/pools) stays for 15
minutes after training for a communal snack or a quick "Coach’s Talk" where the Grassroots Lead
addresses the entire group. This reinforces that while they played in different small-sided games,
they are part of a large player pool.

Establish a Consistent "Grassroots Lead" Presence

To maintain a sense of stability, the program structure relies on specific leadership:

¢ Qualified Oversight: A qualified Grassroots Lead must be present at every session to oversee
the entire pool.

e Consistent Coaching: While player groups are fluid and change frequently, having a consistent
group of coaches led by the Grassroots Lead provides a stable "team" of mentors for the players.

Parent Integration and Sideline Culture

Parents are often the most resistant to losing a "team," making their integration crucial. Transitioning from
a philosophy of "my kid’s team" to “our kids" to describe the player pool and help create a more collective
identity:

e "Our Kids" Philosophy: Train parents to cheer for the game itself, such as celebrating a great
save by a goalkeeper who was their child's teammate the previous week.

e Season-Opening Socials: Host events for all parents in the age group to explain the philosophy
of collective support over individual team loyalty.

o Meaningful Competition Focus: Encourage parents to value close, unpredictable games over
one-sided wins, as these provide the best opportunity for learning.

o The “Big Tent” Sideline Code of Conduct: Develop a parent code of conduct to support the
shift from “Team Parent” to “Club Ambassador” and help parents to embrace the broader Big
Tent identity. As sample "Big Tent" Sideline Code of Conduct is available here.

Shared Milestones and Celebrations
Move away from "End of Season Team Parties" and toward "Age Group Festivals."
e The Festival Format: Instead of a traditional banquet, host a 3v3 or 4v4 tournament where the
teams are picked out of a hat. Follow it with a club-wide BBQ.

e Collective Awards: Instead of "MVP of the Team," give out awards like "The Club Heart Award"
or "Most Improved in the U11 Pool." Celebrating improvement in front of the entire group makes
the "Big Tent" feel like a place where everyone is noticed.
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https://canadasoccer.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/05/The-Big-Tent-Sideline-Code-of-Conduct.pdf
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