
Developing Resilience in Youth 
Athletes: The Role of the 

Environment 
Dr Mustafa Sarkar (@MusSarkar)



Session Outline

The session will focus on:

▪ Clarifying myths and misconceptions of resilience

▪ Understanding the role of the environment in developing resilience

▪ Discussing what a facilitative (high challenge-high support) environment might ‘look like’ 

in youth sport



“Mental resilience is not something that 

all participants and coaches 

automatically have and this should be 

developed with the same consideration 

that physical resilience is built” (p.23)

Duty of Care in Sport Report by 

Baroness Grey-Thompson (2017)

Duty of Care in (UK) Sport

Grey-Thompson, B. (2017). Duty of Care in Sport: Independent report to Government. pp. 1-38.



“…as recently as summer 2020, when British Gymnastics was 

aware of the crisis engulfing the sport, it was still using curriculum 

materials circulated to individuals associated with the 

Performance Pathway referring to resilience as the 'ability to 

suffer’. This use of language does little to move the culture on” (p. 

124).

Language around Resilience

Whyte, A. (2022). The Whyte Review. Independent investigation commissioned by Sport England and UK Sport. pp. 1-309.



Resilience = ability to maintain functioning when under pressure

1. Resilience is a dynamic process, not a fixed trait

2. Resilience is cultivated by design, not by default

3. Resilience is about how you recharge, not how you endure

4. Resilience is about emotional awareness, not absence/suppression

5. Resilience is relational and environmental, not solely individual

Ensure Clarity of What Resilience Is and Is Not

Kegelaers, J., & Sarkar, M. (2021). Psychological resilience in high-performance athletes: Elucidating some common myths and misconceptions. In A. E. Whitehead & J. 
Coady (Eds.), Myths of Sports Coaching (pp. 234-246). Sequoia Books.

Sarkar, M., & Page, A. E. (2022). Developing individual and team resilience in elite sport: Research and practice. Journal of Sport Psychology in Action, 13, 40-53.



Reflection: Ensuring Clarity about Resilience

Questions/Reflection (to be discussed during break-out session)

Has this changed your views and understanding about what resilience is? If so, how?

How would you ensure clarity about what resilience is (and is not) in youth sport?



An Evidence-Based Resilience Training Program

Fletcher, D., & Sarkar, M. (2016). Mental fortitude training: An evidence-based approach to developing psychological resilience for sustained success. Journal of Sport 
Psychology in Action, 7, 135-157.



Resilience: The Role of the Environment 

Sarkar, M. (2018). Developing resilience in elite sport: The role of the environment. The Sport and Exercise Scientist, 20-21.



The Development of Resilience is Everyone’s Business!

Henriksen, K., & Stambulova, N. (2023). The social environment of talent development in youth sport. Frontiers in Sports and Active Living, 5, 1127151.



“Absorbing negative conditions 

makes resilience a dirty word. It 

shifts the blame and responsibility 

for doctors’ struggles away from 

what are often over-politicised, 

understaffed, underfunded, badly 

organised systems and onto 

individuals”

(p. 358)

Resilience: The Role of the Environment 

Oliver, D. (2017). David Oliver: When “resilience” becomes a dirty word. British Medical Journal, 358.



Resilience and the Environment: Challenge and Support

Sarkar, M. (2018). Developing resilience in elite sport: The role of the environment. The Sport and Exercise Scientist, 20-21.



Unrelenting Environment Characteristics

Fletcher, D., & Sarkar, M. (2016). Mental fortitude training: An evidence-based approach to developing psychological resilience for sustained success. Journal of Sport 
Psychology in Action, 7, 135-157.



Questions/Reflection (to be discussed during break-out session)

What does a facilitative environment ‘look like’ in youth sport?

How can you periodise challenge and support for athletes and staff?

Reflection: Creating a Facilitative Environment



Facilitative Environment Characteristics

Fletcher, D., & Sarkar, M. (2016). Mental fortitude training: An evidence-based approach to developing psychological resilience for sustained success. Journal of Sport 
Psychology in Action, 7, 135-157.



Types of Challenge/Planned Disruptions: Sport

▪ Location (e.g., unpleasant location, long travel, deliberate bad organization)

▪ Competition simulation (e.g., competition conditions)

▪ Physical strain (e.g., fatigue)

▪ Stronger competition (e.g., seek out stronger opponents)

▪ Distractions (e.g., auditory distractions, physical distractions)

▪ Unfairness 

▪ Restrictions (e.g., communication distractions, time restrictions)

▪ Outside the box (e.g., other sports, non-sport related)

Kegelaers, J., Wylleman, P., & Oudejans, R. R. D. (2020). A coach perspective on the use of planned disruptions in high-performance sports. Sport, Exercise, and 
Performance Psychology, 9, 29-44.



Practical Example: Youth Football



Practical Example: Challenge Cards

https://www.britishcanoeing.org.uk/news/

2020/british-canoeing-challenge-cards

https://www.britishcanoeing.org.uk/news/2020/british-canoeing-challenge-cards
https://www.britishcanoeing.org.uk/news/2020/british-canoeing-challenge-cards


Imposing Challenge: Considerations for Practice

▪ Relevant to the nature of the task

▪ Progressively adaptable 

▪ Developmentally appropriate 

▪ Athlete/staff buy-in

▪ Rationale/justification (before) and debrief (after) 

▪ Psychologically safe environment



The Need for Reflection on Culture

Possible questions to ask and address:

▪ Can individuals have open and honest discussions about their resilience?

▪ Is there a challenge culture where individuals view pressure as an opportunity to 

perform, or a threatening culture where pressure evokes a fear of failure?

▪ Is developing resilience seen as a bureaucratic “tick-box” exercise or a genuine initiative 

for sustained positive change?

Sarkar, M. (2018). Developing resilience in elite sport: The role of the environment. The Sport and Exercise Scientist, 20-21.



“Like our physical fitness, I 
believe that psychological 
resilience development can 
become not just something we 
in the Army “do”, but rather a 
critical component of our culture 
that will be integrated 
throughout our community to 
develop better soldiers”. (p. 2)

Resilience Development and Culture Change

Casey, G. W. (2011). Comprehensive soldier fitness: A vision for psychological resilience in the U.S. Army. American Psychologist, 66, 1-3.



Kegelaers, J., & Sarkar, M. (2021). Psychological resilience in high-performance athletes: 
Elucidating some common myths and misconceptions. In A. E. Whitehead & J. Coady 
(Eds.), Myths of Sports Coaching (pp. 234-246). Sequoia Books.

Sarkar, M., & Page, A. E. (2022). Developing individual and team resilience in elite sport: 
Research to practice. Journal of Sport Psychology in Action, 13, 40-53. 

Sarkar, M. (2018). Developing resilience in elite sport: The role of the environment. The 
Sport and Exercise Scientist, 20-21. 
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o08CF5p8ck4&t=1s)

Practical Resilience References/Reading

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o08CF5p8ck4&t=1s


Look forward to connecting and keep in touch

mustafa.sarkar@ntu.ac.uk

@MusSarkar

Thank you
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