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The success of a college coach to develop winning teams and a winning culture in any 

sport largely depends on his/her ability to recruit and strengthen the skill levels of his/her 

student-athletes.  The following ethnography of the Eastern Hawks baseball coaches seeks to 

describe the culture of this organization during two consecutive seasons including the 

recruitment of student-athletes and the management of the current players on the roster, and to 

also detail the coaches’ use of compliance gaining and aspects of communication in their 

interaction with the recruits and their families.   

To investigate these issues, an ethnographic study was performed with a Division I 

baseball team called Eastern University.  Numerous individual interviews were conducted with 

the staff and later transcribed.  Team functions, games, and events were also attended for data 

collection.  Results indicate that the organizational culture of Eastern Hawks baseball was 

initially created through artifacts such as facility improvements, game rituals, and performance 

requirements.  The observed culture is being negatively influenced by espoused values and basic 

assumptions that run contrary to stated and desired goals.  Leader-member relationships were 



v 
 

regarded as predominantly low during this study accentuated by unfulfilled expectations of 

performance.    

The coaches used various compliance-gaining methods in recruiting student athletes but 

were most successful when targeting prospects who valued education, had parents who also 

valued education, and who believed they would fit in with the culture present at Eastern.  The 

coaches implemented strategies that were pro-social and also reduced excessive apprehension.  

When competing against the professional draft, the staff provided metaphorical statements to 

prospects and their families that which sought to highlight social identity.  Coaches compared the 

negative effects of turning pro early as opposed to developing personally and athletically at 

Eastern.      
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Chapter I 

PREVIEW AND RATIONALE FOR RESEARCH 

My number one recruiting tool is conversation.  I try to talk to a kid and his family in 

simple but exciting language.  I want them to know that we are busting our tails to 

succeed and that we need them to get to that championship dog pile. 

These are the words of Coach Wood*, Recruiting Coordinator and Assistant Head Coach 

for the baseball team at Eastern University*.  Coach Wood is regarded as one of the best in the 

business by his peers and has the awards to prove it; “his” players have gone on to play in World 

Series’ as well as Major League All-Star games.  The banners and plaques that decorate the 

Eastern Hawks baseball stadium list dozens of awards and accolades: College World Series, 

Academic All-American, unanimous All-Conference selection, etc.  The awards are a tribute to 

Coach Wood, Head Coach Jones*, and Assistant Coach Blagg*.  These three individuals are the 

architects of this successful program, and each of them will say that it has been accomplished 

through tireless work on the recruiting trail.  The following dissertation will explore recruiting as 

an explicit communicative act; one that is dependent upon relaying coinciding elements of 

organizational culture and persuasive messages.    

From the first phone call to national signing day and then to the prospects of the Major 

League Baseball draft - coaches, staff, parents, and players are consumed by a culture driven by 

strict scholarship dollars for the purpose of creating real dollars. An ethnographic study of the 

college baseball recruiting culture becomes substantial and unique when localized to the Eastern 
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Hawks and then extended with the introduction of compliance-gaining and additional aspects 

communication providing a unique lens in which to investigate this rich and complicated effort.   

At the beginning of their tenure at Eastern, the staff stated that they sought out a specific 

type of baseball player and then relentlessly recruited those individuals.  In turn, the coaches and 

these players co-created a unique organizational culture designed to reflect their initial vision of 

a successful program.  It is now the organizational culture itself that is influencing the recruits 

and the recruiting message.  This is the relationship that will be discussed at length throughout 

this dissertation: this organizational culture was established through recruiting; now the coaches 

recruit to the culture.  As will be shown, though, as the recruits change, they have a hand in also 

changing the culture – and not always for the better.   

These highly sought after individuals are accustomed to being the stars of their high 

school and summer teams; pro scouts often line the fences while they take batting practice or 

simply warm up before pitching in a game.  Once they enter college, however, they must 

transition to a roster full of all-stars where the message sent by coaches clearly indicate that team 

needs taking precedence over individual accolades.  Yet this is a struggle for not only the players 

but the coaches as well.  The frustration of failing to achieve this social and task cohesion will 

also be a recurring theme throughout this investigation.     

The success of a college coach to develop winning teams in any sport depends on his 

ability to recruit and strengthen the skill levels of his student-athletes.  The successful 

recruitment of these student-athletes is a complicated task. Coaches attempt to simultaneously 

communicate in a persuasive manner while also increasing his credibility in the eyes of these 

student-recruits.  It is also necessary to cultivate positive relationships with parents, coaches, 

friends, etc. A coach must be skilled at both selecting persuasive strategies which gain the 
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compliance of student-athletes to attend his university, and utilizing verbal and nonverbal styles 

of communication which heightens his credibility, attractiveness, and power –while still 

upholding his duties as a coach.  Yet, “one learning environment that has gone largely 

unexamined in the communication field is the context of coaching” (Turman, 2003a: p. 73). This 

is surprising because of the crucial requirements of coaching that can only be satisfied in 

communication. 

This ethnography seeks to describe the culture of an organization as viewed for two 

consecutive seasons which included the recruitment of potential student-athletes and the 

management of the current players on the roster, and to also detail the coaches’ use of 

compliance-gaining and other communicative acts in their conversations with the recruits and 

their families.  For the purpose of this study, several working definitions will be of use to the 

reader:  First, culture will be defined as a unique collection of stable values, attitudes, norms, and 

beliefs which are often the result of familiarity and custom, which assist a groups’ actions and 

familiarize its behavior (Fowler, 2009; Cohen, 2001).  Second, compliance-gaining will be 

identified as, “how individuals select a message strategy from a set of available strategies in 

order to achieve interpersonal goals, or exert personal control in their lives” (Schenk-Hamlin, 

Wiseman, & Georgacarakos, 1982, p. 92). 

  Cultures communicate through diverse traditions yet all forms of communication 

involve a shared system, members who acknowledge and use the system, a channel, a setting, a 

message form, a topic, and an event fashioned by the communication of the meaning (Littlejohn 

& Foss, 2007).  It is important to start with the findings of the culture at Eastern because of the 

unique intricacies surrounding this small but successful program exist in a symbiotic relationship 

with the communicative acts such as compliance-gaining.  This ethnography of communication 
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will work as a continuous exchange of information; the applying of ethnographic methods to the 

communication patterns of a group (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002).   

Speech communities such as the one found at Eastern are an excellent opportunity to 

develop ethnography of communication research because of the opportunity to study specific 

interactions among members.  It is possible to determine which acts are important to this group 

and what meanings are derived.  It is also relevant to discover how these traditions were 

conceived and how they are modified throughout the study.  While approaching research from an 

ethnographic standpoint which focuses upon message analysis is uncommon, it is certainly not 

without precedent (Philipsen, 1975; Cameron, 2001; Littlejohn & Foss, 2007).   

The top moneymaker of the college athletics world is of course football.  Revenues from 

college football programs make funding for all other sports possible, thus a majority of profits go 

to ensuring this gravy train continues.  In 2007, the University of Texas football program 

recorded a profit of $46.3 million (Gwynne, 2008).  The only other college sport (men or 

women) that generates consistent revenue is men’s basketball, largely due to the television 

contracts/ broadcast rights for the 65 team championship tournament, divvied up among 

conferences (Schwartz, 2008).   According to a Forbes 2008 study, The University of North 

Carolina-Chapel Hill men’s basketball program was valued at over $26 million.   

Athletics and its role in university life is expanding.  George Mason University, located 

in Fairfax County, VA, could best be described as a “mid-major” school.  In 2006, George 

Mason shocked the college basketball world by advancing to the NCAA Final Four with wins 

over perennial behemoths Connecticut and previously mentioned North Carolina.  After this 

Cinderella run, George Mason University reported increases of 350 percent in admission 

inquiries and 52 percent in donations to the university (Edgerly, 2008).  The university estimated 
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that the tournament success resulted in $677,474,659 in free media through national, regional 

and local broadcast (including games), print and electronic media coverage (Edgerly, 2008). 

Baseball, at any institution, does not fall within the same scholarship parameters as other 

intercollegiate sports.  As stated by the NCAA (www.ncaa.org) men’s revenue sports (football 

and basketball) may award full scholarships to their participants; 85 for football, 15 for 

basketball.  For women’s athletics, basketball, gymnastics, tennis, and volleyball are allowed to 

give full rides; 15 for basketball, 12 for gymnastics, 12 for volleyball, and 8 for tennis.  A 

complete scholarship will include room, board, books, fees, and meals.  All other sports, 

including baseball, are known as “equivalency” sports and must divide scholarships among 

players.  Some athletes may receive nothing more than used books and team meals and are then 

responsible for the remaining costs. 

In years past, such obstacles were not much of an issue.  Coaches could offer players very 

small financial packages but the opportunity to play for a proven winner.  “One of the biggest 

plays in the history of our program came from a guy we took a flyer on.  He was on nothing but 

books and meals.  In fact, I could probably sit and fill out an all-star roster of guys who were 

either walk-ons or on little to no money,” said Coach Wood.  As of the 2009 season, feel good 

stories such as those may be over.  Per NCAA rule changes college baseball rosters are now 

capped at 35 players.  All of the 35 must be on at least 33 percent scholarship to participate, 

whereas in previous seasons, organizations could have as many players as they wanted and were 

left to divvy out scholarship money as they saw fit.   

Jones, Wood, Blagg, and every other Division 1 baseball coach in America are given the 

task of dividing up 11.7 scholarships among 35 individuals, making it virtually impossible to 

have even one player on a full scholarship.  Thus if a player is offered 35 percent, the remaining 
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65 percent is entirely up to the athlete and his family.  It is a problem that football, basketball, 

and the other women’s sports will never have to encounter.   

Not yet discussed is an even more menacing variable for college baseball coaches: the 

professional draft.  Unlike its football and basketball counterparts, high school seniors are 

eligible to sign with Major League teams when drafted from the amateur ranks.  With millions of 

dollars for the top-tier talent available, advisors and agents are able to lure 17 and 18 year-old 

athletes to the minor leagues for a chance to begin their pro career.  According to NCAA rules, if 

an athlete chooses not to sign with a pro team after being drafted, he is not eligible for the draft 

again until his 21st birthday has passed.  Athletes that are professionally scouted, contacted, and 

later drafted also tend to arrive with a different mindset than prospects that are not yet regarded 

as potential major leaguers.  They have been told by scouts what they need to improve upon and 

how their individual talents “project” at the next level.  Often these messages are in complete 

opposition to what college coaches desire/need from the athlete - which makes the message 

difficult to comprehend by the player as his sites are already set on the major leagues.      

The final challenge comes from the team itself.  As previously stated, baseball teams may 

have no more than 35 players on their roster.  As the recruiting battles begin to intensify, coaches 

must try and anticipate which of their current players are likely to stay, transfer, or sign with the 

Major Leagues once they have completed their junior year so they may get an idea of how much 

scholarship money will be available.  It is a complicated task that the coaches often have no 

control over.  A highly successful freshman and/or sophomore season may lead to expectations 

for the player and coach that the third year will be the athlete’s final collegiate season because of 

the opportunity to play professionally.  This means a roster spot will be open as well as the 
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scholarship percentage he was receiving.  The coach is able to use that expectation in filling out a 

recruiting class.   

But what if the junior season is sub-par and the player is either not happy with his draft 

position or is not drafted at all?  Or, as is often the case, a stand-out junior athlete can be drafted 

but refuse to sign because the money offered is not what he and his representation feel is 

adequate.  Again, per NCAA regulations, this athlete does not have to make a decision with the 

Major League team until August 15th.  This is a key piece of leverage for the athlete – “pay me 

what I want or I go back for my senior year and re-enter the draft where I can be taken by 

anybody.”  Meanwhile, the coaches and the program are left waiting, often until the 11th hour, to 

find out what their available scholarship money will look like as well as the make-up of their 

club.   

It is these elements – limited revenue, small operating budgets, partial scholarships, roster 

limits, potential/actual attrition, and competition with professional baseball – that make 

managing a college baseball program as tough as and arguably more distinctive than any other 

process in sports today.  But these are the problems of the fortunate – unsuccessful programs 

generally do not have to deal with MLB scouts, battles with other schools over top players, or 

worrying about star players not living up to their high-dollar scholarship percentage.  It is a 

credit to Coach Jones and his staff that such “dilemmas” even exist.  Coach Wood explained this  

thought in an early interview: 

We’re in the position of competing for a championship every year largely because of our 

focus on one element: recruiting.  We’re decent coaches, but great talent can cover a 

multitude of coaching sins.  Our success on the field relies on us chasing down players 

and getting them to campus.  Then we have to convince them and their families that 
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Eastern is the best place in the country for them.  Then we have to have them buy into our 

way of doing things so the team can succeed – whether it is changing positions, 

redshirting for a year, or in some cases, reducing their scholarship.  But without busting 

our tail in recruiting, we’re dead in the water. 

 

Different coaches and athletes may approach this “courting process”, as Coach Wood 

calls it, which is compliance-gaining in specifically distinct ways.  Coaches engaged in recruiting 

efforts are not simply looking for athletes to accept their offer (i.e. a single transaction), but to 

commit to a lengthy and imbalanced relationship.  For however long the player is a member of 

the coach’s team, he will be expected to follow the rules and comply with stated goals and 

objectives.  Compliance-gaining is significant to the investigation of the student-athlete 

recruitment culture at Eastern.  Important pragmatic outcomes are gained through compliance-

gaining interactions (Wilson, 2002).  The decision of where to attend college and whether or not 

to participate in athletics literally alters the course of these individuals’ lives.     

Coaches are recruiting players to a program that is in a constant state of uncertainty: if 

expectations are not met, the relationship and message changes.  Or, considering the experience 

of the player, lenience could be granted for one, but not for others.  Coaches must not only 

examine athletic aptitude, but also academic qualifications for admission.  There is also a finite 

opportunity for success and or failure – after every season, players come and go, requiring new 

dynamics from all involved.  And what if the coaches decide to move on?  What are the 

ramifications upon team cohesion during such a transition?  More simply stated, the Eastern 

University baseball program has the potential to provide daily and distinctive instances for new 
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compliance-gaining interactions between potential and current players within this complex 

subculture.   

In order to better understand how organizational culture affects recruiting, research is 

needed which explores how the communicative act of compliance-gaining influences the coach-

athlete relationship in this process.  Given the limitations involved with scholarships and roster 

requirements plus the profoundly unique competition with Major League Baseball, an 

ethnographic study which details the culture created by the recruitment process of potential 

student-athletes through the perspective of a college baseball staff is a readily available area of 

communication research.  With close access to the staff and their conversations, I will be able to 

provide, as Geertz (1973) described, “a thick description” of the persuasive communicative acts 

and strategies being employed and developed as well as an in-depth look into this environment 

of recruiting. This study will add to the knowledge bases of these concepts as well as extend into 

an area that has been lightly researched.   

Researcher Disclosure 

The journey of an ethnographic study starts with selecting an area of scholarly inquiry, 

entering the group (in this case as participant-observer), and eventually producing an insightful 

account of the group (Schensul, Schensul, & LeCompte, 1999). Ethnography may create 

closeness between the researcher and participants through time spent together exposing the 

participants to possible exploitation (Lincoln & Denzin, 2000).  It then falls upon the researcher 

to make difficult decisions regarding what to report while factoring in social and political 

ramifications.  The participants in this study allowed me to observe and interview for the specific 

purpose of reporting my findings in a scholarly way with no expectations regarding the outcome.  



10 
 

Therefore, I believe my task is to deliver findings that are responsible and authentic (Coffey, 

1999). 

The contents of this dissertation will be broken up into the following chapters:  Chapter II 

will review the literature regarding culture, coaching communication, compliance-gaining, and 

ethnography as it relates to and aids the present study.  Chapter III will discuss the research 

methods I used to collect and analyze the data relevant to the research questions.  In chapter IV I 

will describe the baseball team at Eastern University through the lens of Schein’s (2004) 

organizational culture view as well as the dynamic between players and coaches in a leader-

member exchange theory.  Chapter V will detail the long journey to scout, recruit, sign, and then 

fend off major league teams just to get a player on campus.  The final chapter of the dissertation 

will discuss my reflections on the research experience of a participant-observer in an 

ethnographic study as well as the limitations and areas of future research.   
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF RELEVANT LITERATURE 

   

  The recruitment and retention of student-athletes to the unique culture found at Eastern 

University required a constant effort by the coaching staff.  As Coach Wood stated, “Recruiting 

is like shaving; if you don’t do it every day you look like a bum.”  Failing to properly manage 

current players to maximize their talents and producing victories can have a similar effect as 

well.  In order to better understand the complexities involved with this process, the following 

chapter will address the scholarly implications and precedents of organizational culture, 

communication of coaches, compliance-gaining behavior, and the role of ethnography in 

research.  Each study highlighted provides a link to the dueling influences present between 

organizational culture and recruiting.  

Culture and Communication 

 The study of culture describes well-known material creations such as symbols, dwellings, 

and technology as well as the cognitive ability to operate them (Cavalli-Sforza, 1991).  To 

correctly evaluate and interpret these creations requires humans to form a shared and understood 

meaning (Cohen, 2001).  This normative structuration thus gives human behavior its 

communicative power (Streeck, 2002).  From an organizational standpoint, Geertz (1973) 

posited that cultures are not whole or undivided; rather there exist subcultures and 

countercultures.  Labeling it a “soft science”, he would go on to argue that culture is not 

something an organization has; a culture is something an organization is (Geertz, 1973).   
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Academic inquiries into the role of culture in sport have discussed numerous topics such 

as leadership (Pfister & Radke, 2009), political and economic impact (Rowe, 2008; Smart, 

2007), and drug and alcohol abuse (Stewart & Smith, 2008; Duff & Munro, 2007).  Given the 

Eastern coaches stated emphasis of finding and exploring faith, one research study of particular 

importance to this investigation is Schroeder & Scribner’s (2006) look into the role of religion 

and intercollegiate athletics culture at a Christian university.   

Schroeder and Scribner (2006) used an organizational culture perspective to study how 

religion influenced the culture of an evangelical Christian division 1 athletic department.  

Through qualitative methods such as interviewing and cultural event observation, results 

indicated that Christianity played a significant role in the athletic department’s culture by 

limiting membership, influencing its pedagogy, and directing departmental decisions.  This led to 

the athletic department’s values and assumptions being consistent with those of the campus 

culture.      

The investigation of organizational life can be done through several angles such as 

hierarchy, political, or lifespan (Martin, 2004; Bolman & Deal, 2008).  Yet it has been noted that 

organizational culture may not be defined in similar fashion by any two theorists (Ivancevich, 

Konopaske, & Matteson, 2007).  The organizational culture perspective does, however, allow a 

clear path to the symbolic and interpretive components of these institutions (Morgan, 2006).  

Popularized in the 1980s, this perspective espouses ways to link societal cultures and 

organizational effectiveness (Morgan, 2006).   

Schein’s (2004) notion of organizational culture as the pattern of shared assumptions that 

direct behavior in organizations has been adopted by numerous scholars (Slack, 2005; Morgan, 

2006; Bolman & Deal, 2008).  Organizations, as stated by Schein (2004), are ambiguous and 
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unpredictable entities that exist in open environments.  Members subconsciously accept and 

facilitate ideologies and assumptions that enable the organizational behavior to be guided by the 

organizational cultures.   For example, the staff at Eastern would designate Mondays as an “off 

day” meaning that the players were not required to be at the ballpark.  However if they did show 

up, it signaled a dedication to the cultural premise of going “above and beyond”.  Patterns are 

formed from these ideologies and assumptions that Schein (2004) refers to as “mental maps”.  

Through these “maps”, members key in on what to give attention to, how to define elements of 

the scene, proper emotional reaction, and what physical actions (if any) are required.  As 

previously stated, however, these organizations exist in open environments thus the mental maps 

are subject to change.  As the season wore on, fewer and fewer players arrived on the “off day”.  

Therefore, the concluding supposition of the organizational perspective is that organizational 

cultures are dynamic and require constant monitoring (Schein, 2004).   

Organizational cultures according to Schein (2004) consist of three elements – artifacts, 

espoused values, and basic assumptions.  The most consumable component of culture would be 

artifacts.  These are ingredients that one can see, feel, and hear.  Examples of artifacts can 

include rules, behaviors, language, ceremonies, rituals, phrases, physical items, and documents.  

At Eastern, these included the stadium, jerseys, locker room, pre-game speeches/rituals, and 

discipline standards.  While artifacts may be easy to recognize, the causal meanings are often not 

as recognizable thus providing a deficient representation of organizational culture.  Next, 

espoused values refer to the norms that supply the daily operating principles that members 

employ to guide their behavior.  Artifacts and espoused values may often overlap; a complete 

representation of organizational culture still may not exist as it can be common for an 

organization to behave in direct contrast to stated beliefs and values (Schein, 2004).  Finally, to 
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fully understand organizational culture, basic assumptions must be discovered.  Basic 

assumptions act as genuine principles for organizational behavior by providing an intuitive guide 

for members to act in response to the environment.   It is these basic assumptions that provide 

members of an organizational culture with the mental maps that in turn direct their perceptions 

and thoughts within the culture (Schein, 2004).  As will be later shown, the basic assumptions at 

Eastern turned toward a confrontational and distrustful assumption within the culture.     

More so than any other view on organizational culture, this study was a key component to 

a more complete understanding of my data because of the access it provided to the symbolic and 

interpretive elements found at Eastern.  When applied to the site and participants, Schein’s model 

revealed the intrinsic link between the culture initially created by the coaches at Eastern and how 

it now affects current recruiting practices.   

While the organizational culture view presents an intrinsic analysis of organizations and 

recognizes environmental factors, it has also been connected to organizational effectiveness 

(Rollins & Roberts, 1998).  Consequently, this perspective has now been widely accepted as a 

way to examine businesses (Rollins & Roberts, 1998) and educational institutions (Wolfe & 

Strange, 2003).  With the often contentious rise in importance of athletics on college campuses, 

scholars and leaders are now seeking to uncover the organizational cultures present within their 

ranks in order to “fix” problematic and unsuccessful teams or perhaps to uncover the secret of 

successful ones (Brand, 2001; Sperber, 2004; Schroeder & Scribner, 2006). 

Communication of Coaches 

 Only a handful of studies have investigated the communicative practices of coaches and 

student-athletes.  Grisaffe, Blom, and Burke (2003) researched the effects of head and assistant 

coaches’ uses of humor on collegiate soccer players’ evaluation of their coaches.  Thirty-three 
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male and female soccer players from a Division I southeastern university completed evaluations 

to assess the relationship between the use of humor and the likeability of the head and assistant 

coaches.  A moderate correlation was found between the assistant coach having a sense of humor 

and players liking the assistant coach.  When focused on the women’s team assistant coach, a 

low correlation between the likeability of their assistant coach and his/her sense of humor was 

found.  For the men’s team, a moderate relationship was discovered between players liking their 

head coach and the coach having a sense of humor.  A low to moderate relationship was found 

for the assistant coach between the two variables.  While this study did develop an angle of 

communication between coaches and athletes, it did not delve into goal attainment or persuasion 

as this study intends to do.   

Some studies have sought data directly from the players involved.  Klenosky, Templin, 

and Troutman’s 2001 study examined 27 Division 1 football players’ choice of schools by using 

a means-end approach to research as well as the interviewing technique known as laddering.  The 

qualitative findings to the question of “Why did you choose this school?” included responses 

such as, “strength of academic programs,” “to play in a bowl game,” and “NFL scouts can see 

me.”  This study provided a glimpse toward the athletes’ specific desires; the coaches were able 

to tailor their message to the interests of the athlete thus providing a basis for cohesion and goal 

development in the relationship between collegiate coaches and student-athletes.  However, this 

study did not include the perspective of the coach or other social influences such as family 

involvement or professional opportunities.  It is the intent of this study to include these variables. 

Teams are often referred to as families or spoken in terms of unity.  Widmeyer and 

Williams (1999) studied the group variable of cohesion among collegiate athletes.  The study of 

18 Division 1 golfers produced three specific communicative coaching behaviors that indicated 
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team cohesion: clarifying group goals and member roles, recognizing members’ contributions, 

and providing for member involvement in the decision-making process.  The authors also found 

these communicative behaviors were predictive of a team achieving cohesion under the coach’s 

leadership.  While this study in particular provides insight into desired communicative practices 

performed by coaches on cohesive teams, it does not approach the relationships or 

communication habits developed during the recruitment phase of an athlete’s career.  Such 

revelations will be key in the forthcoming investigation.   

  Additional research concerning coaching and communication is Turman’s (2003a) study 

of instructional communication.  High school wrestlers from 17 different teams completed 

surveys that examined the preferences and perceptions of coach leadership behaviors.  The 

results from the study indicated that across a season of competition, high school wrestlers 

perceived a significant increase in autocratic behaviors by their coach as well as a significant 

decline in positive feedback.  Conversely, the athletes’ preference for autocratic coaching was 

higher at the end of a season than at the beginning, and their preference for positive feedback 

from their coaches diminished at the end of the season.  The athletes also perceived a significant 

decrease in training and instruction as the season of competition progressed.   

Both the coaches and athletes perceived a decline in positive feedback from coaches to 

players as the season progressed.  However, while athletes perceived declines in training and 

instruction and increases in autocratic behavior, these changes were not mirrored in coaches’ 

self-perceptions.  Experienced coaches viewed themselves as less autocratic at the end of the 

season than at the beginning, while less experienced coaches perceived themselves as more 

autocratic at the end of the season (Turman, 2003a).  This study indicated that negative 

communication control strategies in this situation produced the desired results throughout the 
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season of competition, particularly when a positive instructional climate was constructed at the 

beginning of a season.  Turman’s findings aid the present investigation by providing a 

correlation between positive and negative communicative strategies within the context of 

athletics.  As will be shown, the coaches at Eastern use positive communication when seeking 

the affinity and commitment of recruits.  Perceived negative communication occurs in-season 

and when discussing current players which coincides with Turman’s findings.   

Philippe and Seiler’s 2006 article examining closeness, co-orientation, and 

complementarity in coach-athlete relationships is useful in guiding the present study.  Five male 

swimmers from the Swiss national swim team were interviewed in regards to their relationship 

with their coach.  Findings reported the athletes felt “closeness” was essential to the relationship 

and assisted their performance.  The communication of the coaches was reported as extremely 

important in developing a positive rapport.  It is interesting to note the athletes were all Olympic-

caliber performers and not a single one reported a negative relationship with their coach.  The 

findings also suggest that a coach’s social abilities are a critical dimension for establishing a 

close relationship with the athlete.  The authors close by recommending that further research be 

conducted due to the relatively small sample size.  While this article breaks away from the 

collegiate environment that will be studied here, it is important to establish the connection 

between favorable communicative traits and the progression of the student-athlete coach 

relationship.   

While the previous articles begin a developing framework of communication of coaches 

through likability, recruitment messages, cohesion, and leadership they do not address key 

factors present in the proposed study.  First, no coaches themselves were participants in these 

studies.  There was also very little qualitative analysis present, along with no ethnographic 
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research investigating culture.  This study will augment the deficiencies currently found in the 

literature base and provide new associations found in recruitment and organizational culture, as 

well as the tensions produced from creating a team based culture that is dependent upon 

individual contributions.    

Compliance-gaining 

The dynamic of the coach-athlete relationship in professional sports does not fall in line 

with typical organizational models due to the disparity in coaching pay versus players’ salaries.  

In the college ranks, traditional hierarchies of leadership still hold somewhat true to form.  This 

bond often requires coaches to exert compliance-gaining/persuasory communication in order to 

achieve their desired results.  In some of the most recent studies, scholars have investigated the 

effects of aggressive communication of coaches to achieve influence (Kassing & Infante, 1999; 

Martin et al., 2009), strategies for building self-efficacy in athletes (Weinberg & Grove, 1992; 

Boardley et al., 2008; Murray, 2008), and the ability of coaches to produce cohesion and 

compatibility among athletes (Turman, 2008; Turman, 2003b; Kenow & Williams, 1999).  It is 

clear from these inquiries that coaches will implement a variety of compliance- gaining 

initiatives to achieve a range of goals.  What remains unclear is what messages are employed to 

recruit athletes to schools and how those messages affect and develop the culture of a program. 

I have decided to approach student-athlete recruitment from a compliance-gaining 

communication perspective.  Given the depth of research, viewing compliance-gaining in the 

recruitment context will likely offer insight regarding communication in these close (athlete-

coach) relationships.  Individuals who classify their relationship as “close” often seek and resist 

compliance from each other on a wide range of topics (Turman, 2007).  It is also not uncommon 
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for compliance-gaining interactions to contain interesting individual, cultural, and situational 

differences (Smith et al., 2005).  

For over 40 years, compliance-gaining communication has been the focal point of 

countless research articles and convention papers.  The fascination with persuasive 

communication, and often times its resistance, is not surprising given the connections to various 

interpersonal, public, and organizational contexts.   According to Miller and Steinberg (1975), 

compliance “occurs when the behavior of one or more individuals corresponds with the desires 

of another” (p. 60).  Thus, any interaction in which the sender, or source, of a message endeavors 

to induce a receiver, or target, to perform some desired action that the receiver might not 

otherwise perform, compliance-gaining has been achieved.  Simply put, seeking compliance 

involves an attempt by a message source, (i.e. a coach) to change a target’s behavior (i.e. a 

recruit’s choosing Eastern instead of professional baseball).   

Social influence refers to any situation in which a person’s attitudes, values, or behaviors 

are affected by the real or imagined presence of one or more others (Allport, 1985).  

Compliance-gaining is believed to be different from the more traditional approach to social 

influence because it emphasizes active rather than reactive strategies and focuses on how 

communicators influence others in dynamic settings, including the use of multiple appeals to 

gain consent (Golish, 1999).  And while compliance-gaining may fall under the umbrella of 

social influence research, two specific components differentiate the lines of research.   

First, social influence investigators have traditionally centered on public and mass 

communication frameworks while compliance-gaining centers on interpersonal contexts 

(Wilson, 2002).  For example, an advertising campaign heralding the importance of condom use 

to prevent sexually transmitted diseases and its effectiveness upon the population would be a line 
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of research for social influence.  Compliance-gaining scholars would seek out how individuals 

garnered compliance or met resistance when condom use was suggested.   

The second difference involves effect and choice.  Social influence research has 

traditionally focused on message effects such as fear appeals, one or two-sided arguments, as 

well as other factors that could have an effect on audience attitude (Stiff, 1994).  A common 

persuasive appeal that has been studied for its effect is the “door-in-the-face” technique. Here an 

individual begins with a large request that he/she knows will be rejected but then follows with 

another request in hopes that the target will acquiesce to the source’s ultimate goal (Cialdini et 

al., 1975).  In direct contrast to this research angle regarding the effect of the message, 

compliance-gaining scholars examine just why sources choose one approach over others when 

seeking/resisting compliance (Wilson, 2002).  For example, why would a source provide reason 

and backing for agreeing/denying compliance rather than just saying yes or no?  Investigators on 

the side of compliance-gaining might also research the rationale behind a source using guilt as a 

tool instead of compliments or affinity.   

Compliance-gaining in the communication literature 

 Sociologists Marwell and Schmitt (1967) published two seminal pieces on social 

influence that introduced the concept of compliance-gaining.  Their 1967 papers opened the 

floodgates to both critique and utilization of the theory from disciplines such as linguistics, 

psychology, and of course communication studies.  After evaluation of power theory in the 

literature, Marwell and Schmitt (1967) proposed a typology of 16 specific compliance-seeking 

strategies: promise, threat, positive expertise, negative expertise, liking, pregiving, aversive 

stimulation, debt, moral appeal, positive self-feeling, negative self-feeling, positive altercasting, 

negative altercasting, altruism, positive esteem, and finally negative esteem.  After realizing that 
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trying to predict behavior from such a lengthy list would be improbable for researchers, the 

authors then developed five clusters that would aid scholars in forecasting their use: rewarding, 

punishing, expertise, activation of impersonal commitments, and activation personal 

commitments.   

 Miller, Boster, Roloff, and Seibold (1977) inspired a fundamental shift in compliance-

gaining research by emphasizing situation-specific characteristics as vital aspects in the 

implementation of compliance-gaining behaviors and strategies.  Not satisfied with the then 

present line of compliance gaining research, Schenck-Hamlin et al. (1982) cited two critiques of 

the typologies: the lack of a truly exhaustive list of typologies and the absence of clearly stated 

conceptual dimensions differentiating and interconnecting the strategies.  Through their research, 

Schenck-Hamlin et al. (1982) used inductive techniques to develop their own list of 14 strategies.  

Although first heralded as another breakthrough in compliance-gaining identification, a closer 

look at the two sets of typologies reveals far more similarities than differences (Wilson, 2002). 

  Later studies went on to introduce compliance-gaining into contexts such as goal 

attainment (Canary, Cody, & Martson, 1986; Cody, Woelfel, & Jordan, 1983), gender (de Turck, 

1985; Sprowl, 1986), organizational communication (Hellweg et al., 1990), and relational 

communication (Miller & Parks, 1982; Dillard & Fitzpatrick, 1985).   

Like any investigative pursuit, there are certainly strengths and limitations attached.    

Key limitations regarding this early compliance-gaining literature have been exposed.  Burleson 

et al. (1988) noted the lack of creation of strategies in these studies.  Having subjects select an 

act of persuasion rather than state one of their own clearly limits data production.  Kellerman and 

Cole (1994) took issue with the number of strategies within these typologies.  In fact, their study 
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identified no less than 74 strategies.  Kellerman and Cole (1994) argued for the scrapping of 

typologies and more theory grounded within the “features” of compliance-gaining messages.   

Current compliance-gaining research trends and findings 

 The array of contexts available for compliance-gaining investigations is enough to keep 

publications on the subject healthy for some time.  Access to health-care workers and patients 

has increased producing with it compliance-gaining research opportunities.  The patient-provider 

interaction has been the primary focus (Klingle & Burgoon, 1995; Smith et al. 2005).  The 

findings this in this research area point out that doctors tend to use neutral or positive strategies 

to gain compliance of patients (Helme & Harrington, 2003).   

 Due to the readily available subject pool, it is no surprise that students’ and educators’ 

use of compliance-gaining practices are becoming popular as well.  Topics range from teacher-

student relationships (Golish, 1999; Golish & Eastern, 2000), to cheating in the classroom 

(Carter & Punyanunt-Carter, 2007) with findings also bearing statistical significance toward 

neutral or positive compliance-gaining strategies.  Not wanting to waste such an eager collection 

of participants, researchers have also delved into relational compliance-gaining issues with these 

subjects.  Studies have probed romantic relationships (Perloff, 2001; Bevan, Cameron, & Dillow, 

2003), friendships (Wilson & Kunkel, 2000; Kellerman & Park, 2001), and family 

communication (Marshall & Levy, 1998; Turman, 2007).  The use of positive strategies for 

gaining compliance is again seen, along with the added variable of guilt.   

 Based on research past and present, compliance-gaining scholars have produced many 

conclusions from their investigations.  First, the pretext of strategy selection inherently assumed 

that subjects in compliance-gaining interactions identify situations in a common manner while 

also possessing a finite number of strategies for seeking and resisting compliance.  These 
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participants also have the ability to make conscious decisions regarding the pros and cons of 

such strategy selection and may then through implicit knowledge and skill enact the choice 

(Wilson, 2002).  Rational appeals are more common when seeking permission and giving advice 

than emotional appeals (Canary et al., 1987).  When seeking to share an activity, escalate a 

relationship, and/or stop an annoying habit, the strategy of direct request has proven effective 

(Canary et al., 1987).  Strategies seeking a negative affect find statistical significance when 

subjects are attempting to enforce obligation and deescalating relationships (Canary et al., 1987).  

Observable actions continue to provide new insights and findings concerning compliance-

gaining behavior – the present opportunity included.   

Recruiting messages to prospective athletes 

The examination of collegiate athlete recruitment through the lens of compliance-gaining 

can be aided through several theoretical perspectives.  However, it is believed that viewing this 

interaction through the primary scope of a goal-directed pursuit would be of particular assistance.  

Goals are noted as the desired future state of affairs that individuals wish to attain or maintain 

(Dillard, 1997).  In this particular case, the coaches at Eastern are wishing to attain the 

commitments of prospective student-athletes thus achieving a successful response to their 

persuasive message.  The study of compliance-gaining goals has been investigated by numerous 

researchers (Cody, Canary, & Smith, 1994; Dillard, 1989; Rule & Bisanz, 1987) who have 

produced an agreed upon typology of eight specific compliance-gaining goals: giving advice, 

gaining assistance, sharing activities, changing opinions, changing the status of a relationship, 

obtaining permission, enforcing an obligation, and protecting a right/changing a habit.  As will 

be shown, the messages from the coaches at Eastern to the prospects covered almost all eight of 

these goals producing an element of social cohesion throughout the process.  The staff provided 
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advice regarding the process and answered questions from the recruit and his family; shared 

activities were common through meals and visits which also in some cases changed opinions and 

the status of relationships.         

 While it is true that goals may induce and enlighten behaviors, goals are not behaviors 

themselves (Craig et al., 1986).  Individuals pursue goals; situations do not (Benoit, 1990).  

Within this pursuit lies the element of individuals’ desire to be approved of and to not be 

imposed on (Brown & Levinson, 1978).  A message source may infringe on or threaten another’s 

autonomy and may also be seen as a sign of negative affect when attempting to successfully 

negotiate compliance (Kellermann, 2004).  In other words, the achievement of a compliance-

gaining goal inherently restricts a target’s autonomy to some degree.  Negative affect is most 

commonly displayed through the goals of ending a relationship and stopping an annoying habit 

(Craig et al., 1986).  Sources perceive a moderate negative affect potential through giving advice, 

asking a favor, and enforcing an obligation (Wilson & Kunkel, 2000), while less negative affect 

is perceived through asking favors.   

 A continuum of goal-directed compliance-gaining interactions is the impact of primary 

and secondary goals.  A majority of compliance-gaining exchanges involves the pursuit of 

multiple objectives known as primary and secondary goals (Dillard, 1997).  By definition, a 

primary goal is the desire to modify a target’s behavior (Wilson, 2002).  Primary goals instill a 

need within the source to speak to the target; they also frame the interaction to both parties 

involved.  This framing signals the expectations and obligations required of both participants 

(Wilson, 2002).   

 Primary goals characterize the intent of a compliance-gaining interaction but often times 

it is not the only goal of a message source.  Related desires within the original message source 
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are known as secondary goals.  A typology of four secondary goals was proposed by Dillard, 

Segrin, & Harden (1989) in hopes to provide insight on compliance-gaining motivations.  The 

first, identity goals, involve objectives related to the self concept or preferences for conduct.  

Second, interaction goals deal with the element of social appropriateness.  Resource goals 

comprise the third category and these seek to increase or maintain valued assets such as materials 

or relationships.  Last are arousal management goals.  This category’s objectives are related to 

reducing excessive apprehension.  The importance of primary and secondary goal research is 

delineated by two specific insights.  First, it has been found that primary goals serve to initiate 

and maintain social action (Dillard et al., 1989).  The creation of this primary goal will push the 

message source into an interaction thus creating the conversation.  Finally, secondary goals will 

act as boundaries which restrict messages available to sources (Dillard et al., 1989).   

The use of the previously stated compliance-gaining goal research is useful on both the 

student-athlete and coach perspective of the interaction.  As will be shown, the Eastern coaches 

were intrinsically aware of the need to create both pleasing and non-confrontational messages to 

recruits.  In doing so, the secondary goals were essentially predicting follow up behavior to the 

compliance-gaining message.  After all, the reason the interaction is taking place is to convince 

the athlete to commit to Eastern and to also feel good about that decision.  However the most 

unique aspect of the message and resulting consequences is that the actual verbal commitment 

and even signing of a letter of intent is actually the secondary goal.  The primary goal for the 

coaches is to get the student-athletes to show up to Eastern and play rather than sign with a pro 

team or slip off to a junior college for another shot at the draft.  To do so, coaches repeatedly 

emphasized the organizational culture of both the university and the team as compared to 

professional baseball.       
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Ethnographic research 

Ethno (people) graphy (description of) is essentially the description of people.  The 

practice of ethnography also provides a holistic description of people by the researcher 

immersing him/herself in the situated area of study for an extended period of time in order to 

gain a localized understanding of how members interpret their culture (Agar, 1982).  Not all 

qualitative research counts as ethnography as there are times when thorough interviews and 

observation may suffice for data collection purposes.  The ethnographic approach offers many 

appealing features that make it a potentially rich, informative, and useful methodology to study 

athletics and particularly student-athlete recruitment.  The current investigation will differ from 

other ethnographic inquiries in that it will be focused upon the culture and communicative acts of 

the participants rather than an all encompassing view of the organization.     

 Ethnographies involving sports, athletes, and events are common considering the 

opportunity to act as a participant-observer in a highly participatory culture.  From snowboarding 

(Anderson, 2001) and skateboarding (Beal, 1996) to rugby (Howe, 2001) and rodeo (Bushy, 

1990), sports ethnographies have been highly effective in developing a new literature base for 

researchers.  Holt and Sparkes (2001) observed and participated in a men’s soccer team to 

investigate cohesion.  Informal interviews were held throughout the year as well as individual 

interviews at the end of the season.  Holt and Sparkes’ findings revealed new data regarding 

team cohesion such as willingness to make personal sacrifices, role acceptance, and selfishness.  

Given that the coaches at Eastern are paid to win games through the recruitment and 

development of maturing athletes, these findings on team cohesion through ethnography provide 

an avenue for further research in a much different sport setting.   
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 Baseball in particular has been the subject of several compelling ethnographies (Gmelch 

& San Antonio, 2001; Trevino, 1999) but the most detailed accounts have come from Nick 

Trujillo’s work through the 1990s.  Starting with a Hall of Fame pitcher Nolan Ryan, Trujillo 

(1991, 1994) investigated media portrayals of Ryan, masculinity, and the American sports 

culture.  His findings indicated that even in his 40’s, Nolan Ryan so dominated the game that he 

achieved monumental tasks such as his sixth and seventh no-hitters, 300th career win, and 5,000th 

strikeout which coincided with images of capitalistic greed, cowboy, and family patriarch.  

Trujillo also used the ballpark itself as portal to ethnography (1992).  His two year study of the 

communicative acts of workers at Arlington Stadium found three dominant interpretations of 

ballpark culture: as a site for capitalist work, as a community for symbolic family members, and 

as a theater for social drama.  

 Trujillo followed this study by pairing with Bob Krizek (1994) to combine two 

ethnographic studies centered on the closing of two major league ballparks (Arlington Stadium 

and Old Comiskey Park).  This examination found that despite the differences in geography, 

attendees and workers defined their identities through baseball and the ballparks in similar 

language.  While the preceding studies provide precedent for baseball in ethnography, give 

context to the power of dominant players, and relevance to the impact of the game and even the 

stadiums in individual lives, no study has yet reached out to the college game or looked behind 

the dugout and the culture within it which this study intends to do.   

In order to describe the narrative construction of interpretative analysis, bricolage is often 

a helpful tool.  Bricolage is a collage-like combination of the understanding acquired by the 

researchers (Levi-Strauss, 1966).  Bricoleurs are somewhat of a “jack of all trades” meaning that 

qualitative researchers and more specifically ethnographers will use whatever they have 
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available to them in order to get the information they need (Levi-Straus, 1966).  This entails 

making selections from large quantities of qualitative theory available or even creating new 

theory to interpret findings (Ely et al., 1997).   

Goodall (2000) notes that ethnographers must be willing to position themselves in the 

research and in so doing realize that they have three different positions: fixed, subjective, and 

textual.  Fixed positioning has to do with the things that naturally position the researcher.  

Textual positioning means being aware of language choice that the researcher attributes to the 

situation.  Finally subjective positioning will be of crucial importance to the scope of this study 

and could serve as a limitation if not properly contained.  This element involves personal or life 

experiences that could create a bias towards research.  As an unabashed fan of collegiate 

athletics, I must be aware that my goal is not to be a walking press kit.  The goal of the research, 

and specifically of subjective positioning, is to provide an honest assessment of the findings.   

The coaches at Eastern could be viewed as a bridge to the potential athletes and their 

families.  They co-create and co-sustain a culture that is endemic to the university but even more 

so to their highly successful program in order to entice future Hawks.   Within this culture are 

opposing forces of self-interest and team success present in the messages that flow between the 

coaches and players.  This ethnography of communication will conceptualize the communication 

patterns of the group through discrete message analysis.  The purpose of this qualitative 

methodology is to discover which communication acts remain important to the group, what 

meanings are derived, and how members use these meanings to abide within the culture.  Given 

this knowledge as well as the previous review of literature, the following two research questions 

will guide this investigation: 
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RQ1:  What are the tangible and unique features of the culture within the baseball 

program at Eastern University from the perspective of the coaching staff? 

RQ2:  How do the coaches at Eastern recruit student-athletes while also managing their 

current roster of players? 

 These questions will be investigated through an ethnography of the program.  The 

following chapter will detail this approach as well as the collection and analysis of data relevant 

to the previously stated questions.   
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CHAPTER III 

RESEARCH METHODS AND DATA COLLECTION 

 

An investigation of how organizational culture assists in the recruitment of student-

athletes, who in turn have an immediate impact upon the very same culture, necessitates 

qualitative methodology.   Specifically, an ethnographic approach allowed me to be immersed in 

a profession that quite honestly lives and dies by its ability to attract premier athletes and then 

further develop their talents in a cohesive fashion.  With the current season affecting the future of 

the roster, the future roster affecting the potential recruits, the potential recruits impacting the 

players, staff, coaches, and MLB draft, it is necessary to become immersed in order to capture 

the daily twists and turns that produced both optimism and blinding frustration.   

Procedures 

The University of Texas-Austin and “Eastern University” IRB approved this research 

initiative.  Actual names, places, and titles have been replaced with pseudonyms in order to 

preserve anonymity.  Members of the coaching staff fully agreed to participate in the study as 

well as granting me significant access to their program.  The research began in January before 

the season began and concluded the following season on the final day to sign a professional 

contract or remain at or enter Eastern University (August 17).  Per NCAA mandates, athletes 

have one required “off” day during the week but will generally have some sort of meeting, 

practice, travel, game, etc. on all other days.  Thus the off days were when I was generally most 

welcome and invited to conduct my research.  With players being scarce on these days, the 

coaches scheduled their planning and recruiting meetings then as well.   
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I conducted nine individual interviews with the coaches and administrative staff ranging 

in length from 35 to 90 minutes.  I also attended a total of 11 coaches meetings, , attended 

monthly booster club lunches, and observed “Junior Day” at the ballpark.  But perhaps some of 

the best insights came from simply showing up at the ballpark to watch the interactions between 

the coaches and players which I did over two dozen times totaling more than 100 hours of 

observation.   

Numerous methods were used to collect data at Eastern.  These included observation, 

interviews, and fieldnotes.  The individual interviews were digitally recorded and later 

transcribed.  For all other interactions I was asked not to record but was allowed to take 

fieldnotes.  Initially I was disappointed not to have recordings of these interactions but the 

absence of a recording device seemed to allow the coaches, staff, and players to be freer with 

their communication and to also view me as less of an “outsider” to their world. 

My initial entry into the program was facilitated by a mutual friend of the head coach and 

myself.  This contact sent an email to Coach Jones introducing me and stated that he would be 

receiving a call from me soon.  I quickly followed up and met with Coach Jones to describe my 

goals and ascertain his level of comfort concerning access to his program.  He was more than 

accommodating and immediately took me to meet the rest of the staff.  This role of gatekeeper or 

sponsor as Lindlof and Taylor (2002) describe is essential to good ethnographic research.  As 

sponsors take an active part in the research, they become critical in assisting in the location of 

resources and familiarizing the investigator on customs, norms, history, and power dynamics.   

After introducing me to the staff, Coach Jones made the following joke: 
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They must have run out of things to study because this guy here is going to be looking at 

our program and recruiting for his dissertation.  Let’s try to not flunk him out by making 

sure we are getting him whatever he needs. 

 Now for the bystander, the initial comment may seem abrupt or even rude but I can attest 

to the fact that the slyness with which it was delivered immediately brought a smile to the staff’s 

face and warmed them to my presence.  These individuals are extremely busy so having the head 

coach stress the importance of my research greatly aided my ability to pin them down for 

interviews when requested.  However the biggest contribution outside of the sponsor role for 

Coach Jones was his ability to also act as what Lindlof and Taylor (2002) define as an 

“informant”.  Informants speak the language of their culture and can assist in deciphering 

meanings during conversations and/or interactions.    

Role of researcher 

 As stated by Lofland & Lofland (1995, p. 71) an ethnographer must become a “human 

vacuum cleaner”.  Often when a study is initiated, a researcher will have a general idea of what 

they wish to investigate without exact research questions.  Thus the researcher enters the world 

of the subjects with a scholarly curiosity about a specific topic and begins the process with a 

mind (and notebook) open to what presents itself through observation (Krane & Baird, 2003).  

The position of the observer may vary from complete participant, participant-observer, observer-

participant, and complete observer (Schensul et. al, 1999).  Because I entered the Eastern Hawks 

program as an observer instead of a person required to participate I took on the role of limited 

participant-observer – one who participates in the daily activities of the social group while 

conducting observations (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995).     
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As is common with this stance in ethnography, I did my best to fit into the setting but my 

role as a researcher was known by the staff.  Yet I was able to become involved in the daily 

activities and experience some of the life the participants do.  This was a tremendous gain due to 

the fact that I was allowed access to information which provided more understanding than those 

individuals outside of the organization could possibly gain.  At times boosters or parents would 

attend practices but none were privy to the types of meetings I was allowed to observe.  After a 

few days of access, the administrative assistant began calling me by my first name and would 

simply say, “Their all back there so go ahead and join them.  Be sure and tell them I could use a 

raise!”  Often when entering a coaches meeting each would nod their head or engage me in a 

brief conversation before carrying on with their scheduled business.  In addition I was added to 

the email list for the weekly newsletter stating progress of the season as well as insight from the 

coaches regarding upcoming games.  This familiarity, I believe, reduced my presence as an 

“outsider” to those on the staff.   

With multiple methods of data collection, it was important to follow Lindlof and Taylor’s 

(2002) process of dividing the information into the areas of data management, data reduction, 

and conceptual development.  As the data were quickly, sometimes daily acquired, this system 

allowed for some control and organization.  During meetings and informal conversations with 

the staff it was imperative that I record field notes.  Field notes are the raw data of ethnography 

(Sanjek, 1990) and good field notes start with detail (Goodall, 2000).  Researchers must write 

thoughts down whenever and however they can.  Ethnographic case studies are narrative 

constructions of life events in social settings (Atkinson & Hammersley, 1994).  Grounded in the 

available data for the case, the construction materializes from researcher observations, 
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interpretations, and what is known as participant check in which the researcher remains in 

contact with the subject for follow-up interviews.  

During these scheduled and often unscheduled interactions it was necessary for me to be 

constantly writing in a clear manner for later reflection and analysis.  However, there were times 

when writing down a conversation was not possible, thus necessitating the need for “head notes”.  

I encountered this often during the course of research, requiring me to attempt to hold on to the 

salient aspects of the conversation to write down as soon as possible.   

Beyond observation I also reviewed numerous organizational documents ranging from 

emails, newsletters, and media guides.  The media guides provided an interesting form of data 

because of the section written by the coaches on anticipated contribution from freshman signees.  

From their words it was clear that they expected several of these young players to come in and 

challenge for playing time immediately.  Emails sent out to members of their support 

organization provided a recap of the week’s games, thoughts from the head coach regarding 

performance or lack-there-of, and a preview of the upcoming teams.     

It is clear that interviewing individuals with so much personally at stake in a culture is 

ripe for what Maxwell (2005) called “key informant bias”.  Whether it is from the participants or 

the researcher, bias presents the opportunity for a non-typical view of the site thus skewing the 

data and analysis.  This is precisely why so much importance is given to triangulation.  

Developed to combat validity issues, triangulation is defined as a strategy that involves using 

several methods to reveal multiple aspects of a single empirical reality (Denzin, 1978).  

Triangulation assumes that viewing an object from multiple perspectives will provide 

investigators with a more comprehensive knowledge base.  I never felt that my participants were 

being dishonest or misleading during my data collection, but I also rested in the knowledge that I 
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would have multiple forms of data to compare for reliability.  For instance, as a coach relayed to 

me his frustration about player attitude and effort after a string of losses, I was able to also hear 

similar comments from his post-game radio interviews as the season progressed.     

Multiple forms of data 

 As a participant-observer the opportunities to observe were fortunately numerous.  This 

data collection occurred during meetings where recruitment, roster issues, game preparation, and 

even gossip were discussed.  I was also able to observe the interaction and literal coaching of 

current players on the team, interactions with supporters and fans at monthly luncheons, as well 

as phone calls to recruits.  I also attended over 20 home games of the Hawks.  While I believe 

this data is essential to the findings of this study, it would have been rendered moot without the 

opportunity for initial and follow up interviews to clarify or enrich the data.  

 The interviews were conducted with the head coach, two assistant coaches, a graduate 

assistant, and the administrative assistant.  While much of the data came directly from the 

coaches, the opportunity to receive a different perspective from the graduate and administrative 

assistant provided answered the need for multiple sources.  The graduate assistant was a former 

player who had gone on to play several years in the minor leagues.  Thus he was not only able to 

provide incredible insight into the roles players within this culture fill, but also his view of the 

coaching staff’s positive and negative influences upon the team.   

 Along with observations and interviews I also reviewed and studied numerous documents 

and publications.  Weekly emails also addressed questions and concerns.  Beyond the print 

media, post-game interviews with the coaches provided immediate and rich data concerning the 

ups and downs of the team as well as the season.  After every game the Eastern radio announcer 

would trek down to the field to interview Coach Jones.  Often times these quotes could be found 
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in the newspaper the next day but never the entire interview, thus making listening to these 

interviews even more vital for data collection.   

 The staff provided me with media guides and recruitment brochures enabling a sense of 

their thoughts regarding current players, outlook on the season, etc.  More importantly though 

was the personal information listed on both the coaches and the players.  Familiarizing myself 

with this data early on in the process allowed me to engage in complimentary dialogue thus 

building a healthy rapport with much of the staff.  This could not have been accomplished 

without this source of data.  Therefore, my forms of collecting data included observation (in 

multiple settings), interviews (which consisted of multiple sources: players, coaches, and support 

staff) and both organizational and media produced documents.   

Interviews 

 The nine formal interviews I conducted with the coaches and staff at Eastern followed the 

standards of ethnographic interviews – to establish an explicit purpose, engage in ethnographic 

explanations, and employ ethnographic questions (Stage and Mattson, 2003).  After exchanging 

pleasantries with the subjects I explained that the purpose for the interviews was to provide data 

for the completion of my dissertation.  Fortunately, most were used to being interviewed but also 

seemed eager to assist me in my academic pursuits.  Even so, it was imperative for me to 

explicitly state that this interview would likely be different from those they have been a part of in 

the past.  Each interview took place in the subjects’ office.   

 Next was to engage the participants in ethnographic explanations.  I simply described the 

informed consent form, allowed them to read over it carefully, and then asked if they had any 

questions at all regarding the process before signing.  I also received permission to record the 
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interviews with the knowledge that I would be the only person to hear the audio and that 

anonymity would be provided to all participants.   

 Finally, I conducted the ethnographic interviews by asking ethnographic questions.    

Subsequent interviews relied on questions regarding new developments of roster management 

and recruitment throughout the season as well as observations I had been privy to.   These semi-

structured in-depth interviews spread out over the course of the season/recruitment period 

allowed me as a researcher to gain knowledge of situations often as they happened rather than 

weeks or months down the line when the incident had been forgotten.   

Data Analysis and Interpretation 

 Open-coding, which is a broad categorizing of data, was my initial instrument of data 

analysis.  Lindlof and Taylor (2002) differentiate categories and coding by noting that categories 

signify a more broad term that coded acts are placed within, and throughout the data 

management stage, the researcher is coding each of these acts through the use of open-coding.  

Coding is the naming of segments of data with a label that in one stroke summarizes, categorizes, 

and accounts for each item of data (Charmaz, 2006).  For example, it became clear during my 

time with the staff that there were opposing forces present between messages given by the 

coaches versus actions taken by the players.  Thus I began coding these data as “recurring 

tensions”.   

The studying of emergent data can of course be handled in numerous ways beginning 

with the initial coding and then followed by data management and data reduction.  I proceeded 

with this data reduction by narrowing the areas into my specific findings followed by coding that 

went incident to incident rather than word-by-word or line-by-line.  Because observational data 

is largely recorded with field notes (which are already in my own words), the incident to incident 
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approach allows for more comparisons to be made and then analyzed (Charmaz, 2006).  Time 

and commitment are both prevalent factors of competent ethnographic inquiries but the inclusion 

of grounded theory provides a way to avoid excess work.  Whereas ethnography may overwhelm 

a researcher through context and content, meaning and action, structures and actors, a lean 

toward grounded theory ethnography expedites this process with a simple formula: seek data, 

describe observed events, answer fundamental questions regarding the events taking place, and 

then develop theoretical categories to understand it (Charmaz, 2006).   
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CHAPTER IV 

   

ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE AND LEADER-MEMBER RELATIONS 

 

“We haven’t won enough for some folks or even for us, to be honest.  But I am proud of what we 

have here – and I sleep well at night because I know we did it the right way.  We have been a 

successful program.  And it didn’t happen because we are such genius coaches.  It happened 

because we’ve brought in quality kids who bought in to what we were building.   

 

  – Head Coach Jones 

 

 While creating excellence in an organization, particularly college athletics, is an 

extraordinarily difficult task, maintaining excellence in such a program is proving to be even 

more difficult for the staff of Eastern Hawks baseball.  In this chapter, I will address the first 

research question: What are the tangible and unique features of the culture within the baseball 

program at Eastern University from the viewpoint of the coaching staff?  To properly assess the 

first research question, I will rely on Schein’s (2004) organizational culture model and then 

leader-member exchange theory (LMX).  This will serve as a baseline into how the 

organizational culture then influences the recruitment of student-athletes.  It will also illuminate 

the growing discontent between the current players and coaches.      
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Organizational culture 

As an athletic program, Eastern does rank incredibly well with its peers.  The National 

Association of Collegiate Directors of Athletics (NACDA) presents an annual award to the 

universities with the most success in college athletics.  Points are awarded to individual 

programs based on NCAA sponsored championships, final standings and or rankings.  Stanford 

University, with its incredible success in non-traditional sports such as water polo, soccer, 

volleyball, and gymnastics has won the title every year the award has been given.  For the past 

five years, out of 271 eligible Division 1 schools, Eastern has always finished in the top half of 

their conference.   

  In the years since the current Eastern staff arrived, the culture of the program has 

evolved as Coach Wood explained in an early interview with me: 

We knew what we wanted to build.  We had a vision of a baseball team that was high 

quality and high character.  We picked up six guys that absolutely helped us turn the 

corner.  They didn’t necessarily have offers from all the big guys but really believed 

Eastern was the place for them.  To be honest it shocked the hell out of us at the time – 

we had poor facilities and lackluster fan support.  But I think those guys were looking at 

life and not just baseball which is so rare – especially these days.  They wanted to work 

and play ball, and they really valued the education that was being offered. 

 

High quality.  High character.  This was a departure from the conventional model of 

rebuilding college programs in which coaches look for a quick fix from established junior 

college transfers or unhappy players looking to move schools for more playing time.  The staff at 

Eastern believed they had an advantage with the culture at the university and sought to bring that 
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to the baseball program.  The comments from this interview initiated a series of thematic 

developments into motion as the coaches struggled to reach the most talented members of the 

current squad.  The coaches believed that they could find players and perhaps more importantly 

their families who wanted their sons to continue their maturation process is such an environment.       

As the beneficiary of catching lighting in a bottle with their first legitimate recruits, the 

staff was able to parlay their success into renewed excitement and most importantly, state of the 

art facilities.  Before the 2008 season was underway, I also asked Coach Blagg about their first 

seasons at Eastern: 

Oh man, those first guys are just about responsible for where we are literally sitting 

today.  Getting into the playoffs in the beginning really got the ball rolling on an 

improved stadium.  But we also wanted to stay true to what we had already built – a great 

program with great kids.  We didn’t want to take chances on head-cases or questionable 

character guys, you know, because they can bring down a program just as easily.  To be 

honest with you though, we did chance it on some great players later on.  It was a 

nightmare, man.  Now had we done that in the beginning, I really don’t think we would 

have had nearly the success we did. 

 

Coach Blagg provided a very revealing comment above as he noted that “head-cases or 

questionable character guys” are detrimental to team cohesion and program success.  He also 

states that they began taking chances on players.  This is important for this study because it 

provides an institutional cause to the problems currently facing the team.  Blagg believes that the 

Hawks had success early on because of “high character” players who could overcome adversity 
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and focus on wins rather than a baseball career beyond Eastern.  He believes the current crop of 

Eastern playmakers display the exact opposite attitude.      

With the foundations of the culture within the Eastern program beginning to take hold, 

great successes on and off the field began piling up.  However this is an organization of 

tenacious competitors; coaches and players committing their current existence to winning 

baseball games.  With this in mind, I will now present my findings, not the coach’s perspective, 

of Schein’s (2004) organizational culture as evidenced through artifacts, espoused values, and 

basic assumptions. 

Artifacts 

 Perhaps one of the strongest indications that Eastern is committed to the success of the 

baseball program lies in the stadium itself.  Eastern Ballpark is an improved facility with a 

capacity of over 5,000.  The field itself is immaculately cared for.  The scoreboard just to the left 

of the centerfield wall boasts a state-of-the-art video replay board.   

 

 I believe in the home field and teams that don’t have tradition, or, you know, don’t take 

advantage of the space are missing out.  Players, coaches, and I think, really, umpires 

feed off of that energy.  I’ve seen it happen, ok, an umpire will give that third strike call 

to the home team when the crowd is jacked up and clapping.  Wins are tough and you’ve 

got to protect the home field.  I would love for this place to be sold out and become 

known as a rowdy baseball scene.   

 

 The inner workings of the stadium offer even more conveniences.  The dugouts feature a 

pro-style recessed design with access to hitting cages on each side.  The home side tunnel leads 
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into an expansive locker room that features individual ash lockers, a team meeting space, plush 

leather couches, and a 60 inch HDTV – the latter two items also donated by an Eastern alum and 

big league player.  A weight training and therapy section of the complex is also attached which 

boasts rows of weights and various strength-training machines.  The team employs a full time 

trainer and several assistants who monitor developing and lingering injuries.  As we sat in his 

office one afternoon, Coach Blagg lamented the old park while praising the new one: 

The improvement of this place absolutely set the tone for our program. It (the stadium) 

told every player and coach in the country that, you know, Eastern was serious about 

baseball and that we were a destination for the top talent.  Out on the recruiting trail, we 

now had a giant selling point to every kid and his family – come to Eastern and you will 

get to play in a great facility. 

 

Coach Wood also echoed these sentiments: 

Oh the improved stadium was a game changer, ok.  Now some schools have made 

changes and caught up some, but I cannot oversell the importance of having a top-notch 

facility – and we take it very seriously because we know what we could be playing in 

otherwise.  This place elevates the expectations of recruits and players; it sends a 

message – now I really believe that.  Because when they show up to work here, we all 

have expectations that this is a place that demands professional-type effort because it is a 

pro-level facility.  When some of these guys head off to Bakersfield (CA) or Des Moines 

(IA) for minor league stuff, I mean, they are going to realize how great they had it here.  

Unfortunately, sometimes the kids don’t fully understand, you know, what they’ve got 

when they’ve got it.  So it’s then our unpleasant task to remind them of their riches.  We 
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would like to think it would also create some level of accountability among them, but, 

well, that ain’t happening this year either.    

 

 Again, the coaches remain disappointed in the effort being given by the team and 

reminisce in our conversations about a time where success was not perceived as a “given”.  All 

the talk of potential and future victories fades away when the staff speaks directly about the 

current group of players.  The staff remains committed to showing respect to their home away 

from home.  In fact, poor performances and lackadaisical efforts produce serious consequences.  

During a particularly poor stretch of play, the team arrived at practice one afternoon to find all of 

their gear and personal items waiting for them outside.  The coaches had locked the doors to the 

locker room.  This came as no surprise to me; the coaches had been visibly angry and upset with 

the effort.  The coaches explained their actions to me in simple and curt terms: the current level 

of effort is unacceptable and disrespectful to the program; when the effort and results change, 

entry back into this lush facility will be considered.  Until that time, enjoy hauling all of your 

equipment with you each day.  Unfortunately, not even being evicted would change the 

trajectory of the season or the attitude of the players. As evidenced by the win-loss record, the 

message from the coaches was simply falling on deaf ears.     

 Beyond the physical landscape of the program, artifacts are also evidenced by the rules 

all players must abide by in order to assist the staff in creating a culture of professionalism.  

Eastern baseball players must on the practice field dressed and ready to complete warm-ups by 

3:00 pm every practice day.  On travel days, equipment must be packed and loaded at least 30 

minutes prior to departure.  During home games, coaches have the players arrive two hours early 

to begin warm-ups and field preparation.  There are also rules dictating conduct and decorum.  
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Locker inspections take place on a weekly basis as well as equipment checks.  When traveling on 

the road, a strict curfew is in place.  In-game transgressions (missing a sign, talking back to the 

umpire or coach, yelling at a teammate) are fair game, too.  All these rules carry with them 

varying degrees of enforcement.  The coaches discipline the players with an array of running 

requirements (foul pole to foul pole in a predetermined amount of time; these are known on the 

team as “Champion Runs”, or “CR’s”). Punishments then graduate up to practice and game 

suspensions.   

 Breaks in practice and scrimmage days provide some much needed levity for the Hawks, 

and generally all behavior and the rituals associated with “baseball culture” are blessed by the 

staff.  Hidden ball games, baseball bat balancing, and even juggling pass the time and provide 

evidence that this is still a game and should be enjoyed.  The coaches promote accountability as 

well as camaraderie through team meals, service projects, and for the most part just spending 

time with each other.  As the team prepared for an upcoming road trip in the 2008 season Coach 

Blagg talked about the mindset of the team: 

At the end of the day – this is still just a game played by kids, and we want them to have 

fun and we want them to love playing out here and want to pick each other up if 

something goes wrong, which it inevitably will.  It’s a tough balance, ok.  We want solid, 

disciplined kids that are great baseball players, alright.  But if you don’t allow them to 

relax and breathe out there on the field, then they’ll pucker up and let the pressure 

overtake them or start resenting other players or even us.  I think that is happening now – 

we’ve got a bunch of guys who are thinking about the major leagues and money and not 

having fun or you know, seizing the moment.  And I’ll tell you something else, when we 

get on the road this weekend - I think the crowd is just going to eat them alive. 
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The change in behaviors and language over the course of a full academic year provides a 

telling glimpse into the organizational culture.  The optimism and excitement heard in the 

coaches’ voices during the fall and early season successes generated positivity around the 

program.  However as the seasons waned with losses piling up, frustration dominated the 

language and behaviors of the staff and players.   After the final pitch of a series, teams will 

shake hands, gather their gear, and head home.  But after the bitter defeat to seal a losing 

conference record, Coach Jones gathered the entire team just past third base for a ceremonial 

“undressing” rarely seen during his tenure.  In the week following this development Coach Jones 

discussed the event: 

Oh I was as animated as I think I have ever been.  It was just really unacceptable.  The 

effort, the attitude, just everything.  I mean, just no leadership whatsoever.  It’s 

perplexing.  We as coaches have to put them into a position to be successful, ok, they as 

players have to show us that they are receiving the instruction and following through to 

the best of their ability.  The guys we have to have perform, ok, for us to win, are young; 

but they ain’t that young and they’ve been playing this game long enough to know to not 

do some of the stupid things out there and collapse mentally.   

 

I told them that one way or another, the effort will change or this will become a very 

unpleasant place to be.  And, you know, I don’t want to have those conversations.  But 

obviously it has to happen.  We’ve got to get their attention. 
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All of these listed artifacts – facilities, displays of achievements, rules, ceremonies, 

behaviors and language combined to generate a tangible exhibit of organizational culture that, 

given my history with the university, was intrinsically unique to the baseball team.  The men’s 

basketball staff micromanages their athlete’s days almost to the second, especially with their 

class work.  The football coaches will often walk players to class and be waiting for them outside 

when the class is complete.  Personal responsibility within the culture is preached from day one 

to the baseball players.  As stated by Coach Jones at the tail end of 2008: 

Oh there is no question our culture is different than other programs on campus and even 

other conference baseball teams, and it has been a carefully crafted thing for us, ok.  

From the stadium to the housing to the, I don’t know, the team chaplain.  We’ve got our 

own disciplinary rules that are more strict than the university, we set in place our own 

GPA guidelines, and we also ask players to come up with their own, um, what do we call 

them, code of conduct or rules.  We want this to be a special place that everyone can be 

proud of.  None of this just happened over night.  We wanted success, knew it would be 

tough, but this is the only way I really know how to (coach) and still be effective.   

 

 The artifacts belonging to the Hawk culture established elements of tradition, success, 

and also entitlement.  The language concerning expectations changed along with pre-season and 

in-season training and rituals.  The coaches were able to use these artifacts to attract groomed, 

quality ball players but then lamented the attitude and baggage that accompanied such athletes.  

Given the rising cost of tuition combined with new scholarship requirements, I found that each 

coach was skeptical of the new players’ ability to receive and execute instructions; yet each was 

an architect of the current organizational culture. 
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Espoused values 

 The norms that provide day-today operating principles by which members of 

organization guide their behavior are known as espoused values (Schein, 2004).  These norms 

state what the organization wants and also signal the magnitude of those desires.  The baseball 

staff never acknowledged a specific university mission statement.  They used a more centric 

view of their role and daily responsibilities through continually talking about the “team” process 

and encouraging confidence in the coaches’ abilities.   

Drills were conducted in such a way as to promote this team mentality.  For example, 

every defensive drill requires all members to execute their role or the play breaks down.  Batting 

practice demands that players hustle to spots and retrieve baseballs otherwise the person hitting 

is shortchanged with their time.  I was able to observe a specific instance in which a lack of focus 

by one player caused an entire drill to be halted by the coach.  The coach then proceeded to 

single out the player and attempt to “refocus” his energy.  This brief bout of discipline served as 

a reminder to everyone to stay sharp and pay close attention to detail or the team will suffer.  

Team meals, team meetings, team service projects all serve to foster a cultural identity of “we” 

rather than “me”.  In creating a spacious and inviting locker room and training facility, it was 

also the hopes of the staff that this would encourage players to spend even more time together 

watching film, working out, or relaxing while playing ping pong.  As the 2008 campaign tailed 

off, Coach Wood spoke about the team concept: 

Nothing gets accomplished around here without a complete team effort, ok.  And that 

includes us as coaches.  And I should clarify that; nothing good or positive really happens 

by being selfish and only being worried about your stats.  We tell our guys that the 

ultimate goal is for this team to win games every week.  In order to do that, they must 
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believe in our abilities as coaches to instruct them, ok, in the right way and trust that we 

want to win just as badly as they do.  If we will all act as a team moving in the same 

direction, we will win games and have a lot of fun doing it.  We put our lives into this 

program and, believe me, it ain’t all about the money – it can’t be when you think about 

how much time is put into (the program).  We have got to get them to be as passionate 

about winning as we are.  Unfortunately this group is not getting it done.  But you 

probably know the saying, you can’t fire the players – you can fire the coaches. 

  

Numerous times during meetings with the staff, each stated a similar belief that a unit that 

holistically gels together can exceed expectations by being committed to doing their individual 

part for the betterment of winning games.  Through the eyes of the coaches, the Hawk teams that 

achieved the greatest levels of success captured this attribute.   

Throughout my time with the coaches, it was often said that, “team needs will dictate 

individual efforts”, meaning, the coaches will decide who plays where and how much in order to 

achieve the most victories.  This is in no way unique to baseball or even Eastern.  What was 

unique in this investigation was how a coach’s decision for a team dramatically affected a player, 

his future and possibly the team’s success.  Athletes who agree to play any collegiate sport are 

given five years to play four seasons.  At any point, the student-athlete may be given what is 

known as a “redshirt” meaning that he or she will still be a part of the team but will not play in 

any official games.  Most often, the student-athletes will redshirt their first year while they 

mature both physically and mentally. 

 In college baseball, the redshirt is rare.  With so little money to spread around to so many 

players, it is illogical to promise a player a percentage of a scholarship for an entire year and then 
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have that player and his money sit on the bench.  Add in the high turnover rate of players and 

knowing that everyone is draft eligible again after their 21st birthday it makes even less sense.  

As we spoke in the off season, Coach Jones talked about redshirting athletes: 

I want to avoid signing someone in November and then be forced to redshirt them.  That 

don’t make a whole lot of sense, ok.  They need to be ready now.  It is harsh to label them 

mistakes, but giving a kid 60 percent and then making them sit a year, you know, you 

don’t have enough aid to be that patient, especially now with these stupid requirements 

on roster limits and minimums.  

 

Now sometimes it will work out and we take the hit for that year, and are then happy 

about it.  You know, look at Ace (a 2005 relief pitcher) a few years ago.  That’s a redshirt 

that paid off in a big way at the time, but he also left after his junior year.  But by and 

large, when a kid is redshirting in college baseball, it means the coaches have made a 

mistake in evaluating the player’s ability. 

 

 During fall and winter workouts the staff reluctantly decided to redshirt a freshman 

pitcher rather than use him sparingly in the season.  During film evaluations and meetings the 

staff believed “Chris” was not ready to contribute.  It was also believed that there were already 

more than enough arms for the bullpen.  As the season progressed and the pitching regressed, 

Chris was dominating in practice.  He had rapidly taken to the training program by gaining 15 

pounds and was also helped by growing another inch since the beginning of the fall semester.  

He could instantly improve the pitching staff and even take over for some disappointing seniors 

and juniors.  Clearly, the team needs, stated by coaches as the number one priority, dictated that 
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he should be put into the rotation and the redshirt taken off.  But given that the season was nearly 

half over and that he was on no scholarship money (just books), the staff decided to keep him 

inactive and press on and hope to improve with the current lineup.  The pitching continued to 

struggle and Chris languished on the bench.     

 The following season was a breakout year for Chris.  He was among the staff leaders in 

appearances, innings pitched, earned run average, and strikeouts.  News articles and online fan 

sites raved about his performance.  However those familiar with the team, especially the coaches, 

were not the least bit surprised.  During a question and answer session at a monthly luncheon for 

the baseball support organization, a fan remarked about the impressive performance of Chris and 

asked if the redshirt year was a key to his success.  Coach Jones replied to the question: 

Honestly, no.  He was ready last year and could have helped.  It was a risk on our part to 

stick with our seniors because they had the experience we felt we would need in 

conference play.  But we were wrong.  You look back now and it seems so obvious but at 

the time it wasn’t.  Chris did everything we asked him to do even though he probably 

knew we were making a mistake – and that’s a credit to him.  I’m sure he’ll pay us back 

by taking off a year early! 

 

At the close of the season, Coach Jones lamented the decision further: 

It was just a goofy deal all the way around, you know?  Here’s a guy who’s on nothing 

but books, doesn’t impress during fall, and then dominates practices when we need him 

in games.  We missed it.  Now this kid may jump to the first round (of the MLB draft) 

and we lost a year of his production.  Wish we could do that over again. 
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Team rules are common at every organizational level.  To stress the value of academics, 

the coaches instituted minimum class attendance and GPA standards well above those required 

by Eastern and the NCAA.  One player, “Corbin”, is falling well short of the team rules while 

barely meeting NCAA mandates.  As explained to me by Coach Jones in an early interview, at 

the beginning of each season team captains (chosen by the players) designate a GPA goal for the 

team to achieve.  The NCAA only requires six passable hours (a grade of “C” or higher) per 

semester.  Corbin is an incredibly gifted baseball player.  He has been a consecutive all-

conference selection and is invaluable to the Hawk lineup.  He will be drafted in the following 

months and continue his career.     

The Hawk coaches are in a quandary.  Benching Corbin would shake up the locker room 

and reinforce the espoused values to the team that education is going to be a priority on this 

squad.  Benching Corbin would also decimate an already anemic offense and cripple the 

defensive scheme.  It is evident from observing the team play as well as hearing it directly from 

the coaches – Corbin possesses unique abilities not found anywhere else on the roster.  

Ultimately the coaches elect to largely ignore the stated team guidelines on academics and 

Corbin continues his career, thus reducing the impact of team and academic messages.     

Pre-season trips, community service projects, and shared living spaces were designed by 

the coaching staff to promote team bonding and congruity within the ranks; to encourage an 

espoused value of team-first.  Through these actions Jones, Wood, and Blagg sought to instill a 

sense of “we” instead of “me” within the roster.  As explained to me in numerous interviews, the 

staff believed that all teams will eventually experience bouts of poor play and begin questioning 

ability and/or direction.  The dialectical tensions (Barge, 1996) in place are difficult to navigate 

at times; one person’s success ultimately contributes to another player’s diminished role. They 
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also believe that teams with a true commitment to each other and the team’s stated goals can 

overcome such momentary adversity.  The dialectic of competition and cooperation are 

unavoidable.  Coach Wood relayed this to me during a preseason interview: 

Some of these guys are going on to the minors, ok, and some will never play another 

inning once they are done here.  But none of that should really matter today; they are all 

here right now.  They’ve got to make the most of this moment even if things are off, you 

are not getting a lot of playing time - and that means being the best teammate possible, 

you know, by following the rules, working your tail off, and being a good student.  My 

favorite team to ever coach here didn’t have one guy make it to the big leagues – not one.  

But good lord did they get after it and won a lot of games in the process.   

 

Conversely, they have also witnessed teams implode during these stretches due to what 

they believed to be “selfish attitudes”.   Through my observation, I believe it was the 

demonstrated values of “me” rather than “we” that accelerated the decline in play.  As the 

coaches demonstrated a lack of accountability through the situations with Chris and Corbin, their 

leadership ability came into question as evidenced through contentious conversations with 

players and even downright refusal to perform certain tasks.   

Basic assumptions 

 Basic assumptions are the true premise for behavior and provide a subconscious guide for 

members to react to the environment.  Mental maps are formed from these assumptions and then 

guide perceptions and feelings within the culture (Schein, 2004).  One basic assumption directed 

actions and decisions within the Eastern Hawks baseball team.  First, despite all the efforts to 

promote a team mentality, Eastern baseball remained a battle of individualized efforts as each 
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season wore on.  The coaches spoke repeatedly to the press and me regarding the players’ refusal 

to trust their instruction and guidance. As this defiance continued the coaches remained skeptical 

about the players’ true abilities.   

Years of coaching together has certainly taken a toll on the staff.  While each remains 

cordial and friendly toward each other, the dismal performances call into question the message 

and the instructional methods being given to the players.  The flirtations of the staff with other 

programs’ coaching vacancies definitely had an impact on the organization.  Parents of players 

and recruits came forward with questions regarding continuity of the team and status of the 

program.  While ultimately choosing to stay at Eastern, this situation opened up the possibility 

for a detrimental message to resonate throughout the program – if some of the coaches are 

considering leaving, speeches about “commitment” and “team” may not carry as much weight.  

Coaching vacancies and interviews with rival schools are common each off season and often do 

little to the overall success or failure to a program.  But Eastern in its current form is clearly a 

fragile entity that has not shown the ability to overcome the rigors of a season and is desperate 

for direction and stability.      

 The fact that Jones, Wood, and Blagg have all three remained at Eastern for years is an 

anomaly as head coaching jobs are difficult to obtain and even more difficult to hold onto.  And 

while the staff espouses positive values and promotes good citizenship, Coach Jones provided a 

basic assumption during an interview in the 2009 season: 

To be honest, ok, a coach’s first priority is always job preservation then winning.  We are 

paid to do a job and I have to make decisions everyday that affect my job security.  You 

know, while I do feel we have built up some equity here, ok, and can ride out the storms 

from bad seasons, the ultimate barometer is winning.  This season is a great example.  
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I’ve got to decide who is going get us out of this funk so we can get back to winning 

games and keep us employed.  Without that, hey, every game could become a job 

interview. 

  

Eastern baseball could also be considered a victim of its own success.  When the staff 

arrived on campus, they were clearly building a program.  Thus the talent pool did not include 

many top tier athletes.  While the upper echelon of kids latched on to bigger programs, Eastern 

had to become masters of evaluating potential.  More “hard-nosed kids with something to 

prove”, as Coach Wood called them, became the players Eastern targeted.  To further this idea, 

the coaches began an invited walk-on program for athletes who wanted to play and be students at 

Eastern.  He continued: 

Those guys did everything we ever asked of them.  They weren’t ranked all that highly 

either.  Not a bit of attitude or, you know, this prima donna behavior.  They just wanted 

to win games.  They weren’t thinking of pro careers or this ‘listening to advisors’ crap.  

They showed up, followed instructions, and flat-out played their asses off.  You’re 

probably thinking I just have good ol’ day syndrome, but, oh well!  Look out their next 

game and then come tell me that every one of them is focused on a team effort. 

 

The coaches are in agreement as to what the “real problem” is: these players could have 

gone anywhere in the country to play baseball – even the major leagues.  If Eastern had not been 

winning games, they would have gone somewhere else.  With their eyes on the big leagues, the 

players didn’t necessarily want Eastern – they just wanted the “hot” program before heading to 

the minors with a hefty contract.  The staff has encountered player attitudes like this in the past 
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but never so many on one squad.  The coaches relayed to me that the “stars” are talking more 

about more about improving for their future clubs than the current one.     

The program that the staff built on the backs of those past athletes opened recruiting 

doors to the top players in the nation.  But as the coaches have found, these “millionaires in 

waiting” also carry a considerable amount of baggage. These players have largely dominated 

their respective positions ever since little league.  As they aged, they competed in all-star 

summer leagues, traveled to showcase events, and then had their pick of colleges to attend.  

Some received even higher accolades – being drafted by a professional team right out of high 

school.  In fact, several of the members of Eastern’s recruiting class had the option of turning pro 

immediately.   

Now they are facing the toughest competition of their athletic lives and are not handling 

it well.  Pitchers are walking far too many batters while hitters are striking out at an alarming 

pace.  So who is to blame?  According to the staff, two of the “star” players want to go back to 

their summer and high school coaches for instruction thus negating the work of the Eastern staff.  

They are failing to realize that the level of competition in conference play requires adjustments; 

simply relying on what has gotten them to this point will no longer be enough to achieve 

successful results.  During a particularly animated interview with Coach Blagg in 2008, he 

voiced his frustrations: 

We have guys that have talent but aren’t good at the game right now.  Some of these guys 

have never been humbled.  You know, we just never knew that.  You don’t know how 

they will perform.  Some kids you don’t know about until they experience struggle – then 

we find out all we need to know.  But now, they blame us for it.  Well, I’ll put my record 

up against theirs any day!  We have guys that are complete head-cases right now, ok, and 
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it’s just unbelievable.  And here we are – playing Russian roulette with our jobs – 

depending on 19-20 year-old kids, trying to figure out if they can play this damn game, 

get them in a spot to succeed, tell them one thing, then they go out and do the exact 

opposite, just like a 4 year-old.  They are thinking about the draft and all this other 

garbage.   

 

Our top guys have had so much smoke blown up their skirt.  They see money slipping 

through and go nuts.  They are hearing it from their advisors, mom and dad, reading 

Baseball America, and everything else.  What they do is simple: they don’t think about 

the team, they think about me. 

   

Adding to the irritation are the glimpses of greatness that the team occasionally flashes.  

During the first six weeks of both seasons observed, the Hawks played brilliantly and confidence 

was high all the way around.  During evaluation and planning meetings, coaches began preparing 

themselves and the players for what they knew would be a tough conference schedule.  Pitchers 

were given rest during mid-week games while hitters were given as many at-bats as possible.  

But as coach Blagg stated, the humbling nature of baseball swept through the dugouts and the 

losses began piling up.  To receive an offer to play at Eastern and other top schools means you 

are an elite baseball player; it also means you have likely had great success at every baseball stop 

along the way.  However many of those accomplishments come at the expense of younger or 

overmatched opponents.  At the college level, there are few easy outs and constant adjustments 

to scouting reports are made to fool hitters and pitchers.  Most troubling for the staff was how 

lightly the players began to take losses.  Without question, this was the cornerstone observation 
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of my time with the Hawks.  I, along with the rest of the crowds and coaches, watched players 

lackadaisically complete warm-up drills, lose focus during at bats, and seem devoid of any 

emotion or regret after losses.  Coach Jones spoke to me about this as the 2009 season began to 

turn for the worse: 

I’m not seeing just a whole lot of urgency right now, and that is bothersome.  This place 

is not just a gateway to the pros, ok, because if you cannot perform against this 

competition, in our conference, then you have got no chance in the pros.  And these guys 

are going to get eaten alive if they make it that far and keep the same attitude.   

 

The staff is desperate to see their highly regarded recruits perform in the clutch.  

Throughout meetings and conversations, coaches are continually bringing up the age and 

inexperience of the players, as if to explain away the disappointment.  While it would be 

convenient to adopt this mindset, it rings false due to previous performances of the team as well 

as past players in similar situations.  Thus the basic assumption of dueling skepticism guides the 

perceptions and behaviors of the organization; the players are not buying into the instruction 

because they are struggling offensively and the coaches doubt the commitment of the players to 

the team because they will not make the requested changes.  This is an issue that falls directly on 

the shoulders of the leadership structure.  The cohesion necessary to properly combine team 

cooperation with competitive and often contradictory individual goals was not observed in the 

two seasons of fieldwork.  This prompts a new direction regarding the relationships and 

interactions between the staff and the players through the lens of leadership.   
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Leadership within the team 

 During my fieldwork an interesting aspect developed within the culture and power 

dynamic on the team.  Coach Jones displayed aloofness with his players that was often mistaken 

for arrogance and/or disdain.  In his conversations with me he emphasized his job was to manage 

the team rather than coach, thus he rarely developed meaningful relationships with current 

athletes.  He delegates the actual coaching duties to the staff.  His actual interactions with players 

are minimal and sometimes entirely based upon performance monitoring.    Former player and 

graduate assistant Jack relayed these sentiments in one of our first interviews: 

We never really got to know (Coach Jones) much at all because he really does just 

manage – I guess it is kind of like what a COO would do.  He has an incredible baseball 

mind and can see the game like a chess board, always thinking three and four moves 

ahead during the games.  I’ve definitely learned a lot by being around him. 

 

Wood and Blagg are in charge of the day-to-day stuff so you definitely have more time 

with them.  They handle the positioning and coaching first and third base.  The (players) 

look to them for defensive signals and stuff at the plate.  But it’s all being relayed by 

Jones.  What’s weird is that after you are done playing, Coach Jones just opens up and 

becomes your biggest supporter and fan.  We’re like, ‘Hey, where was that during the 

season!’  I think he just wants to make sure the lines aren’t blurry for players and that 

they understand that he is running a team not a summer camp.   

 

As stated to me by the staff, they view “managing” and “coaching” in very different 

ways.  Coach Jones sets the pitching rotation, runs intra-squad scrimmages, designates certain 
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players to practice at multiple positions, and controls the number of innings and pitches for the 

bullpen pitchers.  He also coordinates future schedules, booster and alumni meetings, as well as 

athletic department gatherings.  This is what he describes as managing a team.  The actual 

coaching of players is not something he delves into very often – this is left to the assistants.   

Besides being the hitting instructor and outfield coach for the Hawks, Coach Wood is 

also the disciplinarian of the squad.  He enforces the rules of conduct and performance for the 

team and dishes out any punishment that is in his opinion appropriate to the situation.  Wood’s 

routine communication with the players revolves around critiquing swings and defensive 

alignments.  This is a large departure from his role as recruiting coordinator where his 

communication with the student-athletes and parents is completely different.  Coach Wood spoke 

about this dynamic after the 2009 campaign: 

Yeah, I’ve got a strange job at times, because, you know, I’m being as present and 

attentive as I can with the players and their families during recruiting season and the 

MLB negotiating period.  That’s my job as recruiting coordinator – to get the players to 

campus.  I stay in constant contact and let them know that hey, look at what is waiting for 

you.  We want you here and want you to be a part of what we are doing.  Now, once they 

get to campus, ok, now my concerns change – a lot.  I’ve got to do what I promised them 

and their families and that is to make them better ball players.  To do that, they’ve got to 

be teachable.  Too many of these kids right now are just not teachable.  I know I’m not 

always pleasant with them, but hey, I’m not going to sugar coat things. 

 

From further conversations with Coach Wood, the fact that key players will not display 

the skills and instructions given during practices qualifies as “not teachable”.  The poor habits 
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that have shown up during tough stretches of play provide Wood with more evidence that his 

message is not being received when the chips are down.   

At the other end of the spectrum is Coach Blagg.  By watching his rapport with the 

players, it was clear that he was what is known as “a player’s coach” to present and past athletes.  

His affable demeanor and pleasant instructional style give him decidedly different appeal over 

the rest of the staff.  I observed him conversing with the players on a more personal and jovial 

level than the other staff; he was also more likely to be found in the player’s locker room than his 

office.  Whether it is recruiting season or regular season, Blagg oozes an enthusiasm for the 

game and the players which is both affable and knowledgeable.  While his frustrations with the 

current players and their attitudes have been documented and even told to the team, he is still the 

go-to guy for players when they have questions or concerns.  After an interview session with me 

he drove over 200 miles to watch a recently departed Hawk play in one of his first minor league 

games.   

 As a salient area of research for the past 30 years, LMX argues that leaders have a 

limited amount of resources and tend to distribute these resources to their members in a selective 

manner (Dansereau, Graen, and Haga, 1975; Lee, 1997).  Leaders will have relationships and 

interactions with members that fall into either high quality LMX or low quality LMX thus 

forming in-groups and out-groups.  Those stationed in an in-group will have their relationship 

characterized by high trust, mutual influence, supervisory support, and rewards, while those in 

out-groups will have nominally low trust, formal authority enacted, a reduction in supervisory 

support, and fewer rewards (Lee, 2001).  In a team context such as the Hawks, both coaches and 

players can find themselves transitioning between groups in a problematic effort to find 
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production and cohesion.  As will be discussed in chapter five, Wood works day and night to 

establish high-LMX levels with the recruits in order to secure commitments.   

The dyadic element between leader and member is the primary focus of this leadership 

theory rather than having the sole focus concentrate on the leader.  LMX relies upon a 

relationship-based approach to leadership; effective leadership processes occur when leaders and 

followers are able to develop mature leadership relationships and thus gain access to the many 

benefits these relationships bring (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995).  Within the context of Hawks 

baseball, mature leadership relationships were most noticeably lacking as each season ended, yet 

seemed entirely possible in the fall and early spring.  As I spoke to the coaches, they often spoke 

of the strong leaders from past squads whom they respected and still valued as colleagues.   

LMX relationships can also be referred to as social or transactional exchanges (Burns & 

Otte, 1999).  In supervisory relationships, the relational quality is largely socially constructed 

during everyday conversations amongst supervisors and subordinates.  In these interactions the 

use of their language realizes and neutralizes power and social distance between each party 

(Fairhurst & Chandler, 1989).     

Effective leadership defined in terms of incremental influence, as stated by Fairhurst 

(1993), is interpersonal influence that is earned beyond that which accompanies one’s formal 

position.  In relationships where the leader and member put forth high levels of incremental 

influence (high LMX) mature leadership relationships develop due to the mutual trust established 

as well as the internalization of common goals tied to mutual influence and support (Fairhurst, 

1993).  As the coaches pursued other jobs while choosing to ultimately stay at Eastern, they 

opened themselves up to criticism and skepticism.  The hope to earn incremental influence, trust, 

and support between coaches and players is severely hampered thus creating low LMX.    
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According to Northouse (2004) leaders should strive for high quality exchanges with all, 

so that all feel valued.  Doing so eliminates the elusiveness of an “in-group”.  When a leader 

does not intentionally keep out-group members “out”, and if they feel free to become members 

of the in-group, then LMX theory may not generate disparities.  Coaches Jones and Wood do not 

nominally exhibit this type of concern for players thus creating out-groups for them.  Added into 

this dynamic are individual career ambitions which have proven to be not solely limited to 

Eastern.  While Jones does transition into high-LMX once careers have finished, present players 

remain on the outside.   

Meanwhile, Coach Blagg is the lone mainstay for the Eastern staff.  He creates genuine 

bonds with players that carry over beyond their playing days; personal information is sought out 

and revealed on both ends all the while maintaining a superior/subordinate level of 

communication.  This behavior endears him to players but also creates dissention with staff.  

Coaches will point out to players that, “crying to Blagg when we yell at you will not help”, thus 

illuminating the divide among the staff and team.  However Jones and Wood acknowledge that 

this role is needed on a team.  “I played this game for many years and coached longer.  Teams 

need a go-to guy and Blagg is our guy for that” said Coach Wood.  From my observations, Blagg 

communicates in a manner with the players that is absent from the rest of the staff giving him 

high-LMX levels with the team; he has a knack for entertaining stories and also a common sense 

approach to dilemmas and dialogue.  However in the process of becoming a player’s coach and 

separating himself from the staff, Blagg contributes to a divisive environment that creates 

skepticism and confusion. 

The coaches assume their LMX roles with vigor and do not see a need to change.  

Leader-member exchanges vary in value because members differ in their needs as well as 
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contributions.  A leader’s time is also limited (Fairhurst & Chandler, 1989).  Without a doubt 

Jones’, Wood’s, and Blagg’s time is at a premium with only so much to go around for players 

and coaches on and off the field.  Add the brutal recruitment schedule into the mix and the 

rationing must be planned out almost to the minute.  In all my time with the Hawks, I cannot 

recall a moment in or outside of practice in which Jones spoke individually to a player about 

anything other than strategy; Coach Wood was much more involved with technique and 

instruction; Coach Blagg seemed to combine all of these while adding in personal conversation 

as well.  I believe this explains the ability on the part of the “star” players to accept criticism 

from Blagg and in essence tune it out from Wood and Jones.  Although the athletes are two and 

three years in to their careers at Eastern, my data shows that they are still seeking out that initial 

relationship with the coaches that were present during their first interactions and seasons.   

During staff meetings, the coaches identify which players are progressing as they would 

like and which are regressing.  Coach Wood breaks down hours of tape of batting practice taking 

meticulous notes to pass on to the athletes.  The players they believe that are ready to contribute 

to winning in a meaningful way are given more instructional time with the coaches.  Others that 

appear to be behind or unwilling to commit are often left out of this individual instruction.  When 

I asked about how the practices were conducted, Coach Wood stated the following: 

Just not enough hours in the day.  The guys that are going to get the most at-bats that 

week become my focus, ok.  And a lot of that is based on pitching matchups rather than 

positions.  There are guys I really love working with because they will go home and 

practice more and take extra reps.  The buttons I have to push with the other guys is 

what’s turning my hair gray.  It goes in one ear and out the other – especially with Ron. 
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“Ron” is one of the athletes that are flummoxing the staff.  As a two-way player (pitcher 

and outfield) he has all the tools in the world to be one of the best to ever come through Eastern.  

Athletes who can pitch as well as be productive at the plate are highly sought after because teams 

are essentially spending one amount of scholarship funds and getting two players.  Ron is 

continually frustrating the staff with his inability to accept instruction along with a tendency to 

nurse minor injuries.  Even though he is striking out at an alarming rate, scouts continue to flock 

to his games because of his left-handed pitching abilities and swing.  Players are generally 

graded in four areas: Hitting for power, hitting for average, speed on the base paths and outfield, 

arm strength, and fielding ability.  Ron is considered above average in all categories.  Coach 

Jones spoke about his talents during the 2009 season: 

I don’t know what to tell you.  It’s clear that he is going to be a high draft pick, probably 

in the first round or sandwich pick (supplemental round in between the first and second to 

compensate teams for losses in free agency) because of what he is projected to do.  But in 

all truth it just didn’t happen for him here, and that’s a killer.  Again, all the natural God-

given talent you could ask for but just kind of had his own agenda.  Probably the most 

aggravating for us coaches is that even on his worst days, you know, when he is doing the 

exact opposite of what he was coached to do, he still did just about as well as anyone else 

we could have run out there.  We’ll probably all still wonder what might have been, but 

that’s baseball. 

 

This was another instance in which the staff openly resigned themselves to the fact that 

their highly valued recruits were not open to the instruction being provided.  Individual agendas 

were not coinciding with plan for team success.  Baseball can be a grueling grind on the body, 
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especially for the pitchers and catchers.  The act of throwing a fastball and more specifically a 

breaking pitch (slider/curve) is a violent and taxing effort that wears on the elbow and shoulder.  

Many players received treatment for minor and major injuries throughout my time with the 

Hawks, but Ron seemed to be the most prone to injury which left the staff wondering if he was 

saving himself for the future.   

Self-handicapping 

A common theme throughout my investigation in the 2008 season was “lack of 

experience”.  The players were still young and adjusting to the nuances of the college game as 

well as university life.  As was seen through local media reports and fan websites, most followers 

of the Hawks were able to accept this and were preparing for better results the following season.  

While the coaches did have some seniors on the roster, they would espouse these ideas of youth 

and the learning curve taking place.  Self-handicapping as stated by Hardy, Eys, and Carron 

(2005) is the representation of strategies used by individuals to proactively protect their self-

esteem by providing excuses for future events by adopting or advocating impediments to 

success.   Further, Carron, et al. (1994) noted that those in groups that have experienced success 

will encounter greater pressure to carry out group responsibilities and satisfy the expectations of 

valued teammates.   

The 2008 season was a clear representation of self-handicapping from the viewpoint of 

the coaches.  It became easy to accept the fact that the mistakes and lack of poise shown by a 

team starting several underclassmen would be tolerated and the year would be chalked up as a 

learning experience.  The “youth and inexperience” provided openings for the staff to inoculate 

the media and fans so that reports could still remain upbeat even in the face of defeat.  Losses 

were brushed aside and “gutty” victories (ones that included late inning heroics or come-from-
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behind scenarios) from the youth were trumpeted in the press.  As stated before, a primary reason 

Coach Jones spurned other schools was to come back and lead this talented group.  The act of 

self-handicapping in 2008 led to increased expectations all around for 2009.  And as the 2009 

season failed to meet these lofty standards, the coaches received the blame, thus paying the 

penalty for the previous year’s message.  Even the late season surge did not calm the anxious fan 

base, hungry for production from the Hawk squad.   

In this chapter, I have examined the organizational culture of the Hawk baseball team 

from the viewpoint of the staff as evidenced through artifacts, espoused values, and basic 

assumptions.   The tangible artifacts such as the stadium, locker room, and field provided status 

to the program and players.  However, the language, behaviors, rules, and rituals did not have the 

desired impact the coaches had envisioned.  The espoused values of team achievement over 

individual accolades also failed to resonate, aided by the staff’s mistake with Chris and the 

refusal to bench Corbin, who was not meeting stated academic standards.   

Leader-member exchanges developed in the recruitment of these student-athletes 

dramatically shifted once they became players in the program.  Distinct out-groups were created 

on the team between both coaches and players.  In addition, the self-handicapping mantra of 

inexperience that assuaged the concerns for a poor presentation one season proved to be false as 

a similar performance was produced the following year.  The inability to meet expectations cast 

further doubt upon the leadership structure in place at Eastern.   

The following chapter will now address the lifeblood of college athletics - student-athlete 

recruitment.  What was once a strongpoint for the coaches at Eastern now faces a three-headed 

monster of NCAA rule changes, roster uncertainty due to the MLB draft, and poor performances 

by the current team.    
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CHAPTER V 

STUDENT-ATHLETE RECRUITMENT AND RETENTION 

 

It’s just such a roll of the dice, you know?  We’ve got be able to look at a 16 year-old kid, 

and I do mean kid, and project the next five years of his athletic ceiling.  THEN we also 

have to figure out if his emotional maturity is there as well or if he just has too much 

baggage.  Calling it an inexact science doesn’t even come close to describing it. 

-Coach Wood 

  

College baseball programs and professional teams are all vying for the services of young 

athletes.  Often times these decisions are based upon long standing relationships with individuals 

or particular schools.  Other times the prospect’s decisions may be swayed by money – either in 

signing bonuses or scholarship dollars.  In the following chapter, I will address the second 

research question of this dissertation: How do the coaches at Eastern recruit student-athletes 

while also managing their current roster of players?  To do so I will first familiarize readers with 

the mandated NCAA rules governing recruitment as well as the significant rule changes taking 

effect.  Then I will show in three stages how the staff at Eastern uses compliance-gaining 

methods as well as social persuasion through metaphor use to scout, contact, recruit, sign, and 

then enroll the prospective student-athlete at Eastern. 

The NCAA mandates that no more than 20 hours per week may be spent instructing 

athletes, thus collegiate coaches spend very little of their day actually “coaching” players.  In 
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order of time commitments, coaching ranks behind fund raising and recruiting.  In fact, no other 

sporting league in the world deals with the animal that has become college recruiting.  Websites 

such as rivals.com, scout.com, and ESPN recruiting insider chronicle daily updates of the 

nation’s top high school athletes; they have also fostered a business model which generates tens 

of millions of dollars annually simply by speaking directly to the recruits after campus and in-

home visits from coaches.  National signing day for college football is now brought to viewers 

live on ESPN and local news in a press conference-style production.   

 Recruiting for college baseball pales in popularity next to its football and basketball 

brethren.  The majority of universities simply post a press release on their athletic website listing 

the signees and their significant statistics.  Three coaches handle all recruiting and 

communication for baseball per NCAA regulations.  Football is allowed ten coaches and 

basketball is given six.  Normal conversations must be strictly monitored due to the intense 

regulations which surround the recruitment of student-athletes.  Violations of these codes of 

conduct carry stiff penalties such as contact and scholarship reductions.  The current Eastern 

baseball coaches have not received any disciplinary action from the NCAA for abuse of 

recruitment rules.  In order for the reader to better understand the intense recruiting process that 

the coaches, athletes, and their families endure, I will provide a brief synopsis of student-athlete 

recruitment rules.      

Review of NCAA recruitment rules 

 Each of the coaches at Eastern has a worn-out copy of the NCAA recruitment and 

eligibility rulebook in their office.  They are also required to complete an annual test regarding 

the guidelines and regulations.  As I first began this investigation, I asked Coach Wood about the 

recruitment rules: 
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 Yeah, I think we’ve all got that thing pretty well memorized by now.  Once you’ve been 

at this as long as we have, it comes pretty easy.  There are some tweaks here and there 

every other year or so, but as far as actual recruiting rules are concerned, we know what 

can and can’t be done.  I’ll tell you what makes it easier on us besides, you know, how 

long we’ve been together, is that we don’t take chances or get into those gray areas.  Not 

gonna to walk down that road, especially here at Eastern when some of the other 

programs have been hammered (by the NCAA) like they have.  

 

 The NCAA breaks down the recruitment of student-athletes into two categories: contacts 

and evaluations.  These may only occur during designated contact periods and are prohibited in 

“dead” periods (blocks of weeks in which coaches cannot contact prospects).  For baseball 

recruits, coaches are allowed seven recruiting opportunities (contacts and evaluations combined) 

per prospect.  Student-athletes become “prospects” once they enter 9th grade.  Contacts and 

evaluations can only be made by sanctioned coaches of the university.  Thus, it is illegal for 

boosters, fans, etc. to make direct contact with the athletes or their families regarding the 

university outside of an official visit.   

 “Contact”, according to the official NCAA recruitment guide is regarded as: 

   Any time a coach has any face-to-face contact with you or your parents off the college’s 

campus and says more than hello.  A contact also occurs if a coach has any contact with 

you or your parents at your high school or any location where you are competing or 

practicing.  Telephone calls do not count as contacts.  Coaches may call a prospect no 

more than once a week.   

  



71 
 

“Evaluation” is defined as the following: 

 Any activity by a coach to evaluate your academic or athletic ability.  This would include 

visiting your high school or watching you practice or compete.  An evaluation day is 

defined as one coach engaged in the evaluation of any prospect on one day (12:01 a.m. to 

midnight); two coaches making evaluations on the same day shall use two evaluation 

days. 

 

 Actual visits with prospects occur in one of three ways: an official on-campus visit, an 

official in-home or high school meeting, or an unofficial campus visit by the prospect and his 

family.  Prospects are allowed one official on campus visit in which the college will pay for 

transportation to and from the campus, room and meals (three per day), and reasonable 

entertainment expenses.  However before a college can invite a prospect and his family, the 

student must provide a copy of their high school transcript and SAT/ACT score and register with 

the NCAA Eligibility Center.  There are no restrictions on the number of in-home visits or 

unofficial campus visits, but all expenses at the campus must be paid for by the athlete and his 

family.   

 As freshmen and sophomores, prospects may only receive questionnaires and camp 

brochures from the college coaches.  Staffs use their camps as a way to develop familiarity with 

local high school and summer league coaches as well as athletes.  The relationships formed 

during the camps and clinics go a long way in forming and cementing positive associations.  

Coach Jones elaborated about the Eastern camps before the 2009 season began: 

We’ve done a great job with our camps over the years because we really connect with the 

local kids.  There are lots of little towns all over this area that have some pretty nice 
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players.  You just hate to see a guy from your backyard head somewhere else, especially 

if that team is in our conference.  We want them growing up with our camp T-shirt in 

their drawer and being familiar with the campus.  You know, we give them a chance to 

live in the dorm, eat in the cafeteria, and also be in our locker room.  We get to educate 

them on the process of recruiting.  We can get them to understand better so they don’t get 

out there and feel like they are backed into a corner.  I think that is a huge selling point 

when and if, you know, they develop into someone we want to recruit because they know 

their way around a little bit and aren’t intimidated by their surroundings.  

 

It is also a huge plus for the local high school coaches because, and I mean this, I think 

they are getting overlooked in the whole recruiting ordeal.  We want to develop solid 

relationships with them because they see some of these knuckleheads in the halls every 

day.  They hear the talk, see how they act and can give us a better idea of what we might 

be getting than the summer leagues guys who just see them on game days. 

 

 It cannot be overstated how important these camps actually are to collegiate programs.  

With sessions usually lasting three to five days, the coaches at Eastern have the attention and ear 

of top targets for hours upon hours at a time.  This time is used to develop personal relationships, 

identify athletic strengths and weaknesses, and establish future recruitment strategies as signing 

day approaches.  It should also be noted that potential prospects are routinely eliminated from the 

scholarship conversation either because of performance or attitude.  Summer camps serve as an 

uninterrupted evaluation period in which a social bond is born.     
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Beginning September 1st of the prospect’s junior year, the restrictions begin to ease as 

coaches can now send official recruiting materials.  Once July 1st passes, what coaches call “real 

recruiting” commences.  The staff will begin official telephone calls as well as in-home visits 

and documented evaluations.  The first day of the student-athlete’s senior year, official visits can 

be scheduled and telephone contact can continue.  The second Wednesday in November is 

marked as National Signing Day for the prospects. 

Scholarship distribution and new NCAA requirements 

 As previously stated, baseball teams are allowed only 11.7 scholarships to divide up 

amongst its players.  This is done to comply with Title IX legislation which included provisions 

to level the funding playing field between male and female athletic programs at universities.  

Prior to the 2009 season, there were no roster limitations regarding the number of players that 

could be a part of a program.  This allowed teams such as Eastern to create a mix between high-

dollar players (those on significant scholarship money) and low-dollar players (those receiving 

minimal scholarship dollars or just books/meal money).  When I prompted Coach Jones to speak 

about this mix, he stated the following: 

 For years and years we were able have a good balance between, you know, big money 

kids and those who were just on books, and I always made sure that everyone at least had 

books.  We’ve had books guys be huge for our program over the years.  They offer 

something in grit and grind that breed success because they are not the sought after prima 

donnas.  They work their tails off because they know they have to.  It pushes everyone 

and we need that.  What was really special about that was watching them grow as ball 

players and people.  Because they were not highly recruited, I think they never, you 

know, developed that sense of entitlement.  I tell them all that (the scholarship 
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assignments) will not affect playing time, ok.  Big money is not going to keep you on the 

field and lack of money will not keep you off the field, ok, the best player will play.   

 

Coach Jones was speaking in past tense due to striking changes in how college baseball 

programs operate.  The NCAA Board of Directors approved four rule changes that went into 

effect for the 2008-2009 academic year: 

 All athletes must be eligible in the fall semester in order to compete in the spring 

semester. 

 Athletes will not be able to transfer between schools without having to sit out one season 

(as is the case with football and basketball). 

 Roster sizes will be capped at 35 and only 27 may be receiving scholarship money. 

 Each scholarship athlete must receive at least 33 percent of a full scholarship. 

These sweeping reforms were enacted due to concerns regarding college baseball’s poor 

graduation rates of players, even though most student-athletes arrived on campus with well 

above average academic qualifications.  The NCAA measures all programs with an instrument 

known as the Academic Performance Rate (APR) which tracks how well programs retain and 

graduate their athletes.  Programs that do not reach an APR score of 925, which is the equivalent 

to graduating half of your players, will have 10 percent of its scholarships and game schedule 

eliminated by the NCAA.  Currently the only sport with a lower APR than baseball is men’s 

basketball. 

The poor graduation rate can be attributed to the high number of student-athletes who 

depart after a junior season or transfer out of a program; before the rule changes over 27 percent 

of all players transferred to another school (Schlabach, 2007).  Making players sit out a season, it 
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is believed, would eliminate this practice.  The majority of players also compete in summer 

leagues all over the country thus eliminating the opportunity for summer school and progress 

toward degrees.  After these new rules were introduced, a large portion of college baseball 

coaches openly criticized the NCAA and called for a repeal of the regulations, Eastern coaches 

included (Pivovar, 2007; Schlabach, 2007; Wallace, 2007).  It was widely accepted that these 

rules were actually an attempt to stop the practice of “over-signing”.  A few college programs 

would sign up to 25 prospects during recruitment and then use the fall season as a try-out for all 

players.  Those who were not going to be used would then be urged to find another school.   

Coach Jones lamented these developments as the rule changes were announced: 

Look, I get it.  There is a problem with transfers in our sport causing grad rates to be 

down.  But these changes are totally hamstringing the majority of programs.  And why?  

Because a few rogue and unscrupulous coaches are signing 25, 30 guys a season and then 

holding a try-out for the fall.  It’s wrong and they know it.  The kids and parents should 

know it, too.  We have never done that here and the majority of programs don’t either.  

Now, some teams in our conference do and I’ll be curious to see how they adjust, but, 

good grief, it just really flies in the face of what we are supposed to be doing.   

 

All (the NCAA) really had to do, ok, was change the penalty.  Tell the schools that if you 

do not meet the minimum APR, you are ineligible for post-season play.  That’s it!  That 

would have stopped this over-signing garbage cold.  But they obviously really don’t want 

to do that.  It’s like speeding, ok, if states were really serious about stopping people from 

speeding, then there would be a 1,000 dollar fine for being over the limit.  Same thing 
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here, ok.  Look, if we want a kid, we will sign him to a national letter of intent.  Make all 

schools do that and the APR will go up across the board, I guarantee you.   

 

The real outrage from coaches, particularly the Eastern staff, is directed at the scholarship 

percentage limitations.  The mandate that all players be given a minimum of 33 percent 

drastically reduces the number of players who can be targeted thus reducing the depth of the 

club.  Players who would have previously warranted 70 – 90 percent scholarship offers must now 

be offered much less.  Former Mississippi State coach and outspoken critic of the NCAA Ron 

Polk was quoted soon after the rules were announced: 

They are giving us chump-change and now they’re telling us how to spend the chump 

change.  Why are our boys playing for 10 percent scholarships and 4 percent scholarships 

when other athletes are getting full scholarships?  Baseball has always been hammered by 

the NCAA.  This is another crisis.  How am I going to be able to convince a kid to come 

to college, instead of going pro, when I can only give him a 33 percent scholarship 

(Schlabach, 2007)? 

 

Regardless of the tuition discrepancies, all schools will encounter a serious dilemma 

when it comes to projecting future rosters for the 35-man limit and only 27 receiving support.  In 

previous years, Jones, Wood, and Blagg said they approached recruiting with a simple mindset: 

build your lineup with strength through the middle, meaning find catchers, pitchers, shortstops, 

and center fielders.  These individuals are regarded as the best athletes on the field due to the 

range of motion required at the positions.  In high school leagues in particular, the elite athletes 

are generally placed either at shortstop or center field in order to cover the most ground and to 
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have more opportunities to be involved in plays.  While a player may project at a different 

position for college, the coaches believe that you never hurt yourself by locating players with 

raw athletic ability.  When I asked Coach Wood to speak about their plan of attack for 

recruitment after the new rules were levied, he replied with the following: 

Oh before, we always spent our money on athletes, pitching, and then filled in around 

them.  If you didn’t do that, then you damn well better have a lot of power or speed.  So 

we were never afraid to go big money on kids.  Especially, ok, on good students because 

we could get them solid academic aid and leave them with virtually nothing to pay.  Then 

I’m not out a full ride, you know?  Next we would sign four to five a year that were just 

books-guys and they rounded it out.  They brought toughness and a good work ethic.  

Plus we could get them some publicity in their home towns on signing day which is nice 

for them.  But for us, ok, it gave us depth.   

Now with this 33 percent, you can’t take them – you just can’t!  In years past, they want 

to come here, want to contribute, so you take four or five of them and if one or two pans 

out, great!  With all this though, ok, our options are shrinking.  We can get walk-ons, but 

that is going to be a much, much different sell.  I mean, it just really hurts our depth.  

Also keep in mind this – everyone who is not on 33 percent right now will have to be 

bumped up, pay their own way all together, or leave.     

Now what are you getting your PhD in, communications or something?  Well every 

coach in the country now is going to need a PhD in predicting what 18 and 21-year old 

kids are going to do for this to work right.  We are projecting players that have not yet 

played their junior year for us and then on kids who have not played a senior year for 
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summer or high school – we all call it Russian roulette here because sometimes it feels 

like we are playing it with our livelihoods.  To be honest, you know, these are big 

gambles for us coaches.  We all have families and kids to send to college; these rule 

changes are affecting how we sleep at night I can tell you that.    

 

 This comment directly echoed an earlier comment by Coach Jones concerning job 

preservation as a priority.  The surest way to lose a coaching job is to lose games.  This is 

accelerated through poor scouting, roster management, and player projections.  The staff at 

Eastern has mastered this game for many years and done so while abiding by the NCAA rules.  

However the new rules are unchartered waters for the staff requiring a different approach.   

   

With these rules and philosophies now covered, I will now detail my observations of the 

recruitment practices and messages in three distinct stages: scouting and contact, in-person visits, 

and enrollment versus the draft.   

Stage one: Scouting and initial contact 

In the winter of 2008, Coach Wood is staring at a list of over 1,000 names.  These are the 

top rated high school juniors for the signing class of 2009 – over 20 months away.  The list has 

been generated by a select baseball league organization that puts on elite tournaments and camps 

all over the country.  Wood and the other Eastern coaches receive weekly updates from the 

service that provides statistics, scout commentary, and comments from the players themselves.  

These types of services also point to a socioeconomic reality of college baseball: it has 

absolutely become a game for the wealthy. 
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In decades past, local athletes would compete in sports that were broken up by seasons.  

With the rise of suburban populations, year-round select leagues and seasons have become 

increasingly normal as athletes are choosing to specialize in one particular sport.  These leagues 

are not cheap; an athlete in a Houston will pay upwards of $400 just to be on a team.  Add in 

equipment, travel costs, meals, etc., the sum quickly rises to over a $1,000 a season.  There are 

also showcase events for individual players and teams.  The largest ones are located in Florida 

and California with games running 24 hours a day.  However the bills do not stop there.  Private 

pitching and swing coaches are common for the players running as much as $50 an hour.  An 

athlete who simply plays for his high school team is incredibly rare in college baseball.  Eastern 

coaches both lament and applaud this current economic trend, but Coach Jones provided me with 

a poignant response in an off-season interview: 

It’s such a specialized marketplace now.  Very few of the kids that are being recruited do 

anything but play baseball, and they do it year round all over the country.  What we are 

getting are kids that have lots of game experience and a better make-up for the game.  But 

all these high dollar individual coaches and attention inflates their ego quite a bit, you 

know?   

Look at why they are choosing summer teams; most of the time it is because a coach said 

you are going to be my shortstop and this other guy didn’t.  They are picking a place to 

play base on a selfish motivation.  Not that that is wrong, but, I mean, it is what it is.  

Then I start recruiting a guy and don’t want that as a motivation.  It’s become such a 

tightrope. 
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Here is an instance in which I disagree with the coaching staff and their recruitment 

philosophy.  I do not believe this is a tightrope at all – in fact, I view it as a flashing neon sign 

that says “trouble ahead”.  The coaches at Eastern are in no way forced to offer scholarships to 

players who have selected teams based on their playing time.  When they do offer and accept 

these types of players, they are making a bet that they as a staff can eliminate the “selfish 

motivation” that has been reinforced throughout the prospects playing days.  The attitude and 

performance of some of their current players should alert the coaches that continuing to recruit 

these athletes may produce similar dissatisfaction and frustration. 

For example, many of the current players will talk directly to or during recruiting visits 

players from their summer league squads, and as Coach Jones said to me numerous times, “birds 

of a feather flock together”.  There is then an increased likelihood that players’ possessing 

attitudes and work ethic that are currently confounding the staff could also be brought in based 

on the athlete-to-athlete recruiting, provided the prospects’ skill levels are desirable to the staff.  

The counter to this claim would be that surely the staff has learned from their mistakes; but 

based on my time during the actual scouting and recruitment, the coaches are still relying 

primarily on skill ability regardless of the other intangibles mentioned in our discussions.    

The scouting for the signing class of 2009 is an ongoing process that actually began the 

previous summer as the players had just completed their sophomore years of high school and 

were participating in competitive summer leagues.  The staff will also attend showcase events 

that feature no games but several drills designed to show specific skill sets such as pitching, 

speed, hitting, and arm strength.  With the list paired down to 400 names that are active in the 

Eastern coaches’ prospect list, their work is definitely cut out for them, especially given the 

restrictions on recruitment trips.  The NCAA allows only two coaches on the road at the same 
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time.  Jones, Wood, and Blagg share some similarities and differences when they are scouting 

potential recruits.  Coach Jones described to me his role in the “game” of recruiting: 

I want to put eyes on the kid.  I want to see him play and play under pressure.  I definitely 

want to evaluate them all personally before we sign off on him.  That is a little unusual 

for a lot of head coaches to be honest with you – but that is what I enjoy though.  Some 

coaches will just go on video of a kid, and we have as well, that is how we got (second 

baseman) Levi.     

I am watching everything at these events, ok.  I am looking for the things that indicate 

make-up, you know, presence on the field, is he a good teammate or a hot head, does he, 

you know, jack around too much or is he focused on the game.  That is the hardest thing 

to evaluate, ok, kids that have a plus make-up.  And once you find it, even if we don’t 

know the position, I want him.  We look for baseball players who are good kids and have 

a plus make-up.  If they happen to all play shortstop, so be it.  We’ll find a place for them 

on the field.   

Now in a showcase event, we have a sheet to keep it organized.  Some events are better 

than others.  The area code games are a great example.  It’s just hard to tell who is doing 

what unless it is numbered and announced.  It’s hard because there is not a game; it’s just 

drills.  They have 60-yard dash times so you can see foot speed.  Pitchers can show arm 

strength, but there is no game to judge them by.  You will not offer a kid based on just 

drills.  The best of the best will make the area code team and make it to Long Beach (CA) 

for the big tournament there.   
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When I see them in games, I rank them on a one to three scale.  One’s are no brainers and 

easier to identify, ok.  They just physically dominate the field.  Two’s and two-pluses are 

ones we want to watch closely because they may become ones with a bit more seasoning.  

Three’s are junior college kids.  There is not a lot of disagreement among us here.  Wood 

may see someone and make him a two-plus, and then Blagg or I will go see him.  I 

function more as a cross checker than a fact checker.  Most of the time, Wood is going to 

be right.   

It is an art, that’s for sure.  One of the challenges you have is that you could fall in love 

with a kid on a particular day and then never see it again.  That is bothersome.  Or, you 

see something that is potential and keep going back to see if your mind will make him a 

player.  I want performance, though, at the end of the day.  I like tools and all that is nice, 

but I want guys who make it happen consistently.  

Assistant Coach/Recruiting Coordinator Wood talking about his approach to recruitment: 

I start by calling the summer coaches, ok.  We want to talk to the club coaches.  Coaches 

are selling though, and we have to figure out who we can trust.  We look at rosters, study 

those, and figure out what the pitching matchups are going to be.  Houston is such a big 

market for summer ball, you know, so we have to get in touch with the select guys.   

You have to make the kids feel like they know you some, ok, that you have an interest in 

them.  That’s why I’ll wear my Eastern gear all the time; I want to be visible.  I’ll walk 

right up behind the dugout, ok, and stand by the chain link fence.  I’ll watch and talk and 

turn up the heat, you know, chatter a little at the team, and see what happens.  More than 

anything though, I want him to feel my presence.  I want him to know that I am there and 
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I want him to pay attention.  Then when it comes visit time, I can let him know, hey – 

these other clowns that have been there once or just seen tape, they don’t know you - I 

know what I’m getting because I have put in the face time and research!  We are 

committed to you; are you committed to us? 

Assistant Coach Blagg when asked about his role: 

I start by doing whatever Wood tells me to do.  I’ll go out and look at kids, you know, we 

want as many eyes on a player as possible.  An ideal scene is for all three of us to see him 

and get a consensus.  Some kids you see one time and know immediately.  But, you 

know, if we make a mistake, we want it to be our fault.  We saw him and just flat out 

missed, and that happens.  We saw a kid in Jupiter (Florida) at the all night and day 

tournament.  He was just electric man, throwing gas and wasn’t anybody that could touch 

him.  The next day the biggest agent in the business calls him, and he was just on top of 

the world.  Well, lo and behold, we get him, he gets to campus, and the kid can’t pee a 

drop out there.  Everyone missed, but we were stuck with the bill. 

Now when we call coaches and scouts, they are just selling and we can’t get a good idea 

based on that.  Our job is projecting.  We want to see him do it rather than project.  

Summers are definitely the best because of the tournaments.  High school games are poor 

because, you know, you don’t know what you’ll see.  Maybe he’s pitching against a team 

that couldn’t hit water if it fell out of a boat.  Tournaments are just a better evaluation 

process.  Now what are we looking for at the games - (laughing) we’re looking for “it”, 

man!  We’re looking for that sixth sense, ok, a baseball player that knows how to play the 

game; arm strength, speed, bat speed, just a well-put-together dude. 



84 
 

These “toolbox-kids” might have it all on the field, but we have to also think about what 

they’re showing out there that could indicate a poor mental make-up, ok.  How will they 

handle the “other”, you know, things going on besides baseball?  There are a lot of 

mistakes being made.  Kids have junior years that are great, then get much better and get 

sucked up by the pros or maybe even go backwards.  Some kids will commit early for the 

security in case they have a bad senior year.  We are just trying to figure out if the kid can 

play.  If he can, how much is he worth to us?   

 

Pairing down the list of names is a bit easier than it may seem from the outside looking 

in.  As I interviewed Coach Wood about this seemingly impossible task, he downplayed the 

enormity of it: 

Yeah, we’ve got 1,000 guys here on the list but it really comes down to need and interest, 

ok.  Now we’re trying to get guys for the ’09 signing class to play in the 2010 season so 

we’re looking at what is going to be available.  We know we will need pitching, 

especially from the left side, a shortstop, catcher, and power on the corners (first base and 

third base).  Some of these kids have already made a verbal commitment to the big name 

schools.  That’s a bit crazy – think about it; a 16-year-old kid committing to a school that 

he hasn’t even visited yet!  They don’t know who the coach will be or who his teammates 

might be.  The west coast started this nonsense and has really jumped the gun.  We don’t 

take those too seriously because a lot can change.  We’ll use an analogy with them – 

would you marry a girl just on looks?  I don’t know, some kids just want to commit 



85 
 

because of the name, you know, walk around the halls saying that they’re going to Big 

State U or wherever.   

Now we take that list down to about 100 kids.  These are the ones that we have seen or 

have called us to express interest.  Now if they are contacting us, that’s good on two 

parts; first, we can speak to them directly and don’t have to wait until July.  Second, if 

they are interested in us then it means they are probably good students and we can get 

them academic money as well.  One thing we’ve learned is that bad grades in high school 

usually equal a pro guy and we probably won’t mess with him.  We’ll start sending them 

literature and letters about Eastern and inviting them to games.  Our big push coming up 

is to get the kids and their families to come out to Junior Day.  We get a much, much 

better idea of where we are at after that. 

 

Identifying the “1’s” of the amateur baseball world can be accomplished with relative 

ease. Jones, Wood, and Blagg have built careers though on finding projectable talent (the “2’s” 

and “2+’s”) and then persuading those individuals to come to Eastern along with the more well-

known athletes.  However throughout my observation the staff seemed unwilling or unable to 

modify their scouting to meet the challenges presented by the new scholarship rules.  The same 

athletes who are giving them fits now are the exact type they are currently recruiting.  I believe 

my research supports the observation that failing to change while also struggling with new 

scholarship limits only increases the likelihood of future frustrations similar to the ones currently 

being encountered.  

 During this stage of recruiting, the compliance-gaining messages recounted to me by the 

staff as well as the ones I observed fell into three categories: changing opinions (“I know you 
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don’t have us listed right now in your top three but you should know we have you in our top 

three”), obtaining permission (“Why don’t you call me this evening so I can talk to you about 

how much you are needed here”), and giving advice (“Don’t worry about timelines right now, 

you just need to relax and focus on graduating and baseball”) (Cody, Canary, & Smith, 1994).  

With the coaches and players in the beginning stages of this relationship, I believe the messages 

being put forth were designed to increase interaction goals as well as identity goals (Dillard, 

Segrin, & Harden, 1989).  The coaches explained to me on numerous occasions that the more 

time spent on becoming familiar with one another, the better decision each party is going to 

make.   During recruitment phone conversations the coaches would use excitement and laughter 

to initiate a positive response and then ask direct questions from there.  The staff attempted to 

ascertain any perceived interest and an overall sense of the prospect’s self-confidence and image 

through conversational cues.  If the message was met with direct resistance, the staff moved on 

to the next player.  If it was received graciously, the coaches moved on to the next stage of 

recruiting with the prospect.           

Stage two: in-person visits 

Junior Day 

Junior Day is an opportunity for the Eastern staff to showcase the university, baseball 

program, coaches, and the facilities.  Coaches Jones, Wood, and Blagg will personally invite 

over 50 players who are in their junior year of high school and their families to attend a hosted 

meal at the ballpark and a Saturday baseball game.  The families will be paired up with a current 

Eastern player or two to eat with, ask questions, and discuss the campus life.  During this time, 

the coaches will take time to meet individually with each player and their family.  It is also a 

time for Mary, the program’s administrative assistant, to assist in the process.  Mary: 
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It is chaotic that’s for sure!  There are just so many things to take care of to make sure it 

goes off without a hitch.  I have to coordinate the arrivals for each family and the players 

and handle any last minute dilemmas.  I handle the menu and seating arrangements and 

all our program material that they will need.  I have to make sure all of them receive their 

tickets, that they’re all together and everything else like that.  It’s a stressful weekend, but 

for a lot of these boys it will be their first real contact with the college baseball world and 

I want to make sure they feel comfortable and at home.  The parents are always the 

easiest sell I think; the kids are sometimes intimidated by the crowds and strange 

surroundings.  But I think we do a good job of just being us, you know.  We can’t sell 

them on what we’re not, we have to show them what we are.   

 

As the prospects and their families arrived at the stadium, Coaches Jones, Wood, and 

Blagg, Jack and Mary were there to greet each group and introduce themselves.  Over 25 players 

attended with many of them making their first trip to Eastern.  Nametags placed at the entrance 

help the coaches remember who is who during the meal as they traveled around from table to 

table.  Current Hawks are placed at tables where a common connection may be in place or made 

(i.e., same hometown/summer league team, same position).  After the meal, Coach Jones 

addressed the group and thanked them for making the trip.  He remarked about the size of the 

crowd and called it a testament to what has been built over the years there at Eastern.  The 

Eastern players and coaches then divide up the group and begin tours of the facilities.  Each 

player is shown the hitting and pitching facilities and then the locker rooms.  Some even pose for 

pictures at different stops along the way.  The day concludes with the afternoon baseball game, 

one in which the Hawks lost in the later innings.  Even after this defeat the staff still makes time 
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to speak with all the families still in attendance.  While this event is certainly an excellent 

recruiting opportunity, the coaches are using it more as a barometer of interest by noting 

attendance and attitude during the weekend.  Before the event commenced, Coach Wood spoke 

about his experiences: 

We get a good look at who is interested on Junior Day and who wanted a free meal.  You 

can tell by the conversations what they really are interested in.  But it’s the first time for 

most of them to meet us and for us to meet them; that can carry a lot of weight going 

forward because now we have kind of a baseline of communication to jump off from, you 

know?  Now when we email or speak on the phone we can put a name to a voice or 

whatever and feel better about our (recruitment) pitch. 

What I really like to see, now, is how these kids are acting off the field.  We’ve either 

seen these guys on tape or in person at games but that’s really it.  We’ve been doing this 

for 20 years and it’s the little things to look for that gives us a heads-up on a kid’s 

attitude.  You know, did he act cocky or arrogant?  Was he rude to his parents?  Did his 

parents seem like a handful?  Did he ask us questions or stay silent?  Then we also get a 

good report from our own guys that were with them during the meal and tours.  That is a 

huge help – I love using our guys like that.   

 

The Monday following Junior Day the staff gathers for an evaluation meeting to discuss 

the prospects in attendance.  Nine of the top players in the state showed up and were extremely 

cordial while also expressing interest in the Eastern program.  The staff believes that two of the 

nine are extreme draft risks (very likely to sign a pro contract) and may be simply exploring 
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options for leverage in negotiations.  The remaining top targets are exactly the kind of players 

that every program in the nation would love to have.  The staff stated their unified 

complimentary thoughts on the prospects until the subject turns to one recruit in particular.  He is 

a highly regarded pitcher known for both his arm and his parents.  The parents have made a 

name for themselves in the select summer league circuit as a nightmare to work with.  They have 

moved their son around to numerous teams after what they alleged were unfair innings 

distribution and inadequate coaching.  Coach Jones spoke to me candidly about this development 

shortly after Junior Day: 

I’m just not going to deal with a parent who is functioning as an agent – not going to 

happen, ok.  Investigating is fine, asking questions is great, but I’m not going to travel 

down the road of negotiating and that is exactly what is going to happen with this kid.  I 

mean, bargaining for playing time in the summer and then moving them around and all 

that.  You can’t pick a college, ok, like a summer team.  I want the kid who sees a chance 

of winning and playing on a big stage.  What you end up with is a kid who has never had 

to overcome anything, you know?  The wheels have been greased for him his whole life.  

Those are attitudes that don’t vanish when the show up on campus – not from them or the 

parents.  They showed me enough on Saturday to know that we need to head in a 

different direction. 

 

What transpired over the weekend was a new revelation to me; an example of undesired 

behavior that was enough to turn the staff off of a player.  The ironic part for me as a researcher 

was that the coaches and players were seeing almost daily instances of the same behavior by 

current Hawks.  When I asked the coaches about this instance each stated that the current 
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“problem” guys did not display enough of these negative habits during recruitment, meaning the 

issues were formed under their direction at Eastern or hidden beforehand.  However given the 

status of these individuals and their likely departure for the major leagues, the coaches chose to 

largely ignore these behaviors by continuing to play them even after direction and execution had 

failed.  In later interviews, the staff still remained optimistic about the younger players and 

potential recruits.   

With the season heading toward the finish while still playing five days a week, it is 

difficult to scout area games.  However, the recruitment efforts are a full time job and it is also 

necessary to stay within the rules of communication.  The NCAA recently banned all texting 

between coaches and prospective athletes.  Thus, now the majority of the staff’s efforts come 

through email.  Until the July 1st date, the coaches cannot call the recruit directly; they may 

however email the recruit and let them know they will be available to speak with them at a 

certain time thus encouraging the recruit to call them.  The poor performance of the team is 

having a direct influence on the recruitment efforts in two different ways.  First, it is clear that 

two draft eligible juniors, Corbin and Jay have had enough of the college life and will be signing 

when and if they are drafted.  This will open up spots in the line-up but also eliminate decent 

production on the field.  One junior who is on a high scholarship percentage and who had 

expected to turn pro is having a lackluster year. The scouts have made it known that his status is 

falling.  With him coming back, scholarship dollars will have to be moved and reduced to some.  

Second, the message sent to recruits must be altered, according to Coach Wood: 

For the high school guys, yeah, we can still paint a good picture for but we have to use a 

pretty good brush, you know.  Early on when we were in the top ten in Baseball America 

we were getting a tremendous response from the kids, ok.   We were hitting them with 
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emails and getting phone calls back – it was really pretty encouraging plus it got us in on 

some kids that we weren’t sure would listen.  Last weekend was my last weekend off 

until August, ok; does that sound fun to you?  Its six months a year, seven days a week; 

that’s the intensity of the recruiting game.  Now the message is not all that different and 

we don’t have a specifically stated plan just yet.  We keep working and aren’t lowering 

expectations.  We aren’t going to take just anyone because of a bad season. We’ll be 

patient and stick to what we know.   

 

The lead up to the official contact date of July 1 is a chaotic time in the office for the 

staff.  The Major League Draft held three weeks ago produced a mixed-bag for the Hawks.  As 

expected, the juniors who had indicated a desire to leave were drafted.  However, neither were 

taken as early has had been forecasted.  Initial negotiations were contentious and then non-

existent.  There is now a real possibility that both athletes will reject their respective offers, 

return to Eastern for their senior season, and hope to improve their draft status.  With scholarship 

budgets due on July 1st, the coaches must come up with a plan to accommodate the players if 

negotiations fail to be productive.  Coach Wood is forced to contact players and parents 

informing them of a reduction in scholarship percentage will be forthcoming.  This also 

eliminates his plan to increase money to some players whom he felt were deserving of a raise.  

Coach Wood further bemoaned the 2008 season as it ended: 

This season has put us in a bad way; I’m not real sure what’s going to happen with 

Corbin and Jay.  We’ve been doing this for 20 years, so we know signability for the most 

part.  The whole key is pretty simple: have they seen themselves as a pro athlete their 
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whole lives?  If so, they should go when they are ready.  But those guys are much more 

difficult for us and the pros to sign.  The ones who start getting attention think I might be 

ready and jump early.  I’m pretty sure Corbin has always seen himself as a pro ballplayer.  

So when those two want to sign, we’ll juggle.  If they don’t, we’re still juggling.  In years 

past, we had half a dozen quality kids coming back instead of going in their spot in the 

draft.  We’ve had to do this before, you know, writing letters to 10 or 12 families and 

basically “borrow” saying we would pay it back.  It’s tough for us because great players 

are not falling out of the trees in July to be on campus in August. 

 

 Through emails and phone calls received, the coaches are able to get a great idea about 

who is interested in Eastern.  These emails and calls fall in line with the compliance-gaining 

messages of giving advice, changing opinions, changing the status of a relationship, and 

obtaining permission (Dillard, 1997).  The coaches were encouraging the prospects to read the 

materials being sent, schedule junior day and official visits, and send in transcripts.  They were 

also transitioning from total strangers into individuals with daily contact with the high school 

student.  The Eastern coaches are able to gauge the interest of the athlete by how quickly the 

correspondence is returned.         

Shortly after Junior Day the staff saw the fruits of their labor rewarded when two of their 

top targets gave early verbal commitments to the Hawks.  Both were cases in which compliance- 

gaining messages were of little or no use at all.  Coach Jones celebrated these developments: 

Getting those two early were great for us because we knew these kids pretty well, you 

know, we’ve been in on them for a while.  They are good students and have some family 

connections here.  I think one of them has been coming to Eastern games since he was 
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little.  We (laughing) didn’t have to sell them much at all!  They like the program, we 

definitely wanted them, and sometimes it just works out like that.  I’m afraid one of them 

is a pretty big draft risk, so our recruiting pitch with him is far from over.  And that’s a 

whole different deal there, you know, trying to convince a family to pay money instead of 

getting money.  But, we’ll see what the scouts think and figure all that out after the draft.  

Next June is a long way away, and if things work out right we’ll be having several of 

those conversations.   

 

With two spots spoken for, contract negotiations between Corbin and Jay still lingering, 

the staff is projecting four spots available for new players, each earning varying scholarship 

amounts.  They are also hoping to find two players on a discount or in a walk-on capacity.  In 

addition, players that are currently on the roster as walk-ons or with limited roles are facing a 

difficult conversation from the staff, as Coach Wood explained to me: 

This is the hard part, you know, managing a 35 man roster for the first time.  There are 

guys on the team that are important to our program, ok, that are walk-ons with potential.  

Now we’ve got to talk to the kids we have and say there is no longer room for them.  

We’re not cutting you now, but there is a chance that it will happen.  So I’ll tell them to 

come back ready, ok, improved, but also know that it might end.  We have 39 right now; 

we’ll probably end up losing seven, sign six, and then maybe two more.  Some are going 

to have to go because we are on the bubble.  These are the same kids that turned down 

offers from other places because they wanted to be here.  We got them here because of 

our track record with walk-ons, I mean, some of them have honest to God gone on and 

played pro ball.  It’s just a bad deal. 
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July 1st 

 “Some kids will just flat out tell us no, don’t call, don’t write.  It does happen.  So we just 

move on.” said Coach Wood in the summer of 2008. With July 1st just days away, the staff is 

preparing to travel to their first official in-home visits for the summer.  Jones, Wood, and Blagg 

have carefully poured over the scholarship money breakdown and identified their number one 

through eight targets.  With an exodus of eight members of the team, their goal oriented message 

to prospects is simple: playing time.  The members of the 2009 signing class will be presented a 

rare opportunity to contribute immediately to a previously successful program.  However, the 

actual dollar amount that will be available for these student-athletes is always the elephant in the 

room.  As the coaches repeated often throughout the interviews, “It’s not s much how much we 

are willing to offer; it’s how much they are willing to spend.  That is what is always amazing to 

us is how much the parents are willing or unwilling to spend.” 

It is also common practice to find out who else the recruit is interested in and vice versa.  

I found this to be an odd decision making moment with the staff; their philosophy was to stop 

recruiting prospects if they found out they were interested in certain universities.  Yet in earlier 

conversations they would encourage the prospects to, “do their homework and find out all they 

can.”  The coaches have pride in their program and exhibit clear disdain for specific schools.  

Even though the staff held them in high regard and coveted their on-field talent, the mention of a 

few programs they viewed as beneath Eastern in terms of competition or ethics resulted in a 

severing of ties.  Coach Jones spoke very frankly with his thoughts on this subject in one of our 

first interviews: 

We don’t play in a scattered conference or a substandard league, ok.  And if a kid wants 

to go somewhere else because of the city it’s in or because they gave me the biggest 
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scholarship, then go!  If a kid is allowing himself to be recruited by an institution that is 

not at the same level competitively as we are, then that tells me something about him and 

I don’t want to be involved.  So I’ll ask where he is visiting, and if a couple of schools are 

on it, then we ain’t interested in him. 

These were strong words and reactions from the head coach.  What I took away from this 

was two-fold.  First, the coaches are a staunch advocate for the strength of their league and want 

to impress upon the prospects that this requires only the strongest of ballplayers.  However it 

should be noted that in the past five years, three national champions have come from conferences 

considered “weak” by the baseball elite.  Second, I believe the staff and Coach Jones in 

particular desires to clearly delineate themselves from others in the college baseball arena 

without specifically speaking negatively of other programs to recruits.  However, this is a 

common practice with other universities when speaking about Eastern, according to Coach 

Blagg: 

Oh yeah, those other guys are absolutely insulting us in the living rooms.  They are 

saying that we are out of it, you know, can’t develop pitchers, and all that crap.  We 

absolutely stay away from it because it’s a can’t win situation and we don’t need to do it.  

I mean, another school got four shortstops last year by promising all of them the starting 

spot.  Families and kids just need to do their homework on this stuff, you know?  Go 

online and look at the rosters.  How many kids do they have transfer?  What positions are 

open?  Then go talk to coaches and kids.  We are too honest sometimes and it probably 

does hurt us, but we’re not going to blow smoke at them, ok?  We will never promise a 

starting spot – you just can’t tie your hands with promises or running down other schools.  
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Coach Jones and Wood were fortunate to have official in-home visits with two of their 

top targets on July 1st.  Coach Blagg remained back at the office making calls to other prospects 

requesting schedules, transcripts, and official test scores if available.  It was a hectic time 

because every other coach in the country is on the road as well usually after the same list of 

names.  With the state of Texas being a hotbed of talent, many of the coaches often pass each 

other in neighborhoods and sometimes even driveways of prospects’ homes.  Jones and Wood 

are seeking to meet the athlete and their families in order to increase interaction and resource 

goals (Dillard, Segrin, & Harden, 1989) as well as change opinions and give advice (Dillard, 

1997).  Years of visits have honed their perceptions and allowed them to tailor their messages to 

specific prospects.  When I asked the coaches individually about their in-home visits, the 

following responses were given: 

I believe that birds of a feather flock together, ok.  So I need to get into their home and 

see how he gets along with people.  I don’t talk them into anything, because then you are 

going to have baggage with the decision.  I give the family the information and try and be 

as transparent as possible, you know, just be myself, and let the chips fall where they 

may.  Most kids are making the decisions of where they will go rather than the parents 

and I want them to make Eastern the choice because this is the place they can win.  

Some kids and parents are trying to figure out if you need him.  There is something about 

that that really bothers me, ok.   If I’m in a home on July 1st, the first day you can make 

contact, and he has my roster out looking it over that tells me they’re trying to do my job 

for me, asking if I need him.  Well, buddy, I’m here on the first day!  Yeah, I need you! 

His job is to decide if we are for him, you know, does he trust us.  I talk to them about 

our culture at Eastern, ok, the types of kids there, the environment and ask if that fits him.  
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I tell them exactly what their academic program will be when they enroll and what kind 

of classroom experience they will get.  I want them to see the value of Eastern in addition 

to the baseball team.   

When I hear about football recruiting or the basketball guys and the kid will say, “oh, he 

knew the name of my dog!”  I’m thinking how shallow is that?  And how shallow are the 

coaches willing to be in this process.  I really resist that kind of interaction.  You are 

talking about kids who are not mature and apparently the parents aren’t either.  You just 

can’t be all things to all people in this.  But to be honest, my main goal for in-home visits 

is to get a good read on the kid and his family, educate them on the process and Eastern, 

and then get them to come for an official visit.   

Coach Blagg: 

When I am in kids houses, man I am selling Eastern.  I tell them about our program, all 

the history, everything that I think makes us special and the right place for them.  But 

parents are realistic and see the price tag.  I mean, I’ll flat-out ask them, if the money 

were all the same, where would you want to go to school?  Well, here is what we have: 

academic support, meal support, housing, all that.  I just sell Eastern. 

There is a right fit for everyone.  I went to another school.  It was a good school, but 

different.  You need to go to the best fit.  For some, School B is too big; School C is too 

smart; Eastern could be just right, ok.  What do you need in a school?  Well, go check it 

out for yourself – visit!  Make the decision based on no money at all. 
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The coaches are using a combination of identity goals (where do you see yourself – is it 

the right fit) and arousal management (downplaying the cost and financial burden).  Their 

messages are also manicured for the specific player.  For pitchers and hitters, it will focus upon 

their track record with high-draft picks and the exposure that can be gained from playing in their 

conference.  If the recruit is local, it will be based around the proximity to home and the ease of 

family and friends getting to see him play.  The staff will also focus pitches based around 

academic and social opportunities if they feel that is also of interest to the player and parents.   

Based on the projected performance and evaluation of summer games, the staff prepares 

an official percentage offer once they are in the prospects home.  During one visit this summer 

the staff offered a complete scholarship to an individual – a rare occurrence – because the player 

would be a pitcher and a position player.  The player and the family thanked the coaches for their 

time but chose not to commit yet.  In fact, during all the summer visits, no players committed 

after hearing the recruitment messages from the staff; not an uncommon occurrence but certainly 

not what was desired.   

Yet the news is not all bad from the summer as far as recruitment is concerned.  On July 

15, their shortstop Corbin and relief pitcher Jay signed professional contracts immediately 

freeing up a substantial amount of scholarship money.  Coach Jones applied this back to his 

current players that had been reduced and also increased money to two deserving juniors.  

Several of the top talents in the state, including Eastern’s top targets remain uncommitted which 

ratchets up the intensity for all recruiters.  As spots fill up though, the message to recruits 

changes in direction and tone.  Before the rule changes, coaches would take as many 

commitments as they could get knowing that some would wash out after the fall workouts.  Now 

however, roster spots are at a premium and some schools are not willing to wait only to be left 
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empty handed at the end.  Eastern has made it known to recruits that they have extended official 

offers to only a select number of prospects; when they hit the magic number of eight, they will 

be rescinding offers.  This may increase excessive apprehension thus counteracting the primary 

goal of arousal management.  As offers were accepted I asked Coach Jones if the approach to 

recruiting changes: 

As we fill up here, this discussion about waiting on kids becomes mute; I ain’t gonna 

have any more money to pass around to these guys.  So we will tell them, look, we’re 

excited about you joining our program and being a part of this family – what can we do to 

help your decision?  They already know that we aren’t in the business of negotiating for 

more money.  It just comes down to where they think they’ll be the happiest.  We’re in a 

race right now with another school on a kid.  I know we can’t compete money wise but 

the marketplace may be hurting them.  They have oversigned and cut kids in the past.  

Word definitely gets out among the parents when it comes to that stuff.     

 

Two more high school standouts commit in the weeks leading up to the start of the fall 

semester bringing Eastern’s official commitments to four.  The staff is staying in constant 

contact with “their guys” to avoid other programs poaching their hopeful additions away.  There 

are also two separate situations developing in which the coaches are cooling on one prospect that 

committed early on and also receiving calls from a prospect verbally committed elsewhere.  The 

staff has witnessed several of “their” player’s summer league games and is in agreement that 

their projections were off.  The other player is a clearly outstanding and could be an immediate 

contributor at Eastern.  There are now three categories of prospects in the Hawks’ world: 
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committed, desired, and eliminated.  Each group requires a much different message from the 

coaches according to Coach Wood: 

You must follow up and stay in touch with your commits.  That means constant 

communication with the kid, his coaches, his family, whoever will listen.  If you don’t do 

that after they commit, they could bolt.  If the only people talking to them are the pro 

guys, you are in trouble.  So what they are thinking is, “Hey, if you love me, you will talk 

to me.”  How much love can you show them, you know? 

We do have different conversations with the guys we’ve soured on.  I don’t lead them on.  

Once I’m not interested anymore, they will know it because I am not communicating.  If 

they ask, I will tell them.  The one thing you have in this business is your integrity.  Once 

it’s gone, it’s gone.  You just can’t get it back.  Ok, you would much rather me tell you 

the truth than what you want to hear.  Because the next semester you would find out I’m 

a liar.  It doesn’t cost me anything but a scholarship, but it costs you and opportunity.  So 

I’ll tell them that it is just not the right fit now.  They can say, “at least Coach Wood told 

me the truth.” 

Now the kid who has verbally committed to another school is a strange deal.  Look, 

sometimes these kids get scared to tell people, coaches, whoever no.  I can understand 

that because of some of the pressure put on these kids by coaches with questionable 

character.  So, this is what we tell them: all you have to do to test the character of a coach 

is pick up the phone, call him and tell him you do not want to play for him or that you 

rushed into this decision and need more time.  How he responds to it will define his 

character.  Believe me, it’s those moments that tell you all you need to know about a 

coach.   
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On-campus visits  

Campus visits are an enormous part of the recruitment process for both the coaches and 

the prospects.  Much like Junior Day, it is all hands on deck as the staff prepares for six recruits 

and their families.  Three of the inbound athletes are already verbally committed; the remaining 

three comprise some of the most sought after talent in the state.  Official on campus visits begin 

on Friday evening and conclude with a Sunday morning breakfast and meeting.  On Friday, 

players and families check in to their hotel and then meet the coaches downstairs to travel to 

dinner.  When there are small groups or individual visitors, the meal will take place at Coach 

Jones’ home.  However this year with such a large group, the visitors and coaches travel to a 

local restaurant for a catered meal.  The coaches are intermingled with the guests and state that 

they try to talk about everything but baseball to the athletes.  It is the belief that this is a time to 

put everyone at ease and simply relax during dinner.  Immediately following dinner the group 

heads over to the Eastern ballpark to meet up with current players from the Hawk roster.  Each 

recruit is assigned a “player host” for the weekend.  The prospects are matched up to a player 

based on familiarity with each other, position, or even religious zeal.  Coach Jones talked with 

me about this dynamic: 

I love using our players on these campus visits.  I think they are great and the kids need to 

get to know them.  I think it weeds people out.  We can put them with our guys and see if 

it is a fit.  We keep them away from the big crazy parties where kids will get into trouble 

because a lot of them, you know, who are thinking about coming here are wanting to see 

the calm side of this university.  The guys will take them over to their apartments and 

meet some of the other players.  Some of our better recruiters will make sure they get to 
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meet or at least see some of the co-eds running around here.  It really all just depends 

what kind of kid he is.   

And, you know, we want them here visiting with other recruits and while school is going 

on.  I’ll say it again, birds of a feather flock together.  They need to see this culture and 

our program to see if it is a fit.  If the timing is off, then they don’t get to meet the other 

birds.  I don’t like that at all.  I wish the timing of the process was such that they could 

come on your campus during school; they need to do their homework.   

 

While the recruits and their hosts are out around campus, the coaches seize upon this 

opportunity to meet with the parents and essentially recruit them.  The staff knows that great 

meals, beautiful facilities, and a chance to be a part of a winning program are great, but again, it 

all comes back to the tangible dollar amounts associated with being at Eastern.  Coach Blagg 

highlighted what he believed to be a “clincher” in recruiting: 

Parents are our strong suit.  We are great with parents, man, they love us.  Now kids may 

want another school or somewhere flashy, but parents see our genuine selves.  They get 

that if their son will come to Eastern, they are going to have three, four dads making sure 

they are on the straight and narrow.  Now when we start talking to them about how 

valuable that degree is, you know, that it is there for life, ok, parents love to hear that 

message.  The kids don’t really click with that because most of them are all convinced 

they are going to be the next big league superstar.  Parents see value in education, so that 

is exactly what we sell them on.   
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The following Saturday is reserved for tours of the academic buildings, the student life 

center (recreational facility), housing options, and the cafeteria.  Coaches shuttle all visitors in 

large vans with the player-hosts also accompanying.  Academic advisors as well as 

representatives from various departments all have a hand in the morning’s activities.  Faculty 

members take time to speak individually with the players and his parents and answer any 

questions they might present.  The coaches use this time to try and key in on the mood or attitude 

of each visitor in order to more accurately gauge their interest.  As Coach Blagg stated, “We are 

always trying to get a read.  Everything they do here we are watching.” 

The final day of campus visits begin with breakfast in the hotel and then a final meeting 

with the staff at the stadium.  During this particular weekend the coaches have been very 

impressed with nearly all of the visitors.  Each has shown a great attitude and seems to be 

enjoying the experience.  For Jones though, the entire weekend is simply a build up to the final 

individual meeting with the player and his family.  Even though he has been in the home of 

several of the visitors, as signing day approaches and offers get accepted, Coach Jones stated that 

he is still seeking information regarding the player and his family: 

My motivation for meeting with them on Sunday is information gathering.  There is some 

element involved of, well, you have to do that, but it is a great learning experience for 

me.  Sometimes it changes my opinion one way or the other.  Maybe a kid is marginal on 

skills but I get a read on his desire or personality.  Sometimes it goes the other way.  You 

like him as a player, but then find he and his parents would just be too much of a hassle 

to coach let alone be around.  I mean, a lot more goes into this other than can he hit, run, 

and throw.   
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Now there are cases where the physical tools are just too great to ignore.  But that doesn’t 

happen much.  If his tools are that good, he’s going to the draft and we don’t have to 

worry about it.   

You wish, you know, in all this that the kids would pay as much attention to the bigger 

picture as the parents.  If mom and dad are doing all the talking, I don’t like that at all.  

That is why throughout the weekend we do try and separate them.  Kids don’t know how 

to speak for themselves because parents have been acting like agents.  We gravitate 

toward the kids who will speak to us directly.     

Now this past weekend left me really encouraged about Lawson, probably the number 

one guy on our board.  He asked to meet with me by himself!  Told his parents to wait 

outside and sat right here and had about as mature and straightforward conversation as I 

can ever remember having with a player let alone a recruit.  That spoke volumes to me, 

ok?  He is a small town kid, ok, but is down between us and somewhere else.  Years ago, 

to tell the other school that Eastern was in the picture, I mean, they would have laughed 

and moved on.  Now though they have to be patient.  He is just the perfect fit here at 

Eastern.  Wood said something and I now agree with him; if we could only sign one kid 

this year I would sign him and declare the whole thing an incredible success.     

 

After all the guests have left, the coaches meet in the conference room and also bring in 

the player-hosts to discuss the weekend.  Of the six visitors, all agree that four are excellent fits 

and would be great assets to the program.  Each had solid family interactions, good questions for 

the coaches and players, and voiced a desire to be at Eastern.  There is a disagreement regarding 
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two of the recruits.  The player-hosts are negative on a kid who the staff thinks could come in 

and play right away, while the coaches are down on a prospect that the hosts love.  What is 

interesting about this interaction is that the player-hosts are actively contributing to the success 

or failure of the program with their input while at the same time recruiting direct competition to 

their individual prospects of achievement.  For this reason the coaches generally use only junior 

and senior level student-athletes who they know will be done with their time at Eastern when the 

recruits arrive next fall.  I asked Coach Jones about this potential communication problem: 

Yeah, it’s a weird dynamic because our guys are recruiting their competition!  But that’s 

the nature of this beast.  Sometimes we will try and override them on recruits and be 

absolutely wrong, you know, they go somewhere else and just tank.  Or sometimes it will 

be guys we have offered the moon to and they get here and can’t get it together.  That’s 

why I just don’t really like recruiting – I like evaluating.  We’ll look at the total body of 

work, look for question marks, and then make the best decision we can on a kid. 

 

National signing day proves to be another huge success for the Hawks.  They signed 

seven players: three left-handed pitchers, three infielders, and one outfielder.  Two of the signees 

picked the Hawks over other successful programs and two more rejected in-conference offers 

from rival programs.  However the best news of all came from the Hawks number one target 

Lawson who called Jones personally to accept the offer over a rival school.  As has been shown, 

months and months of emails, calls, scouting trips, hosting events, and deliberation have resulted 

in a solid class of eight prospects.   

Compliance-gaining messages assisted the staff in securing commitments with rational 

approaches and manipulation appeals (King, 2001).  Using a rational approach involves 
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providing receivers with evidence and logical arguments to rationally gain their compliance.  The 

staff continually provided rational appeals to why the culture, campus, players, and program 

were better options for the prospects.  Statements such as, “Look at our graduation rates”; “Your 

swing fits this ballpark perfectly”; and “Our track record for putting players in the MLB is the 

best in the conference”.  Manipulation appeals by the source engage the target’s emotions in an 

effort to minimize rational reasoning (King, 2001).  When recruiting against more highly 

regarded academic institutions the coaches would explain to the prospect that the pressure to 

compete on the field would carry over to the classroom; “All the valedictorians from the state are 

going to be there to kick your ass in the classroom, then guys are trying to do it on the field too.  

Do you want to face that every day?” 

These strategies rely on the specific communication actions of the requester.  The 

strategy must be delivered in such a fashion that the target fully comprehends the request being 

made by the source.  Compliance-gaining communication is regarded as most effective when the 

correct appeal is applied to the proper circumstance (Boster et al., 2001).  Additionally, the 

nature of the relationship between the requester and the receiver will directly affect both the 

nature of the request and the resistance offered (Levine & Wheeless, 1997).  Persuasive tactics of 

flattery and open, non-threatening appeals between individuals are commonly used in personal 

relationships.  This was absolutely shown in the staff’s remarks to the high-school recruits.  

Compliments, personal inquiries, and projections of future success were all employed by the 

coaches at Eastern.   

Stage three: enrollment versus the draft 

For every other collegiate sport, this is the end of the road for a signing class.  For 

baseball though, Coach Blagg knows the toughest work lies ahead: 
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We recruit them once to say yes and then we have to start all over after the draft.  Here 

we are saying we’ve got your 50 percent while the big leagues are talking hundreds of 

thousands of dollars.  It’s like going to war with a water gun.  And don’t forget that we 

also have to somehow manage the juniors who want to leave or come back to try for a 

better draft spot.  These get to be anxious moments. 

 

The coaches are already working on the next year’s class while also staying in touch with 

the 2009 signees.  They have to – three of the seven are regarded highly by the pro teams and 

their local scouts.  As the draft day arrives, current and future Hawks are glued to computer 

screens as names are quickly rolled off on the MLB.com official website.  Unlike the NFL and 

NBA drafts, the MLB draft is a low-key affair largely going unnoticed by the populace.  Coach 

Jones, Wood, and Blagg believe that four of their current juniors are sure fire bets to leave early 

and that two of their recruits are on the fence.  It is known among scouts that players who sign 

with Eastern are regarded as “academic guys” and thus will be harder to sign.  Previously drafted 

players have used this sentiment as leverage for more up-front money during contract 

negotiations.  During this time, draftees are hearing two completely different recruiting pitches 

from two different types of baseball leagues.     

    Recruiting messages from the staff change as the competition shifts from other 

universities to the major leagues.  As expected two of the signees were drafted within the first six 

rounds making them a high risk to join the majors.  Jones, Wood, and Blagg each played for 

several years in the minor leagues thus they can speak from experience when talking with the 

recruit and his family.  The staff sounds off almost in unison when describing these recruitment 

messages.  Coach Jones: 
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It is so risky to sign high schoolers, ok, it is risky for everyone involved.  The ball clubs 

are risking money.  But remember, to them, it’s just money.  But the kid though, the kid 

is literally risking his life.  It’s going to end up determining who he marries, his career, 

and his purpose on this planet.  That is an incredible burden for a 17, 18-year old kid.   

Coach Wood: 

We have to do our homework on the family – that’s part of why we want to get in the 

home and have all of them here.  Same goes for our current guys.  We need to know if he 

is going to sell out for 50 thousand or a million.  If it’s a million, believe it or not, that’s 

workable.  But look, we cannot compete against the draft money.  If a kid is going to be 

bought, he’s gonna be bought.  We have to figure signability.  What is his background?  

What is his interest in education?  Is he a serious student?  Do they understand how long 

the process really takes? 

Coach Blagg 

Look, one percent of high school kids ever play 10 days in the bigs.  It takes a very 

special kid to handle pro ball at 18.  Parents need to know their kid because this is a 

ruthless job.  If they are not mature, they could literally kill themselves trying because 

there is nobody there to take care of them.  I understand the draw, I understand what an 

incredible opportunity is there, but timing is everything here – you cannot afford to be 

wrong on it.  We had a kid here years ago, ok, who was as wild as they come.  He got 

offered seven figures right out of high school.  Thankfully his parents and us were able to 

talk him out of it and if we hadn’t, I honestly don’t think he’d be around today and if he 

was, he’d be in awful shape.   
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The passion in which the coaches spoke to me regarding prospects (particularly high 

school students) and the draft was something I had not yet seen from them.  Each of them 

seemed genuinely pained at the thought of their recruits and current players leaving before they 

were “ready”.  The zeal of their expression stemmed from their own minor league experiences 

coupled with the realization that even the best Eastern prospects faced a seemingly 

overwhelming probability of washing out before reaching the major leagues.    

Social identity through metaphor use 

While the coaches maintained their focus on rational approaches (King, 2001) and 

identity goals (Dillard, Segrin, & Harden, 1989), they also began to speak to the draft-risk 

recruits in specific metaphorical terms.  The reason for this change is simple: recruits are now 

being spoken to by professional baseball representatives about piles of cash and major league 

contracts.  Leading up to signing day, the coaches spoke to recruits regarding their place on the 

team and how their growth and development was of the utmost importance.  The staff 

highlighted the attributes they noticed within each recruit and how that would carry on a tradition 

of winning.  Now that these prospects are encountering an entirely different conversation with 

professional teams, the Eastern staff changed their strategy to metaphorical speech in order to 

dilute the talk of contract dollars and signing bonuses.  I asked each coach directly if they used 

metaphors during this time.  Coach Wood: 

I draw analogies for the kids and for the parents.  I mean, I’ll tell them I’m here to talk 

you off of the ledge because the next step could be the biggest one of your life.  I’ll ask 

them, would you buy your wife?  How much? Would you marry for money?  Because the 
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three biggest decisions you will ever make in your life are your faith, your wife, and 

where you go to college.  This right here is a lifetime decision.  By playing college 

baseball, you are not saying no to the draft, you are just saying not now.  You are just 

delaying the decision while being prepared for life after baseball.  It is going to be at least 

five years from when you leave high school to set foot in a big league locker room if it 

even happens at all.  They are telling you that you will be rolling in the dough; I’m telling 

you that you could drown in it.     

Sometimes I have to keep asking, you know, how much money does it take to buy you?  

And yeah, this whole thing is a bit ridiculous because we are saying, nah, turn down that 

500 thousand and instead pay 10 thousand a year.  But let’s look at that contract: it’s a 

one-time payment that is chopped up by lots of people.  It is not steady income.  The IRS 

is going to get their 40 percent.  Your agent is going to get five to eight percent.  Now 

you’re at about half.  Life in the minor leagues is going to eat up this contract.  If you’re 

25 or 28 and it just hasn’t happened yet, you’re going to have some serious questions 

like, “What do I do now?”  You don’t have a degree, the money is gone, and you may 

have a wife and family with no way to support them.  How high does this mountain look 

now?   

As I listened to this speech by Coach Wood, it was obvious that he had recited it for many years 

to many different prospects.  This metaphorical direction was intended to relay the dangers of 

accepting membership into a group for fleeting monetary gain.  He continued: 

So I sell them the value of the education.  Once you get that degree, they can never take it 

away from you.  You can go on and play forever and still have your degree.  Besides, are 
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you better now than you were three years ago?  Of course you are.  So unless you have 

the scouts tricked, then there is no hurry!  Think about where you will be both athletically 

and socially after three years here.  So if you are worth 500 thousand to them now, how 

much more will you be worth after getting better here?  But listen, if you do have them 

and us fooled, then take the money and run.     

 I have to get kids to understand the big picture here, ok.  They need to realize that age 35 

is staring them down and they have either made it or they haven’t.  They still have 30 

years to be happy, productive citizens.  This is hard for kids to grasp, usually the parents 

get it.  Sometimes they are starry eyed and then we need to figure out how influential 

they are. 

Coach Blagg offered a similar sentiment and provided further evidence of persuasive speech 

bound by metaphors: 

I don’t like having to compete against a kid’s dreams to play pro ball but college is just 

the better option for 99 percent of them.  So I sell them of the fact that a degree from 

Eastern is really priceless.  The experiences and maturity you gain here is not going to 

happen in the big leagues.  I tell them that minor leagues are a minefield of crushed 

dreams because everyone just knew they were going to make it.  But the reality is simple: 

14 hour bus rides, fast food every meal, scumbags in every town, it’s not the least bit 

glamorous.      

The parents need to hear this as well so I’ll speak directly to them and ask, “Do you want 

your son and to find his wife and your future daughter-in-law on the road in the minor 
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leagues or at Eastern?”  That question usually hits the moms the hardest – I’ve had them 

just close their eyes and start shaking their heads!   

If you are worth a million now, three years after being here you can triple it and have a 

college degree.  You just can’t put a value on a great college degree and that is what we 

are offering.  Not only that, you are going to get lifelong friends, maybe meet your wife 

and get better at baseball.  Are you ready to chance all those things happening as you get 

on a bus from Akron to Rochester?  Do you want to roll the dice with your life like that at 

18 years old? 

 

The gravity of these metaphors might seem a bit drastic to those on the outside, but the 

staff does not hesitate when recounting these messages.  “Minefields of crushed dreams”, and 

“Rolling the dice with your life at 18 years old” were just a couple of examples of the persuasive 

messages intended to relay the immensity of this decision.    

From their own experiences and those that have signed with the Hawks in years past, the 

coaches understand the implications of joining the minor league system right out of college; a 

lonely daily grind in unfamiliar places with a majority of your teammates unable to speak 

English.  They continually stated that attending Eastern is the safer option.  The persuasive 

strength of this statement through the lens of social identity theory relies on the idea of exclusion 

(being thousands of miles away from family and friends; washing out of the minors with no 

degree) thus tapping into potential insecurity issues.  When identity-threatening events occur (a 

career that ends in the minor leagues; contract money depleted) these moments represent a 

symbolic dilemma for the individual; however, we must keep in mind that this is just one of the 
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scenarios being presented to these particular athletes.  The major league clubs also have a 

contrasting message to counter with known all too well by Coach Wood: 

Their M.O. is real simple: if you want to be a pro player you have to play pro ball.  The 

problem is most of the scouts are guys that do not have college degrees.  They played a 

few years and then washed out.  They are making 45 thousand a year and to them, an 

offer of 200 thousand is everything.  They are wondering how a kid could turn this down.  

Keep in mind that they are tapped out because they have reached the limit of their 

potential and with no degree, this is about as good as it’s going to get.  Baseball is all 

they know. 

But, they sell the dream. They invite them up to the big league park, have them take 

batting practice with the major leaguers, then have the coach come talk to them.  Of 

course they get star struck!  What the kid doesn’t realize is that he will be shipped off to 

Bakersfield or Tacoma and may never set foot on that field again.  If they wanted to do a 

real recruiting job, they ought to take them to a minor league park and let them see that 

lifestyle.  Actually, the parents should go see it.  That would probably solve all of this in 

a hurry.    

Metaphors hold the capacity to structure, transform, and create new knowledge, as well 

as evoke emotions, and influence evaluations (Deetz & Mumby, 1985).  As stated by the 

coaches, universities have an enormous battle to fight over the services of the student-athletes.  

At Eastern, this persuasive message became centered around metaphors regarding social identity.   

Social identity theorists have posited that individuals define themselves, in part, based on their 

membership and or acceptance in various groups.  Tajfel (1972) defined social identity as the 

individual’s knowledge that he or she belongs to certain social groups together with some 
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emotional and value significance to him or her of the group membership.  Clearly, not all group 

memberships contribute equally to one's definition of oneself, and an individual can have as 

many identities as groups in which they are a part.  But as an addressee hears a persuasive 

metaphor and sees potential identity-solution benefits with complying, he or she may be more 

apt to submit.  Recruits that wanted to be a part of a college experience and still play baseball 

held true to their letter of intent to play at Eastern.  Thus it came as no surprise that as the 

coaches discovered the players’ desire for a collegiate experience, they tapped into this through 

metaphors such as, “Your road to success gets started on Augus 20th”, or “We can’t wait for you 

to meet your new family here”.  Comparatively, players who were not interested in classes or 

activities outside of baseball resisted this request.  The coaches at Eastern seized upon this notion 

by making contrasting analogies of life at Eastern compared to life in the minor leagues.  

Primarily, the idea of “having a golden ticket”, “coming in off the ledge”, “being bought”, and 

putting a “price” on talent was exploited as well. 

 Three of the four juniors on the Hawks roster are drafted sign almost immediately which 

was not surprising to the staff.  The negotiations going on between their signees and the pro 

teams are a bit more worrisome.  Baseball teams at all levels are in constant search for left-

handed pitching.  Eastern was able to sign three left-handers, an almost unheard of number in 

college recruiting.  Leading up to the draft, one of these pitchers, David, made it known to clubs 

that he would be willing to negotiate and sign.  Thus, he was selected in the fourth round, but by 

a team notorious for low-balling their amateurs.  The other signee of note, Brian, made it known 

to the coaches and scouts that he was not up for riding busses with strangers just yet and wanted 

to come to college.  A club still took a chance on him with a high draft pick.  The Eastern staff 

relayed all the messages listed above as the summer wore on.  Brian quickly squashed the offer 
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from the pro team and settled into Eastern when the fall semester began.  Jones, Wood, and 

Blagg were optimistic for David given the penchant of the club who drafted him looking to do 

things on the cheap.  That is why they were stunned when the team offered him twice the amount 

the player drafted in his same spot last year received.  The staff chalked it up to the likelihood of 

numerous other draftees of the club failing to sign thus opening up available cash for David. This 

news opened up a scholarship for the Hawks, but with no player to give it to the coaches rolled it 

back into the current club.  According to the staff, there were just no players left that warranted 

the financial commitment.       

There is one last bit of unfinished business.  Junior pitcher Kyle, who was taken in the 

early rounds of the draft, has still not signed.  He is unhappy with the present contract offers and 

is holding out.  His position is strong due to the leverage he has with one season of eligibility 

remaining.  NCAA rules stipulate that August 15 is the deadline for any and all contracts with 

professional teams to be finalized.  If Kyle chooses to come back, the Hawks will have a proven 

force on the mound and may be in serious contention for a conference title.  While the staff had 

planned for his departure and essentially given his scholarship to incoming prospects, they will 

also not have to worry about this due to the loss of signee David.  However if he does sign, Jones 

and the staff will have more opportunity to develop young pitching and build for the future.  The 

coaches are no stranger to these types of dilemmas or deadlines.  Coach Wood relayed some of 

his experiences as I met with him for a final interview: 

Yeah, we’ve absolutely lost kids the day before and the day of.  I’ve even moved kids 

into the dorms.  Once they attend class, they cannot sign anymore.  We’ve had to tell kids 

a week into classes, look, go to class or sign.  And when they do, we’re left high and dry.  

Most of that crap is the handiwork of these advisors hired by the kids and their families.  
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They stand to make a lot of money when they sign so sure, use the colleges as leverage.  

If it gets to the point of having to recruit advisors and athletes like the basketball guys 

have to, then I think we’ll all pack it in.   

With literally just hours remaining in the deadline, the pro team raises their offer; Kyle 

signs a pro contract and heads off to his minor league assignment.  It is a bittersweet conclusion 

to a long recruitment effort by the staff.  They are pleased to have six new Hawks on campus and 

disappointed at the loss of one other.  Coach Jones believes that the turnover in players will bring 

a welcomed and needed breath of fresh air to a program saddled with two straight seasons of 

underachievement, stating so in a final interview: 

This is a very good group of players, and we feel like this group will go a long way 

toward meeting our needs in the next year.  The position players – particularly the 

infielders – are all athletic and versatile enough to play anywhere on the field.  

Obviously, we focused on left-handed pitching, and we’re very pleased with what we 

were able to get in that area.   

With the juniors and seniors leaving, it’s a mixed bag.  I’m excited for their shot to 

become pro players.  I do think they all benefited from being here.  But the fact remains 

that it was an underachieving team, and we coaches are a part of that.  We need to learn 

from this and move forward.  There’s just no time, to, you know, sit around and think 

what might have been.  We’ve got experience in our pitching rotation and speed on the 

base paths.  Add in some young talent, and who knows?  Next year could be a pleasant 

surprise.   
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Yet there is little time to celebrate or lament these developments – their first on-campus 

visiting day for the signing class of 2010 is just three weeks away.   

 Insights from Eastern Hawks Baseball 

Acquiring athletes that fit into the winning culture of Eastern was the ultimate goal of 

recruiting for the coaches.  In doing so, the staff used metaphors as a form of persuasive 

communication to influence both athletes and parents alike.  As director of recruiting, Coach 

Wood developed an excellent eye for projected talent and ability.  Once the victories were 

combined with state-of-the-art facilities, the staff became more concerned with attracting “star” 

players instead of the heady, more hard-nosed players.  It was the sentiment of the coaches that 

the elite players would begin to recruit Eastern instead of the old way of doing things.  This 

system was experiencing unheralded success until the NCAA ushered in sweeping changes to the 

way college baseball teams are formed, organized, and policed.  As I found through my field 

work, adapting to changes in the amateur baseball marketplace was not a strength of this staff.     

The coaches seemed desperate for a group of walk-ons or low-dollar players that would 

challenge and perhaps intimidate the players with their eyes on the major leagues.  It did not 

seem as though the staff was learning from their mistakes; they continued the recruitment of 

highly regarded prospects with no thought to the “glue-guys” that had aided their program in the 

past.  Essentially, the coaches allowed themselves to be trapped by their own culture without 

fully anticipating a changing marketplace for prospects.  As the staff moves toward the twilight 

of their coaching careers, the urge to repeat similar mistakes without taking into account 

perceived limits at Eastern could force a coaching change.    

To recruit future players, the coaches sought out local prospects that had been involved 

with their summer camps and had shown interest in the program.  They also attended a variety of 
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showcase events and summer league tournaments.  This is where initial contact was made and 

was the genesis of the coach-player relationship.  Coaches then initiated emails and phone calls 

to the prospects to request academic transcripts and test scores.  Select players and their families 

were invited to Junior Day where the coaches could meet the athletes and gain insight to 

personalities as well as gauge interest.  It was incredibly interesting to observe each coach 

“work” the room and interact with the players and their families.  Smiles and pleasant 

conversations were plentiful within group settings, while more earnest and serious messages 

were reserved for one-on-one contact.  I learned that the staff was doing as much investigating as 

the prospects were.   

Each interaction with the recruits was sprinkled with goal-directed compliance-gaining 

messages in the following categories (Dillard, 1997): giving advice (“Look at all your options”), 

gaining assistance (“We need you to help us get to that championship dogpile”), sharing 

activities (“Bring your family down to Junior Day”), changing opinions (“We will not have the 

same win/loss record with you on the mound for three years – you can put us over the top), 

obtaining permission (“I would love to come to your house for an official in-home visit), 

enforcing an obligation (“I know you promised us a visit before you committed anywhere else, I 

want you to hold true to that”), and protecting a right/changing a habit (“Your scholarship will be 

honored here for as long as you play”).  In doing so, the staff hoped to present an optimistic and 

confident culture to the recruit in which he would be a key participant.    

One of the goals of this research was to identify if there were any realized effects from 

these compliance-gaining messages upon recruits, i.e. were they effective in their persuasive 

intent.  My findings indicate a mixed-bag of results.  Two of the recruits accepted scholarships 

the moment they were offered.  As lifelong fans of the Hawks, very little persuasion was 
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required; thus, the compliance-gaining messages from the coaches held little weight; it is likely 

the players would have committed regardless of the coach and/or their message.  There were also 

prospects that had no interest whatsoever in Eastern regardless of the message being put forth.  

They had not given the program serious consideration and had their minds set on other schools.  

Then there were the recruits that were fielding offers from a variety of universities and their 

staffs.  After narrowing their targets, the Eastern coaches battled for four specific athletes, and 

won all four battles.  None of these athletes had any family ties or proximity advantages to 

Eastern.       

The primary compliance-gaining message was developed through a rational approach 

honing in on identity goals (self concept), and arousal management (reducing excessive 

apprehension) (Dillard, Segrin, & Harden, 1989).  The coaches continually asked the recruits, 

“Where do you believe you really fit in”, and, “Can’t you see yourself thriving in the 

environment and culture here at Eastern”.  This was addition to the messages that trumpeted the 

academic environment and the individualized attention.   Without direct contact with these 

recruits, it is difficult for me to draw a definitive conclusion regarding the effectiveness of the 

messages of course, but from the point-of-view of the coaches, they all whole-heartedly believe 

that their specific persuasive approach made the difference.  They believed that by highlighting 

the specific cultural differences amongst the teams and the universities they represented, the 

targeted athletes were convinced that Eastern would be the best choice for their college career.  

With 100% success (four for four on their top targets) the staff felt vindicated.  Yet there are 

several factors that could change all this effort as well as the program: injuries, suspensions, 

expulsions, and defections occur at schools in every conference.  Eastern has endured its share of 

all these while maintaining a reasonably successful history.  These coaches live with the 
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knowledge that one misstep or a mistake off the field could compromise their seasons and 

potentially their jobs. 

The staff was successful in their efforts to persuade prospects to sign National Letters of 

Intent to Eastern.  They were not as successful in defending these recruits from the professional 

draft.  Their compliance-gaining strategy shifted to social identity through the use of metaphors.  

Social identity (Tajfel, 1972) was identified as the individual’s knowledge that he or she belongs 

to certain social groups together with some emotional and value significance to him or her of the 

group membership.  The coaches believed without a doubt that none of their signees were 

physically or mentally prepared for professional baseball.  The scouts and their respective 

organizations disagreed.  Thus the coaches were charged with a second recruitment battle in 

which the financial and social development issues could not have been more opposite. 

To solidify their message that school was the correct choice, the staff used metaphorical 

speech acts that sought to bring awareness to the recruits and their families about what it meant 

to forgo college in favor of pro baseball.  Accepting money was talked as “being bought” and 

held the danger of “drowning in it”.  Life in the minor leagues was depicted as “rolling the dice 

with your life and talent”; whereas choosing Eastern would “cement your future success” and 

“unlock the door to a lifetime of security”.  The hope with these pleas was for the recruit and/or 

the families to see the identity-solution benefits with complying with the request.   

This strategy worked with one recruit but failed with another.  In each case, it was the 

belief of the staff that the ultimate decision was made by the parents.  Brian, one of their top 

targets, had reservations regarding his abilities to make the jump not just athletically, but socially 

to the pros.  The coaches received feedback from a signee stating that their depiction of life in 

the minors was not appealing regardless of the money – Brian belonged at Eastern.  Jones and 
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Wood in particular were concerned with David because of his attitude toward his perceived 

abilities.  They also knew his parents were going to push his representation for more money from 

the professional team.  Ultimately Brian and his parents believed that the money and opportunity 

were a better option than paying for three years at Eastern.  He wanted to be a pro ball player, but 

only for X amount of dollars.          

Knowledge of organizational culture facilitates personnel decisions that form and enable 

a given culture (Bolman & Deal, 1997).  Based on their personal experiences in college and pro 

baseball, Jones, Wood, and Blagg had established a primer for recruiting players by focusing in 

on athletes with the following characteristics: good students, gifted athletes, members of families 

that also valued education, and players who saw a fit between themselves and the culture at 

Eastern.  Their compliance-gaining messages were honed in to these types of recruits which 

resulted in strong success.  The coaches spoke negatively about players with poor grades, 

meddling families, and those who saw themselves as pro players in waiting.  By signing and 

enrolling all of the drafted athletes (Corbin, Ron, Brian, etc.), the coaches violated their own 

tenets for culture and success.  The result was a detrimental shift in attitudes and results.     
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CHAPTER VI 

REFLECTIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

“By remaining open to the setting and the actions and people in it, ethnographers have the 

opportunity to work from the ground up and to pursue whatever they find to be of the greatest 

interest.”  (Charmaz, 2006, p. 21) 

 

 I began this study with an idea of what I was looking for.  That was my first mistake.  As 

the above quotation notes, ethnographers are not bound by a predetermined set of rules.  They 

have the ability to enter into a field of study and pursue the most interesting aspect of their 

discovery.  While I knew that student-athlete recruitment was an involved process requiring 

everyone’s assistance, I had no idea just how involved everyone would be.  I had no way of 

knowing that the culture of Eastern would be just as influential as the coaches when recruits were 

making up their minds.  It was also incredibly interesting to hear Jones, Wood, and Blagg speak 

so candidly about their frustrations in dealing with current players and how divided the setting 

had become.     

 In this final chapter I will provide explanation and theoretical implications of the findings 

and also provide some concluding remarks.  I would also like to state that this research endeavor 

is far from over.  In fact, it feels as though I have just scratched the surface in terms of questions 

and answers.  After discussing future research areas, I will close with potential limitations to this 

study.   



123 
 

Theoretical Analysis 

The scattered success that Eastern has experienced throughout its history provides 

moments of joy in between the long, dark periods of losing and perceived inability.  An athlete’s 

affinity for one school or another is common; I was seeking to understand how a coach might 

overcome this mindset or use it to his advantage.   

 In the eyes of the staff, the seeds of the Hawks culture were planted decades ago when 

the coaches arrived.  They brought energy and attitude to the field that was previously lacking.  

Thus, the type of players they attracted emulated these qualities.  The product was a no-nonsense 

approach to the game from the leaders of the organization that flowed down to the student-

athletes.  A much more strict code of conduct and grade requirement was also present.  It was 

clear from my research that those days are largely gone.  As the coaches have transitioned to the 

latter stages of their career and are now dealing with new scholarship limitations, they have lost 

the ability to attract gritty worker bee-type players.  A change in culture is present at Eastern 

leaving the coaches to repeatedly bring up teams and players from years past.  

 This identity of the Hawks baseball team was described with Schein’s (2004) model of 

organizational culture that detailed the program through artifacts, espoused values, and basic 

assumptions.  Jones, Wood, and Blagg were able to use many of the same compliance-gaining 

messages sent to student-athletes to also recruit donors for the program.  These donors made 

possible the stadium and facilities enjoyed by the coaches, players, and fans.      

 Espoused values are the norms that provide day-to-day operating principles by which 

members of organizations guide their behavior (Schein, 2004).  The staff would often comment 

that the baseball schedule was a “grind”.  Their schedule was packed with present team needs 

while also preparing for future seasons.  While pre-game speeches were rare, team building 
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activities were of primary importance both in and out of season.  The coaches expressed the 

importance of sacrificing individual honor and statistics for the greater good – wins.   

These espoused values simply did not take hold in the Hawk clubhouse.  This failure can 

in part be directed toward personnel decisions made by the staff which contradicted such values.  

Keeping the redshirt on Chris while he was dominating in practice was noticed by the players.  In 

fact, the belief was that since Chris was not on a large scholarship, the coaches could afford to sit 

him.  As Corbin continued to neglect his studies, the team GPA goals were sacrificed for his on-

field heroics.  If, as the coaches stated, “team needs will dictate individual effort” were truly the 

day-to-day operating principles, each of these situations would have been handled much 

differently.      

These norms lead directly to the true premise for organizational behavior known as basic 

assumptions (Schein, 2004) which become subconscious guides for members to react to the 

environment.  Basic assumptions create mental maps that in turn guide perceptions and feelings 

within the culture.  As I entered the culture of Hawk baseball from the viewpoint of a researcher 

I had a preconceived notion that the basic assumption for the culture would simply be winning 

baseball games.  However I was truly taken aback when Coach Jones stated that the first priority 

was actually job preservation.  In reviewing the data, it is clear that this type of mentality 

manifested itself through the coaches’ choices on personnel and attitude.  Decisions were made 

that had a negative impact on the present season and players, but allowed for the coaches to 

project future success because of those actions.  The result of these assumptions was a palpable 

skepticism that resonated throughout the organization.   

This act of self-handicapping as described by Hardy, Eys, and Carron (2005) was a 

proactive approach to protect self-esteem and job security through the adoption of impediments 
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to success.  Because the staff had produced results with older, more mature squads in the past it 

was easier to forecast success to the administration, players, and fan base for the following year.  

The highly regarded sophomores would be more experienced and also have talented freshman 

arriving in the fall to compliment their abilities.  The strategy of self-handicapping backfired 

with the culmination of yet another disappointing season in 2009.   

Social and Task Cohesion 

I believe the impact observed between culture and recruitment can be explained through 

the concept of social and task cohesion.  Cohesion has been noted as a cognition that is present in 

the minds of individual group members (Carron and Spink, 1995).  Often referred to as a vital 

small group variable (Carron and Brawley, 2000), it can also be seen as the sense of belonging 

an individual has to a particular group combined with feelings of morale once associated with the 

group (Bollen and Hoyle, 1990).  Katzenbach and Smith (1993) stated that the primary 

difference in teams that achieve the best results is the “degree of commitment, particularly how 

deeply committed the members are to one another.  Such commitments go well beyond civility 

and teamwork.  Each genuinely helps the others to achieve both personal and professional goals” 

(p. 65).  I can attest that the staff and team did not display a deep commitment toward each other 

nor was there civility and true instances of teamwork.  The coaches remained aloof from the 

players while from my observations it appeared the players relied on their position groups for 

camaraderie.  With such a collection of individualistic actions, it is not surprising that results did 

not meet expectations.   

 Throughout the recruitment process social cohesion was present between the coaches and 

the recruits; communication flowed freely back and forth as relationships were being built 

through non-threatening compliance-gaining messages and persuasive metaphor use.  At the 
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same time, current Hawk players were not experiencing social cohesion with Wood and Jones.  

The relationship was strictly aligned with superior-subordinate dialogue patterns leaving little to 

no room for personal relationship development.  Social cohesion amongst players was 

encouraged through off-season activities but was not reflected by the espoused values and basic 

assumptions from the staff.  Hardy, Eys, and Carron, (2005) found that in some instances 

increasing social cohesion can lead to the formation of cliques or in-groups within a team.  With 

the basis for cohesion being unity within a group, it would be a negation of the concept to have a 

highly cohesive yet clique-filled team.  The coaches relayed to me conversations they had with 

the players in question in which the athletes would openly state that their “other” coaches 

disagreed with the Eastern approach to hitting or pitching.  The staff knew that the players talked 

about this with each other and truly believed that the players were intentionally disregarding 

instructions.  With Coaches Wood and Blagg responsible for the individual efforts of the team 

and Coach Jones focused on results from the games, the result of each season was a highly 

segmented and awkward gathering of talent.   

 While social cohesion can be viewed as a desirable quality for groups it is actually task 

cohesion that has the most influence upon performance (Carless & DePaola, 2000).  Task 

cohesion is the degree to which members strive to achieve the organization’s stated goals and 

objectives (Widmeyer, et al., 1985). Additionally, improved group performance is often more 

likely to increase from specifying actions that enhance commitment to the group task rather than 

actions that increases member’s liking for one another (Carless & DePaola, 2000).  This is 

precisely the action the coaches sought out for their organization – full attention to detail on the 

task at hand, and let the accomplishment or “winning” solve the social woes.   
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Hours upon hours were spent giving instructions on tasks such as hitting the ball to the 

opposite field in order to advance a base runner instead of using a normal swing; or paying 

attention on the base paths to receive signs from the third base coach.  Careful consideration was 

given to the camaraderie and social equity built up in the fall and winter between coaches and 

players.  When these tasks and similar ones are completed, winning games becomes a much 

easier assignment.  Yet the social and task cohesion achieved by the coaches and staff during the 

beginning of the seasons (and even during their recruitment) vanished as each season wore on.  

Attention to detail began to wane on and off the field yet there were no demotions on the depth 

chart or cut in playing time from the staff.  Throughout my interviews, the coaches were visibly 

and vocally frustrated with the current group.  This breakdown in leadership related back to low 

levels of leader-member relations and was further excused with self-handicapping.  But what is 

perplexing is when the 2009 regular and recruiting season began to mirror the 2008 campaign, 

each side (players and coaches) settled into familiar sides instead of seeking out new resolutions.  

While it is not a given that more social and task cohesion would have occurred, it was 

counterproductive to expect a different result from a known tactic.   

Theoretical implications 

 When applied to the current investigation, dialectical theory (Baxter, 1988; Baxter & 

Montgomery, 1996, 1998) provides valuable insight.  The dialectical perspective was first 

introduced in the interpersonal communication world as a form of relational maintenance 

(Montgomery, 1993).  This perspective studies ideas that are opposing forces or contradictory in 

relationships that are both interdependent and mutually negating (Zorn, 1995).  Dialectical theory 

suggests that contrasting ideas can co-exist within these relationships.  Further, dialectical theory 

sees relationship maintenance as a normal yet ongoing struggle of continually coping with 
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dialectical tensions (Barge, 1996).  Three primary dialectics within relationships were identified 

by Baxter (1988): autonomy-connection, novelty-predictability, and openness-closedness.  To 

properly analyze the struggle at Eastern, it is necessary to look within the autonomy-connection 

dialectic and view an extension known as competition-cooperation, and then even further to 

mixed-motive conflict.   

 From my observations, competition and cooperation were present within the culture at 

Eastern.  Under the proper leadership, each can be healthy and co-exist (Browning & Shetler, 

2000). At Eastern, though, the desires to achieve individual success or excuses for failures 

(competition) were chosen by coaches and players again and again over cooperation.  While 

individuals strive to bring their own goals into harmony with others in the group, certain 

conditions can produce conflict between the individual and group goals (Chen, Brockner, & 

Chen, 2002).  This manifests directly into the extent to which members will emphasize their 

individual interests, known as individual-primacy against the interests of the group, known as 

collective-primacy.    

The coaches could have removed the redshirt from Chris to aid the 2008 season and 

cooperate with team goals of making the post-season.  The coaches could have also benched 

Corbin for poor grades and Ron for failing to take instruction, then given their innings to other 

promising players.  These actions could have promoted competition along with cooperation. 

I believe cooperative competition was not enacted due to a concept known as mixed-

motive conflict.  This conflict refers to instances in which individuals are posed with a tension 

between motives to compete and cooperate (Sanna, Parks, & Chang, 2003).  As stated by Drolet 

and Morris (2000) “Many interactions in life are mixed-motive conflicts in which the 

collectively optimal outcome requires mutual cooperation but individual self-interest makes it 
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tempting not to cooperate” (p. 26).  More central to this investigation, Cohen et al. (2010) found 

that when seeking to elicit cooperation in a competitive scenario, two vital norms are activated 

by task-related communication: fairness and trust.  Fairness norms when activated produce 

expressions of cooperative intent to which most individuals will feel compelled to adhere.  When 

trust norms are activated, most humans expect cooperation and reciprocate the behavior.  

Fairness was canceled when instructions and team rules were ignored without penalty; trust 

devolved quickly when coaches appeared interested in other jobs.   

If these individuals had been benched or cut from the team, or in the case of Chris, 

activated in mid-season, there could have been severe consequences on the recruiting trail.  As 

stated by the Eastern staff, opposing schools seize on issues such as this and begin a narrative 

that states the coaches are not capable of developing talent or blatantly misuse those on the 

roster.  The coaches were simply not willing to enforce cooperation and espoused values for fear 

of negative repercussions in recruiting; it also provided a self-handicapping incentive for the 

current season.  The mixed-motive conflict determined their inaction and supported competition 

(next season vs. the current one; players anticipated abilities vs. unproven players) over 

cooperation (instilling values of fairness and trust).   

The staff admitted that prior teams also experienced strife and competitive contradictions 

but never the disinterest the current roster revealed.  The coaches stated that previous teams were 

given a much shorter leash regarding performance and team rules because there were suitable 

back-ups ready to perform.  From Jones, Wood’s, and Blagg’s experiences with college athletes, 

the more cooperative the team is and the more they understand consequences to actions, the 

better the social and task cohesion becomes.  In their world, it is the cooperation that pushes the 
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competition into a successful outcome which then breeds trust in the coaches and their 

management.   

Personal Reflections 

So often throughout this investigation, I would find myself staring at the piles of data 

trying to figure out how to make sense of it all.  Hours of one-on-one interviews, radio 

interviews, field notes, promotional material, and media guides had to be transcribed and 

formulated into a digestible account of organizational culture and its impact upon student-athlete 

recruitment.  Lindlof and Taylor (2002) note one of the challenges of qualitative research is the 

sheer amount of data that must be dealt with.  Without a doubt this was the largest research 

venture I had ever attempted to tackle and must admit that poring over the data become my 

toughest obstacle.   

The silver lining for me was that I honestly enjoyed the experience.  Getting permission 

to sit in on meetings, interview coaches, and just be around baseball was truly rewarding.  

According to Van Maanen (1995) all ethnographers hold onto partisan beliefs.  Thus what they 

see as truth is actually only what they have chosen to shine their partisan light upon.  I do not 

believe this to be entirely true.  While I certainly talked baseball quite often, I echo the 

sentiments of Strauss and Corbin (1990): “The touchstone of your own experience may be more 

valuable an indicator for you of a potentially successful research endeavor” (p. 36).   

Growing up as a participant in sports and continuing through adulthood provided 

familiarity with their world and allowed me to maximize my time with the staff.  The notion that 

I should not take advantage of this knowledge base would seem to be a major blunder.  What 

was and remains necessary is critical subjectivity (Heron & Reason, 1997) which is defined as a 

quality of awareness in which the researcher does not suppress his/her primary experience or 
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allow it to overwhelm.  Instead it should be allowed to raise consciousness and be used as part of 

the inquiry process.  Yet I feel confident that my criticism of the staff and their actions meet the 

standards of objectivity needed for quality ethnographic analysis.  This fact is advanced further 

through the triangulation of data obtained through media interviews and observation which 

matched the data obtained through my interviews with the staff.     

In my first meetings with the staff, I made it a point to mention that my research would 

not be without criticism of the culture or their actions when/if they were revealed.  Even with the 

efforts to promote confidentiality and anonymity, the staff had no problem with critique – even if 

it was from a grad student.  Initiating these conversations early on alleviated the issue of 

subjective positioning.  Each displayed such an honest and calm demeanor even when 

responding to pointed questions regarding perceived errors in judgment or decision making.    

Future research and limitations 

 This description of culture, recruitment, and its implications contributes to the literature 

in several ways.  First, to my knowledge this is the first in-depth academic inquiry linking 

organizational culture and recruitment thus assisting in opening the door to new areas of 

research.  Businesses are constantly recruiting new employees to their own unique culture while 

also losing employees to other companies.  Transferring the current findings to organizational 

literature could begin immediately.  It is also believed that the use of compliance gaining 

messages and metaphors in this persuasive exchange will also open up future avenues of study to 

include the role of the athlete, team dynamics, and longitudinal studies (recruitment to 

graduation/departure).   Finally, in creating a localized and isolated focus of inquiry, future 

initiatives in this field could be guided, tested, and improved upon. 
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Rather than uncover findings which are generalizable to parallel scenarios, the ultimate 

goal of qualitative research is to achieve findings that are transferable into similar scenes and 

situations.  Just as Schein’s (2004) organizational culture perspective and Dillard’s (1997) 

compliance-gaining typology transferred to Hawks baseball, I believe further examination will 

produce future studies regarding communication and athletics.  Keidel (1987) stated that the 

different varieties of team sports can serve as a living laboratory for organizational and 

interpersonal inquiry.  Sports can be viewed as a microcosm of the larger society: 

Sport is an institution that provides scientific observers with a convenient laboratory 

within to examine values, socialization, stratification, and bureaucracy to name a few 

structures and processes that also exist at the societal level.  The types of games people 

choose to play, the degree of competitiveness, the types of rules, the constraints on the 

participants, the groups that do and do not benefit under the existing arrangements, the 

rate and type of change, and the reward system in sport provide us with a microcosm of 

the society in which sport is embedded.  (Eitzen & Sage, 1997, p. 14) 

 

Further, Keidel also stated that: 

The world of sports mirrors the world of work...game or play structures parallel work 

structures.... Each of the three major team sports... baseball, football, and basketball, 

represents a generic organizational model.... Baseball is a metaphor for the autonomy of 

organizational parts, football for hierarchical control over the parts, and basketball, for 

voluntary cooperation among the parts.  (Keidel, 1987, pp. 591-592) 
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Including the present study, sports provides occasions to observe, accurately measure, 

and compare variables of interest over periods of time and to test hypotheses with highly 

motivated participants in laboratory-like conditions (Wolfe et al., 2005).   

The role of collegiate athletics in universities does not appear to be diminishing anytime 

soon.  This provides an opportunity for researchers and members of these academic institutions 

to better understand how these groups are formed and interact.  It is my hope to begin two 

immediate follow-up studies to the present one.  I believe it is crucial to begin an investigation 

that follows a sought-after prospect and his journey from recruit to signee to enrolled student.  

This would provide a welcomed companion piece to this effort which was solely from the 

vantage point of the Eastern coaching staff. 

 All research has its limitations and this project is no different in that regard.  First, with 

no access allowed to the prospective athletes, immediate reaction interviews from the receiver 

are impossible.  Therefore the entire weight of the interaction comes from the perspective of the 

coaches and is dependent upon their recollection and interpretation.  However, this limitation 

does open the door for a future follow up study that incorporates the athletes.  Second, the idea 

that a coach had anything to do with a particular athlete committing is flawed.  It is possible that 

the athlete in question grew up a life-long fan, had family influence, or even signed because that 

is where his girlfriend is attending college.  That is why this study sought to evaluate the entire 

process of recruitment rather than the individual messages being put forth.  Finally, this is a solo 

endeavor.  Thus, I cannot attend all interactions taking place and am also subject to incorrect 

analysis.  I was alone in working with the coaches and then compiling and analyzing the data.  I 

do believe though that my training in this field, my familiarity with the staff, the game, and the 

culture of the university also make me a qualified ethnographer/researcher.   
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I honestly learned something new every time I was able to sit down with the participants 

and that is what prompted me to continue with this research.  Without a doubt it was the 

ethnographical aspect of the study that allowed me to maintain enthusiasm for the project.  

Further, I believe these findings hold significance to numerous aspects of interpersonal dynamics 

and organizational entities.  Understanding compliance-gaining through social identity as well as 

leader-member relations present in organizational cultures can aid growth and development – 

especially with athletic teams.  As the study of sports and communication attains a more 

significant role in the field of communication studies, it is my sincere hope that this study assists 

in pushing the ball forward.   
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