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BACKGROUND
Program Need
The COVID-19 pandemic has presented an enormous public health challenge to the U.S. and world. 
Nationally, COVID has resulted in almost 1,000,000 lives lost1. In Chicago, over 7,500 people have died from 
COVID, with individuals in Black and Latinx communities being approximately 2 and 1.5 times more likely 
to die than those in White communities, respectively2. Vaccines remain the safest way to prevent death and 
severe disease3. Yet, COVID vaccination rates in Chicago remain low, especially in communities of color  
and among younger age groups4. Large numbers of people of color are not getting vaccinated due 
to a variety of concerns, ranging from barriers to accessing the vaccine to historical distrust of medical 
institutions and government5.

Partnership Structure
Coaches Against COVID (CAC) is a COVID-19 vaccine awareness program in North Lawndale, a 
predominantly African American neighborhood on Chicago’s West Side. The CAC program was conceived 
by the Laureus Sport for Good Foundation USA (Laureus USA), funded by the Chicagoland Vaccine 
Partnership, and brought to life through a unique collaboration of six founding organizations: Laureus USA 
and four partners within the North Lawndale Athletic and Recreation Association (NLARA), including UCAN, 
Play like a Champion, Endless Energy Sports, and Boxing Out Negativity. Central to this project was the 
concept that a group of organizations could achieve more together by combining each other’s assets than 
any one organization could do on its own.

Program Overview
CAC, which ran from December, 2021 through February, 2022, sought to address the vaccine-related 
concerns and hesitancies of community members by leveraging the trust of youth sports organizations and 
specifically youth sports coaches. CAC worked in two ways:

1. Boxing Out Negativity’s coaches hosted and facilitated community “circle” conversations – a discussion 
method giving participants the opportunity to speak freely in a safe space – to understand young 
people’s experiences with and attitudes towards the vaccine. The young people, aged 10-24 years old, 
who participated in the “circle” conversations are some of the hardest-to-reach youth, with some out 
of school, juvenile justice system-involved, and/or gang-involved or -impacted. As such, they are not 
typically engaged via traditional outreach channels (e.g., schools, community programs, etc.); and, 

2. Coaches from Endless Energy’s Jr. Go League were trained as vaccine ambassadors capable of having 
non-judgmental conversations about the vaccine with players, families, and community members. 
Endless Energy brought in a registered nurse, who is from North Lawndale and has deep experience 
with infectious disease treatment and prevention, to lead all coach training sessions to ensure they 
were delivered in a community-informed and scientifically-accurate way.

PROGRAM AIMS

• To explore young people’s attitudes towards and experiences with the COVID-19 vaccine;

• To increase vaccine knowledge and improve COVID-19 vaccine-related attitudes among coaches; and,

• To link youth and families to accurate COVID-19 vaccine information, and if appropriate, COVID-19 
vaccine services.

This report presents mixed-methods findings from coaches and youth participants, providing a  
snapshot of the program’s impact during the pilot and discussing next steps for program expansion  
and sustainability.
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DATA COLLECTION & ANALYSIS
Data Collection Tools
• A pre-/post-questionnaire was used to understand changes in coaches’ attitudes and knowledge 

about the vaccine from the beginning to the end of the pilot. Six attitude questions focused on 
personal confidence in the vaccine and ability to approach people with information about the 
vaccines. Six knowledge questions centered on topics including common myths (e.g. “The COVID 
vaccine gives you COVID”) and facts (e.g. “The COVID vaccine is effective at preventing serious 
disease and death.”).

• Weekly coach impact reports tracked vaccine-related “touch points” with players, parents, and 
community members (e.g., referees).

• A qualitative reflection session with coaches explored the types of conversations coaches were 
having with players and families, as well as the coaches’ perceived impact of those routine 
conversations. This session was recorded and transcribed.

• Community “circle” conversations with players, led by a trained facilitator, explored young people’s 
attitudes toward the vaccine and public health more generally and their knowledge of how they can 
access the vaccine. The conversations were recorded and transcribed.

Data Analysis
Descriptive statistics were generated for pre-/post-questionnaires and weekly coach impact reports. 
Thematic analysis was conducted for the reflection session and community “circle” conversations.

FINDINGS
Most youth are unvaccinated and have wide-ranging concerns about the 
COVID-19 vaccine.

In community “circle” conversations, several youth participants expressed distrust and a sense of 
hopelessness around the COVID vaccine. One youth participant drew on sports terminology, describing 
the vaccine as “an ‘L’ (loss) either way,” implying that you get sick if you get the vaccine (either through 
vaccine side effects or breakthrough infection) and you get sick if you don’t get the vaccine. Another 
participant echoed this feeling: “If the vaccine is not really helping us, why are they making us take it? 
I don’t understand”. Other participants questioned the roll out and mobilization of community-based 
vaccination campaigns and programs, citing incentive programs for vaccines and location of vaccine 
clinics (e.g., “on the side of the road”) as specific points of distrust. Many participants expressed needing 
more information about the vaccine, including what’s in the vaccine and how it is made, before they 
decide to get vaccinated. For example:

“For me, I’m not going to lie. They are going to have to tell me what’s in it and what are 
the costs [side effects]. So, I need to see a whole layout and better results than what has 
happened already [before I get vaccinated].” 

— Youth participant
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Some participants shared more generalized concerns of public health concerns given historical 
mistreatment of African Americans by organized medicine. Nearly all youth in the community ‘circle’ 
conversations described views towards the vaccine that were linked to common vaccine-related 
misinformation, including, for example, no trust in the vaccine because it was created “so fast” or it “injects 
you with COVID.” Youth in the community ‘circle’ conversations relied on family, school, and social media 
as the sources of their information about the COVID vaccine.

A small proportion of youth (33%) were vaccinated. They cited various reasons for getting the vaccine, 
including family pressure (e.g., parents/guardians wanted them to get the vaccine), desire to enjoy 
certain activities (e.g., going to restaurants), and school.

CAC Coaches demonstrated increased knowledge and improved attitudes 
about the COVID-19 vaccine from pre-to post-questionnaire.

 ↑ 11% increase in overall knowledge about the vaccine.

 ↑ 33% increase in knowledge about the vaccines preventing serious disease and death.

 ↑ 40% increase in knowledge about most people experiencing mild side effects from the vaccine.

 ↑ 40% increase in coaches believing that the benefits of the vaccine outweigh the risks.

 ↑ 40% increase in coaches’ confidence in answering questions about the vaccine.

 ↑ 25% increase in coaches’ self-efficacy to address people’s attitudes about the vaccine.

“The program helped me reach out to our kids and our kids’ parents. It helped them a lot. I 
was able to give them a lot of information that I learned from the Coaches against COVID 
classes… I was able to get half my team vaccinated so far and a few of their parents as well.” 

— coach, north lawndale

Given their role as trusted adults, coaches can play a key role in sharing 
accurate information about the vaccine and supporting vaccine uptake.

• 87% of youth stated that they view their coach as a trusted adult who they can go to for advice. 

• Coaches led 50+ conversations with players, families, and other community members about the 
COVID-19 vaccine during the pilot. 

Program Reach
Coaches trained 11

Hours of coach training (per coach) 11

Youth who participated in Endless Energy’s Jr. Go League 55

Community “circle” conversations held 2

Youth (ages 10-24) who participated in the circle conversations 36
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Coach Crawford’s Impact Story
“I had an encounter with a parent before Christmas break. 

Her child had to go on quarantine because someone in the 
classroom had tested positive for COVID and so the whole 
class had to go remote. This parent was always giving staff 
problems, saying we [the teachers and staff] ‘need to do 
better to protect the kids.’ So, we [the school staff] was 
breaking it down for her, explaining what we can do but also 
what she could do as parents as well. I had mentioned to the 
parent, ‘Well, have you ever considered getting you and your 
child vaccinated?’ That would be greatly helpful. I was giving 
her information that I learned in [the Coaches Against COVID] 
trainings and passing that information on to her. 

Yesterday when the students returned [from break], she asked the administrative office, ‘Is 
Coach Crawford here?’ I came down to the front desk and I saw the parent. My approach was 
like, ‘Oh, what’s going on now, Mom? What can we help you with?’ She was like ‘You know 
what, Coach Crawford. I just wanted to thank you.’ I was like ‘Alright’ and my whole facial 
expression changed. I said, ‘But your son wasn’t able to come to school today [because he is 
still quarantining].’ She said, ‘I know, but I just wanted to thank you for passing that information 
on to me about getting vaccinated with my son because here is our [vaccination] card [She 
showed the card]. We went ahead and got the vaccination because of the facts that you gave 
me. I was looking it up [online] and telling other people and what you were telling me was true.’

So, I just kind of took that in, took that to heart, and was proud. I reached out to that parent 
that was constantly a problem and she wound up getting vaccinated. And she’s not the first 
person that has actually told me this [that they got vaccinated because of information I gave 
them], so that was a great story to start this week off.”
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IMPLICATIONS & NEXT STEPS
The findings provide encouraging evidence that youth sports organizations and coaches can play a 
key role in spreading awareness about the COVID vaccine. Given the sensitivities that youth and other 
community members have around the COVID vaccine, the pilot’s success can be attributed to the trust 
and relationships built by coaches and community-based organizations with the youth and their families. 
Given that each participating organization served a different role (e.g., Endless Energy and Boxing Out 
Negativity led the implementation; Laureus USA, UCAN, and NLARA provided financial, operational, and 
logistical support), this pilot also offers a useful example of the power of community collaboration to 
reach a common goal.

In light of the promising findings from the pilot, Laureus USA has since secured an additional $105,000 to 
deepen CAC’s vaccine awareness work in North Lawndale with the NLARA and UCAN, as well as expand 
to Far South Side communities of Roseland and Pullman through a partnership with PeacePlayers 
International. A full case study that summarizes the program design, methods, results, and lessons 
learned from Phases 1 and 2 of the CAC program will be available in the summer of 2022.
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