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Abstract 
 

This thesis investigated the complicated dynamics of the coach-athlete 

relationship within the context of elite sports, focusing on individual 

athletes’ perspectives of the relationship with their coach, the coach’s 

ability to actively listen to them, and the importance both play when 

aiming to achieve high performance. Through semi-structured interviews 

with six elite athletes, 4 male and 2 female who participated in basketball, 

rugby union, field hockey and football, the study investigated the complex 

nature of the coach-athlete relationship, particularly emphasising the 

importance of communication, mutual understanding and support. The 

findings revealed that elite athletes place a high value on coaches who not 

only develop their sporting and athletic ability but also see them as the 

individual they are, supporting them away from their competition 

environment. The elite athletes emphasised the need for the coach to listen 

to them, their thoughts and feelings, by hearing and understanding them, 

the coaches build trust in the relationship and enhance the athlete’s 

motivation. Although the athletes had these feelings about their coaches’ 

listening skills, they could not describe or explain if or when their coach 

had used active listening techniques. By hearing and understanding them, 

the coaches build trust in the relationship and enhance the athlete’s 

motivation. This study also highlights the impact of the coaches’ reaction to 

performance challenges, underlining the importance of honesty and 

responsibility in maintaining a positive coach-athlete relationship. Overall, 

this research showed the needs of an elite athlete within a coach-athlete 

relationship in order for them as individual to grow whilst also seeking to 

achieve high performance. 
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Key Words: Communication, Development, Feedback, Relationship, Trust, 

Understanding 

Detta examensarbete undersökte den komplicerade dynamiken i relationen 

tränare-idrottare inom elitidrottssammanhang, med fokus på individuella 

idrottares perspektiv på relationen med sin tränare, tränarens förmåga att 

aktivt lyssna på dem och betydelsen av att båda spelar en stor roll i uppnå 

hög prestanda. Genom semistrukturerade intervjuer med sex elitidrottare, 

4 män och 2 kvinnor som deltog i basket, rugbyunion, landhockey och 

fotboll, undersökte studien den komplexa karaktären av relationen tränare-

idrottare, och betonade särskilt vikten av kommunikation, ömsesidig 

förståelse och hjälp. Resultaten avslöjade att elitidrottare sätter ett högt 

värde på tränare som inte bara utvecklar sin idrottsliga och atletiska 

förmåga utan också ser dem som den individ de är, och stöttar dem borta 

från sin tävlingsmiljö. Elitidrottarna betonade behovet av att tränaren 

lyssnar på dem, deras tankar och känslor, genom att höra och förstå bygger 

coacherna förtroende i relationen och ökar idrottarens motivation. Även 

om idrottarna hade dessa känslor om deras tränares lyssnarförmåga, kunde 

de inte beskriva eller förklara om eller när deras tränare hade använt aktiva 

lyssningstekniker. Genom att höra och förstå dem bygger coacherna 

förtroende i relationen och ökar idrottarens motivation. Denna studie 

belyser också effekterna av tränarnas reaktion på prestationsutmaningar, 

vilket understryker vikten av ärlighet och ansvar för att upprätthålla en 

positiv relation mellan tränare och idrottare. Sammantaget visade denna 
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forskning behoven hos en elitidrottare inom ett förhållande mellan tränare 

och idrottare för att de som individer ska kunna växa samtidigt som de 

försöker uppnå höga prestationer. 
 

Nyckelord: Kommunikation, Utveckling, Feedback, Relation, Förtroende, 

Förståelse 
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1 Introduction 
 

1.1 Coaching 
 

Coaching can be defined as the “facilitative or helping relationship with the 
purpose of achieving some type of change, learning or new level of individual or 
organisational performance” (Smith, Van Oosten and Boyatzis, 2009). Moen & 
Kvalsund (2008) define coaching as “a method that aims to achieve self-
actualization by facilitating learning and developmental processes to promote the 
resource base of another person. The method is characterized by its active 
involvement of the coachee through powerful questioning and active listening” 

Smith et al (2009) and Moen and Kvalsund (2008) highlight that coaching 
encompasses many different factors such as relationships, inter-personal 
skills and different methods of communication. There are many various 
approaches to the coaching process that are dependent on the individual’s 
coaching philosophies and methodologies in relation to the coaching 
situation.  Grant and Stober (2006) defined nine different coaching 
approaches: humanist, behaviourist, adult development, cognitive 
coaching, goal-focused, positive psychology approach, adventure coaching, 
adult learning and systemic coaching. Although these coaching approaches 
have individual benefits, they are all needed within an individual’s 
coaching technique with a combined approach to benefit the athlete and 
help them reach their goals. This said, when applying these approaches to 
gaining performance development, goal-focused and adult learning could 
be seen as more important than the others. Grant (2006) defines the goal-
focused approach as “strict goal focused or solution-driven focused” with Cox 
(2006) stating that the adult-learning approach is a “learning approach 
designed to nurture goal-focused, self-directed learners who draw on their reservoir 
of previous experience with a view to solving real-life dilemmas”. 
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1.2 The Coach-Athlete Relationship 
 

Jowett and Poczwardowski (2007) define the coach-athlete relationship as 
“a situation in which a coach’s and an athlete’s cognitions, feelings and behaviours 
are mutually and causally interrelated”. Whilst this definition provides an 
understanding of the basis of a coach-athlete relationship, there are many 
factors that contribute to this dynamic task-orientated relationship to make 
it as positive and purposeful as it can be. These factors come under three 
main areas: physical (such as skills, techniques, fitness), social (including 
communication, engagement) and psychological (mental skills) (Jowett and 
Carpenter, 2016). 

 

There are many types of relationships in an individual’s life, each with 
different rules. Collett (1977) defined a rule as “a behaviour that people think 
or believe should or should not be performed”. Such rules in relationships can 
range from showing emotional support, being able to confide in each other 
and sharing news within the relationship. In any task-oriented relationship, 
such as a doctor-patient or in this case, a coach-athlete relationship, there 
needs be to rules for both parties involved to ensure the relationship can be 
as impactful and positive as possible (Argyle and Henderson, 1984). A 
coach-athlete relationship can be viewed as a task-oriented relationship 
with the athlete having specific goals related to their sporting performance. 
There also needs to be an element of inter-personal skills (communication, 
understanding) and boundaries (avoiding developing romantic 
relationships or overly personal relationships with the athlete or team 
member) between the coach and athlete within their relationship. The need 
for these two elements is due to the working nature of the relationship with 
the coach and athlete potentially spending considerable time together 
during training, competition and/or travelling. Jowett and Carpenter (2016) 
investigated different coach-athlete relationships and the interpersonal 
skills that were needed and the boundaries that were set to minimise 
conflict between the coach and athlete whilst also providing reward to both 
to build a quality relationship. For a relationship to thrive on an inter-



9/39 
 

personal level, Jowett and Carpenter (2016) found that verbal and non-
verbal communication such as dialogue, self-disclosure and empathy, were 
the most important factors as they allowed the coach to understand their 
athletes whilst allowing the coach to express how the athlete could 
improve. From the athlete’s perspective, communication allowed them to 
show their coaches that they are more than a performance machine and 
they are a human being who needs friendship, help and feedback. 

 

Another factor that can help benefit a coach-athlete relationship from an 
inter-personal standpoint is to improve the closeness within the 
relationship. Jowett and Carpenter (2016) found that both sides of the 
relationship need to demonstrate the other side reciprocal respect, mutual 
appreciation and trust. These factors were stated as key qualities for the 
relationship to maintain and grow over time. From the athlete’s 
perspective, to gain respect, appreciation and trust from their coach 
requires ‘working hard for the coach’, ‘working hard to improve and get 
better’ whilst ‘accepting and listening’ to their coach. In contrast, the 
coach’s perspective was to make the ‘athlete believe in them’, providing 
positive appreciation during training and competition whilst 
understanding the athlete and what makes them tick. The inter-personal 
characteristics of the coach-athlete relationship could be viewed as 
unrelated to the training and competitive aspects, while task-related rules 
are linked to training and performance aspects of the relationship.  

During competition, the athletes saw their coach’s role as supportive with 
the athlete becoming the leader of the relationship and the expectation that 
the coach would attend all competitions as a sign of the coach’s 
commitment to the relationship and the athlete. In comparison, the 
relationship roles changed during training sessions, with the athletes 
expecting the coach to lead. The athletes wanted to be told what to do, 
listen to instructions, be obedient to the expectations, comply with the 
coaches demands and be given feedback from the coach. This switch of 
leader and follower within the relationship, especially within in a team-
sport setting, uses a concept of collective efficacy.  
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Collective efficacy has been defined by Zaccaro, Blair, Peterson and Zazanis 
(1995) as “confidence in the conjoint capabilities to successfully organise and 
perform collective tasks”.  Feltz and Chase (1998) stated there are many 
distinctive foundations of collective efficacy from leadership/verbal 
persuasion, motivational climate and past performances. Although 
leadership is mentioned by Feltz and Chase (1998) it is important to 
consider the quality of the relationship between the leader and follower or 
in this case, the coach and athlete or the athlete and coach. Bass (1995) 
consistent with Jowett and Carpenter (2016) found that leaders and 
followers need to show mutual trust and respect whilst committing to the 
task in hand to achieve the common goal. Developing and maintaining 
quality within a relationship is essential to be effective and successful in 
leadership (Schruijer & Vansina, 2002) as leadership can be shared between 
the coach and athlete as either party needs the other to achieve high 
performance success. Current research often focuses on the coach with 
some research combining the coach and athlete (Toll and van Vliet, 2014; 
Van de Pol and Kavussanu, 2022; van Raalte and Cornelius, 2008; Williams 
and Cumming, 2012). Another factor within the current research is the 
difference between the opinions of individual sport athletes compared to 
team sport athletes. Rhind, Jowett and Yang (2012) found that individual 
sport athletes perceived to have a closer and more committed relationship 
with their coach compared to team sport athletes. Nia and Besharat, (2010) 
showed there were differences in personality traits between team sport and 
individual sport athletes with athletes who competed in team sports 
displayed a higher-level of trust of others, are more agreeable with other 
people and have a dominant sociotropy characteristic, meaning that they 
are invested in interpersonal relationships which is appropriate to this 
research of this study 

 

However, there is limited research investigating how international/elite 
team sport athletes feel about their relationship with the coach benefits 
them when they are aiming for or achieving high performance. 
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1.3 Active Listening 
 

Nelson-Jones (2014) describes active listening as more than ‘hearing’ 
someone’s words. Active listening is the process of fully accommodating 
the feelings and views of the person speaking and validating their 
experience in an unbiased manner. In relation to this description, Rogers 
and Farson (1987) portrays active listening as having three components: 
listening for total meaning, responding to feelings and noting all cues. The 
descriptions of active listening by Nelson-Jones (2014) and Rogers and 
Farson (1987) depict that active listening incorporates verbal and non-
verbal communication such as body language, facial expressions, emotions 
or gestures.  

  

The interpretation of verbal and non-verbal communication is vital to 
provide validation to the communicator (Miller and Rollnick 2012). Rogers 
and Farson’s (1987) active listening components can be related to sporting 
contexts and the coach-athlete relationship. When the athlete responds to a 
coach’s question about a performance, the answer to the question will be 
supplemented with a second layer, one of attitude or feeling. It is important 
for the coach to truly hear what the athlete is saying and engage with them 
thus listening for the total meaning (Predoiu 2016). Once the athlete has 
expressed their answer with emotions and feelings, it is important for the 
coach to respond at the correct time to the feelings. By doing this, the 
athlete will feel believed and supported with empathy by their coach 
(Doron and Parot, 2007). While the coach listens for the athletes total 
meaning and chooses when to respond to their feelings, it is important that 
the coach also notes the non-verbal cues of the athlete, such as visual 
contact and facial expression. Establishing visual contact with an athlete 
when listening to them plays a critical role in regulating, facilitating and 
optimising communication and supporting the verbally transmitted 
information (Ellgring, 2007). Facial expressions have been shown to be 
unique in the way people show their emotions (Klingner and Gunthinas-
Lichius, 2023) so can be one of the most important non-verbal cues in 
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communication and will also provide an insight to the coach of the 
emotional state of their athlete.  

A coach’s ability to actively listen to their athlete is important as it will 
make the athlete feel that their coach has this skill practiced and is paying 
the full attention they require (Moen and Kvalsund, 2008). The athlete is the 
individual who is performing at their highest level in their sporting 
environment so their feedback to the coach is vital in order for the coach to 
help them fulfil their potential (Mason, Farrow and Hattie, 2020). In 
particular, the use of active listening from a coach’s perspective can 
cultivate a more meaningful relationship with an athlete (Whitmore, 2009). 
By the coach upskilling themselves in the use of active listening and not 
just hearing the athlete verbally, the ability to pick up and decode non-
verbal cues such as an emotional reaction to a particular event (Mallon, 
1987) will improve the communication within the relationship. If the 
communication in the relationship is engaging and the coach is listening to 
the athlete and not simply passively hearing them (Burton and Raedeke, 
2008) then the relationship has the potential to grow. This growth can help 
the athlete gain even more opportunity to achieve success with empathy 
and investment. Although previous research shows a positive association 
between a coach and athlete if the coach is listening to their athlete (Otte, 
Davids, Millar and Klatt, 2020), it is unknown whether the athlete truly 
feels listened to and understood by their coach. Furthermore, it is unknown 
whether an athlete understands what active listening is, if their coach has 
used this technique and that the use active listening has truly benefitted 
their performance when aiming for high performance in their sport.  

 

1.4 Aims 
 

The aim of this study is to investigate elite athletes’ views, feelings and 
thoughts from previous experiences of the importance of the coach-athlete 
relationship to gain high performance across a range of team sports and 
athletes. Coinciding with this aim, this study will also investigate the elite 
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athlete’s opinions and feelings on their coach’s use of active listening 
within their relationship and high performance.  

 

 

2 Materials and Methods 

2.1 Participants 
 

For this research, six athletes were interviewed. To be included in this 
study the athlete had to either have, represented their country at a 
senior/adult level in their team sport or have performed in the highest 
senior/adult competition within their team sport. Mckay et al (2022) suggest 
that athletes or participants can be divided into a six-tier framework 
ranging from tier 0, a sedentary individual to tier 5, an Olympic and/or 
world medallists. The participants/athletes that were selected for this 
research were classed as tier 4: Elite/International or tier 3: highly 
trained/national level. To ensure that inclusion criteria were fulfilled, 
prospective participants were asked if any of the descriptors of tier 4 or 3 
relate to their sporting level. Within in this research, 4 of the participants 
were classed tier 4 status whilst 2 athletes were classed as tier 3 status.  

To recruit the participants for this study, the athletes were approached 
through current sporting contacts through email. Before undertaking the 
interview process, the athletes were approached in a semi formal way 
explaining the aim of the research, what will be expected from them in 
terms of time needed to complete the interview. Alongside this contact, the 
athletes were also asked if they knew any athletes that might be interested 
in being interviewed and could benefit from the research, this is known as 
snowball sampling (Marshall 1996). One athlete interviewed was contacted 
through this process and conducted an interview. 

When athletes opted to participate in this research, they affirmed their 
eligibility by confirming their age, sport and highest level of competition. 
They were explicitly informed that their involvement in the study was 
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entirely voluntary and they retained the freedom to withdraw at any point 
without needing to provide a reason. They were also given the assurance 
that anonymity would be used when using comments or extracts from the 
interview process. Additionally, participants were assured of the 
confidentiality of the interview process and were informed that any 
information shared would be kept anonymous in the study’s examples 

The participants within this research were all competing within their 
chosen team sports of basketball, rugby union, field hockey or football. 
Within the participants, there was a mixture of male and female athletes (4 
males and 2 females) whilst the athletes were born in different countries 
(Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Iceland and Netherlands) with 4 out of the 6 
athletes playing in the country they were born in as can been seen in Table 
1. 

Table 1: Interviewed Participant Individual Characteristics  

 

Athlete Gender Age Country Sport Current 
Country of 
Participation 

Tier Years of 
Participation 

1 Male 31 Denmark Rugby Union Denmark 4 9 

2 Female 30 Netherlands Field Hockey Sweden 3 5 

3 Female 24 Sweden Rugby Union Sweden 4 4 

4 Male 41 Iceland Basketball Iceland 3 12 

5 Male 27 Norway Football Norway 4 9 

6 Male 29 Denmark Basketball Iceland 4 8 

 

 

A sample size has to be appropriate to the research question or aim. The 
aim of this research is to gain an understanding of a coach-athlete 
relationship in reaching high performance and the use of active listening 
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within the relationship therefore the questions used within the semi-
structured interview research method could be deemed complicated in 
their answers. A smaller sample size is suitable for this research due to the 
richness within the answers from the participants. To gain a fuller 
perspective by including many athletes could be deemed more beneficial in 
terms of research. However, owing to this richness of information, 
saturation of information will likely be achieved with a smaller sample 
such as 10 or less participants. Once saturation of information has been 
achieved then any extra information from more participants will not add 
anything to the data analysis carried out (Malterud, Siersma and Gussira, 
2016) 

In this research judgement sampling, also known as selective sampling, 
was conducted as it was deemed the most appropriate sampling method 
for this research. Judgement sampling is common in qualitative research 
and involves the process of defining the selection criteria for the sample 
(Patton 2002). In this study the age and level of performance of the athletes 
were the main selection criteria.  

 

2.2 Study Design 
 

After the athletes had accepted to be interviewed and have met the tier 
descriptions previously stated, each athlete was interviewed using a 
qualitative research method known as semi-structured interviewing. An 
interview can be defined ”a social activity where two or more persons actively 
engage in embodied talk, collaboratively constructing knowledge about the world 
and about themselves as they interact with each other over time and in a certain 
context” (Smith and Caddick, 2012). A semi-structured interview involves a 
researcher using some pre-planned questions predefined questions but also 
inquiries further when the participate responds to produce insights of the 
individual and their experiences, opinions, and perceptions (Peters and 
Halcomb, 2015). This allows flexibility within the interview for the research 
to discuss unexpected avenues depending on the athlete’s answers. This 
flexibility of the interview also opens the depth of exploration of the 
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athlete’s perspectives, experiences, and feelings by allowing the athlete to 
elaborate their response whilst providing insight and detailed narratives 
(Osbourne and Grant-Smith, 2021).  

Due to the nature of semi-structured interviews and the openness of the 
answers from the athlete, there is very limited process or procedure that 
can be applied to an interview. Within in the research of this area, a trend 
was noticed of the lack of pure athlete-based feeling research to the coach-
athlete relationship so the development of the questions previously stated 
are athlete based to allowing them describe their feelings, emotions and 
thoughts within this area. 

There were two main topics that the questions were generated from: the 
coach-athlete relationship topic and the perceived active listening shown 
by the coach. Although these were the main topics of the questions, there 
was a focus on either achieving high performance or high achievement 
moments in the athlete’s career. There is also possibility of asking questions 
regarding setbacks within the athlete’s career, the role of the coach and the 
effect on the relationship between the coach and athlete. 

 

2.3 Study Procedures 
 

To recruit the participants for this study, the athletes were approached 
through current sporting contacts. Before undertaking the interview 
process, the athletes were approached in a semi formal way explaining the 
aim of the research, what was expected from them in terms of time needed 
to complete the interview.  

When athletes opted to participate in this research, they affirmed their 
eligibility by confirming their age, sport and highest level of competition. 
They were explicitly informed that their involvement in the study was 
entirely voluntary and they retained the freedom to withdraw at any point 
without needing to provide a reason. They were also given the assurance 
that anonymity would be used when using comments or extracts from the 
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interview process. Additionally, participants were assured of the 
confidentiality of the interview process and were informed that any 
information shared would be kept anonymous in the study’s examples.  

Participants were given the option, if feasible, to choose between an in-
person or online video interview. In the case of an in-person interview, it 
would be conducted in a secure and confidential location, ensuring the 
privacy and confidentiality of both the interview and interviewee. 
Similarly, if the interview was conducted online, both parties would be 
situated in safe and secure environments of their choosing. This approach 
was chosen to enhance the quality of the interviews, as it allowed the 
athletes to feel comfortable and speak freely during the process (Adams 
and Cox, 2008). Both in-person and online interviews facilitated the express 
of the athletes’ thoughts and feelings, including non-verbal gestures and 
cues. This flexibility was particularly important given the potential for 
athletes to be located in different parts of the country or overseas. 

Once the interview was completed, the athlete provided written consent 
confirming all details about their interview. The information that is 
recorded during the interview was transcribed and stored in password 
protected file in order to maintain the high level of confidentiality.  

 

2.4 Data Analysis 
 

When analysing the results, thematic and content analysis was used to 
systematically analyse the data and identify recurring themes and contents. 
The data was transcribed from the interviews with the video recordings 
being watched again to ensure accuracy of the transcripts. Open coding 
was used on segments of data with descriptive codes being used to collect 
main themes within the data. Once this process had been achieved, data 
comparison was conducted across interviews to identify similarities and 
differences between the athletes.  

Thematic and content analysis, which are both common qualitative 
approaches (Cote, Salmela, Baria and Russell, 1993; Smith and Caddick, 
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2012) and were used within this research. Thematic analysis involves 
systematically identifying, analysing and reporting repeating themes and 
patterns across the different interviews. To conduct thematic analysis, 
codes were created to match relevant pieces of information produced to the 
main topics of research questions. After this, the codes were grouped into 
themes, which capture key moments and patterns within the data (Braun 
and Clarke, 2012). The process of thematic analysis can be summarised in a 
stage-by-stage process to discover common themes within the interview 
reports (Forrester and Sullivan, 2018): 

Stage 1: Gain familiarisation of the data by reading, understanding and 
gaining an insight of the content with any initial patterns. 

Stage 2: Systematically code the data by identifying segments of data that is 
relevant to the individual research topics. The data labels can be either 
interpretive (concepts and meanings) or descriptive (segments of text) 

Stage 3: Organise the codes, view the themes and patterns based on the 
relationships between the different codes. Within this stage, group the 
codes together in terms of theme relation.  

Stage 4: Review and refine themes making sure the accuracy of the capture 
of the data, making sure they are coherent and meaningful. 

Stage 5: Defining and naming all the themes, making sure there is clear and 
precise descriptions of each theme whilst supporting the themes with 
examples from the interview text. 

Content analysis involves systematically and quantifying the content of the 
text data produced by the interviews. For semi-structured interviews, 
content analysis can identify recurring keywords, topics and concepts 
across the different interview scripts. This analysis technique provides a 
systematic approach when analysing the interview data especially when 
specific areas are being researched (Harwood and Garry, 2003). The process 
of content analysis can be summarised in a stage-by-stage process to 
discover common content within the interview reports (Domas-White and 
Marsh, 2006): 
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Stage 1: With the research questions in mind, making sure that the content 
analysis focused on these research questions. 

Stage 2: Start to develop the coding scheme in turn with the categories of 
data. These categories are related to the areas or key concepts that are being 
researched. The coding scheme can be based on deductive (pre-existing 
theories) or inductive (emerging from the data). 

Stage 3: Apply the coding scheme to the data and start to 
identify/categorise the individual pieces of text and content that is relates to 
the categories or themes. 

Stage 4: Interpretation of the findings, patterns, trends and relationships 
between the data. Quantifying the data to understand the frequencies of the 
different categories and themes within the data. 

Stage 5: Making sure that process is valid and has reliability whilst 
ensuring the coding is consistent, transparent and can be replicated. To 
ensure validity and reliability, reviewing the coding scheme and process to 
guarantee it remains relevant and accurate throughout the research 
process. 

 

3 Results 
 

From this research, the main themes created from thematic analysis and 
sub categories created from content analysis that emerged from the 
interviews can be seen in Table 2: 

 

Theme Sub-category 

Importance of Coach-Athlete Relationship Two-way relationship 

Mutual Openness 

Communication 
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Understanding 

Support 

Mental Preparation 

Recovery 

Coach’s Perception of Athlete as an 
Individual 

Recognition Beyond Performance 

Individualised Support 

Athlete’s Perception of Active Listening and 
the effects of it 

Listening 

Feedback 

Not being listened to 

Acting on feedback 

Impact of Coaching Style on Relationship Structured and Data-driven Approach 

Focused individual Approach 

Emotional Support and Mindset 

 

Table 2: Research Results Matrix of Themes and sub-categories developed from 
athlete interviews. 

Within the content analysis, table 3 shows the frequency of sub category words 
mentioned during the interview process. 

Sub-Categories Frequency During 
Interviews 

Two-way Relationship 12 

Mutual Openness 5 

Communication 8 

Understanding 7 

Support 5 
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Mental Preparation 8 

Recovery 2 

Recognition Beyond Performance 5 

Understanding Individual Needs 7 

Listening 15 

Feedback 6 

Not Being Listened to 7 

Acting on Feedback 6 

Structured and Data-driven Approach 2 

Focused Individual Approach 6 

Emotional Support and Mindset 7 

 

Table 3: Content Analysis Frequency of categories  

From interviews with the athletes, their need for a two-way relationship 
with the coach was evident. Within this theme, the athletes talked about the 
need for mutual openness, communication, understanding, support, 
mental preparation and recovery. The athletes felt overall that if their coach 
established a positive relationship during training sessions and 
competitions with these needs being met then they had a higher chance to 
meet their true potential in terms of performance. Athletes spoke about: 

Athlete 6 “A coach cared about me, he will yell at me and stuff. If he doesn’t care, 
he won’t say anything” 

Athlete 3 “When you feel like you can come to a coach and you can talk to them 
about anything, that makes the relationship a lot easier” 

Athlete 4 “He knew each and every one in and out, so he knew when to use his 
voice and authority to speak to one person and he spoke gently to another one” 
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Athlete 5 “It was good (performance) but make sure you get enough sleep for some 
more training. Make sure you are not up all night to talking friends or girlfriend. 
Be happy about it (the performance) but we stay on the plan” 

Athlete 2 “It was mainly mentally that he would get me to stop complaining about 
certain things and just like it goes. Whatever happens around you, just focus on 
you first” 

 

Whilst the previous quotes are related to the coach-athlete relationship, the 
athletes placed an emphasis on the need for their coach to see them more 
than a performer and to understand them as an individual.  

 

Athlete 2 “The coach would try to understand me as a person, because I won’t say 
I’m not difficult to coach but I’m also not the easiest person to coach because I 
won’t agree always but he would really try to get know me and what I needed” 

Athlete 4 “Tell me to take a break, take a rest day and take it easy at the weekend. 
He always said improvements come when you’re fully rested and recovered”. 

 

When interviewing the athletes regarding the use and effect of active 
listening within their relationship and from their coach, there wasn’t a clear 
understanding of what active listening is by the athletes. There was an 
understanding of the use of communication and listening in their 
relationship. 

Athlete 5 “I think it’s probably fair to say I felt he was a good listener but probably 
not to the degree that you would say that he was taking everything in” 

Athlete 6 “I don’t always think the X and O’s matter as much as if you’re open, 
have open communication and listen to your players and what they need instead of 
just having it your own way” 
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Athlete 2 “He listened to the players. He listened to me and I was not voicing my 
opinions too much in the team setting but you know one on one he was, I talked to 
him a lot, voice my opinions and he was listening for sure” 

Athlete 3 “If the same thing happened after I have told them why that was wrong 
and it still hasn’t improved, that is really tough. How it would affect me, I would 
get a little bit unmotivated from it’ 

An interesting theme that was generated during the interviews was the 
different coaching styles across the different sports and the way these 
affected relationships when aiming for high performance. 

Athlete 5 “He gave me the feeling that I could always come and talk to him and 
then we would always find the solution” 

 

Athlete 1 “We knew what we were going into, we knew what scenario and could 
be performing to a high level. We knew all the data and all the information that we 
could have on the situation” 

Athlete 4 “When you had a bad game, he is like everybody has bad games and you 
know but you go right back to work. Don’t dwell on it too long and focus on what 
you can control. You already lost the game, or you already played that you know. 
Try to shift your mindset into what’s coming next and what you can do to make 
sure you don’t have a bad game again” 

Athlete 1 “A lot of frustration comes because you can’t play into that very rigid 
structure that he’s delivering and then that also gives him a kind of a free we are 
the ones to blame because we didn’t play how we trained” 

During the interviews, it also emerged the importance of the relationship 
between the coach and athlete in order for the athlete to progress and 
develop towards their goals. Although not an original aim of this research, 
the participant’s interview had a wide range of different thoughts on what 
coaching is 

Athlete 4 “Coaching is a combination of a relationship between a player and coach 
or authority person who can kind of guide you in the right direction” 



24/39 
 

Athlete 3 “Trying to get the most out of people, improving people in general and 
trying to hit some expected outcome like a performance in a positive direction” 

Athlete 2 “Coaching comes always from another person that helps you reach your 
fullest potential” 

 

4 Discussion 
 

The aim of this study was to explore elite athletes’ perspectives on the 
importance of the coach-athlete relationship in achieving high performance 
across various team sports. Additionally, the research aimed to investigate 
athletes’ opinions and feelings regarding their coaches’ use of active 
listening within this relationship and its impact on performance. From the 
interviews conducted in this study, the main findings were that athletes 
need a positive two-way relationship with their coach with it having 
openness, communication, understanding, support mental preparation and 
recovery understanding from the coach. The athletes also wanted to be 
seen more than just an athlete by their coach whilst there were many 
different styles of coaching that had different effects on the coach-athlete 
relationship. Although the athletes showed an understanding of listening 
and feedback, the use of active listening by their coach was not truly 
understood by them. 

Within the research, the elite athletes interviewed emphasised the pivotal 
role of the coach-athlete relationship in their sporting development and the 
desire to reach the highest performance possible. Athletes from various 
team sports emphasised the importance of trust, openness, communication 
and mutual respect in fostering a strong and productive relationship with 
their coaches. Pomerleau-Fontaine, Bloom and Alexander (2022) describe in 
their study, the need of parasport athletes from their coaches, to foster an 
enjoyable environment whilst the athletes also valued the coach if they had 
athletic experience in parasport. This understanding by the coach, meets 
with the athletes’ opinions interviewed in this study and their needs for 
their coach to foster a strong coach-athlete relationship. 
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Athletes in Rhind and Jowett’s (2010) study mentioned the benefit of a 
coach who is open to communication with their athlete about them as 
individual and away from the training or competition environment. This 
finding is in line with many who were interviewed said that this style of 
openness benefited their coach-athlete relationship. Many of the athletes 
interviewed in this study also highlighted the importance of feeling 
supported, understood and valued by their coaches away from their 
respective sporting areas. By the coach being available for their athlete 
when the athlete needs them, this only emphasised that an encouraging 
relationship will positively impact the athlete’s motivation, confidence and 
hopefully their sporting performance. There were several factors that 
emerged from the athletes that they considered to an effective coach-athlete 
relationship. The need for clear and open communication was consistently 
identified as fundamental, enabling athletes to express their needs, 
concerns and goals whilst providing feedback to their coach. Some athletes 
also mentioned the importance of empathy and understanding on the part 
of their coach by explaining that a coach who showed them genuine care 
and interest in their personality and individual traits fostered stronger 
connections and trust. Alongside these factors, the athletes interviewed 
articulated how the quality of their coach-athlete relationship can directly 
impact and influence their sporting performance. These emotional 
dynamics will play a pivotal role in not only the success of the athlete but 
their well-being. When a coach has the emotional intelligence to empathise 
with their athlete whilst regulating their own emotions, this then will 
enhance a supportive environment with trust and open communication 
(Lafreniere et al, 2011). The athletes perceived that a supportive and 
encouraging relationship would enhance an athlete’s motivation, self-belief 
and resilience, enabling them to overcome challenges and their desire to 
perform at their best not just for themselves but their coach as well. These 
feelings from the athlete’s interviews align with Jowett and Cockerill’s 
(2002) research of 12 Olympic medallists who stated that they needed trust 
and respect whilst tying in common goals of high performance in the 
relationship. Soyer, Sari and Talaghir (2014) stated that coaches who 
offered their athletes social support then the avoidance to fail is lower 
which in turn will make the more effort to be successful. Ultimately, the 
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emotional connection between coach and athlete underpins a relationship 
that is not only about achieving immediate performance goals but also 
about cultivating long-term personal and professional growth. 

Equally, some athletes also mentioned that when their relationship with 
their coach was under strain or they were not seeing eye to eye on feedback 
from both parties or the direction of training, this had a negative impact on 
their confidence, focus and ultimately affected their performance. It has 
been previously shown that a lack of emotional closeness can have a 
negative effect on a coach-athlete relationship (Jowett and Cockerill, 2002). 
When interviewing the athletes, no information regarding the length of 
their coach-athlete relationship was mentioned with the athletes sharing 
different experiences across their sporting career. To truly understand the 
coach-athlete relationship towards high performance, understanding the 
long-term development of the relationship when the athlete is trying to 
achieve high performance is needed. When a coach is focused on the 
longevity of their athlete through the process of building sustained athletic 
and personal growth it will ensure they are focused on their performance 
but also the increases of pressure when reaching new levels of competition 
and the demands this can bring (Cote and Fraser-Thomas, 2007). When 
referring back to the results in this study, many of the athletes mentioned 
examples when their coach placed emphasis on different motivation 
strategies to make sure the athlete placed focused upon themselves, their 
recovery and the drive in order to succeed.  

Furthermore, to understand a deeper aspect of the coach-athlete 
relationship then gaining an understanding of the cultural differences 
between the individual athletes and their coaches would have provided a 
different insight to the results. As the interviewed athletes all participated 
in team sports, there potentially could have been a diversity of cultures 
within their respective teams. A coach working in this team environment 
would have the need to understand each of the team members’ cultural 
differences whilst creating an inclusive and supportive environment that 
acknowledges and respects the diverse backgrounds. Schinke, McGannon 
and Smith (2013) highlighted the importance of culturally competent 
coaching, noting that athletes who feel and respected in their cultural 
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context are more likely to achieve high performance and personal growth. 
Although the athletes interviewed in this research did not mention cultural 
differences, they did mention the need for their coach to see them as an 
individual within the team setting which could include culture. 

Athletes shared their experiences and perspectives on their coaches’ use of 
listening and communication techniques within their relationship. They 
spoke of instances when their coach demonstrated listening and how it 
made them felt heard by their coach. They also described how their coaches 
who listened to their feedback, ideas and thoughts promoted a sense of 
validation and trust which in turn strengthened their coach-athlete bond 
and relationship. These findings tie in with Foulds et al’s (2019) study 
which showed that athletes preferred working with coaches who had 
positive outlook mixed with an athlete centred mindset who used active 
listening techniques. The athletes in this research easily identified instances 
when their coach had been using listening techniques and were able to 
describe these and how they impacted their relationship in a positive way. 
Similarly, athletes recalled instances where the coach exhibited poor 
listening skills, dismissiveness or not engaging with the athlete which led 
the athlete to feeling frustrated and a fractured relationship with their 
coach. A limitation of this research was the athlete’s understanding of 
active listening and the techniques their coach could be using to reflect 
active listening. The athletes mentioned in the interviews the fact the coach 
was listening to them, hearing their feedback and although some knew of 
active listening, they found it hard to distinguish when their coach had 
employed it. To gain further understanding of the use of active listening 
from the athlete’s perspective, the athletes would need to be given a greater 
understanding of the Rogers and Farson (1987) three components of active 
listening: listening for total meaning, responding to feelings and noting all 
cues 

In qualitative research there are areas of weakness in terms of data 
collection and analysis although there are methods and approaches 
available to reduce these weaknesses. In qualitative studies, researchers 
work with naturalistic generalisations so that the experiences are rich and 
the reader can be reflective and make a connection to their individual 
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situation (Smith and Caddick, 2012). There are limitations with 
generalisability of the research when the sample size is small and focused 
as the results may not apply to broader sporting contexts such as coach-
athlete relationships with individual sport athletes.  

 

Although judgement sampling is the most effective way of selecting 
participants for this research, it has limiting factors such as biases within 
the research whilst also may not be generalised within the larger 
population. Although richness in the data saturation was achieved with 
these participants, the limited scope of a small sample size may have 
restricted the findings to the wider population of elite athletes. As 
experiences and perceptions within different sports, cultures and contexts 
can vary significantly. As well, the recruitment process may have 
introduced selection bias, as the participants were recruited based on a 
specific criterion, such as their athletic achievement. This could have led to 
the inclusion of athletes who may have had similar experiences or 
perspectives, limiting the diversity of viewpoints represented in these 
results. Other factors such as geographical location and access to 
participants may have also influenced participant recruitment which could 
have altered the sample towards certain demographics or sporting 
backgrounds. When considering the findings from this study, these 
potential biases and limitations should be considered 

Due to the nature of qualitative research, which relies on subjectivity and 
interpretation, there is also a potential for biases due to previous 
experiences and perspectives of the researcher (Johnson 1997). As a 
researcher, potential biases in this research could have occurred by 
knowing the participants from previous sporting interactions and their 
background information. Semi-structured interviewing provides unique 
and different interactions, meaning that reliability of the findings in terms 
of consistency and repeatability is low compared to the validity of the 
findings.  

In qualitative research, the researcher should assume that self-reporting is 
an accurate method of recording information (Appleton, 1995) and there 
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can also be variations in the interpretation and analyses of the data being 
produced. These variations, plus other factors such as familiarity between 
the researcher and athlete (Roberts and Priest 2006), may lead to biases 
within the results. To minimise these biases, the researcher needs to 
maintain validity throughout the research process. In order to mitigate the 
chance of biases in the data, each interview was transcribed with the 
recording being viewed again to ensure scripts were the same.  

Validity of the research is an extremely important factor within qualitative 
research as it provides truthfulness and accuracy to the findings. To ensure 
there is a high degree of validity in the research, the credibility and 
dependability of the research must be held to the highest degree. These 
conditions are met through a high level of integrity and transparency of the 
researcher (Tracy, 2010), which limits any biases, assumptions or 
perspectives that could influence any part of the research process or 
findings. To ensure the limitation of biases, assumptions or perspectives, 
the use of reflexivity and bracketing by the researcher should be 
undertaken to reflect on their biases and how these might influence the 
research process, and then set aside so the research is approached with an 
open mind (Dörfler and Stierand, 2020).  

The findings of this study show the critical role of the coach-athlete 
relationship in facilitating high performance in team sports which aligns to 
previous and extends on current literature in this area of research. The 
identified themes, such as the importance of mutual openness, 
communication, understanding and support within the relationship are 
described within previous research emphasising the significance of having 
positive interpersonal dynamics when naturing athlete progress in 
developing high performance (Jowett and Cockerill, 2002; Rhind and 
Jowett, 2010). The theme of active listening by coaches was not easily 
identifiable by the athletes although within these findings the impact 
communication and listening were identifiable and the effect it had on 
athlete motivation and performance being highlighted. This only shows the 
importance of the coach responsiveness and athlete-centred 
communication but also enhances the athlete’s satisfaction and increases 
the chances of a high-performance outcome (Foulds et al., 2019; Soyer et al., 

https://www.emerald.com/insight/search?q=Viktor%20D%C3%B6rfler
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2014). These findings show the complex nature of the coach-athlete 
relationship and its influence on the individual, the athlete, the athlete 
well-being and their performance can be supported by different 
frameworks such as the Self-Determination Theory and the Integrated 
Model of Sport Confidence. These frameworks show the key determinates 
of athlete motivation and confidence as interpersonal factors and 
autonomy-supportive coaching behaviours (Horn, 2019; Wilson, Mack and 
Grattan, 2008; Ryan and Deci, 2000). 

 

4.1 Conclusion 
 

Based on their experiences, athletes showed in this study the critical 
importance of the coach-athlete relationship in elite sport and even though 
they highlighted the importance of effective communication, the use of 
active listening was not easily understood and recognised by the athletes. 
To gain more understanding of active listening then athletes may need to 
gain a better understanding of the different active listening techniques used 
by some coaches. Although the development of active listening knowledge 
is needed, athletes described the need of their coach to see them more than 
just the athlete and as the person. This view included developing a culture 
of open communication and feedback where the athlete could express their 
thoughts, concerns and worries about anything to the coach. This 
ultimately would enhance the relationship which could lead to more 
success at a high-performance level. 
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Appendix A 
 

Athlete Questionnaire 

Can you confirm that either of these statements are applicable to you and if 
so, which one? 

Have you competed as an international team-sport athlete on a national 
team or a team-sport athlete who have competed in international 
leagues/tournaments? 

Have you competed at a national level or as a team-sport athletes 
competing in national and/or state leagues/tournaments? 

How would you describe what coaching is? 

Thinking of one coach, can you explain and describe to me how your 
relationship with your coach is/was? 

In what ways has your coach helped you to succeed high-performance? 

Is there a specific moment you can think of and what happened? 

Tell me about the process you and your coach went through together prior 
to a winning moment or performance highlight in your career? 

When feeding back to your coach on your performance, how do you feel 
your coach reacts to you?  

What do you think when you hear the term, active listening? 

How do you feel your coach listened to you during your high-performance 
moments? 

Can you tell me how your coach reacted and the effect on your relationship 
after a setback in this process of high performance? 

 


