
 

 

 
 

 

Edinburgh Research Explorer 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Feedback for coaches

Citation for published version:
Nash, C, Sproule, J & Horton, P 2017, 'Feedback for coaches: Who coaches the coach?', International
Journal of Sports Science & Coaching, vol. 12, no. 1, pp. 92-102.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1747954116684390

Digital Object Identifier (DOI):
10.1177/1747954116684390

Link:
Link to publication record in Edinburgh Research Explorer

Document Version:
Peer reviewed version

Published In:
International Journal of Sports Science & Coaching

Publisher Rights Statement:
Christine Nash, John Sproule, Peter Horton, Feedback for coaches: Who coaches the coach?, International
Journal of Sports Science & Coaching (Vol 12, Issue 1) pp.  92 - 102. Copyright © [2017] (Sage). Reprinted by
permission of SAGE Publications.

General rights
Copyright for the publications made accessible via the Edinburgh Research Explorer is retained by the author(s)
and / or other copyright owners and it is a condition of accessing these publications that users recognise and
abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

Take down policy
The University of Edinburgh has made every reasonable effort to ensure that Edinburgh Research Explorer
content complies with UK legislation. If you believe that the public display of this file breaches copyright please
contact openaccess@ed.ac.uk providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately and
investigate your claim.

Download date: 26. May. 2023

https://doi.org/10.1177/1747954116684390
https://doi.org/10.1177/1747954116684390
https://www.research.ed.ac.uk/en/publications/57860646-74fd-4023-8d74-41dac58c2c8b


  Who coaches the coaches?      

 

1 

 

 1 

Running Head: Who coaches the coach? 2 

 3 

 4 

 5 

Feedback for Coaches: Who coaches the coach? 6 

Christine Nash 7 

John Sproule 8 

University of Edinburgh 9 

Peter Horton 10 

The Cairns Institute, James Cook University 11 

 12 

 13 

 14 

 15 

 16 

Mailing address: Christine Nash, Institute of Sport, PE & Health Sciences, St Leonard’s Land, 17 

Holyrood Road, Edinburgh 18 

 19 

Telephone number: 0131 651 6581 20 

 21 

 22 

23 



  Who coaches the coaches?      

 

2 

 

Abstract 1 

 2 

The aim of this study was to investigate the feedback mechanisms that sport coaches utilized to 3 

enhance their coaching practice at various stages of their careers. Sport coaches (n=21) were 4 

interviewed in-depth with the resulting information being analyzed using HyperRESEARCH 5 

qualitative data analysis software package. Results suggested four distinct dimensions that 6 

characterized the sources of feedback used by coaches: networks; players/participants; critical 7 

thinking skills; and support systems. Those more experienced coaches with established networks 8 

of like-minded coaches seemed to be more open to constructive feedback. Similarly, novice 9 

coaches appeared to accept feedback from non-reliable sources in lieu of more informed sources. 10 

A distinctive emerging feature was the lack of formal feedback mechanisms within groups of 11 

coaches at all levels of qualification. 12 

 13 

  14 
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Feedback for Coaches: Who coaches the coach? 1 

 2 

Sports coaches are expected to be able to deliver constructive and informative feedback to their 3 

athletes and the communication process is central to effective coaching [1]. One of the sport 4 

coach's key roles is to provide the best possible feedback that allows athletes and teams to learn 5 

and consequently improve performance. Most often this communication is verbal however there 6 

are a number of methods of transmission including visual demonstration and triggering reflective 7 

or critical thought. The literature is replete with research that has investigated such parameters as 8 

when, how, how frequently and what type of feedback is being used [c.f.: 2; 3; 4]. ‘Feedback’ is 9 

a term used in many domains of human interaction with differing emphasis but usually includes 10 

the transmission of evaluative or corrective information concerning an action [5].  Coaches are 11 

thus judged by their charges on the basis of their ability to deliver ‘appropriate’ feedback, which 12 

is intended to manifest itself in the improved performances of the coaches’ athletes or teams [6]. 13 

However, how coaches themselves are given and receive feedback that positively informs their 14 

practice and facilitates their development as coaches is still unclear. The term ‘feedback’ has 15 

many different connotations in sport; in this study the definition will be taken from educational 16 

literature and will be defined as ‘information that helps students troubleshoot their own 17 

performance and self-correct: that is, it helps students take action to reduce the discrepancy 18 

between their intentions and the resulting effects’ [7, p.208]. 19 

 20 

It has been shown that in some instances more experienced or successful coaches who are 21 

considered to be effective at providing feedback may, in fact, have limited experience of receiving 22 

and using such developmental information themselves [8]. Are coaches encouraged to build 23 



  Who coaches the coaches?      

 

4 

 

techniques and develop strategies from appropriate feedback to enhance strengths and improve 1 

weaknesses and if so what are these feedback sources? Recognised sources have customarily been 2 

coach education courses, mentors and reflective practices [9; 10; 11].  More recently, analysis 3 

software has permitted more objective examination of coaching effectiveness, generating feedback 4 

in a number of key areas, for example, communication strategies [12; 13]. Furthermore, coaches 5 

have been making use of the Internet for self-learning and feedback on practice; an example 6 

includes accessing information on recent research using Facebook [14; 15]. These innovations 7 

have, to a certain extent added to the sources available for early career coaches to gain information, 8 

and therefore, feedback on their practice. However, King [16] suggests that the process of 9 

constructing new knowledge or the process of transforming previous knowledge into new formats 10 

is more productively enhanced through peer interaction. According to experienced coaches, 11 

learning from successful coaches is still considered to be an effective method of gaining feedback 12 

and developing expertise [17]. This practice is however, not without fault.   13 

 14 

Research has shown that although sound feedback generally improves performance, this 15 

does not occur in every situation [18]. Much is dependent on the feedback provided to learners, in 16 

this case, sport coaches, and the nature and the extent of their own motivation to develop expertise 17 

[19]. Educational research has highlighted the importance of three areas: the nature of the 18 

feedback, its timing, and the feedback provider, although specific features of effective feedback 19 

have been largely disputed [20; 21; 22]. In a complex task such as sport coaching, the conditions 20 

that influence feedback effectiveness are likely to be correspondingly complex. First, when 21 

considering the nature of the feedback, the purpose must be considered to be the development of 22 

coaching knowledge so the feedback must be sufficiently individualized and detailed to encourage 23 
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learning because as Chi et al. [23] note, feedback without explanations can improve coaching 1 

practice in the short term but will not engender long-term changes.  2 

 3 

Research into the timing of feedback suggests that, in verbal learning, feedback should be 4 

immediate for maximum effect: however, within a practical situation, such as sport coaching, the 5 

situation is not so well defined [24, 25, 26, 27]. Within sport coaching it is not always possible or 6 

appropriate for coaches to receive immediate feedback and, given that many coaches feel isolated, 7 

they may not receive any regular or structured information regarding their coaching practice [28, 8 

29].  Finally, the feedback provided to coaches tends to be by interaction with other, more 9 

experienced coaches and this isolation would also appear to limit coaches’ access to such 10 

information [30].  11 

 12 

Despite recent revisions to coach education courses (e.g., in Canada and the UK) that do 13 

encourage feedback from course tutors, assessors and coaching peers, some still appear to be 14 

lacking in substantive feedback to coaches [1].  Critical thinking and reflection are part of some 15 

formal coach education programmes offered in educational institutions and are also becoming 16 

more prevalent within sports organisations practices [28, 1, 31]. Critical thinking and reflection 17 

could be considered valuable tools for coaches, especially those who are isolated as mentioned 18 

above.  19 

 20 

 In the elite sporting context, the most meaningful communication process, particularly in 21 

long-term relationships, is that which emerges between coach and athlete. This relationship 22 

prospers on communication and trust, which is a prerequisite for good dialogue and mutual 23 
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feedback. However, this is not the situation in all instances [32]. A recent feature of elite sport is 1 

the growing complexity of the coaching process and the increasing level of democratization in the 2 

coach-athlete relationship. It is widely believed that at the elite level in both individual and team 3 

sports an essential dynamic of the feedback configuration is the establishment of an ‘expertise hub’ 4 

made up of senior or experienced players and all members of the coaching and the support-team 5 

[33]. These hubs can function as two-way exchanges on both athletes’ and coaches’ performance 6 

and therefore provide a good source of feedback for coaches and athletes but also the members of 7 

the full support team. 8 

 9 

This study aimed to investigate the methods, both formal and informal by which coaches 10 

gained feedback about their coaching practice. It identified the various processes by which coaches 11 

both acquired and utilized information at various stages of their coaching careers. A qualitative 12 

methodology was deemed to be the most appropriate means of gathering in-depth data about 13 

communication, interactions, discourse on the coaching process, and most importantly, the 14 

perceptions of these coaches about their feedback opportunities within their current coaching 15 

environment. 16 

 17 

Methods 18 

 19 

Participants 20 

 21 

The twenty-one participants (16 males, 5 females) were coaching in the UK and had a mean 22 

age of 33.8 years (s =9.2; range = 18-61 years). The coaches of five team sports ( soccer, n=6; 23 

basketball, n=3; hockey, n=2; rugby, n=1; lacrosse, n=1) and eight individual sports (athletics; 24 

n=1; swimming, n=1; ice skating, n=1; tennis, n=1; squash, n=1; badminton, n=1; kayaking, n=1; 25 
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skiing, n=1) were represented in this study. The coaches held National Governing Body (NGB) 1 

qualifications (Level 1, n=4; Level 2, n=5; Level 3, n=4; Level 4, n=3; Level 5, n=5) and were 2 

required to be currently coaching in their sport. According to Lyle [34], the level of coaching can 3 

be categorized in the following manner; novice (Level 1 & 2); developmental (Level 3), or elite 4 

(Level 4 & 5). For the purpose of this research, the definition of ‘coaches’ will be that used by 5 

Market Opinion Research International (MORI) when carrying out their research for Sports 6 

Coaching in the UK [35]. This covered all coaching activity, from informally organized to elite: 7 

“Any individual that is involved in providing coaching.” As this was an inclusive definition of 8 

coaching, there were no inclusion or exclusion criteria, except that all of the coaches were actively 9 

coaching at the time of the interviews. These coaches had recently participated in coach education 10 

and signified their interest and availability for interview, by completing a form requesting further 11 

coaching information. They were then purposefully sampled on the basis of their sport, their level 12 

of engagement and length of time in current coaching practice. All participants volunteered for 13 

this study and signed informed consent forms prior to the start of the interviews. This research was 14 

undertaken following the ethical guidelines of the University of Edinburgh. 15 

 16 

Data Collection 17 

In total, twenty-one separate, semi-structured individual interviews were conducted, one 18 

with each of the coaches concerned in this study [36]. The interview questions were constructed 19 

by the lead researcher in line with Hill, Le Grange and Newmark [37]. Pilot interviews were 20 

conducted with three team sport coaches with varying levels of experience and qualifications 21 

(Novice, n=1; Developmental, n=1; Elite, n=1) [34]. This resulted in the development of an 22 

interview guide that included three sections, demographic information; mechanisms for coach 23 
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feedback, and summary and final comments. Questions included feedback sources, how feedback 1 

was integrated into coaching and evidence of effectiveness.  2 

All of the interviews for both the pilot study and the major study were conducted in a place 3 

of each coach’s choosing at a time that was most convenient to them. The interviews were carried 4 

out and digitally recorded in an area free from distraction. The interviews lasted between 19 and 5 

140 minutes (Mean = 79.1minutes; SD=±15minutes). The discrepancy between the times of the 6 

interviews reflected the depth to which the coaches were able to discuss and engage with many 7 

coaching concepts, such as the critical thinking skills of reflection and problem solving.  8 

Data Analysis 9 

The purpose of the data analysis was to interpret and attempt to understand the methods by 10 

which coaches gain feedback in order to progress their practice. Interviews were analyzed using 11 

HyperRESEARCH qualitative data analysis software package [38], which enabled the coding, 12 

retrieval, theory building, and analyses of the collected data. HyperRESEARCH is a computer-13 

assisted software program for analyzing qualitative data which allows a researcher to generate a 14 

theoretical framework inductively from their data [38].  15 

 The results generated by HyperRESEARCH highlighted the key points raised by all of the 16 

coaches but failed to adequately represent the richness and depth of the information. The use of a 17 

rich description, such as quotations, establishes credibility and allows the use of a constructionist 18 

perspective to both ‘characterize’ the coaches and provide detail about their coaching feedback 19 

[39]. The data were also inductively analyzed to interpret the meaning of the phrases used by 20 

coaches in response to questions [40]. This process involved categorizing raw verbal data into 21 

meaningful themes that emerged from the interviews [41]. The primary researcher coded the raw 22 

data themes from which first-order themes emerged. Second-order themes were then identified 23 
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and the process continued until the raw data were exhausted [40]. The other two researchers also 1 

examined the interview text; independently grouped the data into first and second-order themes 2 

and inconsistencies were discussed until agreement was reached. To ensure the integrity of the 3 

subsequent categorization of the inductive construction of the coaches’ meaning and their 4 

collective voice throughout the study, the interviewees were progressively given opportunities to 5 

review the researchers’ interpretation of the data from their interviews [42, 43]. At various stages 6 

throughout the interview process, the interviewer provided a summary of the coaches’ views to 7 

ensure clarity, understanding and intention. In this way the findings were given credibility through 8 

the theoretical framework and richness through the use of direct quotations. 9 

 10 

Insert Table 1 about here 11 

 12 

Table 1 shows the themes that the novice coaches (Levels 1 and 2) deemed important for 13 

gaining feedback. These coaches, with one exception, had all coached for less than two years.  14 

 15 

Insert Table 2 about here 16 

 17 

 18 

Table 2 shows the themes considered crucial to the feedback of elite coaches. These coaches had 19 

all coached continuously for a minimum of ten years. Please note that in both tables the number 20 

presented in parenthesis is the number of times that a particular raw data theme was mentioned. 21 

Themes were also developed for the Level 3 coaches participating in this study. These have not 22 

been included in tabular form but are discussed in the next section. 23 

 24 

Findings and Discussion 25 
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 1 

In total, 730 raw data themes emerged. These developed into four distinct dimensions that 2 

characterized the feedback mechanisms of coaches. These were: networks; players/participants; 3 

critical thinking skills; and support systems. The findings are reported using the medium of direct 4 

quotations, which highlight the richness of the information and facilitate a deeper understanding 5 

of the area being investigated. 6 

Networks 7 

Two of the novice coaches considered they were in the fortunate position of coaching with 8 

other people who were able to provide some form of feedback. The level of feedback they received 9 

appeared to vary considerably between the two, with a Level 1 basketball coach saying: 10 

 Well, because we work in twos so we kind of chat about it – this went well, this  11 

didn't go well. 12 

Whereas a hockey coach at Level 2 recollected: 13 

 The people that coach with me will tend to occasionally observe and talk about it.  14 

What's working, what's not working - we discuss these things.  15 

The basketball coach was in the fortunate position of coaching with others and receiving feedback 16 

on an ongoing basis as opposed to the hockey coach who received a much less feedback. The Level 17 

4 squash coach portrayed the feedback he received in a similar fashion, saying: 18 

From other coaches.  I've worked at the performance side, so yes, there are other 19 

coaches involved and so we'll discuss on different squad sessions and certainly 20 

that's another way I will get feedback from other performance coaches. 21 

A national skiing coach, qualified at Level 5, explained how he had constructed his network of 22 

peers, other coaches and significant others, saying:  23 

My support network that I count upon consists of a number of people: one of my support 24 

staff who works with me.  Another fulfils the role of head coach at the club that I work at 25 
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and works with me quite a lot and is also a parent of one of the athletes, who I coach.  1 

We probably speak to one another at least every second day and elicit informal feedback 2 

by that process. 3 

Such an engagement with a network of fellow elite level coaches would unquestionably be 4 

of tremendous value to a coach and highlights a key difference between these elite and novice 5 

coaches. As previously mentioned, the novice coaches in this study used a variety of sources to 6 

gain feedback but generally it tended to be gleaned from their players and other novice coaches; 7 

their networks tended to be less developed in terms of objectivity (Table 1). The elite ski coach 8 

discussed the high level of constructive and contextually relevant feedback he received from his 9 

support network. This implies that he was able to construct meaning in practical ways to improve 10 

his practice [44]. Such informal learning mechanisms allow knowledge to be considered, 11 

developed and synthesized [45]. Table 2 demonstrates that the elite coaches (Level 4 & 5) 12 

developed networks of more informed individuals and were thus able to make greater use of these 13 

associations than the novice coaches. These networks, made up of peers, significant-others and 14 

mentors, were clearly superior to those of coaches at Level 1 and 2. The effect is circular, with 15 

experience comes an appreciation of the importance of networking, which in turn adds to their 16 

competence and enhances their confidence to be able to utilize their network of contacts to support 17 

their coaching practice and development. This type of network tends to develop over a coach’s 18 

career, however the establishment of these support networks depends very much on the availability 19 

of other coaches with whom the coach might interact. Other considerations can be contextual 20 

factors particular to specific sports and commitment levels of both coaches and participants, as 21 

well as the ad hoc nature of some of these networks [46, 47, 48]. 22 

Players/Participants 23 
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Feedback as Lyle [34] maintained is an essential skill in coaching, and there are many 1 

techniques and guidelines for giving and receiving constructive feedback. The coaches in this 2 

study all indicated that they believed players and participants played a major role in the provision 3 

of feedback to their coaches and saw it as a direct part of a system of reviewing their own 4 

professional practice. The novice coaches all embraced the notion of feedback however the 5 

majority (n=7) felt that they were only able to use, or needed to use, feedback from their athletes 6 

largely because they thought that there was no-one else available (Table 1). The novice coaches in 7 

this study had little experience or knowledge of other feedback sources. A Level 1 hockey coach 8 

described her method of gaining feedback as follows: 9 

At the end of the group, I generally get all the kids in and ask them what 10 

they enjoyed most, what they didn't enjoy, what part they might like to do 11 

next week and stuff like that. 12 

Another Level 1 team sport coach (football) had similar experiences, saying what he did 13 

was: 14 

 Try and bring them in at the end and go over what we did today - make  15 

sure they enjoyed it and stuff like that. 4 and 5 year olds are generally quite  16 

honest. 17 

The belief that children, especially those under the age of six, could give specific feedback 18 

to coaches was predominant in this group of Level 1 and 2 coaches. Feedback from children, as 19 

mentioned above, while honest, could be considered unsophisticated and uninformative in 20 

directing coach’s actions. It certainly may not fulfil the constructive element mentioned earlier 21 

[27], although children would certainly be able to pinpoint the aspects they enjoyed. So while this 22 

feedback may give the coach a superficial understanding of participant views it may not enable the 23 

coach to make changes to practice, organisation or behaviour. Coaching context, coaching 24 

knowledge and coach education have been linked to coaching effectiveness and whether these 25 
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novice coaches possess sufficient knowledge and skills to utilize this feedback effectively is open 1 

to debate [49]. However, Mallett and Côté (2006) suggested using athletes’ feedback as a catalyst 2 

for helping coaches reflect and evaluate their practice [50]. This was further emphasized by a Level 3 

2 ice skating coach, who thought: 4 

The kids will tell you, first of all, they do tell you. I asked, “Are you bored?”  5 

and they said ”Well that was a bit boring”. They're definitely quick to tell  6 

you whether they're enjoying it or not. 7 

The primary motivation here for both coaches and participants was the notion of 8 

enjoyment, which may not be the most appropriate source of effective feedback. Within this group 9 

of coaches there was no consensus as to what constituted enjoyment, whether it involved learning, 10 

achievement or competition. Research into the concept of enjoyment within the 7-12 year old age 11 

group has suggested that the coach is a key factor, particularly the environment that they create 12 

within practice sessions [51], perhaps regardless of feedback.  13 

The Level 3 rugby coach still approached his players for feedback, however he considered 14 

he was in the fortunate position of accessing a number of experienced players. The fact these 15 

players were adults proved to be highly significant to him as he explained: 16 

 It's like a conversation but I take on board that information and try to make 17 

changes. I speak to the captain and the vice-captain as well, who’re very good at 18 

putting across their feelings and they've got a nice feel for the session as well as a 19 

lot of responsibility within that as well. In women's rugby, I coach two teams and 20 

my girlfriend plays for them both, so I get the feedback from her. 21 

 22 

Although the feedback provided to this coach was informal, there was no reason to doubt 23 

that all the feedback providers, players and team captains, were able to provide substantive 24 

information regarding the session format and content. The level of feedback was more 25 
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sophisticated given the length of time these players had been involved in the sport, their 1 

understanding of practice and competition requirements and the nuances of the coach/performer 2 

relationship [52, 53]. What is debatable however, are the validity and merits of any feedback 3 

players are able to give in relation to the enhancement of a coaching performance.  4 

Ericsson, Krampe & Tesch-Römer [19] considered informative feedback to be crucial in 5 

the attainment of expertise but although these coaches receive regular feedback it is questionable 6 

as to whether this feedback is either informative or valid. Coaches and players alike must be aware 7 

of the ‘power’ issue, most prevalent in performance or high performance sport, especially if the 8 

coach is seeking constructive feedback from a number of sources [31]. Feedback about coaching 9 

performance, particularly from a knowledgeable and experienced individual is an essential element 10 

of the process of developing expertise and, is critical particularly in facilitating coaches’ transitions 11 

to higher levels of accreditation [54]. However, both Cushion [55] and Gearity [56] have suggested 12 

that athletes prefer coaches who display coaching behaviours that suit their learning style. 13 

Therefore the perceptions of athletes providing feedback could reflect their preferences for the 14 

learning style favoured by their coach.  15 

The Level 4 tennis coach gave details of his feedback from players: 16 

You're going to take them through the lesson, ask questions on specific parts of the 17 

lesson. This obviously invites feedback, or checking what knowledge they've taken in. 18 

It also shows what you've put across - have they taken it onboard? 19 

 20 

An elite football coach, working in the professional environment, who could be classified as an 21 

expert, outlined his feedback strategies, saying: 22 

To be honest I do ask the players, I don't see it specifically as my feedback but we 23 

do a debrief every Monday. We don't debrief after the game. We leave it to the 24 

Monday and then we bring up things like ‘is the warm up too long’, ‘is it too short’? 25 
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We'll ask about every area of the training sessions specifically and we'll adapt it to 1 

suit areas that we think we maybe need. 2 

 3 

Similar to the other coaches who worked with experienced, adult players these tennis and soccer 4 

coaches used players to elicit feedback regarding the effectiveness of their coaching strategies. As 5 

this suggests, coaches tend to utilize informal sources to gain feedback and it has been shown that 6 

these informal pathways have a high impact on coach learning [57]. However, the coach needs to 7 

ensure that these sources of feedback are valid and they are not merely verifying what is already 8 

known, with no real awareness of validity. For example, players tend to enjoy practicing skills in 9 

which they are already proficient, hence the resultant enjoyment and sense of satisfaction leading 10 

to positive feedback to the coach. Does this make the feedback valid, objective or constructive? 11 

Critical Thinking Skills 12 

Critical thinking can be defined as the ability to think clearly and logically and usually includes the 13 

skills of self-reflection, problem solving and reasoning. Mason [58] suggests that critical thinking 14 

can range from asking difficult questions to having a critical attitude. Moon’s work [59, 60] has 15 

been widely used within coaching to explain the mechanisms of coach learning and their 16 

development of essential critical thinking skills. Consequently, researchers have provided 17 

theoretically grounded suggestions for coach education courses on how to construct meaningful 18 

learning experiences. Yet, coaching research has failed to provide a theoretical explanation of how 19 

and why learning occurs within coach education courses. 20 

Feedback is essential to critical thinking and the ongoing process of self-development with 21 

studies suggesting that when coaches have been exposed to the principles of reflective practice 22 

they are more likely to consider their coaching practice in a wider context [11]. Consideration of 23 

all valid feedback is vital when contemplating self-reflection and the more sources used and 24 

viewpoints considered by a coach the more productive the feedback is likely to be. The Level 2 25 
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hockey coach highlighted the importance of watching players practice plus the use of questioning 1 

to check learning and understanding: 2 

I don't use any formal system but you tend to see through observation,  3 

  for example, if they're doing what they're supposed to. You may also  4 

question them, assess whether what you've been saying is embedded. 5 

The Level 3 coaches in this study felt that critical thinking was essential to their 6 

development as coaches and to the improvement of their performers. The majority (n=3) of these 7 

coaches had regular methods that they used to gain feedback from a variety of sources. A Level 3 8 

soccer coach clearly linked many of his feedback mechanisms to his reflective practice, stating: 9 

 I get feedback through just evaluating my sessions. For example, looking at my  10 

sessions, see what I feel has gone right and wrong, reflecting on what  11 

I think should be done. Also, what could have been done better and even  12 

the things that have been done in the session that I could say ‘Right, I've  13 

done it this way, now I know I need to do this, do that to make it better  14 

next time’. 15 

The notion of a third party, whether a critical friend or a mentor is clearly still resisted by many 16 

of the coaches in this study. It was clear that the Level 4 and Level 5 coaches had identified this 17 

as one of a number of mechanisms they used to gain feedback on their coaching. They also 18 

considered that as they received feedback from so many sources, it was constant. The elite 19 

kayaking coach summarized this point of view, stating: 20 

 Feedback is usually continuous. As a coach you get feedback all the time.  21 

The whole thing about getting feedback is that you should know how  22 

you're doing from the moment you start the process so that you can reflect  23 

and monitor your progress, not just at the end of a session. 24 

 25 
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Knowledge can be acquired outside of formal learning settings enabling coaches to interpret their 1 

coaching practice and develop knowledge through this authentic learning environment rather than 2 

formal coach education courses [60]. Interestingly, when discussing feedback none of the coaches 3 

in this study mentioned formal coach education courses as a mechanism for gaining feedback on 4 

their coaching practice, although a caveat may be needed here. Coaches may not have considered 5 

formal coach education courses as a legitimate feedback source as they tended to value the sources 6 

they felt they could develop themselves, such as reflection and problem-solving. 7 

Coaches can use problem-solving techniques as an aid to coaching effectiveness; however, 8 

this study demonstrated that this technique was only used by the elite coaches. For example, the 9 

elite basketball coach considered that: 10 

If coaching is about developing expertise in some way, we haven't got much time, 11 

the guys have got an expectation that when they turn up, “The coach has all the 12 

answers”. That means I need to know what the problems are and be able to solve 13 

them – quickly. 14 

The kayaking coach also considered problem-solving as a feedback source, saying: 15 

This course really encouraged problem-solving because you were treated as 16 

being equal with your peers who were assessing you and sharing your education 17 

with them rather than them showing/teaching you how to coach. We got involved 18 

in discussions about how to coach, what coaching was about, so it was a little bit 19 

more creative and imaginative than usual. The situations involving problem-20 

solving linked to the solutions really well. 21 

This method of creating situations to enable feedback through reflection and problem-solving 22 

requires a high level of facilitative skills from the coach developer. This kayaking coach was the 23 

only coach in this study to attribute the involvement of the coach developer and the other coach 24 

learners as a key source in solving problems through discussion and debate. However, it is essential 25 

that coach developers have the ability to negotiate the reflective process by clearly understanding 26 

coaches’ backgrounds and coaching needs [61]. This poses questions as to where coaches, at any 27 

level of development, acquire these problem-solving skills. Research suggests that more attention 28 
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should also be focused on metacognitive skills, including problem-solving strategies, when trying 1 

to attain expertise in coaching [62]. Trudel and Gilbert (2013) suggested that strategies such as 2 

reflecting on typical coaching issues and critical incidents, self-analysis using video and systematic 3 

observation techniques, and increasing access to mentors and peer were influential in developing 4 

coaches [63]. 5 

Support Systems     6 

 7 

Support systems in this instance referred to the assistance available to a coach from either their 8 

particular coaching environment, for example a club, or the more formal organized provision from 9 

sports organizations, either local or national. In some cases the support system came from the sport 10 

science side, for example strength and conditioning coaches or performance analysts and in other 11 

cases the theme highlighted how isolated some coaches felt within their own coaching context, 12 

perhaps leading some to develop the networks discussed earlier.   13 

Some coaches felt that within their coaching environment there was little evidence of 14 

support. A novice soccer coach admitted: ‘I've not really had feedback.’ He then continued to 15 

add: ‘I don’t really think that I need it at my level of coaching.’ Few coaches (n=2) in this study 16 

had any experience of formal support systems that encouraged feedback within their coaching 17 

practice. A national level lacrosse coach stated: 18 

Your learning is going to be limited if you are on your own because you've got 19 

limited sources of feedback on what's gone on. These players recognize that you're 20 

on your own so they're hardly going to tell you something negative because there 21 

might be nobody to coach them the next time. 22 

 23 

Coaches have identified the input and support from a coaching organization as crucial in their 24 

development. The Level 2 hockey coach had a much more positive view of the support available 25 

to him in his coaching environment, thinking: 26 



  Who coaches the coaches?      

 

19 

 

We've had a couple of stabs at putting together a coaching plan and getting someone 1 

to oversee - a coaching manager or something like that - to oversee the qualification 2 

stages that people are at, how our coaching development plan is coming on. 3 

A highly qualified coach from the individual sport of skiing also had an encouraging view of the 4 

performance feedback he received, supporting the efficacy of their programmes saying: 5 

In terms of whether it's effective or not, if you take strength and conditioning,  there's 6 

some empirical data there that says I'm better than I was last week or 2 weeks ago, 7 

or a month ago or 6 months ago and that's documented. That’s feedback for me – 8 

my programme is working. 9 

 10 

This and previous comments highlight that many coaches assumed that if their performers 11 

are improving then their coaching must be effective, therefore this was positive feedback. Indeed, 12 

considerable debate emerged as to whether or not any productive support systems which offered 13 

feedback to coaches as they sought to progress, whatever their level, even existed at all. This view 14 

was expressed by the lacrosse coach who thought: 15 

As a coach it can be quite lonely being the only coach with a big team because you 16 

can't discuss what you're going to do with your team and you don't get feedback from 17 

anyone else but the team. That's quite difficult to do. 18 

 19 

Consistent with this comment from the lacrosse coach, none of the elite coaches explicitly 20 

specified the nature of the feedback they received, and thus were apparently no more skilled in this 21 

area of their practice than the Level 1 and 2 coaches. However, the novice coaches were more one-22 

dimensional in the delivery, as highlighted by this Level 1 soccer coach who considered that he 23 

could only understand and appreciate feedback in one format, saying: ‘It has to be verbal.’ The 24 

novice coaches also tended to focus more on the lack of feedback opportunities and, in some cases, 25 

the complete lack of feedback mechanisms. The elite basketball coach, reflected on various types 26 

of feedback that he had received over the years, stating: 27 
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Typically in the logbook type approach, you've got to give examples of so many 1 

types of sessions and we want you to evaluate what you've done but even there 2 

I'm not so sure there is a scheme for doing that.  They (logbooks) tend to be high 3 

on the procedural side and low on the reflective side - they just assume it's going 4 

to happen and you'll do it. 5 

This elite basketball coach had been involved in coaching for over 20 years and had 6 

experienced a variety of approaches within coach education but highlighted a key point 7 

within the logbook approach. He considered that coach developers were trying to 8 

encourage the reflective process by having coaches’ complete the logbook. However he 9 

considered that there were two assumptions being made, firstly, that the coaches 10 

understood how to reflect and secondly, that the coaches would actually complete the 11 

reflective tasks. 12 

Similarly, the novice coaches were very concerned about the feedback from the parents 13 

who observed their sessions. Holt and Black [64] theorized that parents’ opinions on youth sport 14 

were shaped by their parenting approach, which would have an impact on their expectations of the 15 

child and by inference, the coach. These coaches did not view the parents’ viewpoints as 16 

necessarily supportive or encouraging.  17 

A novice basketball coach commented: 18 

 19 

Right now, I'm trying to ask players on the team - that's relatively effective they're 20 

rather nice – not like the parents. Parents watch you all the time – trying to find 21 

problems and asking why you did something. 22 

 23 

This perspective was shared by a Level 2 ice skating coach who thought: 24 

 25 

 The parents are very quick to say if something’s not right. They’re watching all the 26 

time and let you know if it’s boring or repetitive or they’re not [the children] enjoying 27 

the session.  28 

 29 

Although this feedback was relatively immediate, utilizing parents as credible and reliable 30 

sources may be problematic. However having to answer questions and defend session content 31 
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and approach may give these coaches other sources of feedback if they possess the necessary 1 

skills to take advantage of the information, once the credibility and reliability has been assessed. 2 

This may help them develop reflective skills, critical to coaching expertise [65]. 3 

Conclusion 4 

 5 

The aim of this study was to determine the formal and informal mechanisms by which 6 

coaches gained feedback on their coaching practice. It was found that there were four distinct 7 

dimensions that characterized the feedback mechanisms adopted by coaches. These were: 8 

networks; players/participants; critical thinking skills; and support systems. Although this study 9 

attempted to establish differences between designated expert and novice coaches, few distinctions 10 

were evident. Those coaches who had been coaching long enough for sufficient years to establish 11 

networks of like-minded coaches seemed to be more open to constructive feedback. Similarly, 12 

novice coaches appeared to receive feedback from non-reliable sources, for example, parents and 13 

young participants, in lieu of more informed sources. 14 

Feedback is a necessary component at all levels of coaching and its significance and 15 

centrality in the coaching process should not be disregarded at the basic levels. Nor should the 16 

importance placed on a self-generated network of peers by the expert coaches be ignored: such 17 

networks should possibly be formalized to enable novice coaches to benefit from more informed 18 

sources. This study demonstrates the need for the sources of feedback available to coaches to be 19 

offered in a variety of formats, all designed to elicit the development of coaching practice.  20 

The results of this study suggest the detail of this feedback should vary according to the 21 

level of coaching accreditation involved and the nature and context of the particular sport. For 22 

example, although critical thinking skills are distinct dimensions for both novice and expert 23 

coaches, the expert coaches rely on reflection, problem-solving as well as several sources of 24 
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coaching knowledge to gain feedback, rather than the more restricted dimensions identified by 1 

their less experienced counterparts. All of the coaches in this study appeared to consider most 2 

feedback as validation of their coaching methods, rather than another aspect of their practice that 3 

required evaluation and critical review. 4 

A critical review of coaching practice, similar to that which is embraced in teaching 5 

practice, incorporating peer-review, mentoring and critical thinking skills should be a core element 6 

of the coach education process. The implementation of such a process would not be without 7 

difficulties and should be instituted using well-researched mechanisms that enable the provisions 8 

of objective and informative feedback to sport coaches about their practice with the ultimate aim 9 

being to support the development of coaches at all stages of their coaching careers. 10 

11 
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 1 

Raw Data Theme Ist Order Theme 2nd Order Theme General 

Dimension 

Work in twos (27) Peers 

 

 

 

Networks 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Feedback 

Mechanisms 

of Novice 

Coaches 

buddy coaching system 

(23) 

feedback from other 

coaches 

(3) 

Other Staff / 

Significant Others 

elicit informal feedback 

(1) 

 

response from children 

(48) 

Observation of 

Participants 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Participants 

if they have had fun (9) 

 

evidence of permanency 

(1) 

 

ask players on the team 

(4) 

Feedback from 

Participants 

checking what 

knowledge they've 

taken in (1) 

ask questions on 

specific points (2) 

questionnaire at the end 

of each block (3) 

if they come back, that's 

feedback because 

they've enjoyed it (2) 

Knowledge (3) Knowledge  

Critical Thinking 

Skills 
experience as player (4) 

session evaluations (24) Evaluation 

verbal feedback (3) 

no feedback (5) 

 

Lack of Support  

Support Systems 

limited sources of 

feedback (4) 

no formal feedback 

system (3) 

parents tell you (20) Subjective 

Feedback 
video (2) 

Table 1: Feedback Mechanisms of Level 1 and Level 2 Coaches 2 
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 1 

Raw Data Theme Ist Order Theme 2nd Order Theme General Dimension 

Always someone who 

knows more than you 

(7) 

Mentors 

 

 

 

 

 

Networks 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Feedback 

Mechanisms of Expert 

Coaches 

Network of friends and 

coaches (49) 

 

Peers 

 get feedback from other 

performance coaches 

(32) 

feedback from other 

coaches (17) 

Other Staff / 

Significant Others 

elicit informal feedback 

(12) 

feedback from own 

coaching staff (13) 

evidence of 

improvement (9) 

Observation of 

Players 

behaviour change (10)  

 

 

Players 

evidence of permanency 

(7) 

player’s demeanour (8) 

ask players on the team 

(33) 

Feedback from 

Players 

checking what 

knowledge they've taken 

in (14) 

ask questions on specific 

points (12) 

questionnaire at the end 

of each block (1) 

knowledge (22) Knowledge  

 

Critical Thinking 

Skills 

experience as coach (34) 

experience as player 

(16) 

session evaluations (3) Reflection 

whether it's effective or 

not (2) 

there's always a but in 

there (2) 

problem solving (29) Problem Solving 

detail is important (5) 

response to mistakes (2) 

no formal feedback 

system (18) 

Lack of Support  
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it can be quite lonely (2) Support Systems 

coaching development 

plan (1) 

Objective Feedback 

psychological profiling 

(2) 

empirical data (1) 

video analysis (2) 

 1 

Table 2: Feedback Mechanisms of Level 4 and Level 5 Coaches 2 
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