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INTRODUCTION 
 
It has been well documented and proven once and again, that in current times one of the most 

important, if not the single one most important factor in sporting success, lies on the ability from 

coaches and staff members to establish and develop deep, honest, and rich relationships with their 

players (e.g., Jowett & Chaundy, 2004; LaVoi, 2007; Poczwardowski, Barrott, & Peregoy, 2002). 

Today, maybe more than ever before, coaches must be aware not only of the players’ needs as 

athletes, but also as individuals with diverse and complex personalities that requires attention, 

support, and assistance to blossom and develop in good athletes and valuable members of their 
teams and society.  

The coach-player’s relationship, and in particular the coach ability to develop and nurture those 

relationships, are central to this process. Hence, the need for coaches to develop and improve their 

interpersonal skills in order to facilitate a positive and healthy coach-player relationship that focuses 

on athletic development as much as on personal growth.   

 

THE COACH-PLAYER’S RELATIONSHIP 

This particular relationship can be considered as a social interaction in which players and their 

coaches develop a professional and personal bond in which cultural and environmental aspects, as 

well as personal traits of the people involved, will shape the way in which coach-player interact. How 
close coach-players are, their commitment to maintain a close relationship over time and the type of 

interactions between the parties, are interdependent. Hence, it involves much more than learning or 

improving skills, it is as much as that as it is to create a safe and positive environment and 

relationship to achieve sporting and/or personal success. Research has shown that the higher quality 

in a coach-player relationship, the higher satisfaction among players and coach and the higher the 

chances to achieve sporting success. A good relationship between coach and player can bring 

positive results on the field as well as off the field and coaches can be perceived as more effective 
coaches. A quality coach-player relationship can not only improve the effectiveness of the coaching 

process but can also result in players achieving performance goals and positive psychological 

outcomes.  



The key to create and maintain a positive and good quality coach-player relationship, lies on the 

premises of effective interpersonal skills, based on good, honest, and noble values and intentions.  

 
KNOWING YOUR ATHLETES 

 

It is now broadly accepted in the sporting context that in order for a coach to be able to develop a 

good quality coach-player relationship, it is fundamental that they get to know their athletes beyond 
the athlete, they need to be able to stablish a positive relationship where the coach gets to know the 

person, the individual behind the player/athlete (Gilbert, 2007; Becker, 2009; Backham, 2013; 

Antonini Philippe & Seiler, 2006). This includes not only personality characteristics but things such as 

work, study, family, trips, or any personal aspects of their life that players are willing to share with their 

coach. Furthermore, the coach should be open and willing to engage in such conversations, providing 

the support and understanding needed by the player/situation to build and strengthen the relationship.    

 
INTERPERSONAL SKILLS 

 
COMMUNICATION 

 

Communication has been identified as a key contributing factor to the coach-athlete relationship 

(Davis, Jowett & Tafvelin, 2019; Frazier, 2016) and as the most effective resource that coaches can 

use to sustain and maintain quality coach-athlete relationships (Gilbert, 2007; Rhind & Jowett, 2010). 

It has also been suggested that a reciprocal association exists between communication strategies and 
the relationship quality (Davis, Jowett & Tafvelin, 2019), and that it represents a fundamental part of 

coaches’ tasks (Frazier, 2016) as it has been viewed by athletes as paramount in the process of 

developing positive rapport with the coach (Antonini Philippe & Seiler, 2006). It is understood that 

communication not only promotes relationships but also encourages the blossoming of shared 

knowledge and understanding as the basis of those relationships (Jowett, 2005) and it acts as a 

determinant for developing close relationships (Jowett, 2007). In sum, communication is a 

fundamental part of the coach-players’ relationships as it acts as the main driver to develop, maintain 

and nurture the relationship. Good communication has the power to find common ground, develop 
shared knowledge and motivate (Jowett, 2007; Kim & Inchon, 2020; Antonini Philippe & Seiler, 2006). 

Furthermore, in a study run in 2007 (La Voi, 2007) athletes consensually determined that the most 

noticeable aspect of a close coach-athlete relationship is communication. 

Coaches should remain aware that communication not only refers to verbal delivery of information, 

but it also comprises all type of communication (verbal, written, social media, through group chats, 

casual conversations, phone calls, emails), and should always strive to be effective, relevant, and 

consistent. 



Coaches should be particularly aware of maintain consistency in the way they communicate with their 

players regardless the setting (training session, awards presentation, social occasions) in which 

communication is taking place.    

 
CLOSENESS 

 

Closeness can be defined as the emotional, positively affective, and personal interdependent 

component of the coach-athlete relationship that encompasses mutual trust, respect, liking of each 

other and openness, and in which the coach is able to relate to the players and their needs (Frazier, 

2016; Gilbert, 2016; Jowett & Clark Carter, 2006; Mohd Kassim, Wan Abdullah, Md Japilus, & 

Azanuar Yusri, 2020). 

Frazier (2016), stated that coaches themselves, have identify the need to develop a close relationship 
with each athlete in order to be effective and some authors (Rhind and Jowett) have expressed that 

often, within the communication process between coach and athlete, some conversations are 

characterized by not sporting related subject. A concept reinforced by Becker’s (2009) and Beck’s 

(2019) works, in which athletes expressed the wish of having a strong trusting relationship with their 

coaches where they are able to talk to their coaches about anything, from sport related issues to 

personal ones. When players feel that they have a close relationship with their coaches, they trust 

them (Chen & Wu, 2014) and they develop confidence in that person (Jackson, Grove, & Beauchamp, 

2010), hence, they are more likely to open up in a more personal level (Jowett & Cockerill, 2003).   
 

TRUST 

 

Trust can be defined as ‘a psychological state comprising the intention to accept vulnerability based 

upon positive expectations of the intentions or behaviours of another’ (Rousseau, Burt, Sitkin, & 

Camerer, 1998). This state has been linked to positive coaching outcomes where a safe environment 

is created to allow players feel conformable sharing and reflecting in a more open way (Boyce et al., 
2010). Coaches’ actions and behaviours can greatly influence that trust. Raising feelings of trust by 

being transparent and upfront about their coaching methodology, or simply showing consistency in 

their behaviours can promote feelings of trust between coach-player. Players who trust their coaches 

are more committed to the coaching process and tend to demonstrate a greater level of involvement 

with such process. Trust allows a coach-player relationship to grow and enhances the potential for 

coaching success. Usually trust comes after initial acceptance and respect for the coach and it is 

closely linked to consistency of behaviour, fairness, transparency, and accountability.  

 

EMPATHY & EMPATHIC ACCURACY 
 

In psychology, empathic accuracy is how accurately one person can infer the thoughts and feelings of 

another person, also often referred to as empathic inference. Research on empathic accuracy has 



explored its relationship with the concepts of affect sharing and mentalizing. In order to accurately 

infer another's psychological state, one must be able to both share that state (affect sharing) and 

understand cognitively how to label that state (mentalizing).   

Empathic accuracy is an important aspect of what some authors have called "everyday mind reading". 
Understanding what other are feeling or going through at a particular time is extremely important for 

coaches to be able to better communicate or interpretate players’ needs, reactions and/or behaviours. 

From a practical viewpoint, coaches should constantly encourage feedback from players during 

sessions. Not only to gather more information, but because, by focusing the attention on what the 

players thinks/understand about it, it may also generate a shared focus that increases his/her 

empathic accuracy (Lorimer & Jowett, 2008). Visual cues and non-verbal signals are fundamental to 

the coach’s interpretation of the players state, and bigger relevance should be placed on them.  

In summary, empathy and empathic accuracy should be actively trained by coaches in order to better 
infer what and how are players thinking. It would allow them to not only develop a better relationship 

with their players, in which players can rely on their coach ability to read them fully and accurately, but 

it would also promote a sense of mutual understanding.  

 

CONCLUSION 

As stated before, now more than ever, coaches should constantly endeavour to initiate, develop, and 

nurture meaningful personal relationship with their players. Coaches should acknowledge the 

fundamental role played by the quality of their relationships and make a conscious and continuous 
effort to enrich those relationships. From a practical point of view, this may mean coaches setting time 

aside before or after sessions, to allow some social interaction beyond the technical aspects of the 

game, the creation of special sessions to enhance social and emotional interactions, a constant 

reflective approach to interpersonal skills, some professional development in the area of emotional 

intelligence or simply looking for external assistance to promote and create more meaningful coach-

player relationships. Nowadays, players are seen as unique, complex individuals with an ever-

evolving life story, in which coaches can, and should, make a positive and impactful contribution 
towards it.   
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