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By Jennifer Fraser, PhD

Whether you are a sports coach, parent, teacher, or young athlete, you know that coaching is key to
success in most endeavors. In fact, research shows coaching is so important in athletics that it can be the
deciding factor between those who achieve at the highest level and those who don’t.

Olympic athletes who earn medals have a secret advantage over those who don’t, according to the
latest research. Their advantage is a sports coach who cares about them, believes in their abilities, and
fosters their development as achieving young people.

Sports psychologist Matthew Barlow says this research turns “on its head a long-held view that we must
simply pair the best technical and tactical coaches to our best athletes to achieve ultimate
performance.” It challenges the stereotype of the tough-minded, military-style sports coach and
supports the idea that coaches can influence the development of core human abilities, like those in The
Compass Advantage framework for positive youth development (Price-Mitchell 2015).

Debunking Myths about Coaching Athletes

Coaching is a broad term, and in some cases, has wandered far from its original meaning. The term
“coach” emerged as a slang term among students at Oxford University in the 1830s. They used the term
to refer to a tutor or scholar who helped “carry them” —much like a coach with horses carries
someone—over the hilly terrain of an exam.

In the 1860s, the term “coach” passed into the realm of sports where it resides most commonly today.
However, there are two myths in coaching that fail to “carry” an athlete or team to success.

The first is that technical skill is the deciding factor in athletic performance. The second myth is that a
negative, tough-minded approach to coaching produces top-level athletes.
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Half a century of psychological study and decades of neuroscientific research debunk both beliefs.
Olympic athletes who attained medals consistently reported that they felt “their coaches fully satisfied
their emotional needs by acting as friends, mentors, and unwavering supporters—in addition to
providing superb technical support” (Nuwer, 2016).

Sports coaches and parents who use negative, bullying-like approaches argue that tough love makes for
stronger, resilient, and winning athletes. This is like the belief that was at the center of corporal
punishment. As the blows were struck, children would be told: ‘it’s for your own good.” However,
research demonstrates this couldn’t be further from the truth (Cooperson 2014). Coaches, parents, and
young athletes are much more likely to achieve their goals when they are guided by a coaching
approach that resembles friendship and positive mentoring.

Research in neuroscience suggests that tough-minded coaching strategies not only limit athletes from
reaching their full potential, but also that losses are more serious and emotionally long-lasting (Fraser
2015). Young athletes don’t just lose games or medals, they may also suffer serious harm to their brains.

MRI and fMRI scans reveal that being bullied to achieve goals can have harmful impacts on children’s
social, emotional, and cognitive development that last a lifetime. An extensive study done at Duke
University startled researchers by showing that the brains of children who had been sexually and
physically abused resembled the brains of children who had been bullied by peers (Anthes 2010). Being
bullied by sports coaches, parents, or educators can have a similar impact.

My book, Teaching Bullies: Zero Tolerance on the Court or in the Classroom, tells the stories of athletes
who reported on sports-coach abuse. In the next section, | draw on some of their experiences to give
examples of negative-impact coaching, contrasting this with the type of mentoring behaviors that build
the core abilities in The Compass Advantage framework. Through this model of positive youth
development, we can move away from a focus on correcting youth deficits and instead develop young
people’s strengths.

From Harmful to Helpful:
8 Ways a Sports Coach Can Positively Influence Athletes

The Compass Advantage offers a visual model of eight
abilities that can be influenced by an effective,
supportive sports coach. Through the model, it is easy
to see how harmful behaviors can be transformed into
helpful ones. Let’s examine each of these abilities as
they relate to coaching athletes.
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1. IGNITE CURIOSITY

Curiosity is the ability to seek and acquire new knowledge, skills, and ways of understanding the world.
To become a high-performing athlete, a player must be in constant search for new skills and knowledge
of the sport.

Curiosity is often crushed when a coach uses a demeaning style, as described by a 16-year-old athlete:

“The coach was very threatening...and incredibly aggressive.... He used rhetorical questions...like ‘do you
want to play?’ ‘what were you thinking?’ ‘do you deserve to play?’”

This angry, humiliating approach to an athlete limits motivation and discovery. It makes failure shameful
rather than an opportunity to learn, diminishing an athlete’s sense of self. Rhetorical questions, when
used to scold, reinforce the idea that coaches have all the right answers and that athletes have no voice
in solutions.

A positive coaching approach:

Curiosity is developed when a sports coach helps young athletes recognize failure as an opportunity for
new discovery.

“l know this was a disappointing defeat for you, but | have faith in your abilities.” “What did you learn?”
“How might you approach things differently next time?”

When coaches praise athletes for their effort and encourage new learning, positive mentoring occurs.

2. TEACH SOCIABILITY

Sociability is defined by Price-Mitchell as the “joyful, cooperative ability to engage with others.” Children
learn to happily engage with teammates when encouraged to express feelings and behaviors that
facilitate positive relationships.

The development of sociability is repressed when adults model behavior like the kind described by this
16-year-old athlete:

“There isn’t much swearing around my house and my friends sometimes do it, but not at each other,
and usually it’s a bit of a joke. But with the coaches, it’s not done as a joke...it's done to break us down.
You can’t get used to that...at every game and every practice. I've had so many great coaches. It seems
so easy to be positive.”

When coaches use obscenities, racial or homophobic slurs, and insults, even if it is normalized and
condoned in their community, it weakens a child’s ability to develop positive social skills. When negative
emotions like disgust and anger are infused in communications with players or teams, children learn to
normalize this behavior in other parts of their lives. Being exposed to this interpersonal climate can
dismantle a child’s ability to make lasting relationships.
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A positive coaching approach:

Sociability is fostered when a sports coach respects each athlete and encourages collaboration and
camaraderie. Coaches can help young athletes understand that the words they choose make a
difference to the relationships they create by using the language of active listening and two-way
communication.

“I want to understand you.” “Tell me how you feel.” “How can | give you feedback that will help you
achieve your goals?”

When coaches get to know the social and emotional needs of each player on a team, they become the
kind of supportive friend and mentor that helps athletes achieve at the highest levels.
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3. CULTIVATE RESILIENCE

Resilience is the ability that helps athletes bounce back from disappointment and defeat. It’s an ability,
often learned through sports, that influences a young person’s efforts to meet and overcome challenges
in all aspects of life.

Some adults believe that grit, resilience, and toughness are transmitted to athletes by coaches and
parents who yell at or berate them. A 16-year-old can identify this faulty coaching method:

“The coach came up to an athlete at recess...and pulled him aside and said, ‘You played like crap last
night.” This was totally unnecessary. If the athlete played badly, he would know. He needed to hear
something encouraging, not critical. If that happened to me, it would upset me all day... If it happened
to this athlete...we all knew it could happen to any one of us at any time.”

This method of building resilience has the reverse effect on kids. Rather than helping this athlete learn
to meet and overcome a challenge, the coach likely eroded the player’s confidence through shaming
and caused emotional trauma.
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A positive coaching approach:

Resilience is fostered when a sports coach gently pushes athletes to the edges of their intellectual,
emotional, social, and physical comfort zones. The method is a balance of support and encouragement
through difficult challenges and obstacles.

“I know you weren’t happy with how you played last night.” “Everyone has bad days. It doesn’t mean
you’re a bad athlete.” “My goal is to support you to be the best you can be.” “I'm here for you.”

When coaches get to know kids’ individual boundaries and fears, they can help push them to the edges
of those boundaries and beyond. Developmentally, this balance between understanding oneself and
stepping into the unknown is at the core of resilience.

4. PROMOTE SELF-AWARENESS

Self-awareness develops in young people when they learn to examine and understand who they are
relative to the world around them. This ability evolves through self-reflection, meaning-making, and the
process of honing core values and beliefs.

Oftentimes coaches are seen by athletes as dismissive. In the recent scandal at Penn State University,
gymnasts reported that their coaches treated them like “pieces,” and not at all like whole human beings
(Mallon & McCarthy, 2017).

This kind of treatment was echoed by a 17-year-old athlete who spoke of her sports coach:

“If we lost, we were failures as people. We were meant to feel stupid. ‘l can’t believe you missed that
shot.” ‘I can’t believe you lost.” You didn’t even show up to this game.’ But we were there; we were
working so hard.”

A coach cannot help young athletes become self-aware when verbal or non-verbal messages say, “I
don’t believe in you.”

A positive coaching approach:
As the Olympic study found, unwavering belief in athletes is exactly what builds confidence and well-

being. Specific feedback about performance helps boost self-awareness. Positive words translate into
optimism and self-belief.

“Let’s work on your free throws. | think we can improve your overall scoring.” “Your footwork isn’t quite
right. Let’s work on this in practice tomorrow.” “Your kick was spot on today!”

Children understand that specific feedback helps them learn about themselves. When they are
encouraged to reflect on their performance, they most often take responsibility to improve. They grow
to understand their strengths and weaknesses.

5. MODEL INTEGRITY

Integrity is the ability to act in ways consistent with one’s values and moral principles. Sports have the
potential to teach children many positive values, like respect, fairness, cooperation, sportsmanship,
responsibility, and humility.
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In their desire to win at all costs, some coaches do not model integrity to their players. Here is a
description from a 16-year-old on the impact of a sports coach who struggled to model positive values:

“Before Mr. Smith was my coach he was like a pal, a best friend kind of guy. In scrimmages he would
give us tips and be fun. When he became the team coach he was totally different. | was confused. When
me and another player were fooling around and bumping into each other, out of the blue, he said, ‘Stop
f—ing touching each other.” That was a shock.”

Research shows that seven out of ten kids quit sports at the age of thirteen because the sport was no
longer “fun” (Dilworth, 2015). Coaches who turn practices and games into experiences that are not
consistent with children’s values not only take the fun out of sports but also dishonor athletics.

A positive coaching approach:

Modeling integrity doesn’t mean that discipline gets thrown out the window. In fact, discipline is key to
success in any sport.

“Look. There is a time to practice and a time to fool around. This is a time to practice.”

Instilling positive values is the role of every sports coach:

“No one on this team, including coaches, will use disrespectful language.” We have a responsibility to
each other to make our time together productive and fun.”

Coaches teach integrity by treating athletes with respect and dignity, and listening to their feelings and
concerns without judgement. Coaches also foster integrity when they praise young athletes for
demonstrating and living their own values.

Resourcefulness is the ability to achieve goals, problem-solve, and shape the future. These are essential
skills necessary to win at sports and become successful in life.

After experiencing an abusive coach, a 17-year-old athlete described his new coach:

“I'like the new coach a lot. He is so positive. If you make a mistake he just shows you what to do
differently. He has fun and we have fun. | can feel my love of the game coming back with him and | feel
better about myself too.”

A 19-year-old echoed a similar message:

“| realized with a different coach what a real coach was...a leader, a role model, and someone who was
tough. Being tough is not calling people names or ignoring them.”

These teenager’s stories support neuroscientific studies that suggest coaches and mentors must be
simultaneously supportive and challenging (Jensen, 2015). They also show that young athletes and
students excel when they have a coach who scaffolds the learning experience, adding increasing levels
of challenge as the athlete is ready.
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A positive coaching approach:

Coaches foster resourcefulness by challenging athletes to set high expectations for themselves and then
supporting them to accomplish their goals. Asking questions like, “What are your goals for this season?”
“What do you think will be the most challenging for you?” helps young people see that planning and
problem-solving will lead to success.

When a sports coach lets go of perfectionism, success usually follows. Studies show that perfectionist
attitudes by parents and coaches interfere with a child’s ability to become resourceful. Instead, coaches
should focus on helping kids be flexible and strategic.

“Let’s think of five strategies that could work in this situation.” “Is this a realistic goal? Why or why not?”
“What is the worst thing that could happen? What would we learn if it did?”

Creativity is about thinking outside the box and taking risks to discover how to do things better. It’'s an
ability needed to improve in any endeavor, and to surprise an opponent with a new twist on an old play.

In reflecting on feedback from bystanders, an 18-year-old athlete said, “People say we play like robots.”
This impression resulted from a coach who was entrenched in his role of telling kids what to do instead
of encouraging their creative input.

Compare this style with the same athlete’s description of a different coach: “He was an amazing coach.
He was really creative, fun, and open to suggestions. The players got tons of confidence.”

A positive coaching approach:

When a sports coach notices and praises young athletes for thinking outside the box and taking risks,
creativity is nurtured. New possibilities emerge.

One approach that encourages young people to be creative is called “possibility thinking.” When a coach
poses the question, “What if?” in as many ways as possible, kids naturally think of possibilities. This
involves a shift from the more traditional coaching approach that provides kids with the “correct”
answers or encourages them to ask, “How do | do this?” or “What should | do?”

“What if our opponent kicks the ball out of bounds?” “What if someone on our team disrespects
another player?”

When a sports coach encourages possibility thinking on the part of players, athletes feel an integral part
of the creative spirit that drives them toward the end goal.
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8. LEAD WITH EMPATHY

Empathy is the ability to recognize, feel, and respond to the needs and suffering of others. It is about
caring and compassion toward each member of a team, being kind and patient with each other’s
progress, and being tolerant of each other’s differences.

Coaches who use negative, tough-minded styles develop relationships with children based in fear, not
empathy.

A 19-year-old athlete described a situation that is frequently reported by parents across North America,
and is beginning to result in lawsuits.

“My knee completely gave out and | hit the floor. She just looked at me. For four years, | had gone to
morning practices, extra practices, holiday practices, summer practices, extra sessions. And I’'m on the
floor, my knee is wrecked, and she said, ‘Get up’ and | said, ‘l can’t’ and she said, “‘What do you mean?’”

“She had no soul.... She didn’t care about me as a person, as a human.... This is not about basketball.
This is about a hurt human being on the ground.”

This young athlete powerfully highlighted the most important lesson for all coaches: you are not
coaching a sport; you are coaching young human beings. You are coaching children. As soon as you find
yourself confused about what is more valuable, the young athlete or the sport, you need to take a step
back and reconsider your role.

A positive coaching approach:

A sports coach influences young athletes’ ability to care for others beyond themselves by creating
meaningful relationships with them—by ensuring youth are seen, heard, and understood.
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When coaches lead with empathy, they instill compassion and kindness in their athletes. They keep their
athletes emotionally and physically healthy by listening to their words and feeling their suffering. When
a player is hurt, they show compassion and invite teammates to do the same.

“How do you feel? How much pain are you in?” “First and foremost, | want you to be safe.” “Your health
is more important than any game.”

Educational psychologist, Dr. Michele Borba, suggests telling kids: “Empathy can be increased with
practice just like your muscles stretch with exercise....The more you practice, the better you'll be at
understanding another’s thoughts and feelings.”

The End Game

Every sports coach, athlete, and parent want their teams to win. And winning is often seen as the “end
game.” But is it, really?

What if we thought of the end game as developing happy, healthy, and successful young people? And
we viewed the sports coach as an integral leader and mentor in a child’s life? What would we do
differently? What are the possibilities?

Through developing the eight core abilities of The Compass Advantage, coaches can win games and
transform lives. Download a free copy of The Community Promise, a document that inspires coaches,
teachers, and community leaders to reflect on how these abilities are impacted by the mentors in young
people’s lives.

Contributing Author
Special thanks to Dr. Marilyn Price-Mitchell, creator of The Compass Advantage framework, for
collaborating on this article, particularly for merging the research in positive youth development with

coaching young athletes.
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