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“W

in or go home” is an age-old proverb traditionally used as a catchphrase to describe a
single-elimination scenario in a sporting competition. This phrase also alludes to many deeper consequences
for those involved in the competition. For coaches of high-level,
competitive teams, such as collegiate and professional ballclubs
(and in some cases, high school teams), winning often represents the lifeblood by which their tenure is extended and thus
it is in a coach’s best interest to employ coaching methods that
optimally align with the goal of winning. In many cases, success
is determined by the level of synergy demonstrated by a team
and since coordination between the coach and the athletes is
a part of this, it is critical that coaches and athletes communicate effectively. In such an atmosphere, higher degrees of athlete motivation and performance become possible. Using this
lens, we evaluate coaching strategies to determine their impact
on athlete well-being and performance, as well as team success.
Furthermore, we adopt the position that team success stems
from the ability of the coach to impact individual athletes in
both team sports (i.e., football, basketball, baseball, etc.) as well
as individual sports (i.e., tennis, cross-country, golf, etc.). Thus,
while examining group-level (team) constructs, we assert the
need for additional consideration of these constructs as personcentered (athlete).
Recognizing the genesis of all group processes as person-toperson interactions, we use Steiner’s (1966) model of group productivity as a model of group processes that may be helpful in
understanding the influence of coaches on their athletes. Steiner’s (1966) seminal research on group productivity states that the
actual productivity of a group or team is equal to the potential
productivity of the group minus losses due to faulty motivational
and coordination processes (Figure 1). Based on Steiner’s model,
we highlight some repercussions of coaching aggression, how
this type of negative behavior can affect athlete and team productivity, and what actions can be taken by coaches to bolster
current and future chances of success.

Steiner’s Model and Athlete Outcomes

One of the ways that coaches can have an effect on athlete
outcomes is by coaching using intimidation and aggression.
This aggression may detract from the organic chemistry of the
coach–athlete pair. Steiner’s model of group productivity offers a framework for understanding effective group functioning.
When two or more people work in conjunction toward a common goal, the total productivity of the group comes as a result of
their potential productivity minus losses due to faulty processes,
usually caused by suboptimal motivation and coordination issues
(Steiner, 1966). In the case of the coach–athlete dyad, these losses
of productivity can come from a number of sources, but the one
that is most concerning is the interpersonal relationship between
these two parties. Faulty bonds between two persons often result
in feelings of apathy for one another. Athletes who view their
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coaches as highly aggressive experience significantly less intrinsic motivation and also perceive their coach as significantly less
credible (Bekiari et al., 2015; Mazer et al., 2013). Motivation is
extremely important for athletes whose goal is peak performance.
Aggressive coaching styles have also been linked with athletes
feeling emotionally abused (Stirling & Kerr, 2013). Thus, the way
athletes are treated by their coach and their interpersonal relationship with that coach are similarly important.
Another way that Steiner’s model can help explain the
losses in productivity of a team is with respect to coordination. Stewart and Owens (2011) recommended that coaches
should focus on a commitment to teamwork (i.e., coordination) and hard work should be encouraged, while also
stressing that technique and tactics should be instructed in
a positive environment. This type of environment will help
limit faulty coordination processes by promoting a nurturing environment where both coach and athlete respect one
another. Communication that is effective, appropriate, and
adaptable can play a vital role in promoting athletes’ motivation, physical self-concept, skill development, and overall sporting success, especially when dealing with stressful
situations like losing or correcting mistakes (Cote & Gilbert, 2009; Sagar & Jowett, 2012). Coaches who do not act

Figure 1. Steiner’s Model of Productivity
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in a way that is conducive to garnering athlete respect will
damage their team’s coordination and cohesion. In this way,
Steiner’s model explains how the potential productivity of
a team is best achieved through eliminating the negative
coach–athlete interactions that cause decreased motivation
and flawed coordination.

Coaching Aggression Defined

The first step in understanding how coaching aggression
impacts athlete outcomes is to define aggression. Aggression,
as defined by the International Society of Sport Psychology, is
the imposition of an aversive stimulus, either physical, verbal or
gestural, directed by one person toward another (Tenenbaum
et al., 1997). Additionally, Infante and Wigley (1986) defined
verbal aggressiveness as a character trait that predisposes people
to criticize the self-concepts of other people as a means of hurting them psychologically. These two definitions form the backbone of our position on coaching behaviors.
Research has shown that one of the ways that teams can
increase their chances of success (i.e., winning) is for the
coach and their athletes to maintain high-quality interpersonal relationships with one another (Sagar & Jowett, 2012).
This is true especially in times of turmoil (i.e., losing, poor
team cohesion, dysfunctional relationships). As such, it is essential that coaches are equipped with the finest repertoire
of communicative techniques, enabling them to establish
healthy coach–athlete relationships and bolster the team’s
chances of success. With the importance of coach–athlete
relationships in mind, it is critical to recognize that relationships are complex, ever-evolving entities, which require constant nurturing in order to maintain harmony. The slightest
misstep, misunderstanding or mistrust may send them into
decay, unraveling the threads that bind the foundation of a
quality partnership.
Due to the ever-present pressure associated with coaching at the highest level, a coach’s emotions often run at a
fever pitch, occasionally resulting in aggressive, hostile and
condescending words and/or actions directed at an athlete.
Unfortunately, while it is likely that these forms of condescending behavior are intended to improve the performance of the athlete, quite the opposite generally occurs. In
fact, coaching aggression has been linked with significantly
decreasing athletes’ intrinsic motivation to participate in
their sport, as well as adversely affecting overall performance
(Mazer et al., 2013). To coaches who are judged on their
ability to successfully guide a team or an athlete toward success, this evidence is critical. Coaches should know that their
toxicity will likely detract from this goal.

The Consequences of Coaching Aggression

Coaching aggression impacts team outcomes in two significant ways. First, coaching aggression degrades the relationship
between the two parties, often as a result of emotionally abusive
behavior. Research has steadily shown that disagreeable coach–
athlete relationships lead to decreased athlete motivation to
participate in and/or perform well in their sport (Amorose &
Horn, 2000; Bekiari, 2014; Bekiari & Syrmpas, 2015; Mazer
et al., 2013; Stirling & Kerr, 2013). Corrupted relationships

as a result of coaching hostility thwart the three basic psychological needs of the athlete (i.e., competence, autonomy and
relatedness), leading to decreased respect for their coach and
an unwillingness to “go the extra mile” when faced with a difficult task or when asked to carry out a specific duty (Stewart &
Owens, 2011). Regular animosity between coach and athlete
not only has a profound effect on the psychological well-being
of the athlete, it also compromises their emotional well-being
(Stirling & Kerr, 2008). Second, coaching aggression leads directly to a decrease in the potential productivity of the team
by introducing faulty coordination processes and reduced athlete motivation, as suggested by Steiner’s model of productivity
(Steiner, 1966). Coaching aggression has serious, detrimental
implications on the overall motivation of athletes, cohesion of
the team, and ultimate levels of success attained. Exploration
into the realm of coaching conduct has indicated that coaches
who employ aggressive training and communicative styles seriously compromise athlete motivation and performance outcomes (Bekiari et al., 2015).
While some of the consequences of coaching aggression
have been mentioned, we now detail the specifics of these
issues. The primary consequence of coaching aggression is
that it damages an important part of the team dynamic,
the coach–athlete relationship. Leading sport and exercise
psychology experts have provided a solid base of evidence
regarding coach aggression and how this type of behavior
affects athletes’ motivation and performance (Bekiari et al.,
2015; Bekiari & Syrmpas, 2015; Sagar & Jowett, 2012).
When a coach attempts to lead by creating an atmosphere
driven by aggressive behavior and/or fear, the negative emotions experienced by the athletes will decrease motivation to
participate, amount of effort exerted, level of performance,
and overall team cohesion (Amorose & Horn, 2000; Bekiari
et al., 2015; Mazer et al., 2013; Staley & Moore, 2016). Consistently negative interactions between coaches and athletes
generate an environment in which athletes often lose respect
for their coach, view their coach as less credible, feel less
satisfied, less motivated, and more pressured to perform well
(Martin et al., 2009; Mazer et al., 2013; Staley & Moore,
2016). Athletes are unlikely to exert extra effort if they do
not favor the views or actions of their coach. Additionally,
influential coaching behavior of an aggressive nature causes
athletes to exhibit less sportsmanship and be less successful
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in terms of win–loss percentage (Kassing & Infante, 1999).
Coaching aggression incapacitates coach–athlete relationships and undermines athletes’ desires to both participate in
their sport and strive for excellence at what they do. In an
effort to clearly present and explain these consequences, we
return to Steiner’s model (see Figure 1) to suggest two categories of faulty processes that result from coach aggression.

Loss of motivation

Athletes’ loss of motivation is the first of the faulty processes
that will be discussed. Two consequences of coaching aggression
that directly influence motivation are thwarting athletes’ basic
psychological needs and employing emotionally abusive coaching
tactics. These consequences are described in greater detail below.
Thwarting athletes’ basic needs. The first way coach aggression can impact athletes is through thwarting the three basic
psychological needs: competence, autonomy and relatedness.
Self-determination theory, a robust motivation theory, suggests
that increasing feelings of competence, autonomy (opportunities for choice), and relatedness (sense of interpersonal connection) will lead to enhanced intrinsic motivation (Ryan &
Deci, 2000). The opposite is also true; thwarting these needs
will lead to a decrease in intrinsic motivation. The actions of the
coach, as well as the quality of the coach–athlete relationship,
directly influence athletes’ intrinsic and self-determined extrinsic motivation through the fulfillment or thwarting of athletes’
three basic needs (Stewart & Owens, 2011). For example, intrinsically motivated athletes, those who self-author or endorse
their own actions, typically maintain more interest, excitement
and confidence than those who are extrinsically motivated by
their coach. This results in the athlete experiencing enhanced
performance, increased persistence, heightened vitality, greater
self-esteem, and improved general well-being (Ryan & Deci,
2000). Athletes must feel competent in both their role and capability of achieving goals they have set for themselves. It is
vital that they perceive proficiency in their ability to perform at
the required level. Additionally, they should discern autonomy
in their ability to make decisions and they need to relate to
their coach in a positive way in order to sustain ideal confidence
and motivation. Mismanaged relations, as a result of coaching
aggression, have a direct impact on the athlete’s perception
of their self-efficacy, often leaving them feeling incapable of
achieving successful sport performance (Stirling & Kerr, 2013).
Employing emotional abuse. A second way that athlete motivation can be negatively impacted is from emotionally abusive behavior exhibited by a coach. Within the context of a
coach–athlete relationship, if an athlete’s basic needs are not
met, athletes may be left feeling emotionally abused and neglected (Stirling & Kerr, 2008). Emotional abuse describes
regular, intentional, noncontact behaviors within a relationship between an individual (the athlete) and their mentor (the
coach) that have the potential to be unhealthy (Stirling & Kerr,
2013). Often, this abuse negatively affects both the mental and
emotional health of athletes, leading to lower feelings of selfefficacy, decreased self-esteem, increased anxiety, and a poor
sense of accomplishment (Sagar & Jowett, 2012; Stirling &
Kerr, 2008; 2013). This type of emotional abuse constitutes a
relational disorder, taking place within the fabric of a critical
relationship, and has considerable influence over the athlete’s
6
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well-being, trust, safety and fulfillment of basic needs (Stirling
& Kerr, 2008). Furthermore, this emotional abuse frequently
decreases athlete motivation, reduces their enjoyment of the
sport, causes them to suffer from impaired focus, and heightens difficulties with skill acquisition (Stirling & Kerr, 2013).
Consistent patterns of emotional abuse not only impair the
motivation and self-efficacy of athletes, but they also leave
athletes feeling detached from their coach.
Often, as a result of the “win now” mentality present in
competitive sports, athletes are pushed to both physiological
and psychological extremes, and the line between what constitutes acceptable coaching methods and emotional abuse
can become blurred (Stirling & Kerr, 2008). Emotionally
abusive coaches tend to use markedly less positive feedback,
thus creating a climate in which behavior is driven by a fear
of failure, eventually leading to lower levels of psychological need satisfaction (Staley & Moore, 2016). Furthermore,
detrimental types of communication techniques can negatively affect athletes’ views of their coach’s credibility, as
well as their motivation to participate (Mazer et al., 2013).
Athletes suffering from this type of emotional abuse, frequently as a result of coaching aggression, feel they are less
important to their coach. From the standpoint of striving to
achieve the best possible sporting results, emotional abuse
clearly detracts from this goal.

Loss of coordination

The second critical function of team productivity affected
by coaching aggression is that of coordination. In Steiner’s
model, coordination consists of effective communication and
engagement among group members; in this case, the coach and
athlete. Aggressive behavior is often a prelude of a rift developing between two parties; a fact that should be particularly
disconcerting for both coaches and teams as a whole. Stellar
interpersonal coordination and the communication required
to achieve such cohesive dynamics are regarded as critical
aspects of high-quality team performance (Eccles & Tenenbaum, 2004). This is particularly true in the domain of sport,
as there are a large number of ever-changing contextual variables that make coordination challenging (Steiner et al., 2017).
Teams that suffer from a lack of coordination often exhibit poor
communication both on and off the field, leading to a disconnect between not only players and coaches, but among the players themselves. This poor chemistry leads to less coordination
on the field of play, often resulting in ineffective execution of
game plans. Conversely, teams that are able to maintain a high
level of coordination reap the rewards of such cohesion. Such
teams are able to quickly and flexibly respond to changes in
their environment, resulting in a minimal loss in coordination
(Eccles & Tenenbaum, 2004). In light of the constantly morphing strategic complexities of sport, coaches would do well to
limit their aggression toward their athletes, as acting in such a
manner only diminishes coordination through social disarray.

Summary of consequences

Based on Steiner’s productivity framework and the detriments
of coaching aggression as they relate to emotional abuse and
the thwarting of athletes’ basic needs, it is clear that team function will suffer if coaches coach their athletes primarily through

aggression and hostility. Experts suggest that verbally aggressive communication leads to negative relationship outcomes
and often causes athletes to feel embarrassed, inadequate and
depressed (Mazer et al., 2013). Kassing and Infante (1999)
found that coaches who communicate aggressively were perceived as less pleasing in terms of communication. Consequently, their athletes were less satisfied with their coach, displayed less sportsmanship, and were less successful in terms of
win–loss percentage (Kassing & Infante, 1999). In an effort to
curtail team malfunction, we recommend that the following,
nonexhaustive, list of behaviors be avoided: aggressive behavior,
such as shouting or verbal degradation, particularly if it takes
place in front of the rest of the team; initiating physical contact, such as shoving or hitting; excessive punishment, such as
benching an athlete for an entire game because they made a minor mistake or making them run until they vomit; intimidation
or threats; leading in an autocratic manner by giving athletes no
say in their role on a team; and employing negative body language like glaring or making rude hand gestures. Many of these
behaviors can be considered emotional abuse and crucially
block athletes’ basic needs, which are requisite for prime motivation and performance (Stirling & Kerr, 2008). Several examples of common situations in which coaches may be pushed
to act in an aggressive manner toward their athletes are: when
a penalty is incurred by a player during a critical play/moment
of a game (football), when a foul is taken at an ill-advised time
or a turnover is committed during crunch time (basketball),
and when a player gets out as a result of a base-running error
(baseball). Due to the competitive nature of high-level athletics, coaches should be cognizant that these types of situations
may arise. Mentally preparing for these scenarios ahead of time
should help coaches to manage their mindset and behavior during these critical times. Once awareness has been established,
coaches should make a conscious effort to remedy any harmful
coaching methods they may be using. It is recommended that
coaches regularly monitor their behavior through self-analysis
and take corrective action if they believe their methods of leadership are guiding their team away from the desired outcome.

Reflecting, Analyzing, Acting

In order to facilitate better coach–athlete relations, increase
team productivity, and ultimately optimize the opportunity for
success, coaches should take time to reflect on their behaviors
and assess how those behaviors may affect athlete performance.
Therefore, we propose a self-reflection tool to expedite this
process for coaches—the Optimal Athlete Relationship SelfAssessment (OARS) worksheet (Appendix). Coaches should
answer honestly and be self-critical in order to ensure that
the worksheet is effective. The purpose of the worksheet is to
stimulate coach self-reflective practices using a research- and
theory-based tool.
Many coaches are unaware of how the negative behaviors
they exhibit affect the motivation and performance of their
athletes, as well as the overall coordination of the team. As
such, the first step in enhancing team function is for the
coach to understand the types of coaching behaviors that
are detrimental. The behaviors that detract from athlete outcomes the most are those that damage the athletes’ psychological perception of their basic needs, as well as actions that

belittle the self-concept of athletes as a result of emotional
abuse. Only when a coach is conscious of their behavior can
they take actions to fix it. All coaches are unique in both
their personality and the manner in which they instruct.
There is no universal formula that can be followed by coaches
to solve poor leadership techniques or improve underdeveloped athlete relationships. However, based on the research
presented here, we have identified a list of behaviors that should
be eliminated in order to most effectively facilitate team success. From here, we recommend taking some additional time
to reflect on the questions provided on the OARS worksheet,
paying particular attention to any area in which you disagree
with a statement. Ideally, a personalized list can be developed
focusing on areas that have the most room for improvement.
This list should be based on a selection of poor behaviors that
are likely detracting from positive team outcomes. In addition
to making a list of potential behaviors, coaches may choose to
take this self-analysis a step further and film themselves while
in the midst of intense moments, games or practices. In this
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way, coaches may reflect on their behavior with a more neutral
mindset at a later time.

Conclusion

The purpose of this article is to shed light on the repercussions
of poor coaching behaviors as they relate to athlete motivation
and coordination, explain how resolving this unhealthy behavior can lead to improved team outcomes, suggest several actions
that can be taken to improve faulty styles of leading, and invite
coaches to reflect on their coaching techniques. Using Steiner’s
model of productivity (Steiner, 1966) the article examines how
optimal team outcomes can be damaged as a result of faulty athlete motivation and coach–athlete coordination processes. Once
an understanding of these two key concepts has been developed,
action can be taken toward developing more effective behaviors.
To that end, we have developed the OARS worksheet, which may
be used by coaches to reflect on the quality of their relationships
with their athletes and how these relationships may be impacting
team success. This worksheet will help coaches contemplate their
current coaching styles and evaluate whether their behaviors are
psychologically harming their athletes and/or having a damaging effect on the team as a whole. The key parties who comprise a team must work seamlessly in order to achieve optimal
outcomes. Coaches who engage in aggressive, condescending
behavior that is detrimental to their relationships with athletes
will seriously damage their athlete’s motivation, self-image and
self-efficacy, as well as diminish overall team coordination. Due
to lofty organizational expectations of teams and the substantial
repercussions associated with falling short of such goals, it is in
a coach’s best interest to coach and behave in ways that are most
conducive to optimal athlete and team success.
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Appendix. Optimal Athlete Relationship
Self-Assessment (OARS)

The purpose of this worksheet is to reflect on the quality of your
relationships with your athletes and how these relationships affect team outcomes. On a scale of 1 to 10, please rate how each
of the following statements align with your current coaching
style. Once complete, take some time to reflect on your answers,
think about how your behaviors may be affecting your athletes’
motivation and performance, and consider what impact these
outcomes have on team success. Note that this is not a validated assessment for research purposes. It is meant for selfevaluation and reflection for personal improvement purposes
only. Although it is not a validated instrument for research, it is
based on concepts that have been heavily supported in research
studies. Therefore, it may prove very effective depending on the
investment of the coach. Following this reflection, it is recommended that you consult with a coaching mentor or sport psychology consultant to review your answers and develop a plan
to improve outcomes.

Motivational Reflection

1) Competence
a) I help my athletes feel competent and confident in
their team roles. _____
b) I provide my athletes with constructive criticism as a
means of increasing their self-efficacy. ____
What I do well to promote and support athlete self-efficacy:
Name one specific way I can encourage athlete competence:
2) Autonomy
a) I empower my athletes to make critical strategic decisions during competition. ______
b) I allow my athletes to be part of team-related decision-making processes. ______
Name three specific examples of athlete-determined team processes:
What is one decision I made recently that I could have asked
for athlete input on:
3) Relatedness:
a) I foster a sense of belonging within my team’s culture.
______
b) I treat my athletes with respect personally and professionally. _____
Ways in which I interact with my athletes that garner respect:
Name one behavior or action that I could take to improve my
relationships with my athletes:
Name one potential impact of poor coach–athlete and athlete–
athlete relationships on team success:

4) Emotional Abuse
a) I am open about my personal experiences so that my
athletes can see that I, too, am human. ____
b) I behave in a way that nurtures the mental and emotional health of my athletes. ____
Behaviors that I regularly exhibit which support athlete mental
and emotional health:
Name a coaching behavior that may be detrimental to athlete
mental and emotional health:
Name a team-related benefit correlated with good athlete
mental and emotional health:
Name a team-related disadvantage of poor athlete mental and
emotional health:

Coordination Reflection

1) Coach–Athlete
a) I clearly and respectfully communicate my expectations to my athletes. _____
b) I approach each athlete interaction with a positive attitude and mindset. _____
2) Coach–Team
a) I encourage social cohesion and offer opportunities
for team-building activities. _____
b) My influence as a coach improves my team’s ability to
work together. ______
List one way I can contribute to effective team coordination in
order to impact team success:
Provide an example of how poor coach–athlete relationships
could impact team coordination:
Ways in which good social cohesion affect team outcomes:
What is one thing I could do to aid in building team chemistry:
List one behavior I employ that helps sustain team chemistry:
Reflecting on my answers, the top three ways I can
improve both my personal behaviors and my interactions
with my athletes to enhance team success are:
1)
2)
3)
Coach–Athlete relationship score out of 120: _____

Breakdown of scores
120–96: A total score within this range indicates that you
are somewhere between “often” and “always” adhering to the
concepts on the OARS worksheet. This range indicates that
you have excellent coach–athlete relationship skills. You are
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in tune with the needs of your players and you respect them
both for who they are and for their contributions to the
team. Your athletes feel competent in their roles, confident
in their autonomy, and personally connected to you. Continue to strive for excellence and understand that maintaining outstanding relationships requires constant effort and
diligence.
95–60: Total scores within this range indicate that you are between “sometimes” and “often” following the ideas presented
on the OARS worksheet. Scoring within this range suggests
that you are relatively aware of your athletes needs and usually handle your relationships in a professional manner. Your
athletes are likely performing at a near-optimal level but may
not be “all-in” in their relationships with you or their dedication to team success. Additional effort is recommended in
improving communication and understanding the needs of
your athletes.
59–36: Overall scores landing in this range indicate that you
are most likely not in tune with your athletes. You are somewhere between “rarely” and “sometimes” following the concepts of the OARS worksheet. Your attention to interpersonal
relationships is lacking, and as a result of this your athletes’
basic needs are probably not being met. Your athletes may not
feel competent or confident with their team role, they might
be feeling a lack of personal choice or ability to contribute
to the team, and may be feeling disrespected as individuals.
You may be acting aggressively or negatively toward your athletes and poor team cohesion is likely detracting from success. Considerable self-reflection and analyzation of behavior
is recommended in order to improve team outcomes.
35–0: Recording a score of 35 or less indicates poor athlete
relationship skills. You are somewhere between “never” and
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“rarely” adhering to the ideas presented on the OARS worksheet. Communication between you and your athletes is likely
mediocre at best, which may lead to mutual disrespect and a
lack of appreciation for one another. Athlete motivation and
team coordination will suffer, and this is likely reflected in overall poor athlete attitude and team performance. Serious reflection and reconsideration of behavior is recommended if optimal team outcomes are desired.
Debrief: This worksheet is intended to help coaches become more aware of the quality of their relationships with
their athletes and how these relationships affect athlete and
team success. Higher scores indicate better athlete relationships and elevated understanding of how this behavior
affects athletes, and by extension, team outcomes. Lower
scores suggest that coaches have underdeveloped athlete relationships, a lack of emotional intelligence, are not in tune
with the needs of their athletes, and are likely struggling
to remain successful or relevant. Regardless of score, it is
recommended that coaches continually work on improving
athlete relationships if they want to optimize their success.
This tool was designed to be used at regular intervals (e.g.,
beginning, middle, and end of seasons) to gauge improvement of skills over time.
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