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Abstract

In this paper, we propose different definitions of coaching excellence based on two 

principles. First, the application of coaching skill, as in any other domain of excellence, is 

context-dependent. Second, excellent coaches are knowledgeable and constantly assemble mental 

models that enable them to meet their athletes’ needs and to effectively manage the central duties 

of coaching – organization, training, and competition. Four categories of coaches and 

corresponding definitions are proposed based on the characteristics of athletes and the 

developmentally-appropriate sport contexts: 1) participation coaches for children, 2) participation 

coaches for teens and adults, 3) performance coaches for young adolescents, 4) performance 

coaches for older adolescents and adults.  

Keywords : coaching, expertise, athletes, development

Towards a Definition of Excellence in Sport Coaching

There is still debate as to what constitutes coaching and, more specifically, what defines 
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coaching excellence (Bowes & Jones, 2006). As sport has changed and become increasingly 

professionalized, the roles of a coach have become more complex – coaches can still be viewed 

as ‘motivators’, however, this perspective is rather narrow. Coaching roles have evolved to 

become more pedagogical, more technical, and more demanding of multi-tasking competencies 

(Salmela, 1996). As the coach’s role has evolved, the understanding of what constitutes 

excellence in coaching also must change.

In their review of the coaching literature published between 1970 and 2001, Gilbert and 

Trudel (2004) suggested an overrepresentation of studies conducted with coaches of school-based 

sports when compared to coaches working in communities, clubs, or professional sporting 

contexts. Although more coaching studies have been conducted in school sport, coaching 

education programs around the world have recognized that coach training should differ according 

to the context in which coaches work (Trudel & Gilbert, in press). The purpose of the current 

paper is to initiate a discussion regarding a definition of coaching excellence based on the 

various contexts in which coaching can occur.  

A definition of coaching excellence should be multifacetedin order to reflect the highly 

variable roles that a sport coach assumes; it should reflect the constant personal exchanges and 

interaction between coaches and their athletes in training and competitive environments. The 

definition should describe the competencies that coaches require when interacting with athletes of 

varying competitive levels and in various sport contexts. Finally, the definition must consider the 

correlates of excellence observed in academic teachers, the pedagogical cousins of sport coaches. 

Although competencies observed in excellent teachers will not always be exactly mirrored in 

sport, there are some parallels that should translate to coaching practice in specific contexts and 

athlete age groups.

The definition of an excellent coach is difficult because it often depends, rightly or not, on 

the ultimate performance of the athletes in a coach’s charge. However, if we identify and 

describe the competencies of coaches who we deem as excellent based solely on athletes’ 

performances, we are mistakenly basing our search on indirect behavioural measures (Berliner, 

2001). If one considers the vast moderating variables that influence a young athlete’s performance 

at any given time, it is clear that a definition of coaching excellence based on athletes’ 

performances alone is inappropriate. Excellence in coaching is more than win-loss records, more 

than the achievement of individual athletes’ trophies and personal records, and more that the 

degree of mastery observed in athletes during training sessions (Mallett & Côté, 2006).  

Excellence must be judged by how coaches employ their knowledge, and demonstrate their 

behavioural and social competencies during their interactions with athletes in various sport 

contexts. These correlates of excellence (i.e., knowledge and competencies) have been difficult to 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/43453314_Beyond_Winning_and_Losing_Guidelines_for_Evaluating_High_Performance_Coaches?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-0fe906db4ad1152613302f69035a55c1-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIzNjEyNDk0MjtBUzoxMDMyNTE3OTM5NDA0ODZAMTQwMTYyODU1NDcyMg==
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generalize, considering that coaching research on excellence has focused on relatively small 

numbers of individuals using mainly qualitative methodologies (Bloom, 2007).   

Excellence in coaching needs to be understood in light of the contextual factors that affect 

coaching decisions and behaviours. The challenge in positions that require real-world 

decision-making is that the problem contexts are typically ill defined, that is, available 

information is either insufficient or uncertain. Zsambok (1997) defined the key contextual factors 

that affect expertise in real-world decision-making positions such as coaching. For example, 

coaches will have to deal most of the time with ill-structured problems (e.g., initiating a training 

program for new incoming athletes with little background information to draw from), uncertain 

environments (e.g., variable financial resources), high stakes (e.g., pressure of winning), and 

multiple individuals (e.g., assistant coaches, athletes, parents). According to Ross, Shafer, and 

Klein (2006), people in these kinds of contexts will make decisions efficiently and in a manner 

that is informed by their experience, rather than by having to engage in an overtly-analytical 

(and inefficient) decision process each time they are confronted with a problem situation.  

The simple accumulation of coaching experience, however, does not translate automatically 

into effective coaching skills and knowledge. Gilbert and Trudel (2001) studied the experiential 

learning process with youth sport coaches in an effort to understand how the experience of good 

coaches becomes adequately manifested as knowledge and skills. They advanced a coach 

developmental model of experiential learning based on reflection that comprises six components: 

1) coaching issues, 2) role frames, 3) issue setting, 4) strategy generation, 5) experimentation, 

and 6) evaluation. This reflective learning process is rooted in a theoretical perspective of a 

‘community of practice’ (Culver & Trudel, 2006). Also using a community of practice 

framework, Ross et al. (2006) proposed a number of variables that are important in the 

development of expertise in a specific domain. Among these is the notion of mental models that 

represent the cognitive mapping of how things should proceed in a given domain of practice. 

The reflective process outlined by Gilbert and Trudel is the mechanism that provides the 

scaffolding for one’s mental model.

What are the Features of an Excellent Coach?

In the present article, we first advocate that both the development of coaching excellence 

and the application of coaching skill is context-dependent (Trudel & Gilbert, 2006; Lyle, 2002). 

This means that knowledge and competencies are restricted to the context in which coaches have 

amassed a wealth of experience and/or in which they have formal preparation (e.g., coach 

education, mentorship) and have intentionally trained themselves. Evidence shows that excellence 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/43505067_Sports_coaching_concepts_a_framework_for_coaches'_behaviour?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-0fe906db4ad1152613302f69035a55c1-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIzNjEyNDk0MjtBUzoxMDMyNTE3OTM5NDA0ODZAMTQwMTYyODU1NDcyMg==
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in coaching is not immediate but developed over the long-term and that the specific contexts in 

which a coach develops determines their domain of excellence (Ericksson, Côté, & 

Fraser-Thomas, 2006; Werthner & Trudel, 2006). A coach who develops over the years in a 

recreational sport participation context will be ill equipped to function successfully in a 

competitive context, and vice-versa. Thus, knowledgeable and competent coaches excel mainly in 

particular contexts.

Secondly, we advocate that excellent coaches know how to align their own competencies 

such that they are congruent with the needs of their athletes and the context in which they work. 

To this end, excellent coaches are knowledgeable and constantly use their knowledge to assemble 

a mental model that enables them to effectively manage the central duties of coaching – 

organization, training, and competition. According to Côté, Salmela, Trudel, Baria and Russell 

(1995), high-level coaches are able to negotiate these three aspects while considering their own 

(coach) characteristics, the larger sport context, and the characteristics of the athletes. In the 

academic domain, Berliner (2001) described one prototypical feature of teaching excellence as 

‘flexibility’- a competency that could be observed when a teacher is responsive to student needs. 

Likewise, coaches should understand and be responsive to athletes’ needs in the different 

environments in which they coach.

Different Coaching Contexts

In order to facilitate a review of the coaching research, Trudel and Gilbert (in press) 

proposed a classification of three specific coaching contexts: a) recreational sport, b) 

developmental sport, and c) elite sport. Lyle (2002) similarly recognized these three coaching 

contexts, however, he suggested two distinct forms of sport coaching based on the competitive 

level of the athletes: participation coaching and performance coaching. Participation coaching is 

distinctive because competition performance is not emphasized, and participants are less 

intensively engaged with the sport. Objectives are characterized by short-term horizons and 

more-immediate satisfactions and, therefore, there is more focus on episodic individual sessions 

when coaches work with athletes than on an integrated, progressive preparatory process. 

Importantly, there is no attempt by the coach to control the variables that affect performance, 

either because athlete commitment is limited, or because of developmental concerns (e.g., it is 

not age-appropriate). Performance coaching, on the other hand, entails a more intensive 

commitment to a preparation program for competition and a planned attempt to influence 

performance variables. To this end, there is a high degree of specificity in the program that a 

coach delivers to athletes (e.g., physical conditioning, psychological training). Objectives are both 

long- and short-term and specific competition goals are identified. The organization, training and 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/232555443_The_coaching_model_A_grounded_assessment_of_expert_gymnastic_coaches'_knowledge?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-0fe906db4ad1152613302f69035a55c1-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIzNjEyNDk0MjtBUzoxMDMyNTE3OTM5NDA0ODZAMTQwMTYyODU1NDcyMg==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/232555443_The_coaching_model_A_grounded_assessment_of_expert_gymnastic_coaches'_knowledge?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-0fe906db4ad1152613302f69035a55c1-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIzNjEyNDk0MjtBUzoxMDMyNTE3OTM5NDA0ODZAMTQwMTYyODU1NDcyMg==
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https://www.researchgate.net/publication/267936822_A_New_Theoretical_Perspective_for_Understanding_How_Coaches_Learn_to_Coach?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-0fe906db4ad1152613302f69035a55c1-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIzNjEyNDk0MjtBUzoxMDMyNTE3OTM5NDA0ODZAMTQwMTYyODU1NDcyMg==
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competition components of the coaching intervention are integrated into a serial, progressive 

process (e.g., annual cycle, or four-year plan). Lyle contended that each form of coaching was 

very different, raising a number of issues with respect to matching individual coaches to 

contextual needs. Given that the skills and knowledge demands differ within these forms of 

coaching, Lyle cautioned that a coach might mistakenly wish to be associated with athletes in 

contexts for which their available skills/knowledge are not suited, as might be the case when a 

participation coach wishes to work with an athlete who is clearly in a performance/competition 

context. Lyle, along with Gilbert and Trudel, suggested that in order to be effective, coaches 

must be aware of the over-riding sport context in which they work. In general, coaches must be 

conscious of the degree of competitiveness called for in the coaching environment.

Along with the competitiveness of the sporting environment, coaches must be aware of how 

the needs of athletes change across the developmental spectrum, from childhood to young 

adulthood. These changes in athletes’ needs are effectively encapsulated within the Developmental 

Model of Sport Participation (DMSP; Côté, Baker, & Abernethy, 2003; Côté & Fraser-Thomas, 

2007). The DMSP considers two different environments of sport participation (elite and 

recreational) and highlights the importance of training patterns and competitive environments that 

are developmentally appropriate for three distinct age-stages (ages 6-12, 13-15, and 16+ years).  

Numerous factors delineate each stage, such as the number of activities the child participates in, 

the structure and design of the child’s practices and training, the role of the coach, and the 

influence of parents. From 6 to 12 years of age, recreational participation and elite performance 

athletes have the same foundation – called the sampling years. It is necessary for coaches to 

understand children’s need for sport in that age group. After the sampling years, sport 

participants can either choose to stay involved in sport at a recreational level (recreational years, 

age 13+) or embark on a path that focuses primarily on competitive performance over two 

subsequent stages (specializing years, ages 13-15; investment years, age 16+). Ultimately, athletes 

in the different recreational and competitive performance trajectories demand different knowledge, 

skills, and competencies from coaches.    

Mental Models of  Coaches    

A mental model (Glaser, 1987; Holyoak, 1984; Johnson-Laird, 1983) refers to a flexible 

mode of knowledge representation for the examination of a domain such as coaching. Excellent 

coaches have rich internal representations of how things should be handled when they are 

confronted with real-life coaching situations in which there are many ill-structured problems, 

where uncertainties exist concerning the given information, where a multitude of various 

behaviors can be exhibited, and where possible constraints might be present. In a specific 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/229101011_Mental_Models_Towards_A_Cognitive_Science_of_Language_Inference_and_Consciousness?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-0fe906db4ad1152613302f69035a55c1-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIzNjEyNDk0MjtBUzoxMDMyNTE3OTM5NDA0ODZAMTQwMTYyODU1NDcyMg==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/284755632_Learning_theory_and_theories_of_knowledge?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-0fe906db4ad1152613302f69035a55c1-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIzNjEyNDk0MjtBUzoxMDMyNTE3OTM5NDA0ODZAMTQwMTYyODU1NDcyMg==
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situation, for instance, coaches might form several variations of a mental model based on their 

appraisal of certain variables; these mental models will then direct their decisions and behaviours 

on the tasks that they must perform (Côté, Salmela, Trudel, Baria, & Russell, 1995). The critical 

element of an effective mental model is to match the mental representation of a situation with 

the demands of the environment.

The notion of mental models was included as the cognitive component of coaching 

expertise in Côté and colleagues’ Coaching Model (Côté, 1998; Côté, et al. 1995). The Coaching 

Model conceptually identified the operational knowledge of coaching and was developed around 

three components representing actual coaching behaviors (i.e., competition, training, and 

organization) and three ‘ambient’ components that affect coaching behaviours. The “ambient 

components” are variables related to (a) the coach’s personal characteristics, (b) the athletes’ (or 

the team’s) characteristics, and (c) contextual factors. The ambient components, and their 

interaction, have the potential to facilitate or constrain the environment in which the coach 

works. With respect to personal characteristics, individuals that are initiated into coaching come 

from different backgrounds, experiences, and knowledge. Typically, a coach works with athletes 

that vary in terms of age, developmental level, and goals. A coach works in a multitude of 

contexts that vary in terms of the amount of available/accessible resources, equipment, and 

facilities. One can see that changes in any of these three ambient variables may affect the type 

of knowledge (i.e., mental model) that a coach needs to display to be successful. Hence, the first 

step for defining excellence in coaching consists of matching up the objective of an individual 

coach with the context in which the coach works, and with the developmental levels and goals 

of the athletes. The mental models used to coach a competitive gymnast, an Olympic field 

hockey team, or a house-league youth soccer team are each very different. Each requires a 

different type of ‘cognitive package’ that includes suitable goals and context-appropriate courses 

of action. Excellent coaches evaluate their personal characteristics (what they can and cannot do), 

the athletes’ personal characteristics and level of development, and any contextual factors in order 

to have an estimation of the coaching environment in which they work. This estimation is then 

used as a mental model, or a cognitive template, which dictates the behaviours that are important 

for use in the competition, organization, and training components.  

Coaching Excellence in Four Contexts

Coaches’ mental models of how things work in a specific coaching context allow them to 

understand situations more rapidly and deal effectively with the various issues they are facing. 

By considering the different levels of athletes’ development and the competitive levels of various 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/232555443_The_coaching_model_A_grounded_assessment_of_expert_gymnastic_coaches'_knowledge?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-0fe906db4ad1152613302f69035a55c1-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIzNjEyNDk0MjtBUzoxMDMyNTE3OTM5NDA0ODZAMTQwMTYyODU1NDcyMg==
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sporting contexts, it is possible to identify four simple typologies of coaches. We suggest that for 

each typology, coaches will need to acquire different types of knowledge and skills and construct 

a different mental model of each coaching situation in order to be effective and excel. Within 

the participation coaching category, two specific types of coaches would be relevant for directing 

athletes in the (1) sampling years and in the (2) recreational years, whereas two specific types of 

performance coaches would be demanded in the (3) specializing years and (4) investment years. 

Next, we will provide four definitions of coaches that are tentative and provide a basic 

framework which will evolve over time. For each, we consider the prevailing competitive 

contexts and stages of athletes’ development and provide a short summary of the athletes’ needs 

and recommend coaching behaviors in training, competition, and organization. Within each 

typology, coaching excellence is thus defined by the different competencies that individuals 

should display when working with athletes, and more specifically, how their knowledge and skills 

should correspond with the needs of the athletes. The identification of four general coaching 

contexts is a starting point which will affect the way we evaluate coaches’ excellence. The 

objective of the definitions suggested is to illustrate the link between the different contexts that 

exist in sport and the desired coaching behaviours.

Participation Coaches for Children

Athletes in the sampling years (~ 6-12 yrs) need to have fun and enjoy their sport 

experience. Young athletes need to be involved in sport for the simple reason that it is 

inherently interesting and satisfying to do so. Young athletes need to be engaged in fundamental 

movements and need to try out various roles within the context of sport. Finally, young athletes 

require an environment that facilitates the making of friends and the refinement of personal and 

social competencies.  

It is important for coaches to plan and act in accordance with athletes’ needs. Coaches, 

therefore, should plan to avoid contexts that overly encourage competition and performance. They 

should disengage from the temptation to promote competitive performance. Coaches should design 

a variety of play activities and low-organization games, with a repertoire of possible refinements 

to meet the developmentally appropriate needs of the child athletes. The focus should be on 

intrinsically motivating behaviors related to ‘deliberate play’ (CÔté & Fraser-Thomas, 2007) 

opportunities rather than on highly structured, time-constrained, externally controlled activities such 

as ‘deliberate practice’ (Ericsson, Krampe, & Tesch-Römer, 1993). With respect to training, the 

development of fundamental movements (e.g., running, jumping, and object-manipulation) should 

be given priority when coaches design low-organization activities. When coaching child athletes, 

coaches might begin to progressively include low-organization drills to intentionally endow 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/289963485_The_role_of_deliberate_practice_in_the_acquistion_of_expert_performance?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-0fe906db4ad1152613302f69035a55c1-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIzNjEyNDk0MjtBUzoxMDMyNTE3OTM5NDA0ODZAMTQwMTYyODU1NDcyMg==
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athletes with sport-specific skills; however, the goal should still be fun. Generally, coaches should 

act as a ‘resource person’ who can flexibly modify the play and practice environment without 

imposing a rigid structure. With this in mind, coaches should be open to allowing children to 

change game activities as they see fit and advocate the use of ‘game sense teaching’ (Griffin & 

Butler, 2005). When designing activities, coaches should plan for child athletes to assume 

different positions/roles within a sport and should plan activities that maximize “time on task” 

while minimizing inactive “wait time.”

Participation coaches for children should be mindful of broader organizational roles. 

Coaches should ensure that child athletes are not engaged in one sport for more than four hours 

per week. It is important that they discourage parents from entering their children exclusively in 

one sport on a year-round basis during the sampling years. Coaches should respect the need for 

children to ‘sample’ (CÔté, 1999; Baker, CÔté,& Abernethy, 2003) a variety of sport and 

non-sport activities (e.g., hobbies, arts) and therefore should refrain from scheduling 

practices/games in one youth sport so frequently that it comprises these other opportunities for 

children. Finally, coaches should make efforts to organize many social activities (e.g., barbeques, 

bowling nights) surrounding sport clubs/teams to enhance the social opportunities for children. 

Coaches should provide opportunities for children to learn important life skills, such as co- 

operation, discipline, leadership, and self-control through their sport participation (Fraser-Thomas, 

Côté, & Deakin, 2005).

Excellent participation coaches for children afford opportunities for athletes to have fun and engage 
playfully in low-organization games. They encourage the development of fundamental movements more 
than the acquisition of sport-specific skills. They promote the acquisition of personal life skills, social 
affiliation, and sampling through their organizational roles.

Participation Coaches for Teens and Adults

Participants in the recreational years (13+ yrs) have elected not to pursue an elite 

developmental trajectory in sport but remain involved because they see it as an outlet where they 

can continue to have fun, be challenged, and enjoy competition at a ‘local level’ (e.g., house- 

league). Although recreational athletes are not interested in an intensive sport experience, they do 

place some importance on satisfying needs for performance even if they are only competing 

recreationally. Participants need to be involved in sport because they derive enjoyment through 

playful competition, because they learn sport-specific skills and life skills, and because sport is a 

rewarding way to socialize with peers.

Considering this context and the needs of participants, there are specific recommendations 
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for coaches in this participation stream. Coaches should address participation goals that relate to 

playful competition, fitness, and social interactions. With respect to training, coaches should 

design activities that teach fundamental movement skills as well as sport-specific skills. 

Participants will need to acquire sport-specific skills because many popular recreational sports for 

teens and adults are team-based; individuals will be required to fill a role in an interactive group 

and therefore will need to be taught to sufficiently master skills ascribed to that role. Thus, 

training will still involve low-organization games but also doses of sport-specific drills. From a 

competition perspective, coaches should plan for and encourage playful competition and challenge 

while being aware that these individuals do not want to be consumed by competition and 

winning. Coaches are discouraged from arranging competitive environments that have the potential 

for much stress and anxiety – these are environments that place great emphasis on outcome and 

involve the threat of public/social evaluation (Brustad, Babkes, & Smith, 2001). By 12 years of 

age, sport participants show a tendency to compare themselves with others. To counter this, 

coaches should relate competitive aspects to personal mastery and challenges, and deflect the 

potential for public evaluation from individual players to the team as a whole. 

From a broader organizational perspective, participation coaches for teens and adults should 

nurture the intrinsic values of sport participation while endorsing and cultivating the social side 

of the sport. Coaches should integrate principles of positive youth development in their practice 

to foster positive assets that can be transferred to non-sport contexts (Fraser-Thomas, Côté, & 

Deakin, 2005).   

Excellent participation coaches for teens and adults afford opportunities for athletes to have fun, 
playfully compete, and interact socially. They encourage the development of fundamental movements, 
fitness, personal assets, and sufficient sport-specific skills. 

Performance Coaches for Young Adolescents

Athletes in the specializing years (13-15 yrs) have elected to pursue a performance 

developmental trajectory in sport. Their need to have fun and enjoy their experience is now 

complemented by their need to receive the proper structured training in progressively greater 

doses, and to acquire the sport-specific skills necessary to reach more elite competitive levels. 

These athletes are no longer involved in sport for its inherent interest alone, but they also have 

a need to achieve extrinsic benefits affiliated with competition and performance (e.g., winning, 

trophies, being selected for rep teams). These athletes must begin a more intensive engagement in 

a primary sport.

It is important for coaches to arrange training, competitive, and organizational elements in 
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accordance with the athletes’ needs. From a training perspective, excellent performance coaches 

for young adolescents will plan for a balance between activities comprising deliberate play and 

deliberate practice. Deliberate play will afford athletes the opportunity to continue experiencing 

the intrinsic enjoyment of sport participation. On the other hand, the coach should prescribe more 

structured, purposefully planned practice (i.e., deliberate practice) to improve each athlete’s current 

level of performance. Thus, coaches need to be able to do task analyses for each athlete to 

determine what skills require improvement, and then have the capability to plan and enact drills 

that will remediate these skills and further challenge the athlete to improve. Coaches must be 

capable of addressing the goals and needs of individuals with varying skill sets. Coaches should 

switch the focus from the development of fundamental movements to the teaching of sport- 

specific skills. Therefore, coach competencies related to instruction, and conveyance of sport- 

specific feedback become very important (Coker, Fischman, & Oxendine, 2006; Smith, 2006).

Performance coaches for young adolescents must provide athletes with increasingly greater 

competitive opportunities. During this stage of development, coaches must find opportunities for 

athletes to test their skills on a public stage in regional and state level contests. By scheduling 

more touring competitions, coaches indirectly afford extrinsic benefits to athletes who enjoy 

seeing new places, traveling, and experiencing unique life experiences through sport (Scanlan, 

Stein, & Ravizza, 1989). More frequent competitions also provide more opportunities for positive 

reinforcement in the form of extrinsic rewards, and/or social recognition (Bloom, 1985). 

With respect to organizational roles, coaches are now charged with the task of talent 

selection and choosing members for competitive teams. These decisions are critical as they very 

much determine whether athletes remain in the elite developmental trajectory, move to the 

participation stream, or perhaps withdraw. Coaches should encourage athletes to ‘specialize’ by 

focusing on one sport on a year-round basis, and by focusing on one (or perhaps two) 

positions/roles in a team sport. Excellent coaches should convey the importance of increased 

practice demands, recognizing that athletes in this category should be training regularly in their 

specific sport.

Excellent performance coaches for young adolescents balance opportunities for athletes to have fun 
with increasingly greater demands for deliberate practice. They must have competencies to train 
sport-specific skills and to provide numerous competitive opportunities. They organize the sport experience 
in order to promote a focus on one sport and on select positions in a sport.

Performance Coaches for Late Adolescents and Adults

Athletes in the investment years (16+ yrs) understand that they are capable of advancing to 
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the elite levels of their sport and understand that they need to invest intensively in their primary 

sport. Their desire for competitive performance at the national or international level supersedes 

their need to have fun or interact socially. These athletes need properly structured sport-specific 

training in very high doses. Athletes in this category are characterized by the integrated 

regulation of extrinsic forms of motivation, such as winning, being chosen for a national team, 

or establishing a sport career. 

To meet athletes’ training needs, coaches must construct a regime that is grounded in 

deliberate practice and focused on sport-specific skills. Training is structured purposefully to 

improve current performance levesl and to circumvent arrested skill development (Ericsson, 2001). 

Thus, coaches must be keenly in tune with each athlete’s skill-set and, based on astute task 

analyses, should be able to prescribe sport-specific drills accordingly. Athletes in this performance 

stream typically assume one designated position/role on a team (e.g., pitcher in baseball). 

Therefore, excellent coaches choose practice activities to improve requisite skills for that 

designated position. At this level, deliberate practice should be physically and mentally taxing. 

Excellent coaches help athletes negotiate these effort constraints by scheduling proper work-to-rest 

ratios and by encouraging athletes to find time for deliberate recovery strategies (e.g., recovery- 

based training) (Goldsmith, 2006; Young & Salmela, 2002). In the general preparatory and 

specific preparatory phases of the annual cycle, coaches should prescribe supplementary training 

activities (e.g., weight, plyometric, aerobic training) that are aimed at improving sport-specific 

performance.

The coach’s main goal is to prepare athletes to perform in competition. In concert with 

deliberate practice, coaches must continue to provide athletes with optimal competitive 

opportunities. In this manner, athletes should be afforded opportunities to accrue important 

extrinsic benefits (e.g., winning), to gain social reinforcement (e.g., media coverage), and to 

increase personal self-concept (e.g., self-efficacy) if they perform well. From an organizational 

perspective, coaches should surround each athlete with the physical and social resources that they 

will need to overcome the effort and motivational constraints associated with deliberate practice. 

For example, coaches should understand the importance of centralizing selected athletes at 

camps/national team sites in order to optimize resources (at least, intermittently). Excellent 

coaches of more mature or adult athletes (especially in individual sports) recognize that their 

relationship with an athlete will likely change; it becomes more collaborative, less top-down in 

nature, and relies on continuous interchange of ideas between the coach and the athlete 

(Kalinowski, 1985; Sedgwick & Côté, 2003). Coaches should encourage athletes to fully commit 

to their one sport on a year-round basis, and the rigorous training that is demanded (i.e., 

between 10 and 25 hrs per week). Coaches should encourage athletes to commit to one 
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position/role on a team. Finally, coaches should acknowledge and respect that these athletes are 

sacrificing other life opportunities for their one sport, and make efforts to promote the benefits of 

such an investment rather than the costs associated with it.

Excellent performance coaches for late adolescents and adults ground the sport environment in 
deliberate practice. They must have competencies to effectively train sport-specific skills, to motivate 
athletes, and to help athletes maximize their effort as well as recovery. Excellent coaches focus on 
preparing athletes for numerous competitions in a specific role in one sport.

Conclusion

The current description of coaching excellence is nested in sport research on coaching and 

sport expertise – research on the development of expert athletes informs our position on athletes’ 

needs, and research on expert coaches informs our conceptual scaffolding for coaches’ roles. It is 

important to recognize that many of the notions in the present paper would be effectively 

complemented by reviews of coaching excellence grounded in sociological theory (Bowes & 

Jones, 2006), leadership theory (Chelladurai, 1993), or behavioural coaching approaches (Martin & 

Lumsden, 1987; Smoll & Smith, 1989), to provide a comprehensive review of sport coaching 

excellence. 

The approach we used for defining excellence in coaching is similar to the stages of 

coaching expertise recently proposed by Schempp, McCullick, and Mason (2006). However, 

contrary to Schempp et al., we do not suggest a progression from participation coach for children 

to performance coach for late adolescents and adults. Each of the four contexts we identified 

require specific and distinct knowledge and skills. For example, excellent coaches working with 

children are not necessary on a trajectory towards becoming an excellent competitive coach with 

adults. This suggests fundamental differences in the competencies that should be acquired for 

coaches who work either in a participation or performance context and with athletes of different 

ages. Therefore, formal coaching education should be tailored to meet the specific experiential 

needs of individual coaches, given the context (participation vs performance) and ages of their 

athletes.

It is also important to note that, in line with the sampling years of the DMSP (Côté & 

Fraser-Thomas, 2007), we suggest that all children involved in sports between the ages of 6-12 

should have coaches that focus on participation instead of performance, minimize competition and 

deliberate practice, and emphasize involvement in various sports and deliberate play. This type of  

“participation coach for children” builds a foundation of motivation and motor skills in children 
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that can be translated into a sport participation or performance trajectory in the adolescent and 

adult years for most sports (Côté, Abernethy, & Baker, in press). In sports where peak 

performance occurs before maturation (e.g., women’s gymnastics, figure skating) children may 

need to have performance coaches, however, there are costs such as dropout, burnout, and 

injuries, associated with a performance environment in childhood (Baker & Côte, 2006 Law, 

Côté, & Ericsson, in press). Generally, problems will arise when a coach’s knowledge and skills 

are associated with a context (e.g., a competitive performance model) that is incongruous with 

the contextual needs of the athletes (e.g., athletes in the recreational category); in most cases, 

coaching behaviours based on such incongruence will likely result in athletes’ dissatisfaction, 

dropout, burnout, anxiety, or boredom, and a less than ideal sporting environment.

The present paper discusses two features as the foundation of any definition of excellence 

in coaching. First, excellent coaches have rich internal representations (i.e., mental models) of 

various situations they face in their specific coaching environment. These internal representations 

help the coach to make decisions and act on situations without going through elaborate analysis.  

These internal representations of excellent coaches are nurtured over time through context-specific 

education and experiences. Second, the application of coaching excellence is specific to the 

developmental level and competitive goals of the athletes. Excellent coaches are aware of the 

need for congruence between their own competencies and skills and the needs of the athletes; a 

coach’s behaviours in training, competition, and organizational settings should be in line with 

these identified needs. In this paper, we proposed four categories of coaches based on the 

characteristics of athletes and the developmentally-appropriate sport contexts: 1) participation coach 

for children, 2) participation coach for teens and adults, 3) performance coach for young 

adolescents, 4) performance coach for older adolescents and adults. Each of these categories asks 

for different behaviours from coaches in training, competition, and organization roles. In sum, it 

is our hope that the current paper has underscored the importance of context and congruence 

with respect to coaching excellence, and that it might serve as a discussion-piece for researchers, 

coaches and those involved in coach education.
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