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Preface

How to build healthy coach—athlete relationships is a central challenge for all people committed to
excellence in coaching. This handbook explores the issue of power and leadership in these relationships.
It is the second publication in a coach education series that focuses on current issues in amateur sport.
The first handbook addressed gender equity.

Professional—client relationships are the subject of much discussion in society today. Of particular
concern is the increasing number of cases where professionals such as doctors, teachers, psychologists,
and coaches are being accused of using their power inappropriately and violating accepted ethical
practices and the law.

This handbook supports the positive use of power in coach—athlete relationships in amateur sport and
is designed to be used by experienced coaches, athletes, coach educators, and parents in a variety of
situations. The interactive format provides opportunities for critical reflection—for coaches to learn on
their own or in group situations.

The handbook begins with some background information about power and leadership in coaching, moves
to a reflective activity about sources of power, and concludes with suggestions for skill development in
using power positively. The Canadian Professional Coaches Association (CPCA) Coaching Code of Ethics
is referenced throughout the book.

Coaches have a privileged position in the lives of athletes. The intimate nature of sport gives coaches
entry into athletes’ lives outside the traditions, social structures, and conventions that come with being
a family member, a longtime friend, or community member. This entry brings with it the potential to
profoundly affect athletes’ lives and therefore an obligation to use power in an ethical manner.

It takes time to learn how to use power well and act ethically. This handbook is not intended as a
quick-fix package—it is simply one step in that ongoing learning process.

Paul Tomlinson & Dorothy Strachan Geoff Gowan
Strachan®Tomlinson & Associates Coaching Association of Canada
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Power and
Leadership
in Coaching

What? (Background)

Unit I defines and
outlines assumptions
about power and
leadership in coaching
and examines the
difference between
power-to and power-over.
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This handbook grew out of the movement toward professionalism in coaching and the need to address

the potential for abuse or misuse of power by coaches. The root of this issue—the ethical use of power—
lies in the nature of sport, the role of the coach, and the close relationships that develop between coaches
and athletes.

Coaches continually use their power through the choices they make about how they relate to
athletes and others in sport. Although making these choices is an essential part of their leadership role,
little has been written about the challenge of using power positively in sport.

Relationships with professionals such as doctors, teachers, psychologists, and coaches are based on
trust that these professionals are

competent: they are well prepared and current in their discipline
respectful: they treat clients with respect at all times
ethical: they think and act in a morally responsible way.

There is a power imbalance in the very nature of these relationships. This power imbalance favors the
doctor over the patient, the teacher over the student, the psychologist over the client, the coach over the
athlete—and it is problematic for all professionals. The core challenge is to be aware of the dilemma
presented by this imbalance and to live with it in the context of better values—values that enable
coaches to use their power positively in their interactions with athletes. This is a key function of the
coach as leader.

A Positive Approach

Because sport thrives on positive metaphors such as “you can do it,” positive visualization, practice makes
perfect, etc., it can be difficult for some coaches and administrators to feel equally positive about looking
at the day-to-day realities of conflict, self-interested action, egoism, misuse of power, unethical decision-
making and so on.

Sport is also characterized by the pursuit of goals, a drive for excellence and personal achievement.

Other goals, especially those related to the development of athletes as whole persons, risk being lost

under the pressure to win or to achieve a best-ever athletic performance at any cost. Coaches’ reflections
are often related to the achievement of these performance goals, leaving little room in the culture of sport
for careful consideration of the nature of these goals and how they are achieved. The situation is also made
more complex by goal-related pressures from parents, colleagues, volunteers, and sport associations.
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People design their behavior based on a similar set of four governing values: (i) to remain
in unilateral control, (it) to maximize winning and minimize losing, (iii) to suppress
negative feelings, and (i) to be as rational as possible, by which we mean laying out
clear-cut goals and then evaluating our own behavior on the basis of whether or not weve
achieved them.

The purpose of this strategy is to avoid vulnerability, risk, embarrassment, and the appearance
of incompetence. In other words, it is a deeply defensive strategy and a recipe for ineffective
learning. We might even call it a recipe for anti learning, because it helps us avoid reflecting
on the counterproductive consequences of our own behavior. This approach assumes a world
that values unilateral control and winning above all else, and in that world we focus
primarily on controlling others and on making sure that we are not ourselves controlled. If any
reflection does occur, it in the service of winning and controlling, not of opening ourselves
to learning.!

This handbook is intended to be both positive and practice-based. It recognizes the reality of coaching—
where coaches must balance their values against practical constraints, where they make trade-offs and
compromises. Coaches do not always have time to reflect philosophically on what they do, but because
they are practitioners they know something that philosophers don’t know—they know the everyday reality
of coaching practice.

As leaders, most coaches focus on coaching as it is, not as people wish it to be. If coaches look closely
at the complexities of relating with athletes and striving for success in sport, they may see more clearly
the ethical issues involved. This handbook doesn’t offer solutions to these issues—it simply provides
ways to reflect on them, to make them clearer. An important part of this clarity involves recognizing the
extraordinary pressures on coaches today, particularly in the complex and demanding environment of
high performance sport.

And so this handbook asks some tough questions that need to be addressed if coaches want to build
positive and healthy relationships with self-reliant athletes. The goal is to help coaches become more
thoughtful about the power they have and how they use it, more aware of the results of their decisions
and actions and, hence, wiser in the leadership they provide to athletes. As British coach Frank Dick
has said, “We are coaches of people—not disciplines and not sports—we are about people.”
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What Is Power?

For the purpose of this handbook, power is the ability to get things done, the capacity to act, or the
ability to choose what will happen.?

Power is an integral part of leadership. In sport, where coaches have considerable power, this term

is synonymous with action. The challenge for coaches is taking the right actions—actions that contribute
to the all-round development of athletes, both while they participate in sport and throughout the rest of
their lives.

The following points outline the assumptions about power and leadership underlying this book and the
challenges coaches face in using their power on a day-to-day basis:

Leaders need power to act—it is that simple. Great coaches are powerful coaches. Powerful coaches
make critical choices that affect athletes’ lives in significant ways.

Because coaches have power, their relationships with athletes are often characterized by an imbalance
of power, which leaves coaches open to doing great things as well as to abusing others in their care.

The imbalance of power between coach and athlete is reinforced by a tendency on the part of many
people to obey those in authority without question; e.g. parents rarely check a coach’s qualifications.

To act is to risk acting badly and doing harm. But even doing nothing may be harmful in a situation
where one’s position as a coach demands action.

There is a strong tradition in sport to focus on winning and being a successful coach, often at the
expense of other less tangible goals such as the personal and long-term development of athletes.

People—coaches, athletes, administrators, volunteers, etc.—make sport what it is through their
ideas and actions. They shape the morality of sport—a morality that is subjective and often backed
up by enormous power. This means that coaches, as key players in sport, use their power to
implement their particular visions for sport.

Professional coaches have an obligation to use power responsibly by basing their actions on better
values that compensate for power imbalances.?
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Power-to, Power-over

One approach to understanding power draws a distinction between power-to and power-over."

Power-to refers to the ability to perform or produce and implies the freedom and resources to do so.
Because of the nature of their roles, coaches have the power to set up and implement training camps,
practice schedules, and many other aspects of their work with athletes. A key aspect of power-to is
that it can be used to facilitate the empowerment of athletes.

[Power-to] is a radical term—a very different motivation than the concept of [power-over]
upon which this world has operated. One example is in women’s traditional role, where
they have used their powers to foster the growth of others—certainly children, but also
many other people. This might be called using one’s power to empower another—
increasing the other’s resources, capabilities, effectiveness, and ability to act. For example,
in caretaking or nurturing, one major component is acting and interacting to foster the
growth of another on many levels—emotionally, psychologically, and intellectually. ...
The one who exerts such power recognizes that she or he cannot possibly have total
influence or control but has to find ways to interact with the other person’s constantly
changing forces or powers. And all must be done with appropriate timing, phasing, and
shifiing of skills so that one helps to advance the empowerment of the less powerful person
in a positive, stronger direction.’

Empowerment is often thought of as something someone does to someone else, e.g. “we need to empower
our athletes.” In fact, the root word of power is the Latin potere—the ability to choose. One person
cannot empower another, because to presume to do so would strip that person of the ability to choose.

Empowerment is something that happens in relationships when people work together to achieve mutually
agreed-upon goals and to make their own choices; e.g. coaches facilitate empowerment of athletes by
encouraging them to make their own choices as they become more mature, independent, and self-reliant.

Coaches play a critical role in fostering and supporting the development of athletes.
Coaches provide leadership and expertise in the areas of technical, tactical, physical and
mental preparation of the athlete. In a coach-led, athlete-centred system, coaches strive
to help athletes achieve their goals of self-development and winning and coaching
decisions are based on long-term, holistic development needs of athletes. Coaches
facilitate the empowerment of athletes by enabling them to become independent and
self-reliant as they mature as athletes and as individuals.®

In other words, coaches need to be powerful in ways that enhance, rather than diminish, the power of
others.
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Power-over refers to domination and control. People who have power over, who are able to dominate,
have much more power than their subordinates. A key aspect of power-over is the ability to name and
define things, to give something a name and have it stick. Because of the nature of their roles, coaches
have power over athletes—they can name athletes as being too big or too small for a particular sport,
determine whether they have the right attitude or whether they will go to major games, and if they will
receive funding from their sport associations. Some coaches use their power to determine how athletes
eat, how much they should weigh, who they associate with, how they spend their spare time, whether
they should attend school, and so on.

There is a tradition in sport to see the coach as using power over others, resulting in the stereotype of
the aloof, authoritarian coach or the benevolent dictator.

Power can also be defined as the capacity to impose one’s will on others, accompanied by
a willingness to apply negative sanctions against those who oppose that will. This trans-
lates into a “love of power,” where the fact of having the power becomes more important,
more critical, than what results from the use of that power. Any measure that is necessary
to retain power is considered justifiable. Further, individuals who are being manipulated
or controlled do not recognize these underlying dynamics, because we are thoroughly
taught that the power structure, as it is set up, is the “only way.””

Power-over is further complicated when athletes shape their behavior to be successful within that dynamic:

As an athlete I put up with a lot to get what I wanted. I deliberately managed my behavior
and played a role in the power dynamics that went on to make sure I got what I wanted.
It was just another part of the game. We all did whatever was necessary. These are not good
memortes.”

Although this handbook is oriented to help coaches maximize their use of power-to, it is also important to
acknowledge and accept the benefits of power-over, e.g. through providing structure, clear tournament
rules, punctuality, training regimes, and so on.

Many coaches use a subtle mix of power-to and power-over:

We start with the athlete himself. Indeed, we try to put everything right for him or her; we
help them as much as we possibly can. But at the same time we demand that the athlete
takes on the responsibility for his own training, his own situation, his own life. We regard
the athletes as human beings—not machines that can be taught to exercise automatic
Jfunctions to perfection. In Norway we try to make the athlete go to the training to train
and not to be trained.’

National Coaching Certification Program



The central leadership challenge for coaches is to use their power positively in making choices based
on their values.

Think about your experiences as a coach with respect to the distinction between power-to and power-
over.

* In your leadership role as a coach, in what situations do you use power-to when working with athletes?

® In your leadership role as a coach, in what situations do you use power-over when working with athletes?

e What power-over situations could be changed to power-to situations? How would you accomplish
this change?
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About Power

So What?

(Awareness and Reflection)

Unit II raises awareness
about various sources of
power and asks coaches to
reflect on their experience
of power:

e What are the sources
of my power as a coach?

e How do I use power as
a coach?

e What can I learn from
how I and others use
power?
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Sources of Power

Long-term success in sport requires that coaches do much more than focus on athletes producing
medals and becoming champions. Coaches must make it a priority to work with athletes to ensure that
they mature into independent, self-reliant individuals who are capable of making decisions both inside
and outside sport. Experienced coaches can’t do this alone. Putting this philosophy into action requires
an active commitment from other leaders in sport, especially those who direct sport organizations.

Power is the ability to get things done, the capacity to act, or the ability to
choose what will happen.

Becoming aware of your power and learning how to use it wisely is a leadership skill that helps build
healthy coach—athlete relationships and enables athletes to perform better.

This unit is based on an activity that asks you to think about types of power, how you use them, and
their impact on people around you. It will take about 20 minutes to complete the activity.

Given the wide variety of situations in which coaches are leaders and the evolving and often intimate
social interactions in sport, power can be an elusive concept that is not easily described or classified.
This instrument helps you gain an understanding of what power is and how you use it. It identifies nine
sources of power. As you become more familiar with this activity, you will become more aware of how
various sources of power relate to one another in specific situations.

For example,

*  Positional power is often closely associated with reward power—a person’s capacity to provide what
others want because of his/her position.

®  Reward power is often closely associated with expert power or personal power.

As you work through this activity,'

¢  Think about how you see yourself in your coaching practice, rating yourself next to Coaching by
circling low, medium, or high for each power source.

e Think of yourself with family or close friends and rate yourself by circling low, medium, or high
for each power source.

Keep in mind that you are rating yourself as you are, not as you think you should be.

National Coaching Certification Program 11



1, Positional power

Your capacity to act and to influence others is based on the authority, rights, and privileges of your
position as legitimized by a specific organization, e.g. sport club, municipal league structure, school
system, coaching association, or university. Positional power can also come from age, gender, or social
class. The compliance of others is expected and based on the authority invested in the role or roles you
fulfil through your position, e.g. coach, teacher, professor, administrator, president, board member, and
so on. Positions may range from those specified by formal job descriptions to those informally agreed
upon by small, loosely structured groups.

Examples: your authority to make decisions about athlete selection, training and competitive schedules,
the direction of practice sessions, the evaluation of athlete performance, tournament selection,
tournament rules, dress and behavior codes, the initiation of sanctions against athletes and coaches
who fail to follow established policies.

Coaching low medium high
Family/friends - low medium high
2, Personal power

Your capacity to act and influence others is the result of influence we don’t usually think of as power.
People may respect your manner and your way of thinking and acting or see you as someone whom they
can emulate, someone whose judgment they can trust. For example, other coaches may admire and
adapt some of your coaching practices. Athletes may see you as a leader whose ideas they can identify
with. Coaches may buy a book on training that you recommend because they respect your opinion.
When any of these things happen, you have personal power because people identify with you in certain
areas, and accept your influence without feeling manipulated. Personal power is sometimes called
charisma, and its exact source is often a mystery.

Examples: being contagiously enthusiastic about your role as a coach, your ability to communicate your
values clearly, a record of success, having a positive vision.

Coaching low medium high

Family/friends - low medium high
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3. Reward power

Your capacity to act and influence others is based on your ability to provide something that others want
or value. These rewards may be material or emotional. In the carrot-and-stick analogy, reward power is
the carrot.

Examples: your smile of approval, positive verbal feedback, a cash prize, selection to a special team.

Coaching low medium high
Family/friends - low medium high
4, Coercive power

Your capacity to act and influence others is based on your ability to coerce others who have little or no
possibility of escaping your influence. Coercive power can take many forms, e.g. telling athletes that
they can’t leave a practice until they have completed a series of conditioning exercises or else they
will be dropped from the competitive team, telling coaches to adopt a no-holds-barred approach to
competitions or face dismissal, telling committee members who don’t conform that they may not be
re-appointed. In the carrot-and-stick analogy, coercive power is the stick.

Coercive power may also be used in a less direct manner. Examples: emotional blackmail or inducing
guilt through the withdrawal of smiles and affection, a parent who gets compliance based on “all I've
done” for a child, a youngster who threatens to have a temper tantrum in the presence of others, an
adult who uses strong emotions to achieve a goal, e.g. by reporting to others that the coach was “very
angry.” Coercive power can be associated with factors such as academic credentials, physical size, a
winning record, wealth, an important position, a position of authority.

Coaching low medium high
Family/friends - low medium high
5, Enabling power

Your capacity to act and influence others is based on your ability to facilitate others in making choices
for themselves. These choices are often related to a team’s or group’s mission and goals. Enabling power
is associated with encouraging individual development and building an atmosphere of mutual trust.

It involves the use of appropriate positive and critical feedback in working with others and celebrating
the accomplishments of people with whom you live or work.
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Examples: involving others in planning, listening to athletes’ ideas, developing mutually beneficial
relationships with other coaches and clubs, fostering educational experiences focused on personal
development. A coach who involves team members in establishing training schedules, a sport psychologist
who enables athletes to build self-esteem through their participation as leaders in recreational sport
programs, and a committee chair who facilitates a group in addressing a conflict successfully are using
enabling power.

Coaching low medium high

Family/friends - low medium high

6. Expert power

Your capacity to act and influence others is based on your expertise in a specific area and your ability
to communicate this expertise. Others depend on your expertise to do their work, solve problems, and
address issues. They defer to you because of your expertise.

Examples: general coaching expertise or specialization in a particular area of sport, e.g. rules, strategy,
strength training, sport psychology, ethics, skill development. Although expertise is usually associated with
formal training, it is also associated with personal experience and insight—usually called wisdom.

Coaching low medium high
Family/friends - low medium high
7, Information power

Your capacity to act and influence others is based on information you possess or have access to. This
information is valuable to others as it enables them to do their work. People who have a lower position in
an organizational or social hierarchy can have significant information power.

Examples: knowing how to make travel arrangements, understanding the politics of sport, filling out
request forms properly to get information, being up-to-date on issues affecting your position, meeting
with people to share information and find out the “latest.”

Coaching low medium high
Family/friends - low medium high
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8. Resource power

Your capacity to act and influence others is based on access to a variety of resources—human, financial,
technical, educational, networks, etc.

Examples: budget-signing authority, establishing priorities, having the staff to carry out projects,
having access to key people who can help you accomplish your goals.

Coaching low medium high

Family/friends - low medium high

9. Relationship power

Your capacity to act and influence others is based on your relationships with people, or “who you know.”
Relationships may be with people who have sources of power different from yours, or they may be family or
friends. Relationship power can flow from shared experiences, integrity, mutual contacts, common interests,
or family connections.

Examples: coaching networks, a personal relationship with the chair of an advisory group in your
organization, a family member in a field you want to learn more about.

Coaching low medium high

Family/friends - low medium high
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Now transfer your scores (low, medium, or high) to the chart below.

Power Source Coaching Family/friends

1. Positional

2.  Personal

3. Reward

4. Coercive

5. Enabling

6. Expert

7. Information

8. Resource

9. Relationship

The following questions ask you to think about the meaning of this chart with respect to your role as a coach.

Thinking about Power

Our ideas and the actions that result from these ideas are very much connected to ourselves,
to our personal view of the world and to our values.?

e What stands out when you look at how you rated yourself in your coaching practice?
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Compare how you rated yourself in your coaching practice with how you rated yourself in your
relationships with family and friends. What are the similarities and differences?

What one or two sources of power have you developed most? How did you develop these sources?

Source How developed

What one or two sources of power would you like to develop further? How could you do this?
Who could help you?

Source How to develop

Think of someone in sport (athlete, coach, official, administrator, parent) who stands out for you.
Go through the activity again and rate this individual’s use of sources of power. Put an “X” through
low, medium, or high to indicate your rating.

What could you learn from this person?

What might this person learn from you?

National Coaching Certification Program 17
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When do you feel disempowered—that you have lost your ability (i) to define what you need and
(ii) to act on the basis of how you understand things?

How does this disempowerment happen?

Have you used some sources of power more often than others at different times in your career,
e.g. as a beginning coach, in certain parts of the season, in dealings with sport administrators?

In summary, what have you learned about
— how you use power?
— how others use power with you?

What is one change in relation to sources of power that you will work on over the next year?
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Using Power
Positively

Now What?
(Skill Development)

Unit 11T describes six
areas where coaches can
enhance their skills in
using power positively
with athletes:

by staying centred

— in setting boundaries

— when talking with
athletes

— through asking
questions

— by thinking and acting
ethically

— through applying a

code of ethics.

19






People are not born with the skills for using power positively; instead, they learn them through a
conscious effort and considerable experience over a lifetime of successes and failures. This unit
explores how to use power p