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Coach observation studies conducted since the 1970s have sought to determine the
quantity and quality of verbal feedback provided by coaches to their athletes. Relatively
few studies, however, have sought to determine the knowledge and beliefs of coaches
that underpin this provision of feedback. The purpose of the current study was to
identify the beliefs and knowledge that elite team sport coaches hold about providing,
receiving and evaluating feedback in their training and competition environments. Semi-
structured interviews conducted with 8 coaches were inductively analyzed, revealing
three broad themes: thinking and learning about feedback, providing feedback, and
evaluating feedback. Findings revealed a detailed array of knowledge about feedback
across a wide range of sub-topics. Coaches saw feedback as a tool to improve
performance, build athlete confidence, help athletes to monitor progress, and as a tool
to improve their own performance. Novel insights about evaluating an athlete’s reception
of feedback, and tailoring feedback for individual athletes, were provided by coaches.
The findings also highlight areas in which future coach education offerings can better
support coaches to provide effective feedback.

Keywords: feedback, feedback reception, coaching, coaching effectiveness, instruction, pedagogy, sport
coaching

INTRODUCTION

Coaches are thought to require strong procedural knowledge about the pedagogical strategies
required to help athletes learn effectively (Nash and Collins, 2006) in addition to possessing specific
knowledge about their sport. Recent studies have investigated the knowledge of coaches regarding
sport-specific topics such as resistance training (Harden et al., 2019), swimming technique (Morris
et al., 2019), and talent identification (Roberts et al., 2019). However, a major gap in this growing
body of literature about coach knowledge concerns the use of pedagogical techniques such as
feedback in coach practice. Therefore, the research question for consideration in this paper
concerns what coaches know and believe about the provision, reception, and evaluation of coach-
athlete verbal feedback. It is acknowledged that feedback in an elite sporting setting is not limited
to that provided verbally by a coach. Although important in the overall context of learning design
in an elite sporting setting, the role of the coach as a practice designer and facilitator of athletes
seeking their own feedback (Woods et al., 2020) is not the primary focus of the current paper.
A large body of coach observation literature consistently finds that verbal feedback represents one
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of the most common coach behaviors observed (Partington and
Cushion, 2013), with rates of over 60 feedback messages per game
reported recently in an elite setting (Mason et al., 2020a). As
such, an investigation into verbal feedback appears important
to determine the knowledge that coaches hold about this major
element of their practice.

Feedback is widely regarded as a frequently used and
high-impact strategy to progress a learner from current to
goal performance (Kluger and DeNisi, 1996; Hattie, 2009).
Many studies have quantified and analyzed coach feedback in
both training and performance settings (e.g., Partington et al.,
2015; Halperin et al., 2016). However, an area receiving less
attention is the investigation of coach knowledge and beliefs
underpinning the feedback they provide (Smith and Cushion,
2006). Supplementing the large body of empirical evidence
on coach feedback in practice with an investigation of the
experiential knowledge of expert coaches is considered to be
an important direction for improving pedagogical practice
(Greenwood et al., 2014). Qualitative investigations of coach
practice such as interviews (Tinning, 1982; Potrac et al., 2002)
may assist in providing greater detail about the contexts and
constraints that coaches operate under in reality (Kahan, 1999).
Recent studies examining coach knowledge (e.g., Roberts et al.,
2019) have not yet filled the gap in the area of pedagogical
strategies such as feedback.

In education, a large body of evidence exists on teacher
beliefs and links to their subsequent practice. Reviews of this
literature suggest that teachers hold a variety of beliefs about
their pedagogical practice that vary across context and cultures,
and that these beliefs are usually related to the pedagogical
practices they adopt (Fang, 1996; OECD, 2009). Importantly, it
is suggested that efforts to improve teacher practice must take
into account the perceptions and beliefs of teachers (Putnam and
Borko, 1997). Similarly, an understanding of coach beliefs about
feedback is an important step in ultimately improving coach
feedback practices, and coach education in general (Côté et al.,
1995). There is evidence that myths from the field of education
have been adopted by sports coaches; 62% of surveyed coaches
in the United Kingdom believed that individuals learn better
when they receive information in their preferred learning style
(Bailey et al., 2018). This is contrasted with many major reviews
(e.g., Pashler et al., 2009) which concluded that there is “no
adequate evidence base” (p. 105) for the effectiveness of learning
styles. More broadly, several authors have lamented the absence
of a belief in evidence-based approaches to pedagogy in high
performance coaching (Rushall, 2003; Davids et al., 2017).

Current evidence on coach knowledge about feedback
suggests a wide spectrum of philosophies, ranging from the
highly coach-controlled to a more facilitative and athlete-
centered approach (Côté et al., 1995; Potrac et al., 2002; Smith and
Cushion, 2006). In the former category is a case study of an expert
English soccer coach, who reported beliefs toward providing
feedback such as “they’ve got to be told what is expected of
them” (Potrac et al., 2002, p. 191). The coach expressed a desire
to be in control of his players during training because his job
security ultimately depended on game-day success, and this
was reflected in the feedback he provided. In another study,

gymnastics coaches reported preferring to provide their athletes
with feedback constantly (Côté et al., 1995), reflecting that it was
important that their athletes “know where they are regularly”
(p. 82). These high levels of coach control are contrasted with
evidence that some coaches adopt a highly athlete-centered
approach to feedback. Smith and Cushion (2006) found that
expert English soccer coaches used silence strategically during
in-game coaching to allow players to make decisions without
an overly prescriptive approach. Coaches also reported not
wanting to overload athletes with information, preferring to
provide a small number of simple prompts. Allowing the
athletes to experiment without coach intervention, and asking an
athlete to self-evaluate before providing feedback, were strategies
mentioned by the more athlete-centered coaches interviewed in
the Côté et al. (1995) study. Across studies, a similar spectrum is
seen when coaches are asked to consider feedback valence; some
coaches report using up to 90% negative feedback (Côté et al.,
1995), while others reported a more balanced approach (Smith
and Cushion, 2006). This evidence suggests large variations in
coach beliefs about effective feedback practices, which may reflect
the unique challenges (Lyle, 2002) represented by the different
contexts in which coaches work. For example, and of interest to
the current study, is the differences in feedback between team
and individual sport coaches. It appears that determining the gap
between current coach practice and “best practice” for feedback
as reported in the literature is an important task in improving the
feedback that coaches give.

A potential challenge for this area of research is evidence to
suggest that coaches can be inaccurate when reflecting on their
use of feedback. For example, rowing coaches were observed
providing verbal feedback to their athletes during training,
and then an hour later they were asked about the feedback
they provided (Millar et al., 2011). It was found that coaches
overestimated desirable feedback patterns by between 5 and 40%;
coaches tended to underestimate their use of highly prescriptive
instruction, and overestimate their use of questioning to allow
athletes to evaluate performance or describe affective feeling
about performance. Coaches also appear to over-report the
provision of tactical information over technical information
compared to actual rates observed in the feedback they provided
to athletes (Pereira et al., 2009; Millar et al., 2011). Additionally,
coaches and athletes show low agreement when asked to recall
the types of feedback provided by the coach, with the highest
correlation in one study r = 0.26 between athlete and coach
perceptions (Smoll and Smith, 1980). These findings highlight
the importance of triangulating coach interview data with
observational data where possible.

An area not commonly considered in feedback research is
the reception of feedback (Anderson, 2010); much time and
effort has been spent on determining the quality and quantity
of feedback provided, without considering its reception and
subsequent action by a receiver. Little is known about the ways in
which coaches evaluate their feedback to determine its reception
and use by their athletes. Barriers to the successful reception
of feedback by athletes include discrepancies in interpretations
of feedback between the provider and the receiver (Liberman
et al., 2005; Adcroft, 2011). Other barriers include variations
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in the characteristics of the feedback receiver such as working
memory capacity (Buszard et al., 2017), or the receiver’s self-
efficacy to receive and act on feedback (Narciss and Huth,
2004). There have been numerous calls in the literature (Langley,
1997; Potrac et al., 2000) for research designs to consider the
athlete’s ability to receive feedback, but relatively few studies
have done so (for an example, see Mason et al., 2020b). Despite
the importance of considering individual athlete factors, there
is evidence to suggest that coaches may have high confidence
but low accuracy when judging their athletes’ mental skills
(Leslie-Toogood and Martin, 2003).

Present Study
The literature on coach beliefs and knowledge about verbal
feedback is still in its infancy. The variation observed in what
coaches know and believe regarding the provision of feedback
may be caused by factors such as experience, context, or
perceived job pressure. Additionally, a major gap in the area
is an understanding of how coaches consider athlete factors
such as the capacity and disposition to receive verbal feedback
from a coach. Supplementing the large body of empirical
evidence on coach feedback in practice with an investigation of
the experiential knowledge of expert coaches is considered to
be an important direction for improving pedagogical practice
(Greenwood et al., 2014).

The purpose of this study was to qualitatively determine
the knowledge and beliefs currently held by elite sport coaches
with regard to the provision, reception, and evaluation of verbal
feedback in training and competition environments. Given the
proposition that coaches must possess a strong understanding
of the pedagogical strategies required to help athletes learn
effectively (Nash and Collins, 2006), along with evidence that
coaches may hold some misconceptions about pedagogy (Bailey
et al., 2018), it was hypothesized that there would be much
variance in the beliefs and knowledge about feedback, with
varying degrees of support from academic evidence.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
Eight coaches currently employed in a high performance team
sport setting were recruited for the study. Recruitment was
limited to coaches who had at least 5 years of experience
coaching in a high performance setting. For the purpose of the
study, this was defined as a professional national-level league
or international representative (i.e., national team) setting. This
definition is broadly consistent with similar previous studies that
have sought to investigate high performance coaches (Rynne
and Mallett, 2012; Morris et al., 2019). The sampling procedure
was aligned with a purposeful sampling approach (Creswell,
2013), to ensure that expert coaches who have experience with a
high-performance team sport environment could provide insight
into the research questions. Coaches were aged between 32 and
52 years (M = 42.63, SD = 6.55), and had a mean experience
level of 9.75 years (SD = 3.20) in a high performance setting.
Coaches represented the sports of Australian rules football (2),

rugby (2), basketball (2), soccer (1) and field hockey (1). Five
coaches were involved in elite national-level competitions with
senior athletes, two were involved with elite youth national
representative teams (under 18 age group), and one was involved
with a senior national representative team. Six of the coaches
had participated as athletes in the sport they coached to a high
performance level, while two had not. Demographic information
about the participating coaches is provided in Table 1.

Participants were recruited via email or phone. At the time of
the interview, participants were provided with a plain language
statement and consent form, and were given the chance to answer
questions about the study before enrolling. All participants
were assured of anonymity and informed that participation
was entirely voluntary. Ethics approval was obtained from
the Melbourne Graduate School of Education’s Human Ethics
Advisory Group (Ethics ID: 1851890.1).

Interview Guide
To assist with consistency between interviews, a semi-structured
interview guide was constructed. General information sought
from the participant at the beginning of the interview included
current role, time in current role, total years of experience
coaching in a high performance setting, and any relevant
experience as an athlete. These questions served to provide
important demographic information, and were also used as
rapport-building opening conversations to introduce a relaxed,
conversational style to the interview (Côté et al., 1995).
Researchers are encouraged “to keep uppermost in one’s mind
the fact that the interview is a social, interpersonal encounter, not
merely a data collection exercise” (Cohen et al., 2011, p. 421), so
care was taken to develop this rapport initially.

Questions from the main part of the interview focussed
specifically on the research question; a list of questions can be
found in Table 2. Consistent with a semi-structured interview
approach, probes (e.g., “Are there any other ways you know
the feedback has been received?”) were used when participants
provided relevant but incomplete information, to seek a deeper
response, or to ensure the clarity of the response. Any new topics
that emerged during the course of the interview were explored
by the interviewer, consistent with methods adopted in similar
semi-structured interview research in sport (Potrac et al., 2002).

Procedure
The study protocol was explained to participants, who were then
offered an opportunity to ask questions about their involvement
in the study and assured of the confidentiality of their identity
and responses. Informed consent was then obtained from the
participant via a hard-copy form. All interviews were recorded
on an Apple iPhone 6S, and an Apple MacBook Pro internal
microphone was used as a second backup recorder. All interviews
were conducted by the first author, who has undertaken
undergraduate and postgraduate training in qualitative and
quantitative research methodology. Interviews were conducted
primarily in person (n = 5), with a further 3 interviews conducted
via phone or Skype; research suggests that Skype and phone
interviews can be an appropriate replacement for in-person
interviews where geography is a limiting factor (Deakin and
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TABLE 1 | Coach demographic information.

Coach Gender of
coach

Sport Gender of
athletes

Level

Coach 1 M Basketball M Senior

Coach 2 F Basketball F Elite youth

Coach 3 M Australian football M Senior

Coach 4 M Australian football M Senior

Coach 5 M Soccer F Senior

Coach 6 M Field hockey M/F Elite youth

Coach 7 M Rugby M Senior

Coach 8 M Rugby M Senior

TABLE 2 | Interview questions.

1 How important is providing feedback to your players in your role?

2 How often do you give feedback to your players? In what settings?

3 For what purpose do you typically use feedback?

4 How much of your feedback is positive vs. negative/constructive?

5 Do you tailor your feedback based on the individual athlete? If so, how?

6 Do some players respond better to feedback than others? If so, how?

7 How do you know when an athlete has received the feedback?

8 Do you think it’s best to provide feedback to the athlete or let them
solve performance problems by themselves?

9 Do you give good feedback? If not, what prevents you from giving
better feedback?

Wakefield, 2014). Interview duration was between 14 and 46 min
(M = 27.25, SD = 10.42). Within 24 h of the interview, the
interviewer transcribed the interviews verbatim into a Microsoft
Word document. All participants were provided with a copy of
the interview transcript within 1 week of the interview, and asked
to check the transcript for accuracy and clarity.

Data Analysis
Transcripts were uploaded into NVivo for analysis. Given the
precedent in coaching literature for an inductive approach to
qualitative interview data (Potrac et al., 2002; Rynne and Mallett,
2012), data analysis in the current study also adopted an inductive
approach. The process of inductively coding data followed the
methods outlined by Côté et al. (1993). First, interview transcripts
were read and assigned a label to begin the general process of
categorizing the data. At this stage, the primary focus of coding
was to organize rather than to interpret. Following a first round
of coding, all labels were compared and assigned a broader
category, a process known as creating categories (Côté et al.,
1993). For example, any text tagged with “positive feedback” or
“descriptive feedback” was assigned to a category called “types of
feedback.” In completing a similar procedure, Rynne and Mallett
(2012) acknowledged that categories remained flexible due to the
need for adjustment as coding took place; in the current study,
many instances of re-coding took place as themes emerged and
developed. The final step in the analysis process involved the
naming of final themes, along with the generation of a narrative to
accompany each theme in the context of the research question for
presentation in this article (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Categories
discussed by at least half of coaches (i.e., 4 or more), or that were

considered theoretically important for the research area, were
included in the final themes.

RESULTS

The three higher-order categories that emerged throughout the
inductive analysis procedures were thinking and learning about
feedback, providing feedback, and evaluating feedback. The major
sub-themes of each category are presented in Table 3 below.
The following section will detail the major findings within each
category and sub-theme with respect to the range of knowledge
and beliefs held by the high performance coaches interviewed.
Where relevant, quotes from interviewees are included with
the pseudonyms Coach 1 through to Coach 8. The gender-
neutral pronoun “they” has been used throughout to conceal the
gender of the coach.

Thinking and Learning About Feedback
One of the major categories identified through the collation of
sub-themes was the way in which coaches conceptualize, learn
about, and reflect on their use of feedback. Sub-themes under this
category include: coach beliefs about the roles of feedback, and
sources of learning about providing feedback.

Roles of Feedback
Coaches held varying beliefs about the role and purpose of
feedback in their coaching practice that fell into four main
themes: improving performance, monitoring progress, helping
coaches to improve, and building athlete confidence. A strongly
held belief was that coaches see feedback as a major tool for
improving individual and team performance. Coach 7 reflected
on the importance of feedback for improvement, stating that “if
you don’t get feedback, you don’t really know how you’re tracking
and how you’re developing.” Coach 7 went on to clarify that they
saw feedback as a tool to help both athletes and coaches grow,
suggesting that feedback is conceptualized not only as something
to be given by coaches, but also received and used to improve
coaching practice.

Aside from the role of feedback as a means for improving
performance, 5 interviewees also discussed the importance of
feedback for building confidence and providing reassurance
when both individual and team performance was not ideal. Coach
4 spoke of the importance of showing positive video feedback to
their team following a loss in order to re-motivate the group. This
was also discussed by Coach 1, who said that they would often ask
video analysts in their organization to just cut up some positive
footage because a player’s “confidence is so bad right now.” The
role of feedback as reassurance also extended to a competition
setting, with Coach 2 reflecting that “I think 50% of my job on
game day is to tell them [the athletes] that everything is okay, and
that they’re going okay.” Coach 3 took a different approach to the
motivational role of feedback, sharing that they often provided
overly positive feedback to one athlete with the hope that it may
induce competitiveness and prompt other athletes to “strive for
similar feedback.”
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TABLE 3 | Emerging themes and sub-categories following the process of inductive analysis.

Thinking and learning about feedback Providing feedback Evaluating feedback

Roles for feedback (8)
– To improve performance (6)
– To build confidence (5)
– To monitor progress (2)
– To help coaches improve (2)

Learning about giving feedback (5)
– Mentors (2)
– Peer learning (3)
– Shortcomings of formal coach ed. (2)

Feedback valence (7)
Feedback quantity (8)
Allowing athletes to problem-solve (5)
Structures/frameworks (3)

– Goal setting (2)
– Individual Performance Plan (1)
– “Shit sandwich” (1)

Timing of feedback (3)
Barriers to giving better feedback (8)

Methods for evaluating feedback reception (8)
– Observing change in performance (7)
– Questioning (4)
– Statistics (2)

Factors influencing feedback reception (8)
– Personality variables (4)
– Overloading the athlete (5)
– Amount of feedback (6)
– Terminology (2)

Numbers in parentheses represent the number of coaches who contributed ideas to each theme/sub-category.

Learning About Giving Feedback
Coach 5 believed that having a mentor was an effective method
for improving their use of feedback, stating that “the best thing
that any new coach could do is partner up.” A common theme
was that coaches trusted advice from experienced peers, with
Coach 6 explaining that “I’d probably like to go from experience
and what’s worked for them [another coach] rather than going
for something completely drastic and new.” Coach 8 reflected
critically on formal coach education courses, stating that “I
enjoy doing them, just the piece of paper doesn’t do much
for me,” while also speaking of the importance of informal
learning for their improvement as a coach. It appears that
coaches already working at the high performance level see limited
benefit in obtaining formal accreditation, instead valuing the
informal learning opportunities presented by collaborating with
peers or mentors.

Providing Feedback
A second major category emerging from the interview data
relates to beliefs and knowledge about the practicalities involved
with providing feedback. In this section, sub-themes include:
feedback valence, feedback quantity, providing feedback vs.
allowing athletes to problem-solve, structures and frameworks,
timing, and barriers to giving better feedback.

Feedback Valence
One of the most commonly discussed beliefs amongst the
interviewed coaches was the ideal ratio of positive to negative
(also referred to by the coaches as “constructive,” “growth”
and “room for improvement”) feedback. There was a common
acknowledgment from interviewed coaches that rates of positive
to negative feedback vary according to the coach’s personal style
and the context in which they operate. Coach 1 recalled an
experience of working under a head coach who was “a little
more old school” and “doesn’t think much about being more
positive. . . if he has something to say about it [a video clip],
he’s going to say it,” while also acknowledging their own style
to be more “modern” and responsive to the needs of the athlete.
Half of the coaches articulated the belief that providing too much
negative feedback was detrimental to athlete performance. For
example, Coach 8 reported striving to show athletes positive
examples to guide them toward desired behavior, rather than
negative examples that show an athlete performing poorly.
Coach 3 believed that mostly positive feedback should be used

during competition, with “constructive” feedback left for breaks
in competition or during training. Like many other coaches,
Coach 3 believed that the motivational benefits of positive
feedback could enhance performance during competition, with
negative feedback believed to cause doubt or impact the
concentration of the athlete.

Feedback Quantity and “Overloading” Athletes
All coaches spoke about feedback quantity, with over half
discussing their struggle find the right balance between providing
enough feedback to ensure the most salient points were covered,
but also keeping feedback quantity within a range that was
manageable for athletes to use. Coach 7 used an analogy to
describe their approach to deciding on feedback quantity: “If
I tried to throw you 10 tennis balls, you’d probably catch 2–
3. . . If I throw you 2–3 tennis balls, you’ll probably catch 2–
3. . . Players can only retain a certain amount of information,
and chunking up that information from smaller bits is really
important.” The philosophy of Coach 2 was similar: “2–3 [pieces
of feedback] tops.” Coach 4 reported taking an individualized
approach to deciding on the amount of feedback provided to
athletes, considering motivation to be an important factor in
determining how much feedback athletes prefer: “[My approach
is] if you want the info I’ll give it to you, but I’m not going to chase
you either. If I’m chasing them they’re probably not going to look
at it anyway. They’ve got to drive it and want it themselves.”

Providing Feedback vs. Allowing Athletes to
Problem-Solve
The influence of training design frameworks such as the
constraints-led approach, where coaches are encouraged to
design environments in which athletes are able to solve problems
rather than simply being told by a coach (Renshaw et al., 2016),
was clearly seen in coach responses. This was summarized by
Coach 8, who observed the following:

They’re the ones out there on the field in the heat of the battle. For
me to come in and tell them everything. . . well, I’m not out there to
solve their problems on game day, on the field. I just want to steer
them and guide them to come up with the answers.

Coach 5 was stronger in their phrasing, believing that “you’re
not winning the game from the coaches’ box.” Coach 3 took this
philosophy into their training design, reporting that they often
manipulated the amount of feedback provided during a training
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session to encourage athletes to problem-solve without coach
intervention: “I’ll say to the coaching staff, we’re not holding their
hands through any of the session, don’t say anything to them. . .
they have to find their own way.” When reflecting on their work
with less experienced coaches, Coach 2 believed that a novice
coach is more likely to adopt an “I tell” coaching mentality, in
which coaches will “tell them [the athletes] what they see without
giving the student/player an opportunity to think of their own
answers.” Coach 4 believed that this led to negative outcomes
for both coach and athlete, whereby the coach “can easily get
frustrated when they give advice and then they don’t see that
change in behavior from the player.”

Structures and Frameworks
Three of the eight coaches discussed a more formal approach to
providing feedback, detailing the frameworks they have in place
for providing regular feedback to their athletes. This was most
common in coaches who worked with a national squad, where
athletes typically train in their local environments when not with
the national team. For example, Coach 6 reported providing
regular feedback in the context of an individual performance
plan (IPP), in which 3–4 goals are set in consultation between
the athlete and coach before a tournament begins. Coach 6
then works with athletes during the course of a tournament to
provide feedback against the goals outlined in the IPP. After
tournament completion, Coach 6 triangulates feedback from
themselves as head coach, their assistant coaches, and self-
assessment from the athlete themselves before generating a new
IPP for their local context.

Other coaches reported less formal structures for providing
feedback. Coach 7 reported their use of the colloquial “shit
sandwich” method of providing feedback: “Start with a positive,
then a negative, then finish with a positive. I was taught that way
back when. In some ways when I do my game reviews, I structure
it a bit like that. Here’s some things we did really well, here are
some things we need to fix up, look at efforts where we did really
well off the ball. I still haven’t gone too far away from that.”

Timing of Feedback
Three coaches explicitly mentioned the importance of timing
feedback for maximum impact on their athletes. Coach 3 believed
that feedback was often most effective if provided before an
opportunity to implement it in performance, choosing to provide
feedback directly before training when practical, in order to see
immediate change in performance. Coach 3 suggested that:

Feedback at the end of the session is good, just general feedback or
how they performed or whatever, but if there is a particular thing
that you need them to try and get, I have found it’s gotta be right
before the next session so it’s fresh.

Coach 8 relayed similar sentiments, believing that feedback
“on-the-run” during training or competition was more easily
implemented than feedback given in a video review setting away
from the performance environment.

Perceived Barriers to Giving Better Feedback
All coaches reflected on challenges they faced in their day-to-
day roles that may not be conducive to providing feedback

that is in line with their views of “best practice.” One of the
most commonly reported barriers was time. Coaches 3 and 6
both worked with national representative squads, where intensive
tournament play at international level is often interspersed with
months away from athletes while they train and play with their
local teams. Coach 3 reflected that “you might only see them
[athletes] for a few days at a pre-tournament camp, and then it’s
another 2 months until another camp.” Coach 6 spoke of the
importance of checking in on individual athletes in their local
environments, to ensure continuity and consistency of feedback
across the course of a year. Coach 8 mentioned the difficulty
associated with having up to 15 players under their care during
a season, admitting that some players don’t sit down with a
coach to review footage and receive feedback for “a couple of
weeks.” To circumvent this, the coach provides feedback in a
group setting more regularly.

Evaluating Feedback
A major focus of this paper is on determining the beliefs,
knowledge and reported approaches taken by coaches with regard
to feedback reception. Coach 6, a former school teacher, was
a particularly strong advocate for more closely considering the
reception of feedback by athletes:

I think athletes, or kids in school, they almost need to be trained
or given methods of what is feedback and how to receive feedback.
We think about how we deliver it a lot, and we put a lot of effort
into ourselves – hopefully – in that area, but it’s actually a skill to
receive feedback.

The following section presents coach reflections on: methods
for evaluating feedback reception, and factors influencing the
reception of feedback by an athlete.

Methods for Evaluating Feedback Reception
Coaches were varied in the extent of their responses to questions
relating to the reception of feedback by athletes, and typically fell
into one of two groups: one group of coaches appeared to prefer
a practical approach to evaluating feedback reception by way of
observing physical performance, while another group reported
using pedagogical tools such as questioning for assessing player
knowledge and retention of feedback.

The most common response from coaches was that
performance in competition is a reliable measure of the
effectiveness of feedback; for example, Coach 1 reflected that “the
way you know if it’s been 100% effective is if they do what you
told them, at the end of the day, on the court.” However, two
coaches also believed that this method of evaluating feedback was
not completely reliable, citing extraneous variables such as skill
errors or athletes choosing not to buy in to the coach’s strategic
changes as possible reasons that observing performance may not
accurately reflect the reception of feedback.

Another commonly reported method for seeking evidence
that feedback has been received by athletes is through questioning
or otherwise designing a learning environment where athletes can
provide verbal evidence of understanding to the coach. Coach
5 explained their approach to providing video feedback, stating
that they believed the feedback had been received “. . . if they
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can take you through a different piece of vision or a different
scenario from the one where we first might have unearthed an
issue or whatever it was, and they can talk it back to you.” Coach
8 believed that an athlete-centered approach to video feedback
meetings was needed in order to evaluate feedback reception:

If I’m doing all the talking, I don’t know if they’re understanding
what I’m saying. I ask a lot of questions, or I put up a clip and get
them to tell me what they’re thinking. That way we can sort of find
somewhere in between where we can meet.

Other reported methods for evaluating feedback reception
include reading non-verbal markers such as body language, and
analyzing in-game statistics.

Athlete Characteristics Influencing Feedback
Reception
Coaches were asked to report any characteristics of their athletes
that are perceived to act as facilitators or barriers to the
athletes receiving feedback. Four coaches described attitude or
entitlement problems observed in their athletes. This reportedly
led to a reluctance to receive and accept feedback, particularly
negative or constructive feedback. Coaches suggested that ego
and previous experience with overly positive feedback were the
main contributors. For example, Coach 2 shared their experience
with athletes who are “overwhelmed by positive feedback from
people around them, and they believe the hype.” Coach 3 reflected
that the most difficult athletes to coach are:

. . . the ones that have coaches back home that have told them what
they’ve wanted to hear all of the time. They haven’t had a coach
who has been constructive with them, and they haven’t got family
that say “you still need to work on this.” They have surrounded
themselves with “yes” people.

Other coaches spoke of the “participation trophy era” (Coach
5), alluding to a phenomenon whereby junior athletes receive
trophies for simply entering an event, not just for winning.
It appears that a major challenge for coaches is adjusting the
approach they take when providing feedback to athletes who
exhibit a reluctance to receive feedback.

Another belief frequently mentioned by coaches in this
area related to knowing the athlete as an individual and
acknowledging the ways in which they prefer to receive feedback.
Coaches alluded to this being the “art” of coaching; for example,
Coach 8 reflected, “that’s coaching, isn’t it? Knowing who
wants what.” The importance of differentiating feedback for
individuals was acknowledged by Coach 7, who ran pre-season
surveys with all their athletes to determine their preferences for
receiving feedback.

The most commonly reported methods of differentiating
feedback for players involved tailoring the amount or the valence
of the feedback. Coach 1 reported that their assistant coaches
were mindful of the amount of video feedback that athletes
preferred. For example, “[this athlete] doesn’t like watching film,
so let’s just keep it short, 3–4 clips.” Coach 6 believed that certain
athletes had a natural feel for the game and didn’t benefit as
greatly as others from video feedback: “To some guys the footage
can just become a drag for them. Some of those natural players,

you start showing them all that and putting them into a box –
well that’s not what they’re good at.” Coach 6 believed that giving
these types of athletes feedback in a training environment may be
more productive than in a video review session. Similarly, coaches
believed that certain athletes benefited more from either positive
or negative feedback, differentiating based on preference. Coach
3 spoke of their experience working with athletes who varied in
their need for feedback: “[player], you just had to tell her how
great she was all the time. . . others, you could be a lot harder
on.” Coach 4 believed that most of their athletes preferred hearing
positive feedback, but observed that some athletes in their squad
have “an ability to have a bit more of a ‘dressing down’ type of
feedback.”

DISCUSSION

The aim of the study was to determine the knowledge and beliefs
currently held by high performance sport coaches with regard
to the provision, reception, and evaluation of feedback. The
findings presented above illustrate the multifaceted and complex
nature of current coach knowledge about feedback. The notion
that coaches must possess knowledge of pedagogical strategies
required to help athletes learn effectively (Nash and Collins, 2006)
was supported by a rich array of information collected about the
many strategies that coaches use for providing and evaluating
feedback in their roles. As predicted, there were also some areas
in which coach knowledge about feedback did not align with
current evidence.

A number of ideas emerging from the interview data align
with prior research. The most fundamental of these was the belief
that feedback is a useful tool for improving both individual and
team performance. Coaches considered feedback to be a vital part
of their role and a commonly used pedagogical tool, implemented
with the intention to improve player performance. Links between
feedback and performance are reflected throughout a range
of feedback literature (Kluger and DeNisi, 1996; Hattie and
Timperley, 2007; Randell et al., 2011). Importantly, the notion
of receiving feedback as a coach in order to improve coaching
practice was also mentioned, reflecting Hattie and Clarke’s
(2018) emphasis on feedback being a two-way process between
receiving and giving. The idea of using student assessments
as feedback on teaching is not new in education (Nicol and
MacFarlane-Dick, 2006), but the current study also shows that
coaches seek feedback from athletes to evaluate their impact in
much the same way.

Coaches articulated preferences for informal learning sources
when asked about how they might upskill themselves in the area
of feedback, with five coaches referring to learning from peers or a
more experienced coach as a preferred way to seek improvement.
One coach reflected critically on formal learning sources such as
accredited coach education courses. These sentiments align with
evidence from previous studies on coach education, where typical
findings are that informal learning sources such as discussions
with peers are preferred over formal courses (Erickson et al., 2008;
Stoszkowski and Collins, 2016). One reason for this preference,
with particular relevance to the interview data, is that formal

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 7 September 2020 | Volume 11 | Article 571552

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-11-571552 September 12, 2020 Time: 19:23 # 8

Mason et al. Coaches’ Knowledge & Beliefs About Feedback

coach education courses often do not allow for substantial
participant interaction (Demers et al., 2006). Striking a balance
between allowing for the sharing of experiences between coaches,
while also advocating for evidence-based feedback practices that
do not promote neuromyths (Bailey et al., 2018) or folk pedagogy
(Bruner, 1996), appears an important endeavor for future coach
education offerings. Working with a mentor (McQuade et al.,
2015) or coach developer (North, 2010) may be an avenue for
further exploration, given the learning preferences articulated by
coaches in the current study.

An area yielding novel data in the current study relates
to the use of questioning by coaches to check for feedback
reception. Previous studies suggest that coaches ask few questions
(Potrac et al., 2002), and that coaches tend to overestimate
their use of questioning when asked to self-report (Millar et al.,
2011). Coaches in previous studies also report not wanting to
ask too many questions due to a desire to avoid appearing
indecisive or lacking expertise (Potrac et al., 2002). Despite this,
evidence suggests that questioning paired with feedback can
have a positive effect on performance (Chambers and Vickers,
2006). A commonly reported method for evaluating feedback
reception in the current study was through questioning, with
five coaches suggesting that they check for player understanding
of feedback through using open-ended questions. Coaches also
reported creating athlete-centered learning environments in
which athletes were encouraged to show evidence of their
understanding through analyzing video with coach feedback
withheld. Athlete-centered coaching has been noted in the
literature as an effective method for improving performance and
motivation of athletes (Light and Harvey, 2017). An important
avenue for future research appears to be matching self-reports
of teaching behaviors with observations to verify their accuracy.
However, the data collected in the current study provides
evidence of commonly held knowledge that there are a number
of ways to check for feedback reception.

An emerging topic in sport psychology research relates
to entitlement attitudes displayed by some athletes (Dorsch
and Etheredge, 2017). This theme presented clearly in the
coach interviews, particularly when coaches were asked to
discuss barriers experienced when providing negative feedback
to athletes. Four coaches discussed the “participation trophy
era,” referred to by others as “the selfie age” (Gilbert, 2016), as
a potential influence on the reluctance of a certain generation
of elite athletes to receive negative feedback. One potential
recommendation from this finding is that coaches may need
more support in overcoming particular athlete personality
characteristics when providing negative feedback. Managing egos
and expectations about the nature of feedback (particularly with
respect to valence) appears important for ensuring that athletes
are willing to receive feedback. Prominent theories on attribution
(e.g., Dweck, 2000; Boekaerts, 2006) may provide some value
in assisting coaches to provide feedback that is less likely to be
interpreted as a threat to perceived competence, and more likely
to be seen as an opportunity for growth by the athlete. This may
be an avenue for future coach education offerings.

One area in which reported coach knowledge was at odds
with evidence concerns the strategies or frameworks that coaches

use to deliver feedback, particularly with regard to feedback
valence. While coaches generally gave their views on an ideal
ratio of positive to negative feedback, some coaches mentioned
the notion of a feedback sandwich or “shit sandwich,” in which
a piece of negative feedback is “sandwiched” between two
pieces of positive feedback. Although it is claimed the feedback
sandwich technique can have affective benefits such as building
rapport with the feedback receiver (Dohrenwend, 2002), evidence
suggests that the feedback sandwich does not impact post-
feedback performance (Parkes et al., 2013) in a sample of medical
students, and can encourage the feedback receiver to overlook
negative feedback and reach artificially positive conclusions
(Shute, 2008). While the generalization of these findings into the
sporting context should be made with caution, it provides a viable
avenue for future research.

Limitations
The evidence presented in the current study provides an insight
in to the current knowledge and beliefs of high performance
coaches about verbal feedback. However, the use of coaches
working at the highest level limits the generalisability of
findings to coaches working at other levels. To determine
the ways in which knowledge about feedback develops over
time, a comparison between novice and expert coaches may
be beneficial. Widening the scope to investigate differences
between individual and team sport coaches would also provide
additional information about how coaches use feedback in
different contexts. An acknowledged limitation of the sample
used in the current study is the small number of coaches
recruited overall, and the brevity of some of the interviews.
This represents a major challenge associated with working
alongside high performance coaches while in-season. Several
barriers with recruitment and retainment of participants were
experienced throughout the data collection phase of the study,
which may be alleviated in future work by collecting data early
in pre-season when competition is not intense. Crucially, it
should be recognized that verbal feedback is just one source
of feedback available to athletes; future studies could consider
the interaction between verbal and other sources of feedback.
Finally, future research should further investigate the relationship
between what coaches say they do in interview studies, and
what they actually do while coaching. This is especially
important given evidence that coaches can be inaccurate when
reflecting on the feedback they provide (Pereira et al., 2009;
Millar et al., 2011).

Practical Applications
The findings of this study provide information about what expert
high performance coaches know and believe about feedback.
As such, this information may be useful as a model to coaches
working at other levels, as it represents the current “best
practices” that are adopted by these expert coaches. Below are
some potential practical applications arising from this study:

• Coaches should consider that feedback has various roles: to
improve performance, to monitor progress, to help coaches
improve, and to build athlete confidence.
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• Coaches prefer to learn about feedback from peers and
mentors; this should be reflected when designing future
coach development opportunities.

• Coaches should consider feedback quantity, and try to avoid
“overloading” athletes with many feedback messages.

• Coaches should consider ways of evaluating the
reception of feedback by their athletes. These include
observing performance changes, and pedagogical tools
such as questioning or allowing athletes to teach or
explain a concept.

• Coaches should consider various athlete characteristics that
may help or hinder feedback reception. These may include
athlete attitudes and preferences.

CONCLUSION

This study provides insight into the knowledge and beliefs
of high performance coaches with regard to the provision,
reception, and evaluation of feedback in training and competition
environments. It adds important qualitative detail to the myriad
of observational studies of coaches providing feedback, filling
a gap commonly identified in previous research. The findings
suggest that coaches possess a highly nuanced understanding of
the ways in which the power of feedback can be harnessed in their
individual contexts and, importantly, evaluated for reception and
effectiveness. The findings also highlight areas in which future
coach education offerings can better support coaches to provide
effective feedback.
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