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Understanding the Coaching
Process: A Framework
for Social Analysis

Robyn L. Jones, Kathleen M. Armour, and Paul Potrac

Despite the recent increase of research into coaching, the essential social and
cultural nature of the process has received little attention. The purpose of this
paper is to suggest a framework for undertaking a social analysis of coaching.
Specifically, the case is made for analyzing coaching using three interrelated
concepts—role, interaction, and power—in order to critically interrogate coach-
ing practice. We argue that, while not exhaustive, such an analysis can reveal
the importance of key, but often underplayed, components of the coaching
process, including social and cultural contexts, personal experiences, personal
philosophies, professional practice, and the ways in which they are intercon-
nected. The paper is thus grounded in the belief that recognizing and under-
standing the social sphere of the coaching process is a necessary step toward
understanding coaching practice and using that understanding to support
coaches more effectively. -

Despite the recent upsurge of research into coaching, we have argued else-
where that this has been limited by its focus on developing theories and methods
of training linked, in the main, to the psychological and physical development of
athletes (Potrac, Brewer, Jones, Armour, & Hoff, 2000; Jones, 2000). Similarly,
like others, we have highlighted the paradox inherent in describing coaching as a
unique and complex activity that combines a multiplicity of roles, yet researching
and supporting it along bio-scientific, fragmentary lines. Instead, we support the
idea that this developmental or progressive view of coaching as “a knowable se-
quence” (Usher, 1998, p. 26) is unacceptably one-dimensional because the essential
social and cultural nature of the coaching process receives little attention within it
(Jones, 2000).
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In further developing this argument, it is undeniable that much of a coach’s
work is linked to a wide range of significant others (athletes, managers, colleagues)
in a particular social and cultural context, which makes him/her (like a teacher)
much more than a subject matter specialist and a systematic method applier (Squires,
1999). Indeed, sports coaching does not exist in a social vacuum but is subject, to
varying extents, to the societal and sporting structures within which it operates
(Cross & Lyle, 1999). The coaching process is, therefore, essentially a social ac-
tivity, which is inextricably linked to both the constraints and opportunities of
human interaction (Cushion, Armour, & Jones, 2000). Coaches are social beings
operating in a social environment, so their activities ought to be examined and
explained as such. Indeed, and again like teaching, coaching is fundamentally about
making a myriad of connections not only to and between subjects and methods,
but as important (if not more so) to and between other persons and life in general
(Armour & Fernandez-Balboa, 2000). Inevitably, these connections are fraught
with the unique tensions characteristic of social interaction, and this might help to
explain why the quest to find a “one-fit-all” generic model of effective coaching
has proved so difficult (Jones, Armour, & Potrac, in press; Jones, 2001; Cross &
Lyle, 1999).

The purpose of this paper is to suggest a framework for undertaking a social
analysis of coaching. Specifically, the case is made for analyzing coaching using
three interrelated concepts—role, interaction, and power—in order to critically
interrogate coaching practice. We argue that such an analysis can reveal the impor-
tance of key, but often underplayed, components of the coaching process, includ-
ing social and cultural contexts, personal experiences, personal philosophies and
professional practice, and the ways in which they are interconnected. In this way,
it somewhat answers Lyle’s (1999a) recent call to recognize the sophisticated na-
ture of the coaching process through an appreciation of the inherent interpersonal
relationships that exist between coaches and athletes within it. The paper is thus
grounded in the belief that recognizing and understanding the social sphere of the
coaching process is the first step toward understanding coaching practice and using
that understanding to inform and support coaches more effectively (Jones, 2000).

The paper also builds upon an increasing awareness that sports performance
is an inexact science and that the coaching role goes beyond that of technical ex-
pert (Jones, 2000; Lyle, 1999a). There is growing support for the argument that the
coaching process is not something that is merely delivered but is a dynamic social
activity that actively engages the coach (Potrac, 2001; Jones, 2000; Cushion, et al.,
2000; Lyle, 1999b). Indeed, many have identified a need to investigate the multi-
faceted social relationship between coach and athlete in order to more fully grasp
the complexity of the coaching process (Lyle, 1999b; Abraham & Collins, 1998;
Strean, 1998). For example, Lyle (1999b) points out that the coaching process is
more problematic than previously assumed, commenting that “few studies have
dealt with in situ coaching behavior and related this to specific role interpreta-
tions” (p. 4), which leads him to conclude that “a coach’s delivery capacity, within
a synoptic view of the process, [has been] treated as a limitation by researchers
and not as an essential part of the jigsaw that it is” (Lyle, 1999b, p. 5). Such a view
echoes that of Woodman’s (1993) earlier call to recognize the significance of social
application and individual flair within the coaching process as vital ingredients in
achieving desired goals. Similarly, Cote, Salmela, Trudel, Baria, and Russell (1995)
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have lamented the lack of research into the many contextual variables which com-
prise the “complex reality within which coaches work™ (p. 2), a reality recently
described by Cross and Lyle (1999) as multivariate, eclectic, interpersonal, and
contested. Despite such concerns and recommendations, however, little work has
yet emerged that seeks to locate coaching firmly in its social context or that even
suggests how it may be achieved. In this paper, we attempt to take one small and
tentative step toward that goal, at the same time acknowledging that the framework
proposed is only one of many potential analyses from a sociological perspective.

Coaches’ Social Roles

Role theory has, according to Welbourne, Johnson, and Elez (1998), been a
concept widely used by researchers in psychology, social psychology, organiza-
tion theory, and sociology, with roles being defined as positions within a social
framework. The traditional concern of role theory has been the examination of
how social roles develop and evolve from the expectations of others (Shaw, 1981);
it has been concerned with how “human behavior is influenced by the desire to
fulfill and satisfy the needs of others” (Shaw, 1981, p. 55). However, this perspec-
tive on the construction and nature of roles has recently been the subject of some
debate (Callero, 1994). In particular, it has been argued that role theory should
focus on the impact of (and the relationship between) structure and agency on the
formation and development of social roles, whereas the traditional approach to
role theory has tended to emphasize the constraining and determining features of
social roles. For example, Raffel (1998) noted that when an individual success-
fully takes up an occupational role, he or she is meeting the demands or expecta-
tions of the social structure through the process of “role-playing.” Yet an
interactionist approach would disagree with the determinism implied by the struc-
tural stance (Callero, 1994), suggesting instead that individuals have much greater
independence in the characterization and function of their social role or roles. Hence,
it is considered that individuals are actively involved in the process of role-making
as opposed to passively role-playing (Callero, 1994; Raffel, 1998) and that this has
profound implications for our understanding of the coaching process.

In recognizing the dual impact of structure and agency on the construction
of role, Callero (1994) has suggested that both approaches need to be combined if
a more complete explanation of role theory and human behavior is to be devel-
oped. Indeed, the need for such a convergence in approaches to role theory has
resulted in the proposition that social roles would be better understood from a
resource perspective (Callero, 1994). This perspective offers a more specific and
better understanding of the interdependent relationship between individual action
and the collective structure (Callero, 1994) or, as Lemert (1997) puts it, “individu-
als are who they are only partly because of what they do with what they have. They
are also partly who they are because of what the wider social world gives or takes
away” (p. xi-xii). The actions of individuals can, therefore, be examined within
such a framework, their behavior being viewed as “simultaneously a result of the
force of social rules and their own flourishes” (Lemert, 1997, p. 44). In this re-
spect, social actors can be understood as expressing self and fulfilling role all at
the same time (Raffel, 1998).

In attempting to understand, explain, and, thus, better support coaching per
se, it would be helpful to know more about the ways in which the interplay of
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structure and agency influences are manifested in practice. As a starting point, it
seems obvious that coaches act both as they choose and how they are influenced to
choose (Armour & Jones, 2000). Within the tenets of role theory, it can be postu-
lated that coaches are socialized into behaving in certain styles but that they retain
the ability either to conform or resist such pressures in highly inventive ways
(Lemert, 1997). Similarly, Coakley (1994) has argued that agency and structure
shape the roles and practices of coaches and those who interact with coaches, each
reflecting the agency/structure mosaic in unique ways. To an extent, such a notion
builds on Sage’s (1989) earlier, predominantly structuralist, position on the impact
of organizational socialization upon coaches and the coaching process. Organiza-
tional socialization has been defined as the process by which neophyte coaches
“on the job acquire the skills and supporting cultural ideology necessary to partici-
pate as contributing members of an occupation” (Sage, 1989, p. 87). Indeed, Sage
(1989) highlighted how, in addition to learning the technical aspects of the job,
this social practice inculcated coaches with shared understandings regarding the
ideology and critical aspects of the occupation. In short, he outlined how such a
process enabled coaches to understand and interpret everyday events related to the
job by highlighting “how we do things and what matters around here” (Sage, 1989,
p. 87). For example, in examining the instructional strategies of coaches, it could
be argued that practitioners have been socialized into them by the expectation of
their roles, driven both by personal experience and the perceived needs of employ-
ers and athletes. Actions, thus, are considered to be driven by expectations, those
that *“actors” hold for themselves and those they believe others hold for them (Troyer
& Younts, 1997). An interesting question that emerges here is whose expectations
really matter in determining action? This leads to an illustration of the interplay
between agency and structure and the inescapable place of power within the frame-
work.

It has been argued that a predominantly structural explanation of human
behavior tends to reduce individual action to the level of mere mechanical compli-
ance to social expectation (Raffel, 1994). Indeed, although the concept of role
conflict recognizes the differing demands of various role partners (e.g. parents,
athletes, administrators, fellow coaches), there remains a need to understand more
about the individual’s “self hood” (Raffel, 1998) within the theory and how it is
responsible for guiding action. Perhaps it is here, in the realms of invention, im-
provisation, and creative independence that coaching research should focus as we
search for an understanding of good and effective practice. Certainly, the coexist-
ence of self and socially determined social roles appears to be a rich area of in-
quiry for coaching.

Alternatively, by giving more credence to the individuality of human action
(agency), coaching behavior could be explained in terms of Callero’s (1994) defi-
nition of role as a cultural object. Specifically, in drawing upon the work of Heise
(1977, 1979) and Schwalbe (1987), Callero suggested that roles serve as “perfor-
mance images” that, at the cognitive level, help to guide action. Such performance
images are not consistent across social structures but reflect existing cultural be-
liefs about appropriate role behavior. In this respect, the prior socialization experi-
ences of the coaching practitioner, the nature of coach education programs, and
traditional societal beliefs about effective coaching behavior, could all influence
the performance images of coaches and their resulting conduct. It could be argued,
therefore, that while the generic role of the coach may transcend social structure,
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the images that guide behavior within this role are subject to unique cultural influ-
ences (Callero, 1994). Thus, the role as resource perspective considers the actions
of individuals to be governed both by their roles (as defined by structure) and the
particular positions they adopt within the roles (agency), which are not generaliz-
able across settings. Indeed, it is concerned with how established or accepted roles
become a vehicle for agency (Callero, 1994); that is, how, in this specific context,
do coaches use their role to best effect in their dealings with athletes and others.
Rather than being viewed as constraining, therefore, roles are seen as enabling;
they can make action possible. Consequently, the concepts of role playing and role
making are, to an extent, extended into the dynamic notion of role using (Callero,
1994). '

A further interesting field of investigation in relation to examining coach
behavior within role theory is Goffman’s (1969) theory of role distance. This re-
fers to the individual distancing himself/herself from the seriousness of the role,
for example through self-depreciating humor. By divorcing oneself from a role,
the self is allowed to emerge, although invariably in a negative, mocking sense
(Raffel, 1998). Goffman (1969) explains it as such: “Irony, joking and sarcasm
may all allow one to show that something of oneself lies outside the constraints . . .
of the role within whose jurisdiction the moment occurs” (p. 67). Given that hu-
mor is a feature of the coaching environment (Brewer & Jones, 2001), it could be
argued that it is used to enable the personality and individuality of the coach to
emerge. Indeed, this gap between role obligation and preferred role performance
could mark the inventive practitioner from the mechanistic average. However, a
question arises: Why would a coach, or anyone in such a position of authority, feel
the need to act in such an informal way? Goffman (1969), in using an example of
a surgeon, offers an explanation:

In order to ensure that the members of his team keep their heads dur-
ing the operation, the chief surgeon finds himself under pressure to
modulate his (sic) own demands and his own expectations of what is
due him. In short, the chief surgeon is likely to find himself with a
situated role function of anxiety management and may find that he
must draw on his own dignity, on what is owed his station, in order to
fulfill this function. A kind of bargaining or bribery occurs, whereby
the surgeon receives a guarantee of equability from his team in return
for being a “nice guy”—someone who does not press his rightful claims
too far. (p. 75)

Goffman (1959) described such a situation as the working consensus of a
group. Such a consensus was considered critical because without it, both indi-
vidual and collective goals could be undermined (Troyer & Younts, 1997). Fur-
thermore, it is also vital that although individuals need not privately concur with
the consensus, it has to be publicly enacted if collective goals are to be achieved.
The behavior of coaches could, therefore, be analyzed in terms of what “bargains”
they strike with which other in order to achieve a public working consensus and
how they can be sure that they are understood as such. The how, when, and where
of role distance as it is employed by a coach could provide further clues about the
establishment of an effective coaching climate.
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Finally, Raffel (1998) borrows from the work of Blum (1994) in discussing
the notion of “self in role.” Here, the role becomes something that is intrinsically
worth doing for the individual and not something that is simply expected. Thus,
the role comes to have personal significance for the individual who wants to fur-
ther it, as opposed to merely comply with it. Consequently, Raffel (1998) con-
cludes that in such instances, individuals are viewed as simultaneously fulfilling
social and personal needs; that is, they are performing a role and realizing the self.
Such individuals can be seen to transcend the limits of their role in such a way as
to gain the affection and gratitude of their charges. They may engage the latter to
excel by virtue of their personal qualities, thus displaying a degree of “charismatic
leadership” (Shaw, 1981). Indeed, perhaps we would be justified in asking, in terms
of such apparent role commitment, “Is this what good coaches actually do?” Such
a theoretical peg provides further avenues for the analysis of coaching practice.

Coaching, Interaction, and the Presentation of Self

Another related social theory that could be used to examine coaching prac-
tice is Goffman’s (1959) theory of interaction. Although this refers to events that
occur whenever two or more people are in one another’s presence (Williams, 1998),
of particular relevance here is the concept of the presentation of the self in every-
day life. Goffman’s work provides a detailed description and analysis of process
and meaning in everyday action. He used micro-sociological analysis to explore
the details of individual identity, group relations, the impact of environment, and
the movement and interactive meaning of information (Branhart, 1994). Thus, he
embarked on a detailed and close analysis of what people do when they are in the
company of others and how those doings are understood (Williams, 1998). His
major contribution, therefore, was to portray the interdependence of self, social
interaction, social inequality, and social order “by painting them into a complex
portrait” (Branaman, 2000, p. xlv).

Central to Goffman’s argument is the notion that individuals are not entirely
determined by society, because they are able to strategically manipulate social
situations and other’s impressions of themselves (Goffman, 1959). The self was
seen as a social product. However, Goffman also emphasized that individuals are
not able to freely choose the images of self that they would have others accept,
“but rather are constrained to define themselves in congruence with the statuses,
roles, and relationships that they are accorded by the social order” (Branaman,
2000, p. xlvii). In this respect, it echoes some of the tenets of the previously dis-
cussed resource perspective on role theory (Callero, 1994). In further considering
the presentation of self, Goffman (1959) utilized a dramaturgical approach to not
only examine the mode of presentation employed by the social actor, but also to
explain its meaning in the broader social context (Branaman, 2000; Branhart, 1994).
Thus, he makes us think about how people produce recognizable and convincing
performances for others (Williams, 1998). In short, he viewed interaction “as a
performance shaped by environment and audience, constructed to provide others
with impressions that are consonant with the desired goals of the actor” (Branhart,
1994, p. 2).

Within a coaching context, such an analytical structure could help to analyze
and explain coaches’ actions and rhetoric as they seek to cajole, threaten, and tease
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out their athletes’ potentialities, often through semi-theatrical performances. Indeed,
this process of establishing and maintaining a desirable coaching identity could be
linked to Goffman’s (1959) concept of front. Front refers to “that part of the
individual’s performance which regularly functions in a general and fixed fashion
to define the social situation for those who observe performance” (Goffman, 1959,
p. 22). Such a front serves as the mean of standardization that allows others to
understand the individual on the basis of projected character traits that have nor-
mative meanings (Branhart, 1994). In constructing a front, information about the
actor is provided by a variety of communicative sources, all of which must be
controlled effectively to convince the audience of the appropriateness of behavior
and its consonance with the role assumed (Branhart, 1994). Goffman’s (1959) ex-
ample of the behavior of a baseball umpire is illustrative of the point:

If a baseball umpire is to give the impression that he is sure of his
judgment, he must forgo the moment of thought which might make
him sure of his judgment; he must give an instantaneous decision so
that the audience will be sure that he is sure of his judgment. (p. 40)

The issue is thus concerned with the image or impression portrayed above
all else. The front also establishes proper setting, appearance, and manner for the
social role assumed by the actor. Setting in this context refers to the physical and
other background layouts that provide the scenery and props for human action
(Branaman, 2000; Branhart, 1994).

According to Goffman (1959), a setting tends to remain stationary, so that
those who would use a particular setting as part of their performance cannot begin
their act until they have arrived at the appropriate place while they must terminate
their performance when they leave it. Thus, through the process of dramatic real-
ization (Goffman, 1959), the actor, in order to present a compelling front, is forced
to both fill the duties of the social role and communicate the activities and charac-
teristics of the role to other people in a consistent manner (Branhart, 1994). A
coach, therefore, appears obliged to behave consistently like a coach in the eyes of
the athletes within the sporting environment (the setting), because to maintain es-
tablished power relationships he/she must uphold the standards of conduct and
appearance as expected (Goffman, 1959). In this respect, the coach must continu-
ously play, make, or use a role in a way that he/she believes will get the best out of
the athletes, while simultaneously perceiving it to be what the athletes expect and
desire. Goffman (1959) described such demands accordingly:

We know that in service organizations practitioners who may other-
wise be sincere are sometimes forced to delude their customers be-

cause their customers show a heartfelt demand for it . . . these are
cynical performances whose audiences will not allow them to be sin-
cere. (p. 29)

Consistency must be maintained in this regard, as any sudden deviance away
from the established front puts the credibility of the actor and performance at risk.
This contrived self is thus dependent upon consistent performance in social situa-
tions (Branaman, 2000). Consequently, it could be said that the coach is involved
in a form of impression management with the athletes, which consists of the use of
numerous stratagems to advance his or her position (Sarbin, 1995). Scheibe (1979)
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classified such interactional strategies as selective feedback, pretence, deception,
and withholding information, with the social actor “inventing or modifying them
in the course of interacting with others. [Thus] the actors monitor their oral and
gestural conduct, shifting from one stratagem to another, increasing or decreasing
amplitude, and are responsive to the feedback from discourse partners or antago-
nists” (Sarbin, 1995, p. 217). Although more positive tactics could also be added
to this list, a dynamic picture endures of the coach simultaneously using and jug-
gling a number of social strategies to achieve desired ends in the coaching process.
Through such impression management and role playing, attempts are made to
present an idealized version of the front or the self. Indeed, as Goffman (1959)
eloquently stated,

The self, then, as a performed character, is not an organic thing that
has a specific location, whose fundamental fate is to be born, mature,
and to die; it is a dramatic effect rising from a scene that is presented,
and the characteristic issue, the crucial concern, is whether it will be
credited or discredited. (pp. 252-253)

Such a perspective on human behavior could partly explain the various be-
haviors and pedagogical styles utilized by coaching practitioners as they attempt
to construct and maintain an idealized image of themselves as coaches in the eyes
of their audiences. The coaching self could thus be seen to arise from publicly
validated performances, which actually “makes the person better from the outside
in” (Branaman, 2000, p. lii). What matters is not how the individual, in this in-
stance a coach, identifies himself or herself, but how he or she is viewed by others.
The notion that coaches engineer their behavior to fit the requirements of their
players and/or coaching environment is explored in more detail in the following
discussion on power, but in concluding this section, it can certainly be argued that
coaches must construct a front, or image, in the eyes of their respective athletes in
order to achieve stated goals and that this process warrants further investigation.

Coaches’ Power

Power has typically been viewed as the “ability to get others to do what you
want them to do (Weber, 1978), or to get them to do something they otherwise
would not do” (Hardy, 1995, p. xiii). In taking a broader view of its nature, how-
ever, Tomlinson (1998) described power as a “central dynamic of human societ-
ies” (p. 235), thus suggesting that it is an essential component of any social activ-
ity. Hargreaves’ (1986) definition of power as “a relationship between agents, the
outcome of which is determined by agents’ access to relevant resources and their
use of appropriate strategies in specific conditions of struggle with other agents”
(p. 3) seems to further support the conceptualization of power as omnipresent in
social life. Similarly, for Foucault, power was seen as diffuse, permeating every
aspect of social life, in ways that could be productive as well as repressive
(McDonald & Birrell, 1999). The need to accept such a definition of power is
increasingly relevant if we are to go beyond a superficial examination of its work-
ings to explore the hidden ways in which it operates and shapes the lives of those
who exercise it and those who are subject to it (Hardy, 1995). Thus, any examina-
tion of power would be incomplete without recognition of the way it remains hid-
den and mobilized in apparently apolitical structures.
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In further emphasizing its importance within the field of pedagogy among
others, Locke (1985) has concluded that any improvement in practice must take
account of the unique power structure of each situation, including the varying and
constantly changing measures of compliance and collaboration by individuals within
it (Jones, 2000). Power, therefore, is not merely imposed from above but also often
involves the active consent of subordinate groups and the soothing of resistance
through adaptation. This means that any examination of power would be incom-
plete without attention to resistance against it; indeed, resistance can be consid-
ered to be an expression of power, which adds to the complexity of understanding
interactions between agents. It can also be argued that as long as a participant in a
social encounter has a function and a value, then they are not entirely powerless
(Dunning, 1986). Adding to this picture, Tauber (1985) argues that “power is some-
thing in the hands of the person on whom power is being wielded, not in the hands
of the presumed power wielder” (p. 7), which, in a sports coaching context, is
usually presumed to be the coach. Tauber further argues that “people [athletes in
the context of this paper] must consent to power being used on them before such
power can be effective” (p. 7), a concept that Nyberg (1981) has described as
power over power. As is already clear, power is central and complex, and, as Jones
(2000) points out, it is sometimes relative, being dependent upon strategic signifi-
cance within a local situation at a specific time.

Lukes’ (1993) description of power as “the capacity to produce, or contrib-
ute to, outcomes by significantly affecting another or others” (p. 504) can be use-
fully applied to coaching. Indeed, the coaching process of guiding athletes and
teams to fulfill their respective potentialities necessitates the use of power by its
very nature (Bell, 1989). This not only relates to the use of power to get athletes to
carry out directed tasks but also to the increasing concern of empowering athletes
to take responsibility for their own learning and performances. Within this con-
text, Borrie (1996) has suggested that the level of power and control that the coach
can exert over many aspects of the athletes’ environment will affect the nature of
coach/player interaction on the practice field. However, power in this context is
still subject to resistance, and a coach must be sensitive to the various forms of power
and resistance expressed within coach-athlete relationships if effective coaching is to
be achieved. Such relations are in turn subject to the “ebb and flow of influences,
illustrative of the reflexive and generative capacities of human actors to confirm,
adapt, negotiate, and at times re-make their institutions and cultures” (Tomlinson,
1998, p. 238). Thus, in recognizing that the coaching process is characterized by
complex power relations, it seems that a broad agenda for research is identified.

Looking at the concept of a coach’s power a little more in depth, French and
Raven’s (1959) classic typology is insightful. The typology classifies power into
five types: legitimate, expert, reward, coercive, and referent. Like all typologies, it
must be treated with caution—the types are rarely as easily divided in reality as
they are in theory, but it does have the virtue of highlighting some of the different
dimensions of a complex, multi-layered, multi-faceted concept. For example, it
can be speculated that although the occupation of the social role of the coach af-
fords the incumbent a degree of legitimate power (French & Raven, 1959), this
source of power in itself is insufficient for a coach to gain the full confidence of
athletes (Potrac, 2001; Potrac, Jones, Armour, & Brewer, 2000). Legitimate power
is defined as the power that derives solely from a person’s position within a particular
social structure or organization and not because of any other special qualities a
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person may possess (Slack, 1997). In short, most coaches possess this initial form
of power as they enter the coaching environment, and it is their future actions that
dictate whether such power is enhanced or eroded. However, there are other fac-
tors to be considered.

Previous research on the maintenance and enhancement of a coach’s power
(Potrac, 2001; Potrac et al., 2000) suggests that the acquisition and demonstration
of expert power is essential to gain and hold the respect of athletes. Slack (1997)
defined expert power as that which “accrues to a person because of the special
knowledge or skill she [sic] possesses” (p. 181). Significantly, however, Tauber
(1985) has suggested that the expert power of a teacher (or coach in this case) is
based not solely upon his or her knowledge, but upon the perceptions of the stu-
dents (or athletes) regarding that knowledge. In short, the greater the student or
athlete perception, the greater the expert power that is afforded (Tauber, 1985).
The issue, then, within coaching, becomes that of athlete perception and the image
portrayed by the coach in creating that perception. As Bell (1989) reminds us,
“[As a coach,] the greater your perceived knowledge and competence, the greater
your power” (p. 16). The expert power of a coach, therefore, is dependent upon
his/her expertise demonstrated on the training ground, and the athletes’ perception
of it. Such a concept is consistent with Shetty’s (1978) argument that types of
power are not discrete and may overlap, thus the possession of one form of power
can affect the degree and effectiveness of other forms. Hence, coaches are con-
tinuously involved in trying to maintain or enhance their legitimate power through
the use and further development of expert power. Through such'a framework, a
coach’s use of demonstrations, questioning, and instructional behaviors, for ex-
ample, could be analyzed. However, we need to go beyond description and appro-
priation of individual notions of power to what Crozier (1973) has defined as a
“strategic analysis that will enable us to assess the opposing forces, and to uncover
the laws governing their interaction and reconciliation” (p. 215). Whether such
laws exist at all in social encounters is, of course, a contested issue within sociology.

Although expert power can be used to reinforce the legitimate power that
coaches have as a consequence of their social role, expert power used in isolation
can be a very limited power base (Benfari, Wilkinson, & Orth, 1986). Indeed,
Benfari et al. have suggested that its continued or overuse could result in barriers
arising between a coach and others, including athletes and administrators, that
may be difficult to remove. In this respect, they note that the method and style of
the transmission of knowledge is critical in forming perceptions about the coach.
Specifically, they concluded that advice given in an authoritarian manner is rarely
taken constructively (Benfari et al., 1986), thus emphasizing the importance of
understanding some of the nuances of social processes. This highlights the poten-
tial value of examining the social competence and what might be described as the
personal repertoire of the coach in imparting knowledge if athletes are to make
best use of the advice on offer.

A further consideration in this context is the use of reward power (French &
Raven, 1959), which has been defined as “the power that comes from one person’s
control over another’s rewards” (Slack, 1997, p. 181). As with other aspects of
power, the effective use of reward power is dependent upon the meanings recipi-
ents attach to it (Benfari et al., 1986). Thus, “the key to effective use of ‘reward
power’ is to be able to tell how much of which reward, delivered how frequently
and for how long a time is best for each student” (Tauber, 1985, p. 5). Such an
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analysis of coaching delivery could be insightful when trying to understand how
and why coaches create climates of incentives, what impact they have on coach-
athlete relationships, and why they are sometimes successful.

In addition to reward power, coaching behavior can, at times, be explained
in terms of coercive power (French & Raven, 1959), which derives from the abil-
ity of one person to punish another (Slack, 1997). Although the use of coercion is
generally regarded as dysfunctional because it alienates and offends people while
breeding resentment (Slack, 1997), it nevertheless remains at the disposal of the
coach. Indeed, the combined use of reward power and coercive power could affect
the extent and efficiency of other types of power (Shetty, 1978). Specifically, “the
judicious use of reward power and coercive power can increase the effectiveness
of legitimate power; inappropriate use, however, will decrease legitimate power”
(Shetty, 1978, p. 177). Again, the emphasis appears to be on the delivery, or the
athletes’ perception of delivery, rather than on the message alone.

The fifth element of French and Raven’s (1959) typology is that of referent
power, which is based on the “student’s identification with the teacher and his/her
desire to be like him/her” (Tauber, 1985, p. 4). Consequently, unlike legitimate
power, which is based on position, referent power is personal, with the person, not
the position, being respected. Such power wielders are seen to possess desirable
personal characteristics, with many willing to accept their power in order to be-
come more like them (Tauber, 1985). Such power is often referred to in everyday
parlance as charisma, an elusive quality that only the lucky few are allegedly born
with. However, similar to the earlier discussed concept of self in role, this could
provide a very fruitful area of inquiry into how coaches inspire athletes to tran-
scend previously considered limitations, that is, how referent power is established
and developed.

A final and interesting concept to be brought into this framework is that of
nutrient power (May, 1972). In this context, a coach could request athletes to chal-
lenge the agreed playing style or game plan in the interest of improving it and their
knowledge of the sport in general. Such power is defined as that “for (to help)
another person” (Kleiber, 1980, p. 35) and seems to approximate to the goal of
empowering athletes. A philosophy of empowerment aims to make athletes in-
creasingly responsible for their own performances by giving them a degree of
ownership over them. In this way, athletes can, theoretically, become knowledge-
able about the options available to them and take greater control over their own
development (Arai, 1997). Such a situation does not, of course, signify the elimi-
nation of power, rather it is a “rational acceptance of all de facto powers” (Crozier,
1973, p. 224). Within sports coaching, such an approach could lead to increased
commitment from athletes because they are making a greater investment of self in
the process. However, questions about the potential of athlete empowerment re-
main underdeveloped, both in theory and in practice. A principal issue raised in
this respect concerns the depth and impact of athlete input following consultation;
that is, what are the constraints on “full and free” participation in the sporting
decision making process? (Hardy, 1995). In response, early work by Bachrach and
Baratz (1963, 1970) developed the concept of a second phase of power— “a pro-
cess whereby issues are excluded from decision making, confining the agenda to
‘safe’ questions [as it] allows the more powerful actors to determine outcomes
from behind the scenes” (Hardy, 1995, p. xvi). Perhaps, therefore, coaches only
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allow their athletes to have an illusion of empowerment as they continue to control
the agenda items. Similarly, Lukes (1974) has argued that power can be used to
prevent conflict if it is employed to shape “perceptions, cognitions and prefer-
ences in such a way” that those subject to it can imagine no alternative and thus
just “accept their role in the existing order of things” (p. 24). In this respect, ath-
letes, or anyone subject to power, may be “duped, hoodwinked, coerced, cajoled,
or manipulated into political inactivity” (Saunders, 1980, p. 22) if they perceive
their lot to be a satisfactory one. In this way, a coach’s legitimacy is created and,
here again, it could be argued that the perceptions held by athletes, and the ways
they are created by coaches, remain at the heart of the issue.

Conclusion

Although the three concepts of role, interaction, and power have, for the
most part, been presented individually here, it is in their intersection that the key
areas of investigation for coaching lie. Furthermore, through a social inquiry into
the everyday actions and strategies of coaches, we might gain a better understand-
ing of the complexity that is the coaching environment, on how coaches attempt to
manipulate it, and how they cope with the multitude of variations that exist within
it. Additionally, through the use of a framework as presented, the possibility exists
to address these questions: What sort of power relations do different coaches es-
tablish with athletes? What faces or fronts do they present in different circum-
stances and why? In what sort of interactions do they engage with various partici-
pants within the coaching process? Additionally, if a principal locus of the coach’s
power lies in athletes’ perceptions, how long can they expect the latter to buy into
their fronts, impressions, and power bases, or do they need to be constantly devel-
oped and amended, lest they lose their impact? In this way, a more critical under-
standing of the complexity of the coaching process could be achieved.

Finally, by underpinning empirical research with the concepts discussed in
this paper, sociological analysis “provides a reminder that the ‘taken for granted’
world does not have to be taken for granted; that we may be able to do something
about it if we have a mind to” (Shaw, 1981, p. 71). In turn, such understanding and
awareness can result in a “certain openness to new ideas, to alternatives, to im-
provement” (Hellison & Templin, 1991, p. 9), and that must be a worthy goal for
coaching practice.
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